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Astonish Shakes Up Agency Marketing  
With Aggressive, Web-Centric Approach
Agents say ‘rock-and-rollers’ help boost sales while making work fun again 

■ GaMe ChaNGerS

by riCk GilMaN

CLose yoUr eyes aND 
imagine, if you will, “a 
tasmanian Devil in hu-

man skin.” Now you might be 
describing the character Dew-
ey Finn, played by actor Jack 
black from the 2003 movie 
“school of rock,” in which the 
actor portrays an old-school 
rock-and-roller who finds 
himself substitute-teaching a 
class of fifth graders. or, you 
could be describing adam De-
Graide, ceo and co-founder 
of astonish results—a self-de-
scribed rock-and-roller whose 
firm is committed to shaking 
up independent agency mar-
keting and customer service.

similar to the character in the movie 
who takes his class of musical misfits from 
the mundane to the magnificent, mr. De-
Graide finds himself infusing that very same 
energy and passion to the growing list of 
astonish clients throughout the agency dis-
tribution system.

He and his colleagues accomplish this 
through a combination of leveraging the 
latest technology, fully engaging social me-
dia, marketing his clients as full-fledged 
business advisors rather than merely policy 
peddlers, and by recruiting “raving Fan 
managers” to promote the astonish ap-
proach wherever he goes.

astonish results (www.astonishre-
sults.com) bases its approach on two core 
beliefs.

the first is that agencies must shift from 
a service-oriented emphasis to an aggressive 
sales and marketing-focused culture. this 
doesn’t mean that one supersedes the other, 
according to mr. DeGraide. Instead, he noted, 
the key is “you must never forget that every 
service encounter is a sales opportunity.” 

the second belief is that by implement-
ing the right technology and imbedding so-
cial media as a key touch point for clients, 
agents will not only grow their book of 
business with a major influx of new pros-
pects, but improve retention levels with 
existing accounts as well.

by mr. DeGraide’s measure, “the big-
gest thing we’ve done is given local agents 
the ability to compete and win against 
national direct writers.”

“the principal problem agencies typi-
cally have is they don’t know what’s work-
ing and what’s not. after we come into an 
agency, they will never do business the 
same way again,” added tim sawyer, the 
firm’s president and co-founder. 

astonish begins by meeting with the 
agency team and assigning a personal “rav-
ing Fan manager” (rFm) whose responsibil-
ity is to make sure everything is on track, 
that the unique needs of the agency are 
integrated into the plan, and to oversee all 
media development. once the rFm is as-
signed, work begins on the new website.

concurrent to that 
is the implementation 
of what astonish calls 
the Virtual profit cen-
ter (Vpc). the Vpc 
includes a “customer re-
lationship management 
tool on crack,” as the 
colorful mr. DeGraide 
describes it, along with 
a lead generation tool. 
the Vpc becomes the 
“heartbeat of the agen-
cy,” he explained. 

aGeNt reaCtioN
rex caton of Daytona 
beach, Fla.-based ca-
ton-Hosey Insurance 
(http://www.caton-

hosey.com), explained how his agency 
operation had to change once he realized 
that “whenever I needed anything from 
a garden hose to a new drill, I would go 
online.” while he appreciated the reali-
ties of web growth, he didn’t know how 
to make it happen at his agency.

established in 1948, the midsize 
agency was facing stronger competition 
from direct writers, and there “wasn’t 
a lot of help for independent agents,” 
he recalled. “I tried going online to get 
a quote and found it complex and too 
long a process. I knew there had to be 
a better way, and that was when I came 
across astonish results.”

His expectations from astonish were 
to “create an online presence to bring the 
agency into the modern world.”

mr. caton wasn’t just going after the 
youth market, either, recognizing that 
most middle-aged buyers and even many 
seniors were using the web to do research 
before shopping or just to stay in touch. 

since his installation of the astonish 

E rePreSeNtativeS froM More than a dozen agencies came to New York to shoot 
videos with National Underwriter and Astonish Results co-founders Adam DeGraide and 
Tim Sawyer (first row, fifth and sixth from the right), talking about how they leverage the 
Web to boost sales, retention and profits. You can view the entire “Serving The Modern 
Consumer” series at www.property-casualty.com, with new episodes added each month.
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tools, caton-Hosey’s personal lines de-
partment has grown by 10 percent, and 
with the newest version mr. caton expects 
growth to be even greater.

kenneth petersen, ceo of the massachu-
setts-based encharter Insurance (http://www.
encharter.com), came to astonish through a 
different impetus. regulatory changes in the 
state resulted in an onrush of direct writers 
into his backyard, requiring encharter to be-
come more sales-oriented, he explained.

a small-to-midsize business, encharter 
is made up of seven different agencies op-
erating in five locations. Leveraging social 
media to coordinate brand, service and 
provide a platform for growth, astonish 
signed with the agency in august 2009 
and by september had a new website, 
Facebook, twitter, youtube and animoto 
(video and slideshow) accounts—all of 
which is bringing traffic, renewed interest 
and excitement to the agency. 

mr. petersen explained that until as-
tonish got involved they were doing about 
70-to-80 new deals each month, while 
“now I’m looking at 150 new deals this 
month, and it’s not going to stop there. 

we’re growing 6-to-7 percent currently 
and expect it to improve upon that.”

He described astonish as a “life line” for 
his agency. “you have to work really hard, 
but it’s a whole lot of fun,” he said—echoing 
the same observation and 
enthusiasm expressed by 
many astonish clients.

For example, tony 
alessandra, president 
of mission Viejo, calif.-
based Insurance solutions 
(http://www.ins-solu-
tions.com), said that “af-
ter 43 years, I’ve fallen 
back in love with my 
agency again.”

before mr. ales-
sandra signed up with 
astonish, Insurance so-
lutions’ marketing ac-
tivities were like those 
of his competitors—a lot of reliance on 
the traditional referral approach. since 
astonish came on board, that num-
ber has dropped to 85 percent, with 
the balance of lead generation being 

augmented by a very aggressive online 
marketing strategy.

as a result of astonish’s efforts, search 
engine optimization numbers have 
pushed Insurance solutions to the top 

of the list when someone is 
searching for insurance in 
mission Viejo, calif. Indeed, 
mr. alessandra reported a 
1,700 percent increase in web 
traffic since implementing the 
astonish system.

those numbers would cer-
tainly resonate with Nathan 
Dagley, president and ceo 
of the katy, texas-based Da-
gley Insurance (http://www.
dagleyins.com). mr. Dagley 
realized that people were no 
longer using the yellow pages 
and had long since gone to 
the Internet when it came 

time to shop for products or services, but 
the persistent question was, “how do we 
access them there,” he recalled.

For Dagley Insurance, the entire imple-

E  kryStle MCeaChroN, 
COO of ISU-ARMAC, used 
integrated e-mail, blogs, 
Twitter and Facebook post-
ings to create a Virtual Profit 
Center and double her agen-
cy’s website-generated leads.

E continued on page 21
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be severely impacted.
Marsh also said government officials will 

lay down stricter rules and regulations for 
offshore drilling, but noted it is too early to 
define the new landscape.

Companies involved in the exploration and 
production of oil will scrutinize their current 
insurance programs in order to look into the 
limits they purchase and the terms and condi-
tions they seek, the report said.

“Some insurers have been capitalizing on 
their clients’ concerns and have been hiking 
up their prices for higher limits and deepwater 
drilling wells,” Mr. Pierce said.

But price increases are likely to be modest 
in other parts of the upstream energy market, 
unless more major losses occur, according to 
the report.

In addition, the report noted that the 
“downstream energy” market—which writes 
onshore risks for refining oil—remains virtually 
unchanged due to the absence of down-
stream losses. 

Marsh said there were large rating reduc-
tions in this market reported in the June 
renewals, and it anticipated reductions in the 
next round of renewals.

The downstream energy market will barely 
be affected by the oil spill, since the market 
has an overabundance of capacity and is 
solely dedicated to writing onshore risks, the 
report said. NU

bP oil SPill
continued from page 14

It can be the action of a contractor who 
exposes the insurer to some loss.”

a letter to evan G. Greenberg, chair 
and ceo of ace, requested “additional in-
formation on the measures and programs 
ace has in place for managing exposure 
to risks posed by its offshore oil and gas 
underwriting,” ms. Leurig said

“we are also interested in learning 
more about any changes the company is 
considering in its underwriting standards 
as a result of the recent Gulf of mexico 
spill,” she added.

the letter asks for responses by Nov. 1.
ms. Leurig observed that the insurance 

industry has played a big role in the safety 
of automobiles by advocating for public 
policy revisions or by working on tech-
nology safety standards. 

the auto industry, she said, provides 
a good model “for how they may be able 
to apply that to other sectors and other 
technologies.”

ms. Leurig said that as oil and gas 
producers venture into alternative types 
of technologies, they pose novel risks to 
insurers. “It’s important for insurers to play 
an active role with companies they insure, 
to make sure those companies are develop-
ing appropriate risk management protocols 
within their operations and those of their 
contractors,” she added. NU
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mentation process took about two months. 
“Having personnel that understood and 
enjoyed social networking helped speed 
things up,” he said. 

prior to astonish coming on board, mr. 
Dagley estimated that 95 percent of the 
agency’s new business was coming through 
traditional marketing methods. Now that 
number has dropped to 66 percent, with 
the balance coming through online efforts.

“these social networking tools have al-
lowed us to build stronger, deeper and faster 
relationships with our prospects as well 
as our existing client base,” he said. “we 
are super excited about what we’re doing 
with astonish results, but we haven’t even 
scratched the surface. wait until this fall.”

For krystle mceachron, chief operating 
officer of california-based IsU Insurance 
services—armac agency (http://www.isu-
armac.com), the decision to sign up with 
astonish was just a matter of convincing 
her father. 

as a family-run agency with 25 em-
ployees and $34 million in premiums, IsU 
was a prime candidate for the services of 
astonish. ms. mceachron, a vocal advo-
cate of social media, just didn’t have the 
time to implement her ideas.

It was when ms. mceachron’s father read 
an article that “supported all I wanted to do 
[online] that we decided to bring in some 
help.” they had already decided to drop 
their yellow pages ad, and so applying those 
substantial marketing dollars to a compre-
hensive, online marketing strategy was easy.

Like the other examples, the process 
went quickly and smoothly. the raving 
Fan manager was assigned. e-mail cam-
paigns were developed. blog, twitter and 
Facebook postings were generated. and all 
marketing efforts were integrated, revolv-
ing around the new Virtual profit center. 

as a result of working with astonish, ms. 
mceachron said “website leads have grown 
about 200 percent, and our [search engine 
optimization] position is much higher than 
it was with the previous site.” NU
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