
Here for the
LONG TERM
John Hennessy discusses CNA’s future in Canada

John Hennessy admits that CNA doesn’t have the 
biggest footprint in specialty markets in Canada. Yet. 
Hennessy, who was appointed President and COO of 

CNA Canada in August 2014, came here with a mandate to 
change that.

“I didn’t come to Canada to roller skate. We’re going to 
grow this business out in a significant way. So launching and 
developing our specialty capabilities is really job one right 
now,” he says. 

In Canada, Hennessy saw a unique opportunity to 
essentially build CNA’s specialty business up from scratch. 
And that excited him. 

Hennessy has worked for CNA, in one position or 
another, for more than 33 years. (“In this day and age, 
that’s somewhat of a rarity—in any company,” he 

acknowledges.) And he says his long and successful tenure 
at CNA is the product of his “willingness to take on new 
opportunities and challenges.” In 2009, that willingness 
took him to London, England where he spent five years 
as chief executive of CNA Europe. There, he was tasked 
with developing CNA’s talent in Europe, and building 
momentum across the company’s chosen product sets. 

Once this was accomplished, Hennessy (who says that 
“complacency is the greatest enemy of career development”) 
decided it was time to move on to a new challenge. 

“Europe is now enjoying good success and strong 
relationships with our acquisition of the Hardy Lloyd’s 
facility. So I see Canada as being a tremendous opportunity 
to duplicate some of the successes we enjoyed in Europe. 
We still have a lot of headroom in Canada. Obviously we 
have a solid brand and great people, but we’ve had a rather 



narrow scope here [over] the past 20 years because of our 
reliance on the MGA [managing general agent] relationship 
to fuel all of our specialty business,” he explains.  

In January 2015, after ending its relationship with a large 
MGA, CNA Canada announced that it would begin offering 
specialty products in Canada.

“Now [we are] moving into the specialty marketplace with 
our own brand and our own identity. And that’s exciting for 
us,” he says. “It’s a greenfield opportunity for CNA, but it’s 
in a very developed, very mature, very 
sophisticated Canadian marketplace.”

Despite Canada being a highly 
competitive market, Hennessy is 
confident that opportunities for 
growth in specialty markets still exist. 

And while he acknowledges that, 
these days, specialization is the 
rallying cry of virtually every carrier, 
Hennessy stresses that CNA is 
focused on a limited set of complex, 
casualty-driven risks and is developing 
solutions that the marketplace has an 
appetite for. 

“CNA is building a casualty and property and specialty 
solution for what we would consider to be sophisticated 
customers, whether they be in construction, manufacturing, 
technology, healthcare, energy [or] professional services. 
These are all areas that carry some sharp edges to the 
exposures. So we’re not here to write the lower hazard, 
commodity-driven business. Our specialization, I do 
believe, will resonate with brokers and resonate with those 
customers in those classes.

“And we have experience in those classes,” he adds. He 
gives the example of the construction and healthcare 
sectors, both of which are $1-billion businesses for CNA 
in the U.S. These are sectors in which CNA has significant 
expertise, and that’s specifically why the company is 
bringing these solutions to Canada. “We want to focus in 
on a limited amount of customers [for whom] we think we 
can build and deliver extraordinary value. And if we can’t do 
that, we won’t enter those segments.”

In addition to the company’s products and expertise, Hennessy 
also wants brokers to have confidence in CNA’s longevity.

“CNA has long-term ambitions for our growth across 
Canada. And what we build, we must build—and will 
build—to sustain,” he says. “That’s important to brokers 
and it’s certainly important to their customers. We’ve all 
seen too often carriers that turn it all on and then flame 

out three to five years later leaving a wake of disaster.  That 
is not our plan, it is not our culture, and we’re building 
everything we do to last.” 

But looking ahead, Hennessy admits that the insurance 
industry, as a whole, is facing some significant challenges. 
“We’re seeing advances in technology that are taking 
place and transforming our business as data analytics 
really start to impact the way we do business. We’re seeing 
unpredictable weather patterns become the norm across 
all parts of the world. We’re seeing increased complexity 

and demands in the regulatory 
environment that are creating 
more costs across the insurance 
landscape. You layer all this 
with pricing pressures across all 
industries, with limited talent that 
is available across the industry 
and you have an industry that is 
ripe for unprecedented change.”

And if companies—and 
brokerages—are going to survive, 
they’ll have to adapt to this change. 
One way in which companies can 
succeed, says Hennessy, is by 
adopting predictive modelling—a 

tool that he says will soon play a much greater role in the 
commercial space than it does today. 

He’s careful to stress that predictive modelling is only one 
part of the solution, and that if carriers are to get the most 
value from this tool, it must be combined with expert 
underwriting. If companies can get this balance right, he 
says, they’ll have a better shot at sustainable growth. 

“It is definitely the engine by which carriers will be able to 
improve the long-term profitability and sustainability of 
their underwriting portfolios. Without that rich combination 
of underwriter and predictive modelling, you will not be 
able to keep up with those carriers that embrace those two 
components in an effective and balanced way.” 

Despite all the challenges the industry will confront in the 
years ahead, Hennessy is still ready and excited for CNA’s 
future in Canada. 

“Canada—it’s competitive, it’s expertise-driven, [but] it still 
affords great opportunity for the carriers and the brokers 
who are willing to make those kinds of investments to 
develop the right products and services that are going to 
really resonate with customers.”

“Now we are moving 
into the specialty 

marketplace with our 
own brand and our 

own identity. And that’s 
exciting for us.”

— John Hennessy
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