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Vanessa Newbury joined 
Hiscox in 2016 as Interim 
Head of HR for a nine-month  
maternity cover and has 
been here ever since. Her 
role now also involves 
leading a recruitment  
team, a function that  
prior to her appointment  
had been outsourced  
to agencies.

Q: How did you come to  
join Hiscox?
A: I’d worked in luxury retail for 
most of my career, so insurance 
was completely new to me. I 
hadn’t heard of Hiscox – I had to 
Google who they were. I came 
for nine months and it was 
always with a view to moving 
on afterwards and doing 
something else. But I never 
left. It really, really surprised 
me. Genuinely, I absolutely 
love it. I’d never considered the 
global impact an insurance 
company can have, or how 
many bright, smart people I’d 
get to work with. I think that’s 
one of the challenges we have 
in attracting candidates into 
insurance: lots of people have 
the same misconceptions  
as me. 

 When I started, we didn’t 
have our own recruitment 
team. I was asked to stay on 
and build that team, with the 
proviso that we save 200% 
of our costs by not using 
agencies. In fact, we save 
significantly more than that. 

Q: What other benefits 
are there to managing 
recruitment internally? 
A: A big one is having control 
of the recruitment brand. 
Because our recruiters 
work for Hiscox, they can 
talk very authentically about 
what it’s like here. We’re an 
organisation where you’re 
empowered to get on with 
things. You’re not hand-held, 
you’re not micromanaged. 
If you’re someone who likes 
a step-by-step process and 
someone watching over 
you the whole time, we’re 
probably not the organisation 
for you. We try to be as honest 
as we can about that.
 The fact that we understand 
the business and know what 
our hiring managers want 
is also important. My team 
have good relationships with 
business stakeholders and  

know the markets they operate  
in. That helps us get ahead 
of the curve, carry out talent 
mapping for roles that might 
need a pipeline of talent, and 
keep candidates warm for 
when a job does come up. 

Q: How was 2021  
for recruitment? 
A: Really tough. I think if you’d 
asked me 12 months ago what 
the market would look like as 
we came out of lockdown, I’d 
have said: “Loads of people 
looking for employment, 
and no jobs”. It’s been the 
opposite. It’s a massively 
candidate-driven market, 
swamped with opportunities 
and with very few candidates. 
We’ve never seen a market  
like it. Applications are  
down by around 35% on  
pre-pandemic levels.
 This is my take: I think a lot 
of companies put recruitment 
on hold in 2020. Those 
vacancies have now opened, 
but people are still reluctant 
to move. There’s still a real 
nervousness around what’s 
going to happen, so people are 
wary of leaving a settled job and 
walking into something new. It’s  
not just us experiencing that. 
It’s lots of other companies as 
well – and it’s global. 

Q: What have you had to do 
to confront those challenges?
A: We’ve found new 
partnerships with specialist 
agencies for some niche 
roles. We’ve played around 
with job descriptions. We’ve 
had to refine our messaging 
– redefining our employment 
proposition and how we sell 
the Hiscox brand. Mainly, 
though, the team have just 
had to work a lot harder to  
fill roles. We’ve had to go out  
and headhunt a lot more than 
in the past. 

Q: Presumably it’s now 
even more essential that the 
business retains people? 
A: Absolutely. We know that 
our people are in demand. 
For example, we develop and 
grow very good underwriters, 
so we’ve been targeted by a 
lot of the start-ups. This does 

mean we have vacancies to 
fill, but it is manageable and 
our recruitment team is really 
stepping up to the challenge  
of finding the best people for 
the roles we have. 
 Now, I think the biggest 
HR challenge is employee 
engagement, which has been 
falling. We need to inspire 
and excite our people. That’s 
a major part of what Aki is 
doing now, and he talks 
so passionately about the 
opportunities that Bronek has 
left us with for the next ten 
years. The biggest thing we’ve 
got to do is instil that belief in 
our people and keep them 
with us on the journey. 

Q: How do you see the 
human value being  
applied at Hiscox?
A: I think Hiscox is a very 
human business. It’s a very 
caring organisation. It expects 
the very highest standards, 
but people are treated very, 
very fairly. For example, if 
you’re not performing, it’s 
important that you know, but 
when and how you’re told is 
what matters. 

Q: During the lockdowns of 
the past two years, what did 
you miss most about being 
around other people?
A: It’s those informal 
conversations. You can’t pick 
up on the chatter, you can’t 
hear someone talking about 
something over your shoulder 
and be like: ‘what was that?’ 
I miss that. It’s hardest for the 
new starters. I had a couple of 
people join the team. Working 
with someone for 18 months 
who you’ve never met face 
to face is really tough. We all 
worked hard to keep the team 
connected, we probably had 
more meetings than ever just 
so we could check in and 
make sure everyone was 
okay, but it’s not the same  
as doing it in person.
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Recruitment driver
The pandemic has caused 
havoc in the recruitment 
market, so attracting and 
retaining staff has become 
more important than ever.
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