South Korean insurers accelerate overseas expansion amid domestic market challenges
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Major South Korean insurers are stepping up overseas expansion and pursuing mergers and acquisitions to diversify income sources and enter new lines of business, a strategic shift prompted by a slowing domestic market, demographic headwinds and regulatory change. According to the original report, life insurers' cumulative net profit for the first three quarters of 2025 fell to 4.8 trillion won, down 8.3% year on year, while non-life net profit dropped 19.6% to 6.5 trillion won, as underwriting results deteriorated. [1][2]
The pressure on core insurance operations has been compounded by the risk of future interest-rate cuts, which complicate asset–liability management and reduce opportunities to earn investment returns. Industry executives say these structural constraints are forcing insurers to look beyond the home market for growth and yield. [1][3]
Hanwha Life has been among the most aggressive, accelerating a global push to diversify revenues and bolster asset management. The company acquired a 40% stake in Indonesia's Nobu Bank and took a 75% stake in U.S. brokerage Velocity Clearing during 2025, moves intended to secure management influence and footholds in Southeast Asian and North American capital markets. The company claims these steps will broaden fee-based income and capital-market access. [1][3]
Other major deals illustrate the scale of the push. DB Insurance completed a roughly $1.65 billion acquisition of U.S. specialty insurer Fortegra (also reported as Potegra), aiming to enter the U.S. specialty market and to support entry into European specialty lines. Samsung Fire & Marine boosted its stake in London-based Canopius with an additional $570 million equity investment. Domestically, Kyobo Life expanded into banking by acquiring SBI Savings Bank. Industry data shows these transactions reflect a clear preference among larger insurers for cross-border M&A and alternative investments. [1][4][3]
However, the move overseas carries significant capital and accounting implications. The Korean Insurance Capital Standard (K-ICS) requires insurers to maintain capital adequacy, and DB Insurance's acquisition is expected to reduce its K-ICS ratio by roughly 15 percentage points, prompting calls for caution. Market commentators note that the adoption of IFRS 17 and associated system changes have also diverted resources, making large transactions harder to execute for some firms. The company said in a statement that maintaining financial soundness remains a priority amid large-scale deals. [1][6]
Not all expansion efforts have translated into durable success. A study by the Korea Insurance Research Institute and sector reporting suggest that overseas growth has been mixed: premium income for life products showed declining trends in recent years and new business premium growth for non-life products has been weak, underscoring the difficulty of replicating domestic success abroad. Yet commercial results show progress in certain segments , the top four non-life insurers collectively generated more than 1 trillion won in foreign premiums in the last year, indicating material, if uneven, international traction. [5][7]
"Generating new profits from the core insurance business alone is challenging and competition is becoming increasingly fierce, making overseas expansion and the pursuit of new business lines essential," an official from a major life insurance firm said. "However, the significant capital required means that such initiatives are mostly limited to large insurers, while smaller firms are unable to participate. Even for major companies, achieving short-term returns is difficult, so the overall approach remains cautious." The industry appears set on a dual strategy: pursue selective cross-border deals and alternative investments while managing regulatory capital and accounting constraints that limit how fast and how broadly expansion can proceed. [1][2][6]
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