
Since the benefit we now call Specified Illness Cover (SIC) 
was first launched in the early eighties, it has undergone 
many changes. Starting off as the idea of a South African 

doctor who could see the financial burden that illness placed 
on his patients, SIC has become internationally available; an 
everyday yet sophisticated benefit. Many forms of insurance 
against serious illness exist globally and, over time, the product 
has become more varied. It has changed in line with medical 
and scientific advances, offers a broader range of cover for 
the consumer.

As the world and workplaces, especially, have changed, the 
benefit has grown in value to employees. A recent survey1 in 
the UK found that employees are looking for more protection 
and health insurance benefits, particularly in two areas: private 
medical insurance, and serious illness cover. The Employee 
Benefits and Workplace Satisfaction Survey 20211, surveyed 
2000 employees across the UK. The employees, all of whom 
work in small and medium enterprises, were asked what 
their employers could do to improve their happiness in the 
workplace, their job satisfaction and their levels of work-related 
stress in the midst of the pandemic. Over one-third (35.3%) of 
respondents said they wanted group private health insurance, 
with similar levels desiring group specified illness (30.7%) and 
group life insurance (33%). Findings showed the plans which 
saw the biggest increase in demand were group specified 
illness cover and group life insurance.

The results of the survey also revealed that just under half of 
those SMEs are taking steps to provide protection for their 
staff, with 47.4% introducing some form of employee benefit 
during the pandemic. The most popular benefits were flexibility 
to work from home (39.7%) and flexible working hours (29.4%), 
as well as group life insurance (19%) and group private 
health insurance (16.9%). So it is perhaps unsurprising that 
the Market Research Future (MRFR) evaluates that the global 
specified illness insurance market could see a growth rate 
of 15.35% between 2019 and 2025 to reach USD 67,960.81 
million by 2025.2

One major change to SIC in the Irish market was the 2009 
introduction of payment of a lower level of benefit for less serious 
conditions. Reflecting on that development ten years later in 

this magazine, Martin Duffy, Head of Claims and Underwriting 
in Irish Life said: “In 2009, introducing a potentially additional 
€15,000 benefit for ten life-altering, rather than life-threatening, 
conditions was very innovative. It was an independent pay out 
that did not reduce the customer’s full SIC benefit. The most 
significant additional payment conditions added then were 
ductal carcinoma in-situ of the breast, loss of one limb, loss of 
one eye, lesser area severe burns, coronary angioplasty and 
low-level prostate cancer. The additional benefit conditions 
that Irish Life introduced then were to meet real customer 
needs based on our claims experience at that time.”

It’s interesting to note, then, that the overall claims experience 
in Irish Life would be borne out in the years to come. The 
largest number of additional benefit claims paid by Irish Life 
in 2020 were for carcinoma-in-situ of the breast and coronary 
artery angioplasty – these two conditions representing 
60% of additional conditions claims.3 Additional conditions 
have grown precisely in the way that was anticipated when 
introduced in 2009; representing 3.5%4 of claims in 2020, 
they’re expected to increase to around 5-6%5 of claims over 
the next couple of years. Currently paying between 20 and 30 
additional conditions claims per year, Irish Life continues to be 
the largest payer of additional benefit SIC claims in Ireland6.

In order to continue to support you in providing the best lifetime 
advice to your customers Irish Life has added a number of 
conditions to Specified Illness Cover within our Life Term 
Cover and Life Mortgage Cover products.

We’ve made these changes to allow us to pay even more 
claims and provide even better benefits for your customers. 
Three new full cover conditions have been added:
l Necrotising fasciitis,
l Primary sclerosing cholangitis
l Short bowel syndrome

Furthermore, 18 new additional payment conditions have been 
added, including permanent pacemaker insertion, cancer in 
situ of the uterus, cancer in situ of the vulva, cancer in situ 
of the cervix, aortic aneurysm - with endovascular repair, and 
cystectomy – removal of the complete bladder.

Several conditions now have upgraded definitions, including 

‘cancer in situ - other’; this definition includes, but is not limited 
to, cancer in situ of the bile duct, gall bladder, liver, pancreas, 
stomach and thymus.

Protection products in the Irish market offer many additional 
services, all of which are particularly relevant at this time. We 
are all a bit tired of hearing these times being described as 
“unprecedented”. While it may well be true, the wall to wall 
coverage of the global pandemic, combined with the monotony 
that it has introduced to our lives, is wearing thin for many of us. 
We could all do with a break, with something to look forward to 
and a change of routine. 

A question worth asking is “are there ways in which we can 
help our clients with the challenges they face at this time?” 

Research shows that people are not visiting the GP as often 
as usual, out of fear of contracting Covid-19, with GP visits in 
the UK down by 30% year-on-year and by up to 74% during 
lockdown periods.7 Here in Ireland the CSO surveyed SMEs 
and a third of enterprises surveyed listed staff wellbeing as 
one of their top two concerns.8   Indeed Irish Life has seen 
some evidence of this in our 2020 SIC claims data, soon to be 
published.

Irish Life offers LifeCare, at no extra cost, on all of our protection 
plans. The range of LifeCare services includes the MedCare 
medical second opinion service which clients’ immediate 
family can also use. The medical second opinion service is 
available for all medical diagnoses. 

The NurseCare service – a phone call to a nurse which can 
replace the run to the GP that might ordinarily take place when 
someone is ill – could be particularly reassuring to clients at 
this time. NurseCare is available free of charge and might 
be worth reminding your clients about. For those who have 
been bereaved, made no easier by the current restrictions 
on funerals, we continue to offer our ClaimsCare post-
bereavement counselling service to all of our claimants. 

Specified Illness Cover will, undoubtedly, continue to evolve, 
in particular over the coming period as it continues to be a 
desirable and valued benefit for employees. The rise in 
demand that is anticipated will likely lead to even greater 
developments which can further benefit the customer and 
meet the rising demand.
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