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T he Insurance Apprentice has just 
completed a successful fifth season 
under the leadership of programme 

founder, Rianet Whitehead (who is also the 
editor of FA News magazine). The show attracts 
a huge amount of attention across the industry 
and offers really attractive prizes for the winner, 
as well as for the top eight participants. But 
over and above all of that, it has made a huge 
contribution to the development of dozens of 
young insurance professionals.

“The Insurance Apprentice started off as a dream,” 
says Rianet, “a vague idea about something we 
could potentially use to change the industry, the 
perception of the industry, the demographics of the 
industry… and after a few conversations with the 
right people, the dream became a reality. We had 
to start small, but with the input, advice, guidance, 
and sponsorships of a lot of brilliant people in the 
industry we have been able to grow the idea and 
make it better every year. 

“Filming costs are very high, and that is why the 
sponsorships are so crucial. I do however believe 
that the big picture message we are sending out 
into the world is making a difference and that we 
are changing perceptions one series at a time.”

The programme sees a group of young insurance 
professionals from a variety of companies — 
including insurers, reinsurers, brokers, UMAs, etc. 
— facing challenges issued by a panel of judges and 
being progressively voted off each week until only 
three remain. The winner is then announced at a 
gala event after the final episode has been aired.

Rianet says participants gain more experience 
than anyone ever bargained on. “Every year it is 
incredible to see how much they grow — personally 
and professionally — in just a few days.”

Simon Colman, executive head of digital distribution 
at SHA, has appeared in various guises (literally) on 
the judging panel since season one. 

“The first two years I was a guest judge,” he says. 
“My interaction with the contestants was limited 
to a snapshot, so it was difficult to pick the 
winner at the outset.”

Simon was subsequently brought onto the 
permanent judging panel as head judge and 
earned the nickname Judge Dread. 

“It’s practically impossible to spot the winner early 
on in the season,” he says. “Last season there 
was no clear leader until the final two tasks, and 
this year it went all the way down to the wire! Two 
of the slow starters (who almost got dismissed 
early on) really lifted their game by the middle 
of the contest and no one could have predicted 
who the ultimate winner would turn out to be.”

In terms of the challenges, Simon says he loves 
an upset. “I really enjoy seeing the underdogs 
succeed and I hope this is a trend that continues 
into next season.

“The INSETA task at the school each year is 
becoming more important. Often the strongest 
technical contestants have the toughest time 
relating to the kids. The competition can be won 
or lost at that event.”

Rianet says education is one of the key objectives 
of the show and is used as a selection tool for 
sponsors.  “Whenever we approach potential 
sponsors we make it very clear that they, as an 
organisation, must have a big focus on training, 
education and development,” she says. “The 
Insurance Apprentice not only links sponsors’ 
brands to an initiative that has made training and 
development super exciting (because we combine 
learning and entertainment), but also to people 
working inside and outside the industry. 

“If you are a task sponsor, you have the 
opportunity to share insights on your offerings 
and people get to learn what is available out in 
the market. 

“Social media around each episode is huge, and 
our sponsors get massive exposure on Facebook, 
LinkedIn, Instagram and Twitter.”

Claire Wood, managing director of Innosys — 
one of the sponsors of the show — says The 
Insurance Apprentice can be the turning point of a 
contestants’ careers.

“I imagine to some, a technology company 
sponsoring an insurance industry competition 
might seem like nothing more than a superficial 
marketing exercise,” she says. “Why should 
we be concerned about the talent in any 
industry other than our own? Well, anything 
that supports and grows talent gets our vote. 
When our clients have smart, engaged people 
in their teams, they do better business. When 
our clients are thriving, so are we. The broader 
insurance market is an ecosystem, none of us 
operates in isolation.

“More personally, I know what that one, awesome 
opportunity can do for someone’s career and if we 
can play even a small part in providing that for the 
apprentices, I’m delighted.”

The winner of the Insurance Apprentice not 
only gets to bask in the glory of victory – and 
all the career perks that ensue – they get to 
win some amazing prizes. This year’s prizes 
include a trip to Lloyds of London, dinner in 
London to the value of R5 000 sponsored by 
Hogan Lovells, a R75 000 bursary from INSETA, 
cash prizes of R20 000 from the Graduate 
Institute of Financial Services (GIFS – previously 
Masifunde) and R15 000 from Hollard, an Apple 
Watch sponsored by Genasys Technologies 
and the chance to attend the 2019 African 
Insurance Exchange (AIE) at Sun City.
 
Thokozile Mahlangu, CEO of the IISA, which hosts 
the AIE together with SAIA, says attendance at 
the conference offers the winner a fantastic 
opportunity for learning and networking.

THE INSURANCE 
APPRENTICE: 
EVERYBODY 
WINS!
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Top: The apprentices form up for the judges in the 2019 season of The Insurance Apprentice

Bottom: Judge Dredd Simon Colman (centre) with fellow judge Kedi Maponyane (right) and guest judge 
Terence Williams of Aon South Africa during the 2019 filming

Rianet Whitehead and Kabelo Paile after the 2017 winner 
announcement

 
“AIE is one of the premier insurance conferences 
in Africa, attracting more than 1300 delegates and 
over 40 speakers and facilitators from the continent 
each year,” she says. “The winner of the Insurance 
Apprentice will find themselves rubbing shoulders 
with some of the industry’s leading experts in a 
variety of fields. The lessons to be learnt and the 
contacts to be made here are invaluable.
 
“Plus they will receive acknowledgement at the 
event, which will raise their profile in the industry 
and grant them a sort of ‘celebrity’ status.”
 
As one of the sponsors of the Insurance Apprentice 
2019, Mahlangu says the programme has helped to 
raise awareness of the conference and elevate the 
insurance profession.
 
“We’re delighted that our brand is associated with 
such an innovative and positive industry initiative 
focused on young future leaders,” she says.

But it’s not just the apprentices who gain. “Viewers 
get to learn more about the industry, often 
commenting that it comprises more facets than 
they ever realised,” says Rianet. “In 2019, for the first 
time, viewers have been able to log up to six CPD 

hours for watching the series. Adding CPD hours 
to the series this year, with the help of Charmaine 
Koch, has taken us to yet another level.

“The impact the show has had, and is still having 
on the industry is bigger than words can explain…”

Previous contestants Kabelo Paile, 
relationship manager at Santam (the 2017 
winner) and Nick Kadima, head of business 
development at Lombard Trade Credit, say 
being on the show has benefited them both 
personally and professionally. 

“Winning The Insurance Apprentice has benefited 
me professionally by increasing my profile within 
the company and industry,” says Kabelo. “I have 
been promoted since winning and been invited 
to host/MC industry functions, which has further 
elevated my career. 

“Many women, especially young professionals, 
are saddled with imposter syndrome. We often 
feel like we don’t belong or we’re just lucky 
to have landed where we are. Personally, the 
title has given me a new found confidence and 
cemented my belief that I am capable. 

“It is also touching to have other young 
professionals say how seeing me grow and win The 
Apprentice has inspired them and given them hope 
and encouraged them in their careers to take risks 
and cement their place within the industry.”

Nick says the experience challenged him to move 
outside his comfort zone.  “It’s one thing to be 
challenged in terms of your technical insurance 
knowledge, your ability to collaborate, innovate, 
demonstrate leadership, perform under pressure, 
and to impress the well-informed and tough judges,” 
he says. “However, it’s another thing entirely to do it 
all under the heat of the lights, the cameras and the 
ever present camera crew, not forgetting the layers 
upon layers of makeup. It wasn’t all easy, but all in all 
it was nothing short of an amazing experience.

“I learned a great deal about myself and about 
teamwork. I made some good connections and I was 
challenged in all aspects: managing my emotions, 
voicing my objections, picking up the pieces, learning 
from mistakes and not lingering on losses.”

“While I ate my fair share of a humble pie, I took 
away with me professional and life lessons, and an 
experience that I’ll never forget.”   


