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This thesis explores how insurance sales professionals perceive and apply customer
education (CE) during the pre-purchase stage. The study explores what kinds of tools and
strategies are used in CE, how they influence in trust building, customer engagement and
decision-making, and what challenges are associated with CE during the pre-purchase stage.
The thesis adopts a qualitative research approach, and the data was collected through eleven
semi-structured interviews conducted with agents from five Finnish insurance companies.

The findings show that CE is an essential and continuous parts of the sales process, occurring
throughout all practical sales stages, the booking call, sales meeting, and follow-up meeting.
CE was found to promote trust, increase customer engagement, and improve the quality of
customer decision-making. At the same time, several challenges were identified, such as
information overload, customer scepticism and ethical tensions.

This thesis deepens the academical understanding of CE, particularly in complex service
environments. It shifts the focus of CE from the traditionally examined post-purchase stage
to the pre-purchase stage. Furthermore, it offers practical insights for developing customer-
oriented sales practices in the insurance industry.
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Téssd Pro-gradu tutkielmassa tutkitaan, kuinka vakuutusmyyntiedustajat soveltavat
asiakaskoulutusta ostoa edeltdvdssd vaiheessa. Tutkimuksessa selvitetddn, millaisia
tyokaluja ja strategioita asiakaskoulutuksessa kéytetdén, miten ne vaikuttavat luottamuksen
rakentamiseen, asiakkaan sitoutumiseen ja padtoksentekoon, sekd millaisia haasteita
asiakaskoulutukseen liittyy ostoa edeltdvdssd vaiheessa. Tdméd tutkielma toteutettiin
laadullisena tutkimuksena, ja aineisto kerittiin yhdentoista puolistrukturoidun haastattelun
avulla viidestd suomalaisesta vakuutusyhtiosta.
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vaiheesta ostoa edeltidvddn vaiheeseen. Lisdksi se tarjoaa kdytdnnonldheisid nidkokulmia
asiakasldhtoisen myyntityon kehittdmiseksi vakuutusalalla.
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1 Introduction

This master’s thesis explores how insurance sales professionals perceive and apply customer
education (CE) strategies in the pre-purchase stage of the sales process. The insurance
industry is highly competitive and one of the largest industries in the world. According to a
global insurance industry market report (Statista 2025, 29), the estimated size of the
insurance market is around 8 trillion US dollars, based on the value of written insurance
premiums worldwide. In the European Union (EU), the insurance market is strictly regulated
by the Insurance Distribution Directive (IDD), which sets the standards for the industry

(European Commission 2025).

Likewise, the insurance market is highly regulated by governments to ensure the
appropriateness of the insurance products sold to the customers (Lu, Kang, & Tseng 2023,
588). Maggioni and Turchetti (2024, 456) defined that “insurance contracts offered must be
objective and in an understandable way to allow the customers to make an informed
decision”. Insurance products are usually highly specialized, and the terms of these products
often contain complex “fine print” that is challenging to understand (Lu, Kang, & Tseng
(2023, 588). This can make customers often feel overwhelmed, leading to hesitation or
misinformed decisions during the sales process. CE and customer training have become an
expected part of customer experience (Quick & Kelly 2022, 2). As a result of CE, sales
representatives can promote insurance services in a way that builds trust and promotes

purchase decision (Quick & Kelly 2022, 119).

Prior research has extensively focused on post-purchase CE, linking it to enhanced customer
loyalty (Islam & Akagi 2018), increased customer expertise (Bell & Eisingerich 2007),
revenue growth (Retana, Forman, & Wu 2016), and positive word-of-mouth (Sun, Foscht,
& Eisingerich 2021). Bonney et al. (2022) identified that there is a lack of research related
to outcomes of customer learning and education in the pre-purchase stage. Therefore, there
is limited academic understanding of how CE impacts the sales process before purchase,

giving authentic research avenue for this exploration.

The context of insurance sales is worth studying, due to the high complexity of insurance

products offered by insurance companies in consumer markets. Previous research related to
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CE in the post-purchase stage has been focusing on the context of other complex financial
services offered by financial institutions (Eisingerich & Bell 2006; 2008; Islam & Akagi
2018). Insurance products, especially personal insurance products, are quite abstract
products to the average consumer. Bhojak, Thakor, and Momin (2024) found that insurance
agents selling the product had a negative impact on overall customer satisfaction in the sales
process and claimed the need to improve service quality from the side of insurance agents.
It can be assumed that there is a significant need to deeper understand CE as a sales tool in

trust building, customer engagement and decision-making confidence before purchase.

1.1 Aim of the research

The primary objective of this research is to explore how do insurance sales professionals
perceive and apply CE strategies in the pre-purchase stage of the sales process. This
objective is achieved by exploring different tools and strategies insurance sales professionals
currently implement to educate their customers in the pre-purchase stage. The study aims to
understand the observed effects of CE on customer trust, engagement and decision-making
in the pre-purchase stage. Also, challenges that insurance sales professionals face in CE are

explored.

The research aims to make managerial contributions by helping insurance companies
optimize sales strategies by integrating CE more effectively in the pre-purchase stage. The
study aims to identify the best practices in the field for improving implementation of CE as
a customer management and sales tool before the purchase. Additionally, this research has
the potential to identify gaps in current tools used by insurance sales professionals, and

therefore, make managerial contributions for future development.

The research also aims to contribute theoretically. First, this thesis extends research on CE
by shifting the focus to the pre-purchase stage from the post-purchase effects, previously
studied by academics. Secondly, this thesis contributes to literature on customer trust,
customer engagement and decision-making in service industries. The research provides
empirical insights into the role of sales professionals in CE, an area often overlooked by

previous sales and marketing literature.
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1.2 Introduction to previous literature

The concept of CE is widely examined in relationship marketing literature, but most of the
research is focused on analyzing its impact on an existing customer base in the post-purchase
stage. Burton (2002) defined CE as a competitive strategy, providing customers with critical
knowledge related to a company’s product or service offering, and giving them skills to
further utilize this information. Antonios (2011, 3) defined CE as “All and any educational
initiative undertaken by a company to better educate, inform and develop the knowledge of
customers in order to unlock the full value of products at end use.” Organizations should
support their customers acquiring necessary skills and knowledge to get value from the
service of product offerings in an interactive process with the company representatives
(Hibbert, Winklhofer, & Temerak 2012). From the service provider’s perspective,
underlying motivational factors for CE are trust building, customer commitment and

customer engagement (Florea, Nieto-Saucedo, & Reyes-Mercado 2022).

CE reduces information asymmetry between company and customer, which makes
customers more comfortable engaged in the service delivery process (Eisingerich & Bell
2008, 264). CE can build credibility in the corporation’s intentions and reassure customers
about their decision-making (Eisingerich 2006, 95). Better educated customers are more
likely willing to trust the organization and its representatives (Eisingerich & Bell 2008, 264).
CE has also a positive impact on company profits, by increasing customer lifetime value,
while at the same time reducing overall costs of customer support (Retana et al. 2016, 49).
Proactive customer training can increase average sales per customer through achieved higher
script proficiency: customers are more prepared to participate in the service delivery (Nicod,

Llosa, & Bowen 2020).

According to Eisingerich and Bell (2006) CE was the strongest determinant to enhance
customer loyalty. Also, Islam and Akagi (2018) found the linkage between CE programs and
increased positive attitudes among financial service clients, ultimately affecting
strengthened customer loyalty. A study conducted by Vigolo, Bonfanti and Brunetti (2019)
also found a link between CE and a higher level of attitudinal loyalty, through higher levels
of self-perceived expertise. Bell, Auh and Eisingerich (2017) examined the impact of CE to
customer loyalty and found out that to provide general, market-specific information, and

knowledge to the customer led to a decreased customer loyalty and to an increased
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probability of switching the provider. On the other hand, the authors found out that providing
company-specific knowledge and information had a strong positive effect on customer

loyalty (Bell et al. 2017).

CE increases levels of customer expertise, which directly leads to higher customer
expectations (Eisingerich & Bell 2007, 481). Also, Suh et al. (2015) identified changes in
customer expectations through increased customer expertise and perceptions. Most informed
customers have the chance to become “knowledge opinion leaders” that have an external
influence on others through a positive word-of-mouth (Sun et al. 2021). Information
asymmetry and lack of knowledge make it harder for customers to engage, while CE directly

enhances customer engagement (Shah, Jajja, & Chatha. 2023, 713).

As this research focuses on insurance sales within business-to-consumer markets, personal
selling process (PSP) is linked to the conceptual framework. One of the oldest and most
widely accepted paradigms in sales discipline is Dubinsky’s (1980) factor analytic study. It
introduced seven phases of sales to demonstrate steps a salesperson may take during a PSP.
Since Dubinsky’s paradigm (1980) includes also post-purchase activities such as a follow-
up stage, those stages are excluded from the research scope. As this exploration only covers
the pre-purchase stage of the sales process, the simplified PSP model introduced by Deeter-
Schmelz et al. (2024) will be utilized. The research will focus on the following four steps:
approach, discovery, presentation and close, which are the steps where the interaction
between salesperson and customer occurs in the pre-purchase stage (Deeter-Schmelz,
Hunter, Loe, Mullins 2024). Considering the research context, Maggioni and Turchetti
(2024, 462-464) described the sales process of standard insurance contracts with a 4-step
process as follows: 1) Consideration of needs and demands of the customer 2) Quotation 3)

Processing proposal 4) Issuing the contract and release for premium.

The approach in PSP usually consists of the first minutes of actual sales during which
salespeople try to establish an initial rapport with the customer (Moncrief & Marshall 2005,
15). The approach typically sets an agenda for the upcoming meeting (Deeter-Schmelz et al.
2024). This stage can include sales strategies to create initial impressions, such as the
customer-benefit approach, which i.e. discloses the different benefits of the product
(Dubinsky 1980, 29). The discovery step includes insurance agent’s tasks to acquire relevant

information about customer’s needs and demands regarding their insurance needs based on
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the customer’s personal characteristics (Maggioni & Turchetti 2024, 463). Insurance agents
may use different mapping questions to discover the customer’s current life situation and
their current understanding regarding insurance products (Niemi & Heinonen 2024).
Discovery must be done carefully, since the insurance agents can only suggest insurance
quotes that are logical compared to discovered customer needs (Maggioni & Turchetti 2024,

447).

The sales presentation is the most important and complex part of PSP. The key element of
the sales presentation is a value proposition that defines the potential value the customer
would receive after the purchase of a product or service (Deeter-Schmeltz et al. 2024). The
goals of the presentation may vary, e.g. first-time buyers should get critical information
which enables them to make informed decisions, based on the product benefits presented
(Moncrief & Marshall 2005, 15). Through presentation, it is possible to explain the functions
of the product and demonstrate related advantages (Maggioni & Turchetti 2024, 447). Sales
presentations can vary from general standardized presentations to individually tailored
presentations. Salespersons can implement visual display techniques, such as brochures to
demonstrate product or service offering, but also combine non-visual clarification, such as
asking questions about the prospect’s views or use comparisons between products.

(Dubinsky 1980, 29.)

Customers typically hesitate in the purchase decision and ask follow-up questions related to
the product or resist continuing the sales process further (Moncrief & Marshall 2005, 15).
According to Dubinsky (1980), salespersons may unintentionally use techniques to
overcome objections that create tension between partners. Objections should be perceived
positively, since they create opportunities for uncovering true customer needs (Moncrief &
Marshall 2005, 15). Some objections can be neutralized by demonstrating product benefits

that compensate objections (Dubinsky 1980, 30).

The ‘close’ is the step that includes a successful completion of the sales presentation leading
to a commitment to purchase the product or service (Moncrief & Marshall 2005). Some
closing techniques have clear ties with CE. The so-called ‘summary close’ straightforwardly
summarizes product benefits, introduced in the sales presentation and induces purchase
decision. Some clarification closes compare product benefits with competitors or

demonstrate the product before the close (Dubinsky 1980, 30). Key goal of closing is not
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only completion of the sale but rather reaching a mutually beneficial agreement with

customer that creates value over time (Moncrief 2005, 17).

During recent years, digital transformation has significantly changed the insurance sales
process. The study conducted after the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic (Eckert, Eckert,
& Zitzmann 2021) revealed that the insurance industry was not implementing digital sales
channels at advanced levels, even though the ongoing world crisis forced people to avoid
personal contacts. However, Eckert et al. (2023) retook the study after pandemic and
concluded that digital sales channels, such as video meetings, are currently more widespread
and valued in insurance sales. Overall, it is the younger sales professionals to lead the change

(Eckert et al. 2023).

Digitalization has changed the way insurers and customers interact, and insurance sales have
become more location-independent through newly established online sales channels, some
partly or fully automated (Eling & Lehmann 2018). Sales kit in insurance sales include
several tools that support the sales process, such as brochures, catalogues, presentation slide
decks and forms for offers and quotation (Maggioni & Turchetti 2024, 448). Digital tools
have created new opportunities to effectively present sales materials during sales
presentations (Eling & Lehmann 2018, 365). Also, a product recommendation process can
be fastened by utilizing artificial intelligence, which matches customer profiles with
insurance product offering (Eling, Nuessle, & Staubli 2022, 223). The more artificial
intelligence tools are adopted, the more the insurance agents may consult Al assistants in
their work. These recognize points for upselling and cross selling, thus making sales

presentations more tailored to individual customers (Eling, Nuessle, & Staubli 2022).

1.3 Research questions

The following research questions have been formulated after a preliminary literature review.
The research questions include one primary research question (RQ) and three secondary
research questions (SRQ) which support the main research question. The main research

question is as follows:

RQ: How do insurance sales professionals perceive and apply CE strategies in the pre-

purchase stage of the sales process?
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The main research question is supported by three secondary research questions that help to

guide the further study:

SRQ1: What CE strategies and tools do insurance sales professionals use in the pre-purchase

stage?

SRQ2: What are the observed effects of CE on trust, engagement and decision-making in

the pre-purchase stage?

SRQ3: What challenges do insurance sales professionals encounter in educating customers

during the pre-purchase stage?

The purpose of the secondary research questions SRQ1-SRQ3 is to naturally conduct the
research from exploring current practices, observed effects and existing barriers. Answering
all three secondary research questions helps to conclude the findings for the main research

question RQ. Research findings for each research question are presented in Chapter 5.

1.4 Delimitations

Study limitations are inherent features of the research design that may constrain the
interpretation of results and hinder the broader applicability or generalization of the findings
of the findings (Price & Murnan 2004, 66-67). Delimitations of the research define the scope
of this study by defining aspects that are included, and those which are excluded from the
exploration based on determined research objectives. Firstly, the research is exclusively
focusing on the insurance industry, excluding other industries from the analysis. Secondly,
the research geographically focuses on insurance companies operating in Finnish markets.
The research is also limited to covering only sales of personal insurance products, such as
life or health insurance products. For instance, life insurance is an insurance product that
protects livelihood of the protected or his/her family and may be taken out for death, but also
for living depending on the type of life insurance (Finnish Financial Supervisory Authority
2018). Non-life insurance products, such as home and property insurance, are excluded from

this research.

Previous academic literature related to CE has been focusing on the post-purchase stage

(Eisingerich & Bell 2006; 2008; Islam & Akagi 2018). This research is exclusively focusing
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on the pre-purchase stage of insurance sales process, including four steps of PSP: approach,
discovery, presentation and close. The sample analyzed in this research is relatively small,
and therefore, generalizability of the results is low, especially outside Finnish insurance
markets. The study is primarily aimed at academics and practitioners within the insurance
industry and may not be generalized to other industries or audiences. According to Saunders,
Lewis, and Thornhill (2015, 141), qualitative research is not intended to be replicated
elsewhere, since it reflects a socially constructed phenomenon in a particular setting at the

time the research is conducted.

Purposive, non-probability sampling is used, and the interviewees are selected from five
different insurance companies in Finland. Selected interviewees are insurance agents that
are working closely within the customer interface. Therefore, other stakeholders or business
functions in the sales process are excluded from this analysis. Likewise, the research does
not explore customers’ views about educational efforts but rather focuses on how sales

professionals perceive and apply these practices in their work.

This research is a cross-sectional study that provides an overview of current events but does
not track the changes of phenomenon over time or assess any long-term outcomes.
Therefore, the timeframe of this research is also limited to several months during the period
of the research project in Spring 2025. The qualitative data gathered is also limited to primary
data, collected through semi-structured interviews. No other secondary data sources are

utilized in this research.

1.5 Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework (Figure 1) combines the main concepts of this research and gives
visual illustration on their connections with each other. The framework demonstrates
existing CE theory and its linkage to a four-step PSP (Deeter-Schmeltz et al. 2024) and
specific research context of insurance sales. As already mentioned, most of the research
related to CE is focused on the post-purchase stage of the sales process (Eisingerich & Bell
2006; 2008; Islam & Akagi 2018). Therefore, this research aims to explore the phenomenon
from a pre-purchase perspective and lack of focus on this topic in academic literature

encourages conducting this study from this perspective.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework

1.6 Definitions

This sub-chapter briefly summarizes the main concepts of this research. Actual literature

review in Chapter 2 will deepen the understanding of the concept of customer education.

Customer education

Meer (1984) give an early definition for concept of CE in her Customer education —book as

follows:

“The term customer education refers to any purposeful, sustained and

organized learning activity that is designed to impart attitudes, knowledge or
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skills to customers or potential customers by a business or industry. It can
range from self-instructional material for a particular product to a formal

’

course related to product or service.’
In turn, Eisingerich and Bell (2008, 258) describe the concept of CE as follows:

“We define customer education as the extent to which service employees (a)
inform customers about service-related concepts and (b) explain the pros and

1

cons of service products they recommend to their customer.’

Personal insurance sales

As this research is focusing on a specific context of insurance sales, it is essential to describe
the concept of insurance distribution. European Commission (2025) offers the following

definition;

“Insurance distribution means to sell, propose to sell, advise on or prepare
in any other way the conclusion of insurance contracts. The sale of insurance
products in the EU is regulated by the Insurance Distribution Directive (IDD)
adopted in 2016. IDD applies to all sellers of insurance products.”

As mentioned earlier, this study is focusing on the sales process of life insurance products,
therefore a clear definition of this specific insurance type is required. Life insurance is
defined in Finnish law, the Act on Insurance Classes (Laki vakuutusluokista 526/2008) as

follows:

“Life Insurance Class 1, "Life Insurance,” includes insurance for survival,
life insurance in the event of death, insurance for reaching a certain age
or for death before reaching that age, and insurance for the return of

insurance premiums, as well as pension insurance.

Life Insurance Class 1 also includes other personal insurance policies
provided by a life insurance company in addition to the life insurance
policies referred to in subsection 1. Such insurance policies include, for
example, insurance against personal injury, which also covers disability
caused by personal injury, insurance for death caused by an accident,

and insurance for disability caused by an accident or illness.”
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1.7 Research methodology

Due to its explorative character, this research is conducted through a qualitative research
approach. Qualitative research methods emphasize observation and interpretation, along
with the data collected within the natural context (Park & Park 2016, 4). The research follows
interpretivism as a research philosophy. The aim of interpretivist research is to create new,
comprehensive understandings of a social phenomenon (Saunders et al. 2015, 140). The
purpose of the research is to be explorative in its nature, and the study approaches theory
formation inductively. An inductive approach to theory formation collects data to explore
the phenomenon, identifies themes and patterns and ends up with conceptual framework
(Saunders et al. 2015, 145). The findings of explorative research are not conclusive or
generalizable but can be used to create an initial understanding of the phenomenon and

support the further decision making of industry practitioners (Park & Park 2016, 4).

The research is cross-sectional, and its time-horizon is narrow, due to the lack of time
available in data collection (the strict schedule of the thesis project). The data is collected by
using semi-structured interviews with insurance agents. In semi-structured interviews, the
list of key themes is covered, and the questions linked to these themes are pre-defined and
structured (Saunders et al. 2015, 391). Semi-structured interviews have an advantage of
being interactive, which allows unexpected topics to emerge during interviews (Busetto,
Wick, & Cumbinger 2020, 3). The interviews are conducted via Microsoft Teams Meetings
video calls and are recorded and transcribed for further data analysis. All participants receive
participant consent forms, which state all critical information concerning this research and

its objectives.

The purposive, non-probability sampling is used in this research due to the chosen research
design. In qualitative research, only non-probability sampling methods are used (Gill 2020,
579). The sample consist of eleven interviews with insurance agents employed at five
different insurers in Finnish insurance markets. Qualitative samples are usually smaller to
examine the phenomenon in-depth (Gill 2020, 570). The primary qualitative data is analyzed
by using a thematic analysis. The data gathered is being anonymized to increase
confidentiality of data. Thematic analysis is a qualitative data analysis method in which the

researcher is coding the collected data to find themes and patterns for further analysis, related
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to predetermined research questions (Saunders et al. 2015, 579). The research methodology

is further discussed in Chapter 3.

1.8 Structure of the research

This research is divided into five main chapters (Figure 2) and related subchapters found in
the table of contents. Chapter 2, after this introduction chapter, explores the previous
academic research on CE and presents a comprehensive literature review about the themes
explored. The literature review is formed according to the conceptual framework illustrated
earlier above in Figure 1. After the literature review, Chapter 3 presents a deeper
introduction into the methodology, including all the aspects of research design, such as
considerations of reliability and validity of the research. Next in Chapter 4, the empirical
part of the research includes presentation and analysis of the collected qualitative data. In
Chapter 5, theoretical concepts are combined with new empirical findings; the results of the
research are discussed and aligned with predetermined research questions and objectives.
Finally, the findings of the study are debated, and possible limitations of these findings are
identified. Also, several future research avenues are proposed at the end of this paper to

guide academics for unexamined fields of research.

1. Introduction

2. Literature review

3. Research methodology
& data collection

4. Empirical analysis

5. Discussion & conclusions

Figure 2. Structure of the research
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2 Literature review

Literature review will cover the most significant and relevant research on the topic (Saunders
et al. 2015, 74). This chapter introduces current knowledge related to the explored
phenomena, with existing research previously conducted by academics. This literature
review is formed as a funnel (Saunders et al. 2015, 80), beginning from a general level of
CE linked to the main research question (RQ) set in Chapter 1.3. The review is narrowed
down to align with secondary research questions (SRQs). Research concerning educational
tools and strategies are introduced. Also, impact of CE on trust, customer engagement and
customer decision-making are discovered more deeply. Additionally, the challenges of CE
are disclosed. In the end, previous literature is summarized and identified research gap is

justified.

2.1 Customer education

CE has been under academical research nearly 40 years. One of the earliest studies related
to CE (McNeal 1978) argues that well-informed consumers make better purchasing
decisions, highlighting that businesses investing in CE can build stronger brand loyalty,
differentiate themselves from competitors and reduce customer complaints. As the
complexity of certain marketplace grows, CE becomes more vital (Halatin & Taylor 1994).
Bell and Eisingerich (2007) suggested that companies should integrate CE into their
relationship marketing philosophy. The assessment of the customer learning should be
integrated to the various stages of the customer journey (Bonney et al. 2022, 363). Likewise,
Bonfanti and Brunetti (2014) proposed that companies should take cultural leap developing
initiatives to strengthen their CE practices. Later, Ping and Li (2021) encouraged firms to
consider CE as one of the most important tools for customer management. However, many
firms are still afraid of investing in CE, since they fear that giving information for their
customers would allow them to switch the provider more easily due to increased customer

expertise (Bell, Auh, & Eisingerich 2017, 307).
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2.1.1 Importance of customer education

CE ensure that customers are completely understanding what company can offer in terms of
products and services (Eisingerich & Bell 2008, 259). CE can be defined as the company’s
and its representatives' educational initiatives to provide the customers skills and knowledge
to utilize that information further in a customer relationship (Burton 2002). CE can be seen
as a strategy to increase the customer’s knowledge and evaluation skills to enhance customer
perceived value (Bonfanti & Brunetti 2014, 230) and ultimately developing trusting
relationships with customers (Eisingerich & Bell 2008, 257). CE clearly distinguishes from
consumer education, which is a third-party policymaker’s (such as governments and public
organizations) programs aiming to support consumer acquiring consumption-related

knowledge (Aubert 2007, 31).

CE can be considered the most critical in industries; where products are complex, customers
are unsophisticated about the products, and customers face uncertainties about technical
outcomes (Suh et al. 2015, 263). According to Damali et al. (2016), there are three types of
CE companies can provide their customers: information about tasks customers need to
participate in (know-what); needed understanding about product or service (know-how); and

information about potential benefits of product or service (know-why).

Peng and Li (2021) stated that CE cannot be seen as a one-sided marketing communication,
rather being mutual and interactive communication between the company and the customer.
The current emphasis of many companies has turned into focusing on proactive CE as
customer expectations have risen (Quick & Kelly 2022, 215). CE can also be used in
developing the company brand knowledge (Rajagopal 2017) and customer loyalty
(Eisingerich & Bell 2006; Bell & Eisingerich 2007). Investments in educational initiatives
can strengthen customer’s perceptions of company’s position as a high-quality service
provider (Lee & Zoe 2015, 39). CE initiatives can signal firm’s willingness to establish long-
term commitment to customer, since up-front investments are made (Eisingerich 2008, 239).
Burton (2002) mentioned the role of CE as a competitive strategy to enhance operational
efficiency through improved customer participation in service delivery processes. Also,
Eisingerich and Bell (2006) identified CE as a tool to inform customer about their roles in

service delivery, giving also responsibilities for customer’s own participation.
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2.1.2 Customer education strategies and tools

Utilizing CE strategies companies can gain competitive advantage in the market (Suh et al.
2015). CE initiatives can act as a service differentiator (Eisingerich & Bell 2008, 256).
Burton (2002) argued that not every customer needs the same amount of CE in the same
service context. Bell and Eisingerich (2007) suggested that educational initiatives should be
developed according to varying levels of customer expertise, since the type of information
required changes when customer expertise increases. Customer relationships should be
treated as dynamic and continuously evolving over time (Eisingerich & Bell 2008, 266).
Witkowska and Stachowska (2021, 852) pointed out that especially in the context of
insurance sales, each customer should be treated individually to meet customers’

expectations.

Educational strategies should be customized for different customer segments in terms of
content, time and price (Vigolo, Brunetti, & Bonfanti 2016, 497). Quick and Kelly (2022, 8)
suggests that CE strategies should be grounded in data and align with the actual learning
needs of the customer. Companies should evaluate carefully their approach to CE and in
which level of tailoring they would need for different customer segments (Bonfanti &
Brunetti 2014, 230). The scalability of educational content is critical for success (Quick &
Kelly 2022, 9). It also important to plan how to manage the organizational knowledge
internally to distribute it for different stakeholders in an effective way (Eisingerich & Bell
2008, 265). Online databases and portals could be utilized to support the company
representatives with the CE initiatives (Eisingerich & Bell 2008, 265).

Islam and Akagi (2018) highlighted the importance of professionalism in delivery of
educational program, leading to more positive perceptions about the program itself and the
company. High communication quality is the strong determinant to enhance the
effectiveness of CE (Huang, Huang, & Deng 2013, 254). Through effective communication
it is possible to educate customer to make informed decisions (Sharma & Patterson 1999).
Suh et al. (2015) suggest that CE as a theme should be included in employee training to
develop customer interactions in the perspective of CE. Bell and Eisingerich (2007, 481)
also propose that companies should equip their employees with skills to explain complex
concepts for customers with understandable way. Sharma & Patterson (1999) pointed out

that focus in communication should not be in selling, rather informing and educating.
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Advances in information technology has increased the number of various channels where
customers can access educational content (Hibbert et al. 2012). According to Peng and Li
(2021, 333) companies should use both offline and online tools to CE to take full advantage
of various media. CE programmes may include seminars and other external training
activities such as printed materials, websites, emails and personal consultation (Bonfanti &
Brunetti 2014, 225). Companies can also educate consumers through advertising and
blogposts (Suh et al. 2015, 262). Insurance distribution directive (IDD) in the European
Union stipulates educational material by providing customer an insurance product
information document (IPID), which includes all relevant information regarding the specific
insurance product in standardized format (Maggioni & Turchetti 2024, 465). The IPID is a
short, easy-to-read document that allows customers to make informed decisions based on

product characteristics (European Insurance and Occupational Pensions Authority 2025).

The use of online learning modules would enable making variations of educational content
for customers with different expertise levels to make content interesting for everyone (Islam
& Akagi 2018, 341). Smartphone applications as an educational channel offers companies
opportunities to communicate product benefits with an accessible manner and increase
customer expertise and their evaluation skills (Lee & Zoe 2015, 38). Latest adoption of Al
technologies such as Al chatbots in insurance sales has faced mixed opinions; some support
the AI adoption for increased efficiency, but others prefer personal contacts in customer

interaction (Fichter & Anguelov 2021, 27).

One strategy to educate customer is to break product education to easily assimilated pieces
(Islam & Akagi 2018, 341). To facilitate CE, companies should give their representatives
more autonomy and behavioural latitude to explain concepts for customers (Eisingerich &
Bell 2008, 205). Storytelling is an effective CE strategy to engage the customer and
strengthen their focus, motivation and memory regarding educated concept or product
(Quick & Kelly 2022, 135). Additionally, it is important to speak language that customers
understand and avoid jargon (Sharma & Patterson 1999, 158). According to Mayer (2009)
minimizing cognitive load is essential for CE success, since customers have limited

cognitive capacity to retain what they have learnt.

