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HIGHLIGHTS

To the casual observer, Reliance Mutual’s growth strategy might seem strange: eliminate its sales 
force, reduce its IT staff by two-thirds, and switch from selling its own policies to buying poorly 
performing policies from its former competitors. Strange, yes – but highly successful. Thanks to the 
ease of management and robust performance of Ingres Database, a leading open source database 
for business-critical applications, Reliance Mutual has achieved the administrative efficiency to 
extract unprecedented profitability from its portfolio. The result is a nearly seven-fold increase in 
assets, from £233 million in 2003 to £1.6 billion.

Challenge

After nearly a century in business, United Kingdom-based life and pensions company Reliance 
Mutual undertook a fundamental shift in its business model in 2003. Rather than writing new 
policies, the company now buys poorly performing existing life and pensions policies from other 
insurers. Part of an aggressive strategy for growth, the success of the plan relies on the company’s 
ability to aggregate these disparate policies within a single, highly efficient administration system 
that can turn the previously unprofitable into a robust income generator.

The transition posed a two-fold challenge for Reliance Mutual’s IT department – to build and 
maintain a database capable of managing tremendous volumes of data, including migrating and 
integrating blocks of newly acquired policies – and to do so with a staff that had been dramatically 
reduced as part of a strategic review. Although the data operations team for the company’s legacy 
mainframe had recently numbered 30, explains IT Manager Adrian James, “The IT department 
went to just 10 as we moved to a thin client on desktops architecture running UNIX.”

Solution 
Almost the only constant during this period of major change – apart from James and a few other 
IT staff members – was the company’s choice of database technology. “It’s as true today as it has 
always been. Ingres is simply better at handling queries than any of its rivals,” he says. 

Although happy with its selection of Ingres, Reliance Mutