
POISED FOR GROWTH

EDITORS’ NOTE In addition to his 
current duties, Dennis Kerrigan 
serves as an adviser to the Regional 
Chair man of  North America. 
He also serves as executive spon-
sor of Zurich’s new North America 
Headquar ter s .  Pr ior  to  jo in-
ing the Zurich organization in 
2008, Kerrigan was a partner in 
the global litigation department of 
an international law fi rm. Kerrigan 
has a law degree from the Marshall-
Wythe School of Law at the College 
of William & Mary and a bachelor’s 
degree from the College of the Holy Cross. He 
has been recognized by several business and le-
gal publications in the area of insurance law 
and also served as Editor-in-Chief of the Tort 
& Insurance Law Journal, published by the 
American Bar Association. He has taken a lead-
ership role in several industry groups, includ-
ing the American Insurance Association, the 
Organization for International Investment, and 
the Institute For Legal Reform. He is admitted to 
practice law in Illinois and Connecticut.

COMPANY BRIEF Zurich Insurance is a 
global leader in managing risk. With more than 
a century of experience in North America, 
Zurich helps businesses understand and pro-
tect themselves from risk in a rapidly chang-
ing, interconnected world. Zurich in North 
America (zurichna.com) is the fourth-largest 
commercial property-casualty insurance com-
pany serving the global corporate, large corpo-
rate, middle market, specialties, and programs 
sectors. Zurich employs approximately 9,000 
people in offices throughout North America 
with major centers of employment in the met-
ropolitan areas of Chicago, New York City, 
Kansas City, Omaha, Baltimore, Orlando, and 
Toronto. Zurich is very proud of its more than 
100-year history in the U.S. They have helped 
shape the America known today by insuring 
iconic infrastructure projects in New York like 
Madison Square Garden, and throughout the 
U.S., like the Hoover Dam.

What has made Zurich so successful?
Our success is rooted in our culture, in who 

we are, and that starts with our shared mission 
to help our customers understand and protect 
themselves from risk. We’re motivated by the 
same ambition, which is to be the best global 

insurer in the eyes of our customers, 
our shareholders, and our employees.

Our culture brings us together 
as one Zurich, and whether it is in 
Chicago, London, Toronto, or Zurich, 
you’ll fi nd those same qualities.

Would you talk about the tim-
ing and vision around building the 
new headquarters?

Our lease in our current space is 
up at the end of 2016, so we have been 
aware that we would have to look at 
our options on whether to stay in our 
existing space, move into a preexisting 

building, or build something to meet our needs.
We looked at a multitude of factors and, in 

the end, we made the decision that investing in 
a new state-of-the-art regional headquarters for 
North America would be the right choice. That’s 
the reason we’re making such a signifi cant in-
vestment in this new headquarters, and we look 
forward to moving in late summer of 2016.

In leading this large project, how im-
portant was it to engage the employees in 
the process?

My role as the executive sponsor includes 
wearing a number of hats: one is to provide se-
nior leadership and direction to the headquarters 
initiative. The second is to translate our business 
requirements into a new state-of-the-art world-
class headquarters. In this effort, communication 
and change management with our employees 
was crucial – they played a signifi cant role in the 
design of the new building, particularly in terms 
of workplace settings, and the technology set we’ll 
be adopting.

We  engaged  t hem 
from the beginning of the 
process and we were trans-
parent with them about 
our plans to build a new 
headquarters nearby. In 
the end, they’re just as ex-
cited as I am about our new 
headquarters.

When the opportu-
nity came about to be the 
lead sponsor in this area, 
did you feel the qualities 
you had would fit the 
role and has there been 
a learning curve?

Not so much a learn-
ing curve as an ability to 

emphasize some of the capabilities that I’ve 
been using since I joined Zurich in 2008. These 
qualities include transparency, not only with 
our employees, but with our public stakehold-
ers as well.

We were focused on engaging our employ-
ees from the beginning; seeking their input into 
the design and the technologies that we were 
going to adopt.

In addition, we’re getting signifi cant in-
centives from the local village and the State of 
Illinois for the building of the headquarters. 
As part of that process, we were very transpar-
ent with the state that we weren’t planning on 
leaving Illinois. We considered the intellectual 
capital and the employee base that we have 
built here and decided that, regardless of the 
scenario, we were going to keep our head-
quarters in this area.

The quest ion of incent ives was not 
whether we would leave the state without them. 
Instead, the question was if we could pursue 
incentives in order to assist our investment 
for growth going forward. The incentives in 
essence enhanced our ability to build a true 
world-class headquarters that would accom-
modate our growth, not only in 2016, but also 
in 2026 and 2036. This is why we pursued the 
incentives for the project.

How critical is it at Zurich to create a 
building that brings employees in and of-
fers an area for open communication?

We’re a business that is built on the 
intellectual capabilities of our employees, 
be they actuaries, finance professionals, 
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commercial underwriters, or claims profes-
sionals. That intellectual capital really mat-
ters, so we need world-class training and 
conference facilities where we can bring 
people together to train them on the Zurich 
way of underwriting, and the Zurich way of 
using predictive analytics to capture the op-
portunities that big data presents to us, our 
customers, and our brokers.

This was a big part of why we chose to stay 
in the northwest suburbs of Chicago and why 
we decided to build a world-class headquarters.

We also focused on providing areas for 
collaboration – social hubs, which used to 
be people gathering at the water cooler, but 
which has evolved signifi cantly. People want 
to sit down and plug in their laptops near 
their coffee area. They want the ability to in-
teract with their colleagues throughout the 
day. They want informal meeting spaces. We 
have to make sure that our workplaces pro-
vide these fl exible opportunities for collabo-
ration and interaction.

How did you address the idea that the 
new space would be a true refl ection of the 
company?

When we began the design process, we 
took a different approach than many other 
companies and engaged our employees 
from the beginning. We constructed almost 
two full floors of pilot work areas in our 
current space and engaged 150 employees to 
do their jobs in various workplace scenarios 
in order to get their feedback. We addressed 
not just the ergonomics of their desk chairs 
but also the technologies that we’d like to 
use in the future, such as high-speed Wi-Fi 
throughout the facility, conference rooms 
with videoconferencing capabilities, and 
even items as simple as sit/stand desks, at 
which employees can choose to stand or sit 
at during different parts of the day.

Through this experience-driven approach, 
the new workplace scenarios had a 95 percent 
satisfaction rate. The ability to manage things 
like visual distractions and adjust their desks 
throughout the day had a big impact on em-
ployee engagement. This will translate to a bet-
ter customer experience and, ultimately, to the 
growth that we’re pursuing globally.

W h e n  y o u ’ r e 
building something 
like this ,  how s ig -
nificant are environ-
mental concerns?

As an organiza-
t i o n ,  we’re commit-
ted to the communities 
in which we live and 
work – we really care 
about them. Sustainability 
is a big part of what 
we call Zurich Basics. 
Sustainable value cre-
ation is one of our goals, 
and managing our im-
pact on the environment 
is a large component 
of meeting that goal.

We’re employing a variety of technol-
ogies in order to pursue high LEED certifica-
tion – things like green roofs, car-charging 
stations, and effi cient energy and water usage.

It’s not only going to help us achieve our 
goal of sustainability but it engages our employ-
ees as well, because they care as much about 
the environment as we do as an institution.

Likewise, our customers and brokers have 
a commitment to the communities in which they 
live and work, and this demonstrates to them 
that not only do we talk the talk, but we walk 
the walk as well.

How important was it to have the new 
headquarters be as accessible as possible 
in terms of location?

The infrastructure in the Chicago area, 
particularly around transportation, was very 
important to our site location. The transporta-
tion considerations included proximity to an 
international airport like O’Hare, where em-
ployees can catch a direct fl ight to almost any-
where in the world, as well as reliable mass 
transportation options for employees who live 
in the city or other suburbs. 

This is why we chose to build this 
new headquarters in the heart of what is 
called a Tax-Incremental Financing district 
(TIF), which is more than 1,100 acres that 
the Village of Schaumburg created for corpo-
rate headquarters and related development. 
We have also been in dialogue with state of-
fi cials about the mass transportation options 
that will be made available not only to us but 
also to the other companies that are located 
in that TIF district.

Would you talk about the impact on 
and value for Zurich in terms of creating 
jobs for Illinois?

As part of the incentive process, we com-
missioned a study by the University of Illinois 
that revealed that we were having a $1.3-billion 
economic impact on the state of Illinois every 
year, which doesn’t include the jobs that will be 
created through the actual construction of the 
headquarters.

This project is costing over $400 million 
and involves 750,000 square feet. As part of 
that, we’re creating over 700 vertical construc-
tion jobs and probably well over 1,000 interior 

construction jobs as we move forward to com-
pletion. This doesn’t include the raw materials 
such as 5,100 tons of steel; 1,700 tons of rebar; 
and 148 miles of electrical wire that we will be 
using.

We made an affi rmative decision to estab-
lish our North American headquarters in Chicago 
almost 103 years ago. Even then, Chicago was a 
global city, and we feel we’re making the right 
investments now to continue not only our con-
nection to the city but to the North American 
market as a whole.

Has this role been as you expected in 
terms of its impact?

The most surprising thing for me is 
how fast the project has progressed. In 
terms of impact, it has been more positive 
than I ever imagined, based in large part on 
our ability to engage employees from the 
beginning, and to solicit their input on 
the workplace environment and the tech-
nologies that we’re going to use not just in 
this headquarters space, but across North 
America. This includes innovative elements 
like wellness facilities that we plan to im-
plement across the region that will, hope-
fully, be as positively embraced by our 
almost 8,000 employees across the U.S. 
as they are by our 2,500 employees in the 
greater Chicago area.

Will this impact all aspects of your 
business?

Absolutely. The commitment we’re making 
to this building is for more than 25 years. We 
would not be putting up the largest build-to-suit 
project in the U.S. right now if we didn’t plan 
to grow and increase our capabilities in areas 
such as predictive analytics, which allows us to 
harness big data in order to deliver risk insights 
to our customers.

How do you manage to balance such a 
massive undertaking?

It’s challenging, so we have to remain or-
ganized and structured. Part of my role as the 
Chief Legal Offi cer involves a variety of gover-
nance roles. Likewise, my role as the executive 
sponsor of the headquarters project involves a 
signifi cant governance role as well: making sure 
that the steering committee is meeting regularly; 
making sure that the input of our employees is 
solicited; attending design meetings; and mak-
ing sure that our business requirements are 
translating into a state-of-the-art world-class 
headquarters.

With effective organization and scheduling, 
it’s all doable but, in the end, the result is the 
same: having a positive impact on our em-
ployees and our customers and, ultimately, our 
shareholders.

This opportunity has been much more re-
warding than I ever imagined, and a lot of it 
comes down to being part of a culture of re-
spect, and of a fi rm that is investing in the future 
globally. North America is one of the largest 
and most competitive markets in the world, 
and our ambition is to be the best. It’s auda-
cious, but also great to be part of an organiza-
tion that is striving to be the best and investing 
for growth.•
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