CE in complex products is suggested to be personalized for different generations to avoid

generational knowledge gaps (Islam & Akagi 2018, 341). According to Oumlil, Williams
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and Oumlil (2000) CE programs can enhance the capacity of senior customers to understand
increasingly complex markets and product offerings, viewing it as a prime marketing
opportunity to serve elder customers. Company representatives should discover customer’s
current knowledge gaps to better identify their educational needs and tailor CE practices
based on that prior knowledge (Bell & Eisingerich 2007, 481). Resolving misunderstandings
is a key part of CE (Sharma & Patterson 1999, 164). Showing the genuine interest in
customer’s needs is vital (Sharma & Patterson 1999, 163). Tailoring educational efforts
should be adapted to customer’s expertise to achieve “right tone” with both novices and

experts (Eisingerich & Bell 2008, 265).

Aubert (2007) highlighted that CE is a relevant strategy in every phase of customer lifecycle.
Especially in the pre-purchase stage, the main task of CE is to equip potential customers
with skills and knowledge to enhance the customer’s awareness of a product’s potential
usage (Aubert 2007, 4). Additionally, through CE customers can gain self-confidence in
their ability to use the product. In the post purchase stage, the main task is to create value in

consumption stage by supporting customers in their use of the product (Aubert 2007).

2.2 Impact of customer education on trust, engagement and decision-making

Existing literature highlights that CE plays a multifaceted role in customer relationships in
the post-purchase stage. CE builds trust and enhances credibility by reducing information
asymmetry (Eisingerich & Bell 2008; Suh et al. 2015). In turn, established trust fosters
higher customer engagement due to customers becoming more confident about participating
in service delivery process (Shah et al. 2023). By improving customer knowledge and
confidence, CE directly impacts decision-making by reducing perceived risk towards the
purchase (Suh et al. 2015). These three dimensions; trust, engagement and decision-making
are not thus isolated factors, but rather interconnected outcomes that together contribute to
enhanced customer satisfaction and likelihood of purchase. In complex industries like
insurance sales where uncertainty about product characteristics is prevalent, simultaneous
enhancement of these factors through CE in the pre-purchase stage may be critical. Quick
and Kelly (2022, 119) stated that CE has a significant impact on trust building, customer

engagement and leading to behavioural change in the sales process. Florea et al. (2022) stated
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that trust building, and customer engagement are the main objectives of CE in the perspective

of service provider.

2.2.1 Customer education and trust

Trust is the key driver for successful customer relationships, and it can be developed by
communicating valuable information with customer (Morgan & Hunt 1994, 34). Trust is the
most powerful dimension for customer satisfaction in the insurance industry (Bhojak et al.
2024). Customers perceive insurance agent’s ability to build trust and provide the sense of
security as one of the most important competencies of the insurance agent (Witkowska &
Stachowska 2021, 851). According to the study of Eisingerich and Bell (2008), CE has a
significant and direct impact on customer trust. In turn, trust is also the key factor in

establishing customer loyalty (Bell, Auh, & Smalley 2005).

According to Peng and Li (2021), through CE firms have ability to enhance their information
exchange and cooperation with their customers, ultimately building rich customer
relationships. Information sharing increases mutual knowledge between company and
customer developing social attachment (Eisingerich & Bell 2006, 95). Better educated
customers are more willing to trust the company representatives (Eisingerich & Bell 2008,
264). Islam and Akagi (2018) found out that participation in company’s CE programmes
increased customers trust and appreciation towards the financial firm. CE has a positive
impact on customer’s self-confidence, which boosts trust (Suh et al. 2015). Also, Aubert
(2007) mentioned that CE enhances potential customer’s self-confidence in their product

usage.

According to Suh et al. (2015) trust has significant emotional consequences, since customers
create emotional bonds with a service provider. Islam and Akagi (2018) states that increased
trust due to CE also builds the sense for ownership to the customer. To develop trust further
and reduce information asymmetry, companies should be more transparent in the sales
process and offer customers cost disclosures and other relevant information that customers

can verify initially (Atefi, Ahearne, Hohenberg, Hall, & Zettelmeyer 2020, 1091).

Bhojak et al. (2024) identified challenges in insurance sales process, since insurance agents

had a negative impact for overall customer satisfaction. Trust may be eroded if the customer
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feels that insurance agent is not knowledgeable about the products (Bhojak et al. 2024).
Functional service quality is a stronger determinant of trust than technical service quality,
emphasizing the importance of professionalism in service delivery (Eisingerich & Bell 2008,
262). Eisingerich and Bell (2008) also found out that relevance of technical service quality

weakens, when customers expertise is high due to CE.

2.2.2 Customer education and engagement

Customer’s active participation in service delivery is vital and should be supported with CE
(Shah et al. 2023, 712). Customers should not be treated as a passive subject of education
(Hibbert et al. 2012). According to Huang et al. (2013) CE positively influences customer
participation, while customer readiness plays a mediating role in this relationship. Customers
that have received critical information related to product or service characteristics through
CE feel more comfortable to engage with a firm and ask more questions (Eisingerich & Bell
2008, 264). Proactive CE seems to have a positive impact on the customer’s script
proficiency; customers are more aware of their roles in service delivery, which supports
engagement further (Nicod et al. 2020). Educated customers that asks more questions enable
enhanced information sharing between customer and company representatives (Suh et al.
2015, 273). Information asymmetry is a major factor that is weakening customer’s
possibilities to engage with a company (Shah et al. 2023, 713). CE is a way to reduce those

information asymmetries between relationship partners (Eisingerich & Bell 2008, 264).

By increasing customer expertise, co-production of the service with customer is more
probable (Auh, Bell, McLeod, & Shih 2007, 367). In addition to that Eisingerich & Bell
(2006) stated that due to the CE, customers perceive participation on service delivery more
relevant and significant for them. Also, Eisingerich and Bell (2008) highlighted that
customers see more value in company representative’s personal consultation and interaction,
when they have already received some CE and been knowledgeable about products.
Provided CE increases customer’s readiness to perform their required tasks in service
delivery (Damali, Miller, Fredendall, Moore, & Dye 2016, 90). Peng and Li (2021) revealed
that CE has a significant positive impact on customer’s willingness to participate in service
innovation, ultimately increasing satisfaction and supporting company’s development. CE

has also positive impact on customer retention in the long run (Retana et al. 2016) and can
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build brand advocacy when the expert customers recommend the company for others (Quick

& Kelly 2022, 29).

2.2.3 Customer education and decision-making

Aubert (2007, 44) states that CE is relevant in all phases of customer’s decision-making
process. Meer (1984) found out in her initial case study that CE has positive impact on case
company’s sales. According to Retana et al. (2016, 49) a proactive CE leads to increased
revenues. Also, Nicod et al. (2022) propose that proactive customer training increased
average sales per customer in retail settings. On the contrary, Bonney et al. (2022) claimed
that so-called “product dumping”; providing too much information to the customer, has a
harmful impact on company profits. Therefore, Bonney et al. (2022) suggests that companies

should not overwhelm their customers with information overload.

Eisingerich and Bell (2006, 96) emphasize that CE enhances opportunities for cross-selling.
Company’s efforts in providing customers critical information about service or product
concepts reduces uncertainty (Eisingerich & Bell 2008, 257). Therefore, CE leads to
increased customer expertise, which reduces perceived risks related to purchase decisions
(Suh et al. 2015, 272). Due to increased customer expertise, customers can evaluate relative
importance of each product attribute and base their purchase decision on attributes that are

most relevant for them (Bell & Eisingerich 2007, 471).

According to Rajagopal (2017), CE significantly impacts customer’s decision making, since
it empowers customers to develop perceptions about the brand and assess the value of their
brand offerings. Also, Eisingerich and Bell (2006) found out that CE positively impacted on
customer’s perceptions about product benefits and value. Aubert (2007) highlighted that
product-usage related education gives the customer confidence and incentives to purchase
the product. Deeper understanding of company’s products allows customers to make more
complicated and critical purchase decisions due to enhanced self-confidence (Suh et al.

2015).

Sari et al. (2021) found the positive relationship between conducted CE and increased
purchase intention towards the educated green product offering. Aubert, Trendel, and Ray

(2010) revealed that potential customers reading user manual in the pre-purchase stage
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positively influenced their product evaluation and purchase intentions, while CE perceived

as a mediator in this behavioural change.

Bell and Eisingerich (2007) reported that customers with high expertise rely more heavily
on technical service quality such as specific product attributes when forming intentions to
purchase and remain loyal for the company. For customers with low expertise, functional
service quality such as professionalism of company representatives plays a bigger role in
decision making (Bell & Eisingerich 2007). Bonney et al. (2022) states that focusing more
on CE and knowledge brokering would enable salespeople to achieve even better profits

compared to them who solely focus on sales metrics.

2.3 Challenges in customer education

Even though company would have invested resources to CE, improper CE can cause risks
to company due to increased customer perceptions (Bell & Eisingerich 2007). Reducing
information asymmetry between company and its customers can simultaneously weaken the
power position of company, if information provided to customers is not carefully evaluated
(Bonfanti & Brunetti 2014, 231). Companies should evaluate the risk regarding to providing
customer information about alternatives (Bonfanti & Brunetti 2014b, 27). According to
Heilman, Bowman, and Wright (2000) individual’s increased product knowledge will
decrease their perceived switching costs towards substitutes. CE can help the customer to
become more aware of their rights in the marketplace (Lee & Zoe 2015, 32), which can also
increase customer expectations due to increased customer expertise (Suh et al. 2015).
Moreover, the one universal challenge in CE is that companies are often struggling to

measure the success of their CE activities (Quick & Kelly 2022, 187).

2.3.1 Barriers to customer education

Some informational and cognitive barriers complicate the implementation of CE practices.
The concept of consumer informedness refers to “a degree to which consumers perceive
themselves being knowledgeable about a products or services in the marketplace in regard
to a specific purchase decision before the purchase process and/ or interaction with a

salesperson formally begins.”” (Hochstein, Bolander, Goldsmith, & Plouffe 2019). Hochstein
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et al. (2019, 137) found out that consumer perceived informedness drives consumer
behaviour and affect the sales process in the high involvement purchases, such as insurance,
despite consumers often lack the actual product knowledge. All sales presentations involve
some basic levels of customer learning; however, the problems occur when customers are
overwhelmed about “product dumping” in which salespersons are providing too much

information to the customer, resulting information overload (Bonney et al. 2022, 363).

Additionally, some relational barriers may exist. Due to the existing information asymmetry,
the customer with less knowledge may be reluctant to trust the company representative;
therefore, building the initial trust is the major challenge in the sales process (Atefi et al.
2020). Customers may view CE initiatives as a sales persuasion tactic, which could lead to
opportunistic behaviour (Eisingerich & Bell 2008, 257). Salespersons should move away
from product dumping to more consultative approach, where the customer learns by

“connecting the dots” by themselves (Bonney et al. 2022, 363).

As Suh et al. (2015) earlier stated CE increases customer perceptions as soon their expertise
grows. Customers pay special attention to insurance agent’s expert knowledge (Witkowska
& Stachowska 2021, 852). Bhojak et al. (2024) identified major challenges in insurance
agents working style: customer satisfaction was weakened due to the low professionalism of
the insurance agent, and they further suggested the insurance companies must equip their
frontline employees with necessary relationship management and technical skills to maintain
service quality. Adoption of Al technologies would enable personalizing the insurance
agent’s training based on their individual areas for development and get access for “just in

time” -training (Janowski 2025, 15).

In the perspective of CE, one challenge is that the educational material is usually created by
employing one-size-fits-all format that fails to address the actual learning objectives of all
customers (Quick & Kelly 2022, 203). Also standardized communication strategies are
doomed to fail, since the customer expertise levels vary, and companies should try to adapt

to those variations (Hochstein et al. 2019, 137).
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2.3.2 Ethical challenges to customer education

Insurance company’s sales orientation can indirectly impact on the insurance agent’s
intention to make inappropriate product recommendations, which are not suitable for the
customer’s actual needs (Tseng, Kang, & Chung 2016). Implementing clear sales orientation
can destroy customer trust, while on the contrary, customer orientation approach can
establish long-term customer relationships and satisfaction (Blocker, Flint, Myers, & Slater
2011). Witkowska and Stachowska (2021, 851) proposed that customer-oriented approach
is highly valued among the insurance customers and considered as the most critical

competence of the insurance agent.

From the customer’s point of view, the insurance companies should not encourage insurance
agents to sales orientation through unethical compensation plans that lead to conflict of
interest (Tseng et al. 2016). Lu, Kang and Tseng (2023) proposed that public compensation
information would enhance ethical sales behaviour among insurance agents, since
information asymmetry decreases between the customer and the agent. Additionally,
Eisingerich and Bell (2006) suggested that financial incentives should be linked to customer
feedback in a way that CE would be more valued among company representatives. All in all,
insurance companies should build CE metrics to be able to analyse the value of CE activities

to business results (Quick & Kelly 2022, 211).

2.4 Summary and research gap

This chapter has reviewed the prior literature on CE, focusing on strategies and tools
(SRQI), the effect on trust, engagement, and decision-making (SRQ2), and potential
challenges professionals encounter when implementing CE (SRQ3). This review
summarized that even though CE is widely explored during the last decades and
acknowledged as the powerful tool in the post-purchase customer management, its role in

the pre-purchase stage remains underexplored.

Bonney et al. (2022) identified the lack of research related to outcomes of CE in the pre-
purchase stage, even though some initial conceptual studies have been made (e.g. Meer

1984). Previous literature related to CE have focused specifically the context of financial
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companies (Eisingerich & Bell 2006; 2008; Islam & Akagi 2018). As mentioned earlier, CE
is the most effective in situations, where products are complex, customers are
unsophisticated about product features, and they face uncertainties about technical outcomes
(Suh et al. 2015, 263). Therefore, broadening research approach outside the financial

services for insurance industry is justified after the literature review.

Existing research (e.g. Burton 2002; Quick & Kelly 2022) identify various CE tools; digital
content, face-to-face interaction and, tailored communication methods. However, these are
discussed mainly in general service contexts, with little focus on high-involvement, complex
purchases such as insurance. The current literature provides strong evidence for CE’s
positive effects on customer trust, engagement and informed decision-making — particularly
in post-purchase and loyalty-building context (Eisingerich & Bell 2006; 2008). However,
few studies explore whether these effects appear in the pre-purchase stage, where initial trust

building, engagement and informed decisions are critical for sales performance.

Even though CE is explored for decades, the prior research mainly highlights the benefits of
CE. Past scholars identify some barriers to CE implementation including information
overload (Bonney et al. 2022), customer scepticism (Eisingerich & Bell 2008) and ethical
conflicts in education (Tseng et al. 2016). Yet, these challenges rarely discovered in a pre-
purchase context, especially from the viewpoint of sales professionals, who act as a
knowledge brokers (Bonney et al. 2022) that simultaneously try to educate and to persuade
the customer. This thesis addresses above mentioned gaps in the literature by exploring how
insurance sales professionals in the Finnish personal insurance market perceive, apply and
struggle with CE in the pre-purchase stage. By doing so, the thesis contributes new
theoretical implications of CE’s role in early customer interaction, while offering practical

guidance for more effective and ethical sales strategies in the insurance market.
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3 Research methodology and data collection

This chapter introduces research methodology and data collection methods used in this
research. At first the context of this research is introduced to better understand the
methodological choices made further. Then, the characteristics of qualitative research are
discussed and chosen research philosophy is justified based on predetermined research
objectives. Next, the data collection method and the data analysis method are discussed more
in detail. In the end, research reliability and validity are critically evaluated based on the

chosen research design.

3.1 Research context

As mentioned in the delimitations of the study, this research specifically focuses on
insurance sales in Finnish market. Another context limitation is related to insurance product
categories. The research concentrates on the sales process of personal insurance products,
such as life-, health, critical illness and disability insurance. The primary data source for this
research is insurance agents working in the field with customers. These insurance agents sell
the insurance of their insurance companies and act on behalf of them, and at the risk, of the

insurance company (Finnish Financial Supervisory Authority 2018b).

One major characteristic within the Finnish insurance market is a high portion of statutory
employee pension insurances out of all insurance premiums written in Finland (Finance
Finland 2024. Due to the high level of social security in Finland, many potential risks for
individuals are covered by public sector, decreasing the need of individual insurances.
Finnish insurance market differentiates significantly if compared with such countries as the
US, the biggest insurance market in the world (Statista 2025). Another characteristic of the
Finnish market is a high concentration as the biggest insurance companies are dominating
the market (shown in Figure 3). In 2023, the top three life insurers that is Mandatum, Nordea
and OP accounted over 79% of the market share (Finance Finland 2024, 10). The total
amount of life insurance premiums written in Finland in 2023 was around 4,6 billion euros,

which reflects 4,6% annual growth (Finance Finland 2024, 6).
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Since Finland is a member of the European Union, insurance distribution is highly regulated
by the Insurance Distribution Directive (IDD) adopted in 2016. As stipulated by the IDD, an
insurance sales presentative should use a standardized insurance product information
documents (IPID) to provide customer clear information about insurance product
characteristics. This is to enable customer to make informed decisions. IDD also provides
guidelines for business transparency to avoid a customer purchasing insurance products that

do not meet their actual needs. (European Commission 2025)

Life insurer's market shares in Finland in 2023

m Mandatum = Nordea = OP m LahiTapiola m Others
(Black) (Dark Blue)

Figure 3. Life insurer’s market shares in Finland (Finance Finland 2024, 10)

3.2 Qualitative research

This research is conducted using qualitative research methods as a research approach.
Qualitative research emphasizes observation and interpretation by collecting data within
their natural context (Park & Park 2016, 4). Hence, qualitative research is sometimes defined
as naturalistic, since the researcher operates in an authentic research context to get access to
implications and to understand the phenomenon deeply (Saunders et al. 2015, 167).

Qualitative research usually employs non-numerical data, while quantitative research applier
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and generates numerical data. (Saunders et al. 2015, 165). Qualitative research is undertaken
to answer how’s of social phenomena: information, which is difficult to observe through

quantitative methods (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell 2012, 16).

Qualitative research is especially relevant for situations where knowledge related to the
phenomenon is yet imprecise and, there still is room for an exploratory and flexible
qualitative research (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). The findings of qualitative research are
not conclusive and cannot be used to generalized to the population of interest (Park & Park
2016). However, as an outcome of qualitative research an initial understanding of the
phenomenon may evolve and form a basis for further decision making of industry

practitioners (Park & Park 2016, 4).

Qualitative study can be utilized as a first phase study, followed by a quantitative phase
(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 5). The role of CE in the pre-purchase stage is lacking
previous academic research, and therefore in this context of insurance sales, qualitative
research method suits well to preliminary explore the phenomenon. After the first phase,
qualitative research, is conducted, there opens future research avenues for other researchers

to study the phenomenon also with quantitative methods.

3.2.1 Research philosophy

Research philosophy refers to the underlying beliefs and assumptions about how knowledge
is created, acquired, and interpreted in a research study (Saunders et al. 2015, 124). This
research follows a research philosophy of interpretivism, which defines that the reality is
constructed through culture and language including multiple realities and meanings
(Saunders et al. 2015, 136). Interpretivist research seeks to understand the subjective
meanings and social realities constructed by individuals, creating richer understandings and
interpretations of social worlds and contexts (Saunders et al. 2015, 140). The researcher
plays an active role in the interpretation of data and should recognize their own biases and

influence on research process (Schwandt 2000).

The interpretivist approach allows researchers to view a social phenomenon holistically and
get close to the participants and enter their realities (Leitch, Hill, & Harrison 2010, 70).

However, it creates a major challenge for researchers to enter the social world of research
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participants and understand that social context from their point of view (Saunders et al. 2015,
140). Typically, interpretivist research approaches theory formation inductively and uses
small samples to form in-depth understanding of a social phenomenon and context (Saunders
et al. 2015, 136). Inductive theory formation proceeds from empirical research to theoretical

results; no hypothesis is set before the research process. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 22).

3.2.2 Exploratory study

The purpose of this study is to be explorative in its nature. An exploratory study is a type of
research conducted when a problem is not well-defined or lacks previous studies for
reference (Saunders et al. 2015, 175). According to Edmondson & McManus (2007, 1177),
the less is known about the phenomenon in previous academic literature, the more likely will
exploratory qualitative research be an effective strategy. Exploratory studies do not test any
specific hypothesis but rather tends to understand a phenomenon (Stebbins 2001, 8).
Exploratory studies are preliminary studies that serve as foundation to more conclusive

studies (Saka 2023, 1386).

A major advantage of an exploratory study is its flexibility and adaptability during research
process, making it a popular qualitative inquiry (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell 2012, 43).
Researcher in exploratory studies should approach the study with flexibility in looking data
with open-mindedness (Stebbins 2001, 5). The research questions in an exploratory study
may begin with words “How” or “What” (Saunders et al. 2015, 175). Due to the exploratory
nature of this study, the research questions introduced in the first chapter are aligned with

the exploratory purpose of the study.

3.3 Data collection

This research is a mono-method qualitative study, which uses a single data collection method
to gather qualitative data (Saunders et al. 2015, 168). Data collection of this research consists
of conducting semi-structured interviews with insurance agents working in insurance sales.
Due to the time-constrained nature of the research process, this research is a cross-sectional
study that examines the phenomenon at a particular time (Saunders et al. 2015, 200). All

interviews are conducted during the period between February 2025 and March 2025, and the
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findings reflect the phenomenon during the data collection period, excluding the longitudinal
elements of study. The interviewees are informed about the research topic and its purpose in
advance. All participants are asked for consent (Appendix 1) to ensure they are voluntarily
participating the research, and that they are informed about the further use of data for

academical purposes.

3.3.1 Semi-Structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews contain open-end questions to explore the interviewees’ opinions
and experiences about the phenomenon (Galletta & Gross 2014, 48). Semi-structured
interviews as a data collection method align well with the purpose of the study being
exploratory in its nature (Saunders et al. 2015, 392). A semi-structured interview is a popular
data collection method, since it has proven to being versatile and flexible (Kallio, Pietild,
Johnson, & Kangasniemi 2016, 2955). The semi-structured format allows researchers to
focus on predefined themes, but it also makes it possible to face unexpected insights that
emerge during the interview (Lapan, Quartaroli, & Riemer 2011). The interview schedule
for semi-structured interviews may also contain some open questions to close the interview,

which leaves space for open discussion around the phenomenon (Saunders et al. 2015, 391).

During the formation of a semi-structured interview guide for this research, several pilot
testing methods are utilized. First, external expert assessment (Kallio et al. 2016, 2961) is
used to evaluate the relevance of the interview questions in relation to research objectives.
Secondly, a field testing is used to develop the interview guide further, by interviewing a
potential interviewee to test the questions, before the actual data collection begins (Kallio et
al 2016, 2961). Final interview questions are sent to the interviewees, so they can prepare
their thoughts about the interview themes. Supplying the relevant information to participants
before the interview can increase the credibility of the study, impacting overall reliability

and validity of the research (Saunders et al. 2015, 402).

Semi-structured interviews were conducted using Microsoft Teams Meetings video calls.
The interview structure is shown in Appendix 2. The interview questions are formed around
different themes regarding to set research questions. During the formation of the interview
structure, the potential time needed for each interview is evaluated to ensure suitable depth

of the interview and reduce participant’s unwillingness to participate due to too heavy
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interview structure (Saunders et al 2015, 397). As all the interviewees speak native Finnish,
the conversations are conducted in Finnish. To allow the participants to speak their native
language reduces participation bias (Saunders et al. 2015, 397). Every interview was
recorded and transcribed to further data analysis. The time spent for each interview varies

between 25—-49 minutes and is due to the profoundness of the answers (Table 1).

3.3.2 Sample selection

In qualitative research, only non-probability sampling methods are used (Gill 2020, 579).
Using non-probability sampling does not enable to make statistical conclusions from
gathered data (Saunders et al. 2015, 275). In non-probability sampling, there are no single
rule on how many participants should be involved in the sample (Eriksson & Kovalainen
2008, 125). However, the researcher should try to overcome participation bias, where data
collection method impacts the willingness of potential participants to contribute, resulting in
a biased sample (Saunders et al. 2015, 397). To increase transparency of the data collection,
the researcher should provide holistic details of sampling methods employed and the number
of persons involved, with accurate descriptions of the participants’ characteristics (Gill 2020,

581). Here, Table 1 summarizes the interviews conducted and the characteristics of the

interviewees.
Conducted interviews
Years of experience in insurance
Interviewee | Company Date Title sales Interview duration

Agent 1 Company A |21.2.2025 |Insurance agent 3 28 min
Agent 2 Company B |24.2.2025 |Insurance agent 1,5 30 min
Agent 3 Company C |25.2.2025 |Insurance agent 1 26 min
Agent 4 Company C |25.2.2025 |Insurance agent 1,5 31 min
Agent 5 Company D |25.2.2025 |Insurance agent 6 27 min
Agent 6 Company A |26.2.2025 |Insurance agent 11 49 min
Agent 7 Company B |26.2.2025 |Insurance agent 2.5 32 min
Agent 8 Company C |28.2.2025 |Insurance agent 1 25 min
Agent 9 Company E  |1.3.2025 |Insurance agent 3 28 min
Agent 10 Company D [4.3.2025 |Insurance agent 5,5 30 min
Agent 11 Company B |4.3.2025 |(Insurance agent 4,5 26 min

Table 1. Conducted interviews

A non-probable, purposive sampling is implemented in this research. In purposive sampling,

the researcher intentionally selects those participants which are knowledgeable about the
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phenomenon explored (Gill 2020, 580). It requires the researcher’s own judgement to pick
the participants whose contribution enables to meet research objectives (Saunders et al.
2015, 301). The type of purposive sample applied is a homogenous sample; this means that
the characteristics of sample members are similar, a vacancy at a same hierarchical level of
the organization (Saunders et al. 2015, 302). In homogeneous sample the saturation is
achieved with smaller number of participants, since their experiences tend to be similar

(Guest et al. 2012, 62).

Interview participants were selected based on their first-hand knowledge about the insurance
sales and customer interactions. Their work experience varies from 1 to 11 years, averaging
4.2 years of experience. This creates a great variation and various perspectives around the
phenomenon with different experience levels. In this purposive sampling, no demographic
criterion is considered. Rather, the subjective knowledge of the participants related to the
phenomenon is evaluated. The interviewees are working on five different insurance
companies in Finland: Insurance Company A — E, as shown in Table 1. All the interviewees
are working as insurance agents. The sample is anonymized in Table 1 by using pseudonyms
Agent 1-11 to ensure that no personal or organizational information is exposed in this
research. Anonymization is essential to gain access to relevant information (Saunders et al.

2015, 255).

3.4 Data analysis

The collected and transcribed qualitative data from the semi-structured interviews is
thematically analysed. The analysis is supported by Atlas.ti -software for making the process
more consistent. Atlas.ti is a widely used qualitative data analysis software (Atlas.ti 2025).
Atlas.ti enables data coding and quotation management more efficiently than a manual
process, say an Excel spreadsheet, would allow. The decision to use external analysis tools

is made to increase analysis accuracy and to streamline the entire research process.

The choice of utilizing thematic analysis is based on its ability to describe the data in rich
detail (Braun & Clarke 2006), which is important for an exploratory study like this. Thematic
analysis is a qualitative data analysis method that includes distinction of themes and patterns

from the qualitative data for further analysis (Saunders et al. 2015, 579). Braun & Clarke
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(2006) described the six-phase process of thematic analysis as follows: 1) Familiarizing
yourself with data. 2) Generating initial codes. 3) Searching for themes. 4) Reviewing

themes. 5) Defining and naming themes. 6) Producing of report.

In the beginning of the data analysis, it is important to process the whole data set at least
once before starting the coding process (Braun & Clarke 2006, 87). Codes are the smallest
units of data that could potentially be relevant in relation to the research questions. Codes
are building blocks of themes that, in turn, include broader and repeated patterns of
implications. Preliminary codes can be synthesized and organized into broader, overarching
themes that capture key patterns within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 89). However,
after establishing candidate themes, it is always essential to review and refine them, after
analysing their relevance to the entire data set is examined (Braun & Clarke 2006). After
defining and naming the final themes, reporting of the analysis is conducted by introducing
the data findings across different themes (Braun & Clarke 2006). By connecting different
themes found within the data, conceptual frameworks can be established. (Clarke & Braun

2017, 297)

Thematic analysis can be used in an interpretivist study to explore different interpretations
of the phenomenon (Saunders et al. 2015, 579). The use of thematic analysis is not limited
to certain philosophical approach, and a theory can be formed both inductively and
deductively (Saunders et al. 2015, 579). Thematic analysis is a suitable method for both
small and large sample sizes, being flexible and accessible approach for qualitative data

analysis (Clarke & Braun 2017, 580).

3.5 Reliability and validity

It is important to evaluate the quality and trustworthiness of qualitative research during the
whole research process (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 290). Reliability and validity are
essential to judgements on the quality of research in the quantitative research of social
sciences, but in qualitative research their importance is criticized, and alternative evaluation
criteria have been established (Saunders et al. 2015, 202). Reliability refers to the
replicability of the research: another researcher’s opportunity to repeat the study and come

up with the same findings (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 292). According to Saunders et al.
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(2015, 205), qualitative research is not intended to be replicated elsewhere, since the socially
constructed interpretations reflect the specific social setting within which and at the time the
research is conducted. Validity of the research refers to the extent to which the findings of

the study describe the phenomenon in question (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 292).

The alternative evaluation criteria for qualitative research, introduced by Lincoln and Guba
(1985), include criterion of dependability, that of credibility and the one of transferability.
Those criteria have used to evaluate this qualitative study. Dependability refers to an
accurate record of the research process to enable external evaluation of research process
consistency (Saunders et al. 2015, 206). Providing clear documentation on the research
setting and the methods applied allows application of the research setting elsewhere
(Saunders et al. 2015, 205). Documentation of the research process in this methodology
chapter enhances the dependability of this study. A complete interview guide utilized in data
collection is published to increase the transparency of the research setting (Kallio et al.

2016).

Credibility refers to how well research findings match with the social realities explored in
this study (Saunders et al, 2015, 206). To ensure accuracy, and thus to increase the credibility
of the inquiry, a member check is used to discuss the interpretations of study with interview
participants (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 292). To enhance credibility, any potential
interviewer bias is noted by trying to avoid imposing own beliefs during the interviews
(Saunders et al. 2015, 397). Another potential challenge, the interviewee bias (Saunders et
al. 2015, 397), is considered by ensuring anonymity during the interview to gain trust with
the interviewees; and so, to get access to relevant information and form a comprehensive

picture of the phenomenon.

Transferability of this study is considered by defining a full description of research questions
in Chapter 1, context and methodology of the research in Chapter 3 and presenting the
findings in Chapter 4 & 5. Full descriptions of the entire research process give an external
researcher an opportunity to evaluate the transferability of this research and test the research
setting for example in different geographical context (Saunders et al. 2015, 206). Ethical
considerations related to this research are addressed by asking every interviewee for an
informed consent (Appendix 1) to ensure they voluntarily participate in the study.

Anonymity of the research participants is a key factor in ethical research design.
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4 Empirical analysis

This chapter presents the gathered findings of the thematic analysis of empirical research
data. This chapter is divided into sub-chapters, based on the secondary research questions.
Chapter 4.1 covers the main educational strategies and tools used in the pre-purchase stage
of insurance sales process. Chapter 4.2 addresses observed effects of CE in customer trust,
engagement and decision-making. Chapter 4.3 presents identified challenges insurance sales
professionals faced in CE. Some figures illustrate the themes explored during the thematic

analysis process.

4.1 Strategies and tools in customer education

This chapter describes different strategies and tools that insurance agents use in CE. Also, a
typical and simplified insurance sales process is explained in the beginning to illustrate the

wider process. This chapter answers to SRQ1 defined earlier in Chapter 1.

4.1.1 Typical sales process

A typical insurance sales process includes several steps that all interviewees followed. The
strict insurance regulation formulates a structure for an insurance agent’s work. However,
insurance agents may implement their best practices which meet the regulatory
requirements. Even though, the structure of a sales process may vary between the insurance
agents, some generalization can be made. The simplified insurance sales process illustrated
below in Figure 4 applies for all participants. In Figure 4, typical insurance sales structure is

linked to personal selling process (PSP) introduced earlier in Chapter 1.
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Approach Sales presentation Closing

Sales meeting

Insurance sales and PSP

Figure 4. Insurance sales and PSP

As Figure 4 demonstrates, the typical sales structure consists of three chronological phases;
booking call, sales meeting and follow-up meeting, through which insurance professionals
typically engage with their customers in practice. The PSP introduced in Chapter 1 describes
more micro-level dynamics of customer interactions that occur during the customer
meetings. Therefore, the PSP is not tied to one specific phase illustrated but rather repeats
within each stage of sales process.

"I have a reservation call, a sales call, and a follow-up call after the insurance

offer. It’s the same process I always follow. In-between the sales call and the

follow-up call, the customer has time to review the summary I’ve prepared
based on what we discussed."” - Agent 7

The sales process typically starts with a booking call, in which the time is booked for the
actual sales meeting. The booking call can be conducted by the external party that reserves
the meetings for insurance agents; or the reservation can also be done by the insurance agents
themselves. The booking call includes approaching potential customer in a way that builds
initial rapport and establishes mutual trust closely aligning with approach stage in PSP
framework. In addition, some initial assessment about the customer’s situation is typically
made during the booking call. Insurance agents try to discover the preliminary needs and

wants of the customer to set up the upcoming sales meeting.

The actual sales meeting includes most of the CE practices, because the insurance agent

discovers the customer’s current situation more in-depth and present the comprehensive
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solution for the customer’s situation. The sales presentation is followed by sending an
insurance quote to the customer. The customers usually need time to personally familiarize
themselves with the insurance quote. It gives the customer a chance to compare the current
solution to the offered one and to make their decision based on all information available.
"Often, these negotiations don’t result in an immediate sale, whether it’s a call

or a face-to-face meeting. Instead, we send the offers to the customer, and then
they review them and compare the coverage and price.” - Agent 1

The insurance quote is discussed and potentially agreed in a follow-up meeting in which the
actual sales and closing typically take place. In such follow-up meetings, the customers
usually ask some follow-up questions that have emerged after the sales meeting. Based on
the follow-up question raised, the sales presentation and CE can be continued to justify the
offered insurance package. Since the customers often have a limited time to focus on the
insurance purchase, more follow-up meetings can be arranged to be able to better inform the
customer about the presented insurance solution.

“In any case, we meet with the customer twice. During the second meeting, we

can continue the discussion and, if necessary, schedule another meeting to go
through everything in more detail." - Agent 10

“It's good to highlight the nature of the sales process in the perspective of CE.
For example, if I call the customer on Monday for the sales call, I prefer to
schedule the follow-up call for the next day, so the lead doesn’t go cold. If we
proceed to a third meeting, I usually send the customer a summary in-between,
covering everything we discussed in the second meeting.” - Agent 9

All the interviewees take advantage of a multichannel approach to meet their customers.
Anyway, most of the customer interaction is currently conducted by phone calls. Due to the
COVID-19 all customer meetings switched to be conducted remotely. After the pandemic,
the situation never reverted to normal. Phone calls have stabilized their position as the most
common sales channel, because customers are seeking effortless ways to receive an
insurance quote. However, most of the interviewees prefer to meet customers through online
or office meetings or even by visiting the customer’s site. The switch of sales channels
creates better opportunities for CE due to different tools can be used simultaneously during
the meeting. These tools are identified in the next Chapter below.

"It builds better trust with the customer when the customer can see the person
they re actually talking to about their insurance.” - Agent 2
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4.1.2 Customer education tools

The legal requirements create the foundation for CE tools to be applied in insurance sales.
There are three different document which stipulate the sales process. Previously, insurance
agents needed to attach those documents manually for quotation. Nowadays, thanks to digital
development, these mandatory materials are automatically sent to the customer along with

an insurance quote through the CRM systems.

Firstly, insurance agents use insurance product guides (IPGs) to support their CE and sales
process. Insurance product guides are documents that include relevant information on
insurance products and on their coverage. Most of the questions that arise from the
customer’s side can be answered by communicating the information included in the IPG in
an understandable way with the customer.

"I use the insurance product guides a lot. I usually refer to the IPG if, for

example, I'm offering a health insurance that the customer is not familiar
with." - Agent 4

Another legally required CE tool is the Insurance Product Information Document (IPID),
which is a standardized and simplified version the of IPG. All information on any insurance
is summarized for one A4-sized paper. All insurance companies in the European Union are
following the same IPID -format. Insurance agents take advantage of IPID for CE, since it
crystallizes the insurance product characteristics in a way that is easy to adopt and understand
by the customer.

"The IPID is useful for CE because it clearly states what is covered and what

is not covered." - Agent 4

"The IPID is an A4-page long and lists the compensation practices in a very
simple way. As for me, it's probably the most used out of all company material."
- Agent 6

The most complex document in the eyes of customer appears the Insurance Terms &
Conditions (T&C), since it includes challenging legal text with technical terms. Insurance
agents do not commonly use this document for CE purposes, since it may confuse customer
due to information overload. However, this document is sent to customer to enable them to
process the content on their own. Customers are recommended to familiarize themselves

with the T&C, before accepting the quote. The interviewees stated that it’s not the insurance
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agent’s main task to read T&C word by word to the customer, and some responsibilities are
also left to the customers.
“We go through the basic contents of what we have in our insurance guide,
and then we send the customer the Insurance Terms and Conditions, Insurance

Guides, and Insurance Product Information Documents along with the offer.”
- Agent 11

Some interviewees also use meeting summaries to conclude pinpoints that have been
discussed during the sales meetings. Those summaries are sent via email with the insurance
quote. A part of the interviewees mentioned that they employ materials that are available at
the insurer’s website. The insurance agents attach external links to the company websites to
provide access to useful information related to specific insurance products. The information
shown on the website may consist of compensation examples.

"I create a simplified summary for the customer, which I send to them via

email, along with the offer and mandatory materials after our meeting." -
Agent 7

“When I send a quote, I also include useful links to our website, where the
customer can explore various compensation examples in more detail.” - Agent

3

Depending on the sales channel, many insurance agents are supporting their sales
presentations using different types of PowerPoint presentations, tailored for different
situations or insurance product types. The insurance agents are offered a material bank that
can be utilized to make visual presentations for personal sales purposes. These materials are
then aligned with the insurer’s brand.
"I have a specifically tailored PowerPoint template to support the customer's
initial assessment." - Agent 8

"I personally use PowerPoint a lot because it adds clarity and isn’t just reliant
on spoken words. It’s important to have another tool to support the
conversation, whether it’s online, in the office, or a home visit, in addition to
the voice." - Agent 10

However, everyone does not want to use PowerPoint presentations, since meetings vary a
lot depending on the customer’s situation. To better tailor the service for customer's personal
situation, some surprising tools have also been implemented in CE. For family customers,
even WhatsApp groups have been created to get an easy access to the insurance agent’s

professional consultation, after receiving the quotation.
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"I don’t like using generic PowerPoint templates because every customer has
a different situation. So, I find those standardized PowerPoint templates
unnecessary." - Agent 9

“If both parents in the family make insurance decisions, we've sometimes
created a WhatsApp group for the family. This way, we can discuss insurance
matters together, and they can ask questions easily through the group.” -
Agent 4

As many insurance agents are using phone calls as their main sales channel, CE tools rely
on the legal requirements sent to the customer, along with the quote. Therefore, verbal
communication is the main tool to be utilized, since the channel choice limits the possibilities
to use physical or online tools to support the sales process. In office meetings or customer
visits, there are still physical tools available which can be utilized face-to-face.

"If the customer visits the office, we have the traditional paper brochures and

key information forms available, which we can go through in person and give
to the customer to take with them." - Agent 11

"[ still use good old pen and paper. If we're meeting in person, I like to sketch
things out on paper to make them clearer.”" - Agent 6

4.1.3 Customer education strategies

As mentioned earlier about the typical sales process, the insurance agents are implementing
diverse strategies in CE. Other agents prefer as structured sales process as possible while
others leave space for flexibility between different customer interactions. Some similarities

can also be found in the data.

To approach the potential customer in a booking meeting, the insurance agents usually
prepare their customers to the actual sales meeting, by suggesting themselves to orientate
with their current active insurance policies. By doing this, the insurance agents assure that
the customer will have some background information related to their current situation. This
information would make CE much easier in the sales meeting.
"I ask them to prepare for the meeting by bringing their current insurance
policies." - Agent 7
In the sales meeting, establishing trust in the initial stage is highly important. Many topics
concerning a personal insurance are very sensitive, and the customer might not be willing to

share those personal things openly. To move forward in the sales process, an initial trust
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must be established. Some insurance agents prefer to start the discussion with lighter topics
and talk for example about mutual interests with the customer if they find one. Also, some
information about the insurance company can be told if the customer is unfamiliar with the
brand. According to the research data, the main building blocks of trust are based on listening
the customer properly, knowing their life situation and discussing their insurance needs
completely. Honesty is seen as a foundation of trust between the insurer and the customer.
"It’s important to create an atmosphere where we can talk freely about things.
Especially topics related to health can be challenging to discuss with a

stranger. It’s a good idea to start by talking about things on a more general
level and gradually get closer to the customer.” - Agent 3

The insurance agents are trying to completely understand the customer’s situation, by using
different mapping questions to form the bigger picture (e.g. What does the customer’s life
includes?). Without that knowledge, the insurance agent is unable to offer the right solution
for the customer’s real situation. Those mapping questions are very simple questions to
explore the customer’s life and their current insurance solution. The insurance agents are not
using any product-related technical terms to confuse the customer, but rather to discuss about
the life in general.

"First, we assess the customer's situation. What is their current insurance

situation like? What would they like to add if they were to switch their

insurance to us? We determine what corrections or updates are required to
their package." - Agent 11

“I ask a lot of questions, keeping them simple and related to everyday life. At
the beginning, I avoid using too many insurance terms—instead, we talk about
real-life situations in a concrete way.” - Agent 7

"I always strive to do a thorough assessment and offer each customer the most
suitable package." - Agent 3

The customer’s current situation is discovered in an interactive discussion that requires
active participation from the customer’s side too. The insurance agent’s task is to involve
the customer in the sales process as much as possible.
"I ask the customer to circle the things they consider most important in their
life from a PowerPoint slide. The list might include family, pets, a car, or other

assets. From there, we start discussing what would be good to insure moving
forward." - Agent 8

After gaining an understanding of the customer’s situation, the actual sales presentation

starts. Most of the CE practices are linked to this stage. A new insurance solution is presented
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and justified for the customer, based on prior discussions. CE plays an essential role in this
stage to rationalize the insurance quote that will be sent to the customer after the meeting.
The insurance agents tend to challenge the customer to rethink their insurance coverage, by
citing the previous discussion. The customers have usually underinsured their personal risk,
and through CE, a broader coverage for personal insurance is offered and justified.
“Many people pay €1,500 a year for a car insurance, yet they haven’t insured
their own health or their loved ones' in any way. It’s often a big realization for

them that it might make more sense to invest that money in their own well-
being, rather than just the Skoda sitting in the driveway.” - Agent 4

According to the data, CE practices differ significantly depending on the customer’s existing
knowledge. The less knowledge customer has, the more CE they need during the sales
meeting. Most of the interviewees follow an adaptive selling style that changes in response
to the customer. A product comparison is one way of CE in those situations, where customer
is tendering the same insurance product that they currently have active in another insurance
company. However, with totally new products CE must be more detailed.

“Of course, if a customer doesn’t have much knowledge about insurance

products, you must go through the basics in much more detail. If the customer

is already familiar with the product from a previous insurance company, we

focus on comparing the differences between our offering and that of the
competitor’s. In that case, a simpler CE is usually enough.” - Agent 11

“Yes, the sales situation requires a lot of adjustment. You must tailor your
approach based on the customer's knowledge level, needs, and prior
experience with insurance.” - Agent 9

To avoid misunderstandings and confusion in CE, the insurance agents tend to use concrete
examples to demonstrate the product characteristics. Using simple verbal expressions
increases the likelihood of understanding. Some interviewees use their own customer’s
experiences as an example to demonstrate different risk situations that should be covered
with an insurance. Also, a demonstrative storytelling plays an important role in CE to talk
complex products with the customer’s language.

“It's important to avoid any insurance jargon. I speak to the customer like a

person to another person, without using unnecessary technical terms, and try
to keep it as simple as possible.” - Agent 1

“You can give examples to the customer, like saying, 'This happened to one of
my clients last week.' It helps to illustrate things concretely and makes it easier
for them to understand the insurance in practice.” - Agent 2
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An open discussion leads to the best result. The interviewees pointed out that the insurance
agent’s task is to be professionally honest and suggest the improvements for the current
solution by offering the most suitable coverage for each customer. They also highlighted that
the insurance agents should be honest also in the situations, where they cannot offer the best
solution for the customer. An insurance agent should act professionally and approach
negotiation from fact-based arguments. For example, using statistics is one way to build
trust.

"Then I can share some statistics, like how we reimbursed 96% of the claims we
received in 2023." - Agent 4

4.2 Impact of customer education on trust, engagement and decision-making

This chapter discusses observed impacts of CE on customer trust, customer engagement and
decision making. The chapter is divided into three different parts accordingly. This chapter
answers to SRQ2 defined earlier in Chapter 1.

4.2.1 Impact on trust

All the interviewees mentioned that CE have a clearly positive impact on customer trust.
Most of the insurance agents also stated that building trust through CE is the first requirement
for a sale to succeed.

"Through CE, the customer gains a better understanding of their insurance

coverage, which naturally builds trust—both in the company and in the
insurance representative as a person.” - Agent 7

"I definitely see that it builds trust, especially when the customer fully
understands what they are purchasing. Usually, this leads to positive feedback,
with customers appreciating that everything was thoroughly explained and

2

that the representative genuinely tried to find the right solutions for them.” -
Agent 9

Many interviewees mentioned that in the insurance sales; professionalism is the key part of
trust building. Insurance agents should have a sufficient know-how related to insurance
products, to successfully implement CE and to naturally answer potential follow-up
questions. Many interviewees stated that the insurance sales require more professionalism

to build trust than other B2C sales sectors.
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"In personal insurance, if you conduct CE properly, you establish yourself as
a trusted expert, which significantly impacts sales success." - Agent 10

"Professional expertise and the ability to reassure the customer with your
knowledge definitely build trust.” - Agent 5

Exploring the customer’s life situation, and using mapping questions to find their real needs,
are one part of the CE practices. Through the CE, customers usually gain some new insights
concerning insurance products, which boosts trust building. The interviewees also
mentioned that the strict regulation within the insurance industry establishes trust among the
customers, since the insurance agents are required to make certain level of CE related to new
products offered.

"The customer feels safer and more confident about their insurance package."”

- Agent 11

"If the customer realizes during the meeting that they 've learned something new
or finally understand how a certain insurance works, it definitely builds trust."”
- Agent 5

4.2.2 Impact on engagement

All the interviewees clearly point out that CE practices have positive impact on customer
engagement. According to the data, CE leads to a more active conversation between the
insurance agent and the customer. The customers ask more follow-up questions about
insurance products, and they participate in discussion more actively. However, there are still
variations between different customers, as some people usually engage in conversations
more actively than others.

"It's clear that if you manage to explain something new about the insurance to

the customer, they’ll naturally ask more questions, and the conversation will
start to flow in a meaningful way." - Agent 10

"CE definitely impacts commitment because it allows the customer to
participate more actively in the discussion, as they understand the details." -
Agent 7

CE is one way to raise interest among the customers. Through CE, some product benefits
can be demonstrated in a more personal way, which inspires the customer. Product benefits
can be clearly linked to the customer’s own everyday life.

"Actually, when the customer learns more about the products, they also
become more interested in them." - Agent 8
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The data revealed that CE towards personal insurance products also have positive impact on
the long-term customer retention. Therefore, focusing CE practices to personal insurance
products can have a long-term impact on company profitability through increased insurance
premiums paid per customer. The insurance agents admit that company sets sales incentives
that support the sales of personal insurances. Additionally, the sales of personal insurance
are highly monitored with different metrics.

"There’s a clear connection to how long a customer stays with us. If I sell only

a car and a home insurance, the customer retention is quite weak. But if the

package includes a personal insurance, in addition to the car and home
coverage, the retention is much stronger." - Agent 9

“The customers are certainly more committed and tend to stay longer. When
a customer feels that they have been educated and heard in the process, they
are more likely to remain loyal.” - Agent 5

“Personal insurance products are the ones that create the strongest customer
loyalty. We should invest more time in a broader CE on those solutions.” -
Agent 11

4.2.3 Impact on decision-making

According to the research data, CE practices significantly increase the probability of sales
conversions. CE creates a great opportunity for additional sales, especially when it comes to
personal insurance products that an average customer is unfamiliar with. Many interviewees
stated that CE makes their sales process faster.
"A customer you've provided education to is usually well aware during the
negotiation of how the new insurance differs from their current one. In many

cases, they 're ready to make a decision about switching to the new insurance
before the actual follow-up call." - Agent 8

"The better the customer is educated and introduced to the products during the
first meeting, the more likely they are to make a decision quickly.” - Agent 11

According to the data it is common that the customers constantly postpone their purchase
decisions, which can lead to rescheduling of follow-up meetings several times. However, a
successful CE may alike have an opposite impact: i.e. the customers will not delay their
answer to the insurance quote.

"In a way, it definitely speeds things up. It usually allows you to close the deal
within the agreed time, instead of constantly postponing it." - Agent 7
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The interviewees also perceive that the customers make more informed decisions due to CE.
The customers are more aware about the insurance coverage and its benefits for their actual
life situations, which hinder the weight of the total price in decision-making. The customer
can decide to make purchase based on the customer service received during the sales process.
Some interviewees mentioned that the customers were satisfied with the new insights gained,
and switched the provider based on the customer experience.

“The customers make more informed decisions. Often, the price becomes less

of a focus, and instead of comparing to their old price, they look more at the
coverage. That’s when you know you’ve done a good job.” - Agent 6

"The customers make decisions faster, and with better justification.” - Agent 4

4.3 Challenges in customer education

This chapter discusses the challenges that insurance agents encounter during CE practices.
The challenges observed through the research data are divided into sub-chapters. This

chapter answers to SRQ3 defined earlier in Chapter 1.

4.3.1 Lack of customer expertise

Lack of customer’s own expertise regarding insurance creates the biggest challenge to CE.
Therefore, simultaneously it highlights the importance of CE practices to successfully
manage insurance sales processes.
"The general perception among customers is that an insurance is very
complicated and hard to understand." - Agent 7
Especially, the customer’s poor knowledge about their current insurance coverage creates
complexity to CE and turns the quest for the right insurance coverage more difficult. The
interviewees claimed it is common that the customer do not know, which insurance they
currently possess.
"Insurance knowledge is at a low level. Sometimes, there are situations where
the customer has no idea about their current insurance solution.” - Agent 8

"There’s always a risk that the customer doesn’t fully understand their current
insurance product and unintentionally gives me incorrect information. In that
case, they might not be offered the best solution for their situation.” - Agent 11
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"To those customers which don’t have much understanding of insurance, you
often have to explain things in very simple terms to avoid misunderstandings."
- Agent 2

The interviewees also noted that there are situations in which the insurance agents
themselves have challenges to understand the customer’s existing insurance policies. The
insurance agents have encountered some very old insurance products that have been active
for decades under the same insurer. In those situations, it is extremely difficult to match the
insurance coverage with modern alternatives. This makes the comparison of products and
CE difficult.

“If the customer’s insurance product is decades old, it can be extremely

difficult to find the policy terms and to understand what it covers, compared to

our modern products. The old insurance documents are often very confusing,

with varying deductible practices. Even as a professional, it’s not always clear
what the old policy actually covers in cases like illness.” - Agent 11

Since the level of customer knowledge varies, the insurance agents encounter situations,
where information overload weakens the sales performance. Many interviewees mentioned
that summarizing product highlights and benefits is challenging. Sometimes CE can confuse
the customers due to the information overload. This challenge can be avoided by using
strategies mentioned above, such as using simple and concrete examples.

“If you explain things to the customer in too much detail and make it too

complicated, they might not even remember the most important points." -
Agent 8

"At that point, the customer is so confused that the first thing that comes to mind
is that it seems too complicated, so it’s easier to just say they don’t need it." -
Agent 6

4.3.2 Misconceptions and customer scepticism

According to the research data, there are many misconceptions regarding insurance products
and their coverage. Customer scepticism towards the insurance coverage makes CE
challenging, since the customers are sceptical about factual insurance benefits. This awakes
mistrust between the customer and the insurer, which directly weakens educational efforts
in the pre-purchase stage.

“When it comes to coverage, many people assume that the insurance won’t
cover anything.” - Agent 7
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"Probably the most common challenge is the customers' attitude that the
insurance companies never pay out anything." - Agent 6

Scepticism towards the insurance coverage usually arise from past experiences. Therefore,
the customer’s attitude towards insurance products is negative in the first place. Even though,
CE practices are used to make the picture more positive, the interviewees have struggled to
make behavioural change.

"A bad personal experience with a claim increases scepticism, especially if the

customer feels the claims process was handled unfairly.” - Agent 6
There are also exactly opposite misconceptions about insurance products and their coverage.
According to the research data, those misconceptions are especially popular among senior
customer segments.

"The customers have certain misconceptions, such as believing that an

insurance is an 'all-risk' coverage—that no matter what happens, the
insurance will cover the damages." - Agent 3

"Older people often say that they have an 'all-risk' insurance. But such a thing
doesn’t exist, as all insurance policies have limitations and events that aren’t
covered. These limitations need to be discussed during the sales process, and
especially with senior customers, this has caused resistance, as they believe
their current insurance is an 'all-risk' policy." - Agent 6

4.3.3 Customer characteristics

There are several customer characteristics that the insurance agents consider as the most
challenging ones into which implement CE practices. The customers that are highly price-
sensitive are not willing to learn the product deeply, and their focus lies solely on the final
price.
"A customer who prioritizes the price above everything else is challenging to
educate when it comes to insurance products."” - Agent 8

"Those customers which only focus on the price, and whose ultimate goal is to
lower it as much as possible—it's almost impossible to educate them about a
more comprehensive insurance coverage in those situations." - Agent 4

The insurance agents also claim that strong negative biases and attitudes towards insurance
products and insurance agents make CE more difficult. Educational efforts are sometimes
seen as persuasion attempts, even though the customer would perfectly fit with a new

package.
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"Then they re not interested in a personal insurance or a broader coverage,
because the customer sees me only as a salesperson trying to squeeze as much
money out of them as possible.” - Agent 4

“Some people have a strong preconceived attitude towards the insurance
agents' sales tactics. The customer might not want to reveal anything about
their current insurance solution, like the price. They might assume that if they
share their current price, I'll offer a higher one to match the current one. Some
think they’ll get a better package if they don’t disclose anything about their
current solution." - Agent 7

The interviewees admit that the conservative customers that have gotten used to purchase
insurances from the same insurer in a same way for decades are challenging to meet. Often
these potential customers have strong opinion that is hard to change, even though there
should be a clear reason. It does require some open-mindedness to learn something
unfamiliar if the agent aspires to educate his/her customers.

"Those customers who have always done things the same way and can’t look

at things from a different perspective are challenging to educate towards
alternative options.” - Agent 7

"Sometimes, the customers have a hard time admitting to themselves that this
new solution would be better than their current one, and they refuse to switch
the insurance provider." - Agent 6

"If the customer has been with the same insurance company for a long time,
they may be unclear about how switching to a new company works, resulting
in resistance to change.” - Agent 10

Lack of interest is also a major challenge that the insurance agents must handle during the
sales process. Understandably, some customers are considering insurance products as a
mandatory expense, which can lower the motivation to become familiar with different
alternatives. According to the interviewees, the interest in insurance products significantly
varies, which makes meetings unpredictable and challenging.

"There are many situations where the customer doesn’t want to talk about their

current life situation or potential insurance needs, and there's no interest in
looking at the entire insurance package. " - Agent 8

"When it comes to CE, you can't educate someone if they don't want to be
educated. For many, an insurance is just a necessary evil, like having a home
or a car insurance. But they’re not interested in diving into the details, they
just look at the pricing and make their decision based on that." - Agent 1

"An insurance is about balancing risk by paying for future damages in advance.
However, many people don’t want to pay for potential losses upfront. Educating
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the customer is a nice idea, but not everyone is interested or willing to engage
init." - Agent 3

4.3.4 Challenges in the sales process

The data reveals some challenges linked to the insurance sales process. These, in turn, affect
the CE. Some challenges are internal, but the external factors alike have an impact on sales
process and CE. The insurance market is constantly changing, which shapes the product
offering and pricing models.

"The insurance industry is constantly evolving, and the contents of these

products have to be adjusted every few years based on the risk levels.” -
Agent 8

"The company's cost challenges easily affect the contents of the products. For
example, in health insurance, there has been a significant rise in costs due to
the increasing expenses in the private sector.” - Agent 7

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the sales process entirely, since most of the customer
interaction is nowadays conducted through phone calls. Before the pandemic, most of the
sales meetings were conducted via office meetings. Many interviewees revealed that CE was
much easier in face-to-face interactions, but after the COVID-19 many people are not willing
to visit the company premises anymore. The transformation was radical; nevertheless,
adoption of online tools has not been as extensive as it has been thought. The customers are
seeking channels with low threshold to purchase insurance, and therefore, to prefer a phone
call seem natural.

"After the COVID, almost all meetings have been phone meetings. There’s no

other option than to verbally go through the insurance details." - Agent 5

"The phone calls as a sales channel isn’t very effective if the customer has a
low understanding of insurance products.” - Agent 10

Some sales agents are trying to tackle this challenge, by suggesting the customers alternative
meeting options, instead of phone calls. However, digital transformation is not happening
without pain, since some customers are unwilling to use new online tools, due to a lacking
knowledge on how to utilize the systems.

"Being able to move from a phone meeting to even a video call, would be a big

deal. Over the phone, it tends to be so price-focused that it’s hard to educate
the customer. It’s difficult to offer a broader solution that way." - Agent 10
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“Many still have challenges when it comes to joining an online meeting." -
Agent 7

For senior customers, authentication for a remote meeting is a big barrier, which can totally
prevent them to even receive an insurance quote remotely. Some interviewees suggested that
this challenge would require some legal reforms; thereafter, the insurance agents would be
in position to more feasibly serve the elder customers.
"Customer identification has become more complicated. Even for senior
customers with limited technical skills, identification must be done using bank

credentials. In some cases, this makes it impossible to even offer an insurance
to the customer.” - Agent 5

"In those situations, it’s tempting to overlook the regulations. It doesn’t make
sense to require a customer to travel 130 kilometres just to verify their identity
with a passport. And if they can’t use online services, there’s nothing that can
be done. There are also potential customers who don’t have online banking
credentials at all." - Agent 6

The rigid regulation within the industry is also restricting the sales process and its structure.
Some of the interviewees said that the tighter regulatory base is a positive change for
customers, since the sales meetings are highly monitored. Likewise, there are certain steps
that the insurance agents are obliged to follow to ensure the legality. From the perspective
of CE, the insurance agents are required to offer all relevant information about the insurance
product to the customer during the sales meeting. However, the regulations are alike creating
frictions to sales process turning it unflexible, especially with customers that have a high
knowledge of insurance products.

"Insurance sales must always follow a specific order, and certain things have

to be covered, as stipulated by the law. In some situations, this can make the

conversation a bit stiff and bureaucratic for the customer, even if you'd like to
create a more relaxed experience.” - Agent 10

"The regulations sometimes create situations where the customer insists that
they already know everything, but you still have to go through all the details
with them, as required by the law. With certain customers, this makes the
process significantly more difficult and time-consuming." - Agent 1

The research data clearly presented that the insurance companies are not currently evaluating
the outcomes of CE in any way. For example, the customer’s understanding about the
purchased insurance solution is not measured. The insurance enterprises have not set any

direct indicator that could have been followed in a continuous manner.
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"The customer's understanding isn’t really measured. I guess the only thing
that is sent to the customer, after an insurance meeting, is a feedback survey.
It doesn’’t specifically go through how well the customer has understood their
insurance package. Maybe that’s something that could be improved." - Agent
8

The insurance companies are calculating a so-called Net promoter score (NPS), which
defines customer loyalty and overall satisfaction. However, the interviewees did not see any
direct linkage between the NPS and the measurement of CE. The interviewees claimed that
insurer’s possibilities to assess the customer’s understanding are limited.
"We measure the NPS, but that doesn’t directly assess how well the customer
has understood their insurance solution.” - Agent 1

"I can't think of any clear method for our company to measure this." - Agent

11
Many insurance agents stated that the best indicator for a successful CE is their closing rate,
which is constantly monitored on a weekly basis. A better CE leads to better closing rates.
"It probably appears visible while you compare the level of commerciality

among different insurance agents, as it reflects how well you've succeeded in
CE." - Agent 10

4.4 Summary of findings

As mentioned in Chapter 3, the data analysis of this research is conducted through the lens
of a thematic analysis. After reviewing the entire qualitative data set, some themes can be

identified and summarized in this sub-chapter.

Firstly, when it comes to the SRQ1, the commonly used tools in CE are illustrated in Figure
4. These tools can be divided into the legal requirements which stipulate the sales process
through various regulatory means. Secondly, the online tools that are commonly used
through online sales channels. Thirdly, the physical tools are utilized in face-to-face sales
interactions. Lastly, it can be concluded that verbal communication is the most used CE tool

that is used in all sales settings and have linkage with all CE tool categories listed above.
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Figure 5. Customer education tools in the insurance sales

As for the analysis on the different strategies insurance agents implement in CE, some
themes can be observed in Figure 6 below. Firstly, the insurance agents use mapping
questions to discover the customer’s current life situation and insurance policies. In that way,
the insurance agents are educating the customers about their current situation. When the
customer is aware of their current situation, it is easier to educate them about plausible new

solutions.

CE 1is tailored based on the customer’s existing knowledge. The insurance agents implement
an adaptive selling style. They use simple verbal expressions and avoid technical terms
related to products. The insurance agents also utilize their personal or their customer’s
experiences to demonstrate risks and insurance coverage in practice. They state concrete
examples that resonate with the customer’s personal situation. Also, fact-based arguments,

such as statistics, are used to educate customer about insurance products and their benefits.
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Secondly, when regarding the SRQ2, and the impact of CE in customer trust, engagement
and decision-making, some themes are likewise visible, and these are summarized below
with three different figures. While considering the impact of CE on trust, certain patterns
clearly peak out (Figure 7). CE increases trust towards the insurance company and its
representatives. The customer’s trust in the insurance agent and the insurer are enhanced,
due to a successful CE. Through CE, the insurance agents can show their professionalism
within the field thus establishing trust. CE also has another impact, that is the customer’s
may trust their personal knowledge, after having gained new insights a complete
understanding about their insurance situation. This creates confidence to further make

informed decisions.
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Figure 7. Customer education — Impact on trust
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When it comes to the observed impact of CE to customer engagement, there emerges a
distinct framework too (Figure 8). CE raises interest towards the products, which naturally
raises questions among the customers. Due to the CE, the customers ask more follow-up
questions concerning insurance products, which enriches the conversation, vitalizing it. The
customer participation increases, which simplifies the sales process. According to the data,

CE has a positive impact on customer retention in the long term.

Increased
customer
retention

Customer Raised Follow-up Active

education interest questions conversation

Figure 8. Customer education — Impact on engagement

CE has also its impact on decision-making. Two main themes are discovered in Figure 9.
The customers are making faster decisions regarding the insurance purchase. The data shows
that CE streamlines the sales process and decreases churn. Additionally, the insurance agents

state that the overall lead time is shorter as CE is successfully implemented.

Another impact of CE on decision-making is the customer’s ability to make more informed
decisions. As the data shows, due to the CE, a broader insurance coverage is offered to. The
customers extend their insurance coverage to such personal risks that usually ignored. CE
decreases price-sensitivity in decision-making; this allows the customer to focus more on
the contents of their insurance than on the factual price. Due to the CE, the customers are
understanding the benefits of the insurance more concretely, which justifies the higher

overall price of their insurance solution.
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Thirdly, the analysis of SRQ3 is also summarized. The challenges in implementing CE
practices are illustrated in Figure 10. The most obvious challenge insurance agents face is
the lack of customer expertise regarding insurance products. A low level of knowledge
causes misconceptions regarding different insurance products. Customer scepticism lowers
the positive effects of CE, since it fosters mistrust between the customer and the insurer.
Overall, lack of customer knowledge has a clear linkage with lack of interest towards

insurance products.

The next main theme observed was the customer characteristics which turn CE challenging.
Conservative customers are considered hard to educate, since they potentially have strong
opinions and attitudes towards insurance products and sales. Also, the price-sensitive
customers are considered as a big challenge, since they focus solely on the final price over
the content. Also, customers with negative biases are challenging to educate, since they are

not open to change.
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Lastly, some challenges in insurance the sales process are also discovered. The data testifies

that the strict regulation has negative impacts, making sales process unflexible and even

bureaucratic. The changing market conditions affect the contents of an insurance product;

thus, to compare the products and to compete with prices are harder. Due to the COVID-19

the sales process has changed radically. Most of the CE now take place in phone calls. This

has created challenges for the insurance agents to educate the customers, because there are

no tools available in phone calls. Finally, the data revealed that insurance companies are not

measuring the CE in any way, which hinders the development of CE practices.
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5 Discussion and conclusions

This chapter discusses the empirical findings presented in Chapter 4 and reflected in prior
literature and ponders each research question set in the introduction chapter. After the
discussion of each research question, the conclusions crystallize the research findings. Also,
research contributions are defined, in both theoretical and managerial perspectives. The
research paper is finalized by a reflection on limitations; and in addition, future research

avenues are suggested.

5.1 Discussion

The findings of the research are discussed by answering each research question set. The main

research question (RQ) is as follows:

RQ: How do insurance sales professionals perceive and apply CE strategies in the pre-

purchase stage of the sales process?

This main RQ 1is answered through secondary research questions (SRQ) discussed
comprehensively in the following paragraphs. The original order of SRQs is followed in
discussion beginning with strategies and tools; followed by observed effects and potential

barriers.

SRQ1: What CE strategies and tools do insurance sales professionals use in the pre-purchase

stage?

SRQ2: What are the observed effects of CE on trust, engagement and decision-making in

the pre-purchase stage?

SRQ3: What challenges do insurance sales professionals encounter in educating customers

during the pre-purchase stage?

Considering SRQ1, the empirical findings reveal that insurance sales professionals use a
combination of standardized tools and tailored communication strategies to educate their
customers in the pre-purchase stage. Educational tools can be divided into three different

categories: legal requirements, online tools and physical tools. Tools such as the IPID, the
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IPG and the insurance T&C are regularly utilized to fulfill legal requirements and provide
the customer with essential information regarding insurance products. Both online and
physical tools are utilized as Peng & Li (2021) encouraged, depending on the sales channel
used. The impact of COVID-19 is visible, since the customers prefer remote channels,
especially phone calls. Adoption of digital sales channels such as video meetings varies
between insurance sales agents, aligning with the study of Eckert et al. (2023) that stated

younger generation sales professionals leading the change after the COVID.

In online meetings more emphasis is on PowerPoint presentations, but the importance of
traditional physical tools such as pens and paper still remains on face-to-face customer
interactions. On the other hand, more advanced online learning modules that Islam & Akagi
(2018) suggested are not used. Also, the use of smartphone applications (Lee & Zoe 2015)
as an education channel is absent. However, insurance sales professionals support the CE
with various interactive methods, such as customized slide decks that are tailored for each
customer. The importance of verbal communication as a CE tool cannot be underrated as it

is the most relevant tool in all sales channels.

As many authors suggested (Sharma & Patterson 1999; Huang, Huang & Deng 2013; Islam
& Akagi 2018) high communication quality is the main determinant of effective CE, being
the foundation of CE strategy. Research data revealed that insurance agents put strong effort
into explaining concepts in an understandable way to the customer. Findings align with
Sharma & Patterson (1999) that put the emphasis on the importance of speaking the
customer’s language and avoiding “insurance jargon”. Insurance agents utilize their own or
customer’s experiences to demonstrate insurance products and their usage with concrete

examples.

The data shows that insurance agents need to establish genuine interest in a customer’s
situation (Sharma & Patterson 1999) to be able to educate and present in a way that feels
relevant from the perspective of customers. As Bell & Eisingerich (2007) proposed insurance
sales agents try to discover customer’s current “knowledge gaps” by using mapping
questions (Niemi & Heinonen 2024) to understand the customer’s current life situation and
expertise level. This approach reflects prior research emphasizing the importance of both
standardized and adaptive educational tools. The empirical findings align with Bonfanti &

Brunetti (2014) that argue educational content should be tailored by each segment to
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accomplish the maximum relevance. While Burton (2002) points out that not every customer
needs the same amount of CE. Similarly, Bell & Eisingerich (2007) advocate for
differentiated educational strategies based on customer expertise, stating that one-size-fits-

all approaches can be adverse.

When moving forward to SRQ2, the findings suggest that successfully implemented CE in
the pre-purchase stage significantly enhances customer trust, engagement, and decision-
making confidence. Due to the implementation of CE practices, the insurance agents were
able to show their professionalism regarding the topic, which affected the perceived trust as

Islam & Akagi (2018) suggested.

Insurance agents consistently emphasized that customers who receive relevant and
understandable information are more likely to perceive the sales agent as credible,
transparent and trustworthy. This supports also Eisingerich & Bell (2008), who found that
CE reduces information asymmetry and increases trust. Similarly, Islam & Akagi (2018)
showed that financial service clients participating in CE programs developed greater trust
toward the company. Similarly, the study findings highlight that complete understanding and
new insights regarding the customer’s insurance solution had a positive impact on
customer’s self-confidence, directly boosting trust towards the whole sales process. Suh et
al. (2015) come with the same conclusion with the linkage between enhanced self-

confidence and CE.

Increased customer engagement was also reported, as educated customers asked more
questions, requested product comparisons and contributed more actively to discussions
during the sales meetings. Increased customer engagement due to CE is logical, as previous
authors (Eisingerich & Bell 2008; Huang et al. 2013; Suh et al. 2015) proposed. The
empirical data clearly mirrors findings by Shah et al. (2023), who emphasized the role of CE
in enabling customer participation in service delivery. The data shows that customers feel
more comfortable engaging with the company as they have received more information about
product offering, aligning with the study findings of Eisingerich & Bell (2008). Similarly,
Eisingerich & Bell (2006) noted that education leads to customers perceiving their role in
service co-creation more meaningfully. CE enhances customers’ readiness to perform their

tasks in service delivery (Damali et al. 2016), leading to more active conversation.
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Additionally, CE was associated with improved decision-making. Sales professionals
revealed that informed customers were more confident and made their purchase decisions
more efficient, resulting in shorter overall lead times. This finding echoes Suh et al. (2015),
who argue that CE lowers perceived risk and enhances self-confidence, especially with
abstract, complex products like insurance. While Aubert et al. (2010) also observed that CE
can act as a behavioral trigger, increasing purchase intention by enabling customers to

understand product functionality and relevance.

The empirical findings suggest that CE affects the customer’s decision-making in a way that
makes the customer less price sensitive. According to the data, customers are more willing
to purchase broader insurance coverage, which is usually much more expensive than the
current solution. The findings have connection with Rajagopal’s study (2017) that suggested
the role of CE in positive brand perceptions and customer’s enhanced value assessment
skills. It can be stated that due to CE, customers assess the value of the insurance solution
with a wider criterion than price. Retana et al. (2016) similarly found that proactive CE
correlated with higher conversion rates, customer lifetime value, and revenue growth,
insights supported by empirical observations that educational effort often led to customer

commitment and future cross-selling opportunities as Eisingerich & Bell (2006) stated.

Finally, SRQ3 and the challenges that insurance sales professionals face can be discussed.
A recurring issue highlighted by the interviewees is the complexity of the insurance products
and low customer expertise. While mandatory sales materials such as the IPGs and the
insurance T&C are necessary to meet regulatory requirements (Maggioni & Turchetti, 2024),
they are often too dense for customers to comprehend without detailed interpretation. Like
Boney et al. (2022) proposed, insurance agents are thus forced to act as knowledge brokers,
making complex legal language accessible. However, customers’ low prior knowledge
regarding insurance products makes it difficult to acquire new knowledge, creating

challenges for CE implementation.

Another prominent challenge is customer skepticism, where educational efforts are
considered as persuasive sales tactics. Eisingerich and Bell (2008) warn that if customers
perceive education as manipulative, trust can be eroded. This is particularly relevant in a
highly regulated, sales-driven industry where insurance agents are incentivized to close

deals, sometimes creating a tension between sales orientation and customer-centricity
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(Blocker et al. 2011; Tseng et al. 2016). Several agents in this study expressed concerns that
customer’s skepticism towards insurance company and its products challenged their work.
As Sharma & Patterson (1999) suggested, the focus on communication should not be on
selling, rather informing and communicating. The data shows that in some circumstances
customers do not believe in the insurance agent’s genuine education. Additionally, limited
attention spans pose practical limitations to education, especially during phone interactions
or remote sales environments. Customers may lack motivation to engage deeply, especially
when the perceived urgency of insurance is low. This reflects Bonfanti and Brunetti’s (2014)
warning that without adequate engagement design, educational initiatives may fail to deliver

impact or, worse, create confusion.

The exploration also revealed some customer characteristics that the insurance agents
perceived as the most challenging ones to educate. Customers with strong opinions and
negative biases were considered as challenging to educate, because they do not accept the
new insights provided by the insurance agents. Also, very conservative customers were
identified as trouble, since through CE, the insurance agents struggled to achieve behavioral
change among these customers. As mentioned above, CE can have an impact on decision-
making in a way that makes customer less price sensitive. Even though, the insurance agents

listed the price sensitivity as a challenging customer characteristic that complicates CE.

According to the empirical data, there are still many inefficiencies in the insurance sales
process that hinder the implementation of CE practices. Firstly, companies are not measuring
the impact of CE in any way, which slows down the development of CE practices. Strict
regulation makes the sales process unflexible, leading to bureaucratic service design for
some customer segments with high expertise. After the COVID-19, the change in the sales
process has been radical and the insurance agents still struggle with the transition, because
they have challenges to have face-to-face or online meetings with customers that prefer
phone calls. This phenomenon aligns with Eckert et al. (2021) study that revealed the

insurance industry is not implementing digital sales channels with advanced levels.

Synthesizing together the findings of all three SRQs, it becomes clear that insurance sales
professionals perceive CE as a core value-adding activity as Hibbert et al. (2012) suggested.
They apply a variety of verbal, digital and physical tools to implement the CE strategies.

These strategies are tailored adaptively to improve trust, customer engagement and sales
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outcomes in the pre purchase stage. Furthermore, insurance sales professionals are facing

customer knowledge gaps, skepticism and regulatory barriers in CE implementation.

Insurance sales professionals perceive CE as an integral function, which is embedded into
every phase of the insurance sales process, as Aubert (2007) highlighted. Insurance agents
use a mix of standardized tools (e.g. IPID, IPG) and customized communication strategies
depending on the customer’s needs, supporting Bonfanti & Brunetti (2014) statement about
the need of adaptive and tailored CE. High communication quality is perceived as vital to
successful CE, aligned with the findings of Sharma & Patterson (1999). The study largely
aligned with the prior academical research suggesting that CE builds trust, engagement and
support informed decision-making (Bell & Eisingerich 2007; Eisingerich & Bell 2008; Islam
& Akagi 2018; Suh et al. 2015).

The empirical findings extended the literature by highlighting that CE is not systematically
measured — this gap has not thoroughly been explored earlier. Contrary to Ping & Li (2021),
insurance companies have not yet adopted CE as a strategic customer management tool, even
though the insurance agents perceived CE relevant to their work. Bonfanti & Brunetti (2014)
encouraged firms to take a “cultural leap” to strengthen their CE practices, and the insurance
companies have some leaps to take to fully support their workforce implementing CE.
Employee training concerning CE was suggested by Suh et al. (2015), but the research data
did not find any cases where the insurances companies would have been providing CE
training for their insurance agents. According to the study, digitalization challenges remain,
since insurance companies are not fully exploiting interactive online education (Eckert et al.

2021) or Al tools (Elin 2022).

5.2 Conclusions

This research provides for a comprehensive explorative study of the CE practices in the pre-
purchase stage with its focus on the specific context of insurance sales. The research
explores; how do the insurance agents apply and perceive CE in the pre-purchase stage of
their sales process. The study contributes by qualitatively broadening the understanding of

the tools and strategies in CE. This research also explores observed effects of CE in customer
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trust, engagement and decision-making. Also, the challenges that the insurance agents are

facing with CE are identified.

The entire research process began by reviewing previous academic literature related to CE.
The research objective and the research questions were formed after completion of a
preliminary literature review. The empirical part of this research was conducted by collecting
qualitative data through semi-structured interviews with insurance agents. The data was
analysed by employing thematic analysis. Then, the inquiry’s empirical findings were

compared with prior literature.

As for the study’s empirical findings, it can be concluded that CE is perceived as a critical
element to the success of insurance sales. The research data revealed that the insurance
agents apply different types of tools for CE: materials that are legally required, online tools
and physical tools in F2F customer interactions. While speaking of CE strategies, a
comprehensive understanding of customer’s current situation forms the basis of a successful
CE. The insurance agents employ set of mapping questions to get to know their customer
better. The insurance agents mainly apply adaptive selling strategies to educate the customer,
based on their prior knowledge. The insurance agents highlight simplicity and concrete

examples to demonstrate the benefits and the characteristics of the product.

This study found out that CE has a positive impact on customer trust. According to the data,
CE increases trust in both the insurance agents and the insurer. Thanks to CE customers trust
their decisions more due to gained understanding and new insights, which create self-
confidence to purchase. As the data shows, CE also improves customer engagement, by
raising interest, allowing a more active conversation and provoking follow-up questions. The
insurance agents perceived that CE has a positive impact on customer retention in the long
run. While one analyses the impact of CE on decision-making, the research data revealed
that customers are making faster decisions, after implementation of CE practices. A
successful CE streamlines the sales process, and overall, shortens the lead times in the sales
processes. Additionally, the insurance agents perceived that CE assists customers to take
more informed decisions regarding insurance products. It makes customers to purchase a

broader insurance coverage, and to focus more on the contents, instead of the price.

Lastly, the study identified challenges that the insurance agents encounter while educating

their potential customers in the pre-purchase stage. The most obvious challenge was related
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to the lack of customer knowledge, which ultimately cause misconceptions on insurance
products and customer scepticism towards the benefits of the products. The insurance agents
also revealed several customer characteristics that hamper CE. A conservative customer with
strong opinions is perceived as challenging to educate. Also, customers with negative biases
were not open to CE. Additionally, customers with a high price-sensitivity were considered

hard to educate on broader insurance coverage.

However, there were also challenges related to the entire sales process. The insurance market
is constantly evolving; this leads to occasional reforms of the contents in the insurance
products. The rigid regulatory base causes troubles with certain customer segments. The data
revealed that regulation can make CE even bureaucratic, since the insurance agents should
follow certain steps during the sales process. Regulation alike turns the service of senior
customers more difficult, since in the remote sales the customer needs to authenticate
themselves with bank credentials. After the COVID-19 the insurance sales has faced radical
change, since most of the customer interaction is conducted via phone calls. The
interviewees admit that CE is a way more difficult through phone lines. To switch the sales
channel for alternative options remains an unsolved challenge. Last, but not least, the
exploration revealed that the insurance companies are not measuring the effectiveness of CE

practices in any way; instead, they concentrate in sales and customer satisfaction metrics.

The study findings largely align with the prior academic research. However, this research
sets a unique approach for exploring the role of CE in the pre-purchase stage. As this research
is conducted through qualitative methods, it can be seen as preliminary research that sets the

foundation for future quantitative explorations of the phenomenon.

5.3 Implications

This study advances the academic discourse by addressing the research gap identified by
Bonney et al. (2022), who noted the lack of empirical focus on CE in the pre-purchase stage.
While much of the literature has examined CE's impact on post-purchase outcomes such as
loyalty (Eisingerich & Bell 2006; Islam & Akagi 2018), this study demonstrates that
education in the early phases of the customer journey shapes perceptions, builds trust,

enhances customer engagement and drives decisions before the actual purchase is made.
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This exploration integrates the CE research for personal selling context, formerly overlooked
by academics. This study clearly proves that personalization and adaptive approach for CE
is applied and encouraged, while standardized strategies are insufficient in high-involvement
industries such insurance sales. Empirical findings support the idea that CE should be seen
as an integral part of the sales process, not solely a customer loyalty tool after the purchase.
The lack of systematic measurement for CE outcomes demonstrates theoretical gap, inviting

future researchers for theory formation.

Based on the empirical findings in Chapter 4 this research has several managerial
implications for insurance companies, sales professionals, and regulatory bodies. The
findings suggest that CE in the pre-purchase stage has a significant impact on trust,
engagement and decision-making, while the outcomes also highlight the key challenges in
educating customers. The following recommendations offer concrete and bold strategies to

enhance CE in the pre-purchase stage of insurance sales.

Firstly, the study revealed that the insurance agents struggle to educate customers during
phone calls, due to the limited tools available. The insurance companies should invest
resources to develop their digital tools for today’s requirements. Enhancing digital CE tools
could bridge this gap. Development of interactive online education platforms could allow
customers to explore insurance solutions at their own pace, or simultaneously with the help
of company representatives. Use of Al technology to support product recommendations and

sales processes should be examined.

The research also indicates that the insurance companies do not measure the effectiveness
of CE, which makes it difficult to improve practices. Currently, the regulatory bodies are not
demanding any monitoring of the customer’s understanding. The insurance companies
should start to implement standardized metrics to assess the effectiveness of CE. These
indicators could be aligned with the sales metrics. This could be implemented by requiring
a pre- and a post-purchase knowledge test from the customers. This would make possible to

continuously develop the educational content.

The research highlights that the customers have varying levels of prior knowledge and that
the so-called one-size-fits-all approach does not work. It is highly recommended that the
insurance companies should start to pay attention to tailoring of their educational content to

different customer groups. To take advantage of customer segmentation to provide different
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educational materials, which would resonate with their prior knowledge and interests. The
customers with a low expertise would benefit from a simplified content regarding the
insurance products, in comparison to a customer with a notable prior knowledge on the very

same assets.

The study found that those agents who successfully educate customers build more trust and
increase engagement. As a future recommendation, the insurance companies should pay
more attention to training of their agents, and thus, to increase the competences of their
agents to perform a successful CE. The insurance agents’ training should shift from a
product-centric selling to a consultative advisory, including active listening and problem-
solving. More emphasis should be placed on equipping the insurance agents with storytelling
techniques that connect complex insurance policies with real-life scenarios that are relevant

for the customer’s life situation.

The research findings indicate that well-educated customers are more likely to trust in both
the insurance agent and the company. The insurance companies should leverage those trust-
building strategies in those sales processes. From the perspective of CE, the focus should be
on a transparent communication that highlights both the benefits and the limitations of the
insurance policies. A fact-based persuasion ought to be applied, by utilizing real statistics
which are relevant in the customer’s situation. Perhaps, some third-party endorsements can
be used as a case study to educate and assure the customers about the proper insurance

coverage.

5.4 Limitations and future research

As mentioned already in Chapter 1.4, this study has its limitations. The chosen research
design impacts the generalizability of the research findings. The research specifically
focuses on insurance sales, excluding other industries from the research objective. The
exploration geographically focuses on the Finnish insurance market, and therefore, it does
not enable country-level comparisons within the insurance markets. Due to the chosen
research design; a non-probability, purposive sample is used, which makes generalizability

of the research findings impossible.
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The data was obtained by interviewing insurance sales professionals, and by exploring their
perceptions about the research phenomenon. Other stakeholders in the sales process are
excluded from the analysis. The data collection was conducted during Spring 2025, which
also sets a short time frame for research findings. This cross-sectional research serves as an

overview of the current events but is not tracking any long-term effects of CE.

The limitations withstanding, some future research avenues can be proposed. Firstly, the
research setting could be replicated in different sales contexts such as mortgages, which also
have complex terms and policies, as do the insurance products. Secondly, the research could
be broadened to include country-level comparisons from different insurance markets to
explore cultural differences across different regional contexts. Thirdly, future research could
compare how CE strategies differ across various insurance sectors, such as personal and
property insurances. The future research should also consider examining the phenomenon
through a longitudinal study. The longitudinal study could explore whether well-informed
customers are more likely to renew or expand their insurance coverage over time, affecting

customer lifetime value.

As this research did not gather any data from the customer’s side, the future research should
take this into account. Future research could directly measure the customer learning
outcomes, by assessing how well the customers understand the insurance products after the
education. A mixed-method study could compare the effectiveness of CE from both the sales
professional’s and the customer’s point of view. Future academics could develop
standardized metrics or surveys to quantitatively measure how much customers learn from

educational efforts and how this influences their purchasing decisions.

As digital transformation in sales is continuing to evolve, a future study should explore the
effectiveness of Al-driven tools to support the sales professionals in insurance sales process
and CE. Lastly, some research on to ethical considerations of CE could be conducted. As an
example, an investigation could focus on exploring the impact of the organizational culture
on CE strategies, through sales incentives, sales training programs and internal values of

the insurance company.
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Appendix 1. Participant consent form

Study Title:

Exploring the Role of Customer Education in the Pre-Purchase Stage: Insights from
Insurance Sales

Researcher Information:

e Name: Vili Hurskainen

e University: LUT University

e Department: LUT Business School
e (Contact Information: [email omitted]

Purpose of the Study:

This study seeks to explore how insurance sales professionals perceive and apply customer
education during the pre-purchase stage in the insurance sales process. The research aims
to identify strategies, perceived outcomes and challenges to provide valuable insight for
insurance industry practitioners.

What Participation Involves:

e Participation includes a semi-structured interview lasting approximately 30—60
minutes.

e Questions will focus on strategies, observed effects, faced challenges and
contextual factors.

e With your permission, the interview will be audio-recorded for accuracy and
transcribed for analysis.

Your Rights as a Participant:

e Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time without
providing a reason.

e You have the right to refuse to answer any question during the interview.

e Your data will remain confidential and will only be used for academic purposes.

e Pseudonyms will be used to ensure anonymity, and no identifying information will
be shared in the final thesis or publications.

Data Handling and Storage:

e Interview recordings and transcripts will be stored securely.

e Data will be retained for one year after the study's completion, in compliance with
institutional and ethical guidelines.

e Only the researcher and supervisors will have access to the data.



Benefits and Risks:

o Benefits: Your insights will contribute to improving customer education practices
in the insurance industry.

e Risks: There are minimal risks associated with participation. If you feel
uncomfortable at any point, you may withdraw or pause the interview.

Contact for Questions:
e For questions about the study, please contact the author at [email omitted].
Verbal Consent Statement during the Interview:

I have read and understood the information provided about this study. I verbally agree to
participate under the terms outlined above.



Appendix 2. Interview structure

Interview questions:

Background:

1.

2.

What is your current role in the insurance company, and how much experience do
you have in selling insurance products?

What types of life insurance products do you offer to customers?

Customer education: Strategies and tools

Could you describe how you typically educate potential customers about insurance
products before they make a purchase?

What tools or materials do you use to support customer education? (e.g., brochures,
online tools, webinars, personal consultations)

How do you adapt your customer education approach based on different customer
needs or levels of prior knowledge?

Are there any ways to check if customers understand the information you provide?
If yes, can you share an example?

Effects of Customer Education on Trust, Engagement and Decision-Making

7.

In your experience, how does customer education influence a potential customer’s
trust in your company or product?

Have you noticed any impact of customer education on customer engagement? For
example, do educated customers ask more questions, show more interest, or
participate actively in discussions?



9. How have you seen customer education impact customers' decision-making? Do
they make faster or more informed choices?

10. Have you observed customers returning or referring to others based on the
information they received from you?

Challenges in Educating Customers

11. Can you describe a situation where educating a customer was particularly difficult?
What made it challenging?

12. What are the most common misunderstandings or concerns customers have when
learning about insurance products?

13. Are there any external factors (e.g. industry regulations, market conditions) that
make it harder to educate customers?

14. Do time constraints in the sales process limit how much education you can provide
to customers? How do you handle this?

Recommendations and open discussion

15. If you could improve one thing about how customer education is handled in your
company, what would it be?

16. Is there anything important about customer education in the pre-purchase stage that
we haven’t covered?



