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in a large environment of companies, but 
I will tell you that I think the single most 
overrated technology from my perspec-
tive as an agent is company proprietary 
portals.

I have companies walk in, and I ask 
if they do Real Time, and they say, “Oh 
yeah, we’ve got a wonderful Real Time 
agent portal.” And I say, “Wait a minute. 
Agent portal tells me proprietary Web 
site. Is that what you’re telling me is your 
special solution to this?” They say, “Our 
agents love it.” And I say, “Well, I don’t. I 
don’t want a proprietary portal.”

If as a company you think that a great 
silver bullet, it isn’t for me. It isn’t a way 
that will allow me to have my staff get 
things done better.

E Elizabeth Tluchowski: I would have 
to say it’s some of the [commercial lines] 
marketing tools that say you can load this 
on your laptop, you can take this out, you 
can fill out an application, bring it back 
into the organization, hook up to the net-
work, and click a button.

I believe they’re very overrated. I have 
yet to find one that works in that capaci-
ty, and we have tried a couple, so it would 
be nice to have a tool out there that really 
did [allow you to] click a button and, 
boom, you have your entire commercial 
line submission.

E Johnmichael Monteith: I just want to 
give you a one-word response:  iPhone. 

E Ara Trembly: How do you all go about the 
process of vendor selection? 

E Elizabeth Tluchowski: I’ve basically 
gone out and researched their successes in 
doing what we are trying to do. We really 
have to outsource to only two people, but 
it was fully investigated, as far as whether 
they have done this before, making the 
first contact with them, and getting a gen-
eral idea if they truly understand what it is 
we’re looking for.  

My concern when outsourcing or going 
to a vendor is that you really don’t want to 

educate anyone. You want them to say that 
they do understand what you’re trying to 
accomplish and repeat it back to you.  

E Johnmichael Monteith: Anytime 
we go through a new product or vendor 
selection or any of that, we form a com-
mittee. I’m very blessed to have brilliant 
people back in our office—very techni-
cally minded folks there—so we put to-
gether a committee of folks from across 
departments and they review it with 
our [information technology] group. We 
look at various vendors and decide the 
road map.

E Audience Question: There’s also an-
other aspect in the relationship with the client. 
What role does technology play in that space 
from pure business and interaction with your 
clients, and how is it going to improve their 
productivity?

E Johnmichael Monteith: We have cli-
ent portal sites that connect directly to our 
agency management system. It’s connect-
ing directly to the data, serving it up, and 
how it saves our administrators time when 
they file a document.

This is a simple example. They file a 
policy in our document management sys-
tem; they click a check box in that index-
ing and, boom, it’s immediately available 
to our client on the Web site. So we don’t 
have to mail it to them. 

There’s some legal issues there, too, 
but you get the concept that by giv-
ing the client direct interface to what 
you have internally, they’re directly in-
volved.  

If they’re not into this Web geek 
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stuff, that’s perfectly okay. They can do 
it the old-fashioned way and pick up a 
phone, but…we have about 300 [clients] 
that are using our client portal sites, and 
it gets more and more use every day. 

E Elizabeth Tluchowski: We also have 
put up a site for one of our business 
entities, where they said it would be ex-
tremely helpful to the client to be able to 
come in and communicate basically via 
that site. 

It has been extremely successful [and] 
we will be implementing it for other divi-
sions as well.  

E Edgar Higgins Jr.: [As a] smaller 
agent, we kind of have to rely upon off-
the-shelf products if we can’t develop 
them on our own. About six years ago, 
our vendor offered customer access to 
their client file, and we sent out a couple 

of newsletters and told our clients they 
could access their file.

Living in a very rural area, we got vir-
tually no uptake on that, so some of these 
things are immature and will take time to 
mature. But we just recently put live chat 
on our Web site, and I think one of the 
things we realize is that even as a smaller 
agent, we need to create more opportuni-
ties for customers to interact with us on 
their terms.

Live chat via the Internet allows them 
to be able to communicate with us in the 
channel they like to, and I think from 
an agent’s perspective, the earlier we ex-
periment with some of these things, the 
easier it is to be there when the client 
expectation arrives.  NU

Are You NU’s 2009 Winner?
National Underwriter encourages agents with a unique approach, 

philosophy and story about how technology bolstered, or even saved 
their business to enter NU’s 2009 “Agency Technology Achievement 
Award” program later this year.

Who knows? Your agency might be profiled right here  
next year, and you could be the one sharing the secrets of your tech 
success and serving as a role model for your peers during NU’s 2009 
“Future Of Agency Technology” roundtable.

Entry details will be available  
in our magazine and on our  
Web site later this fall.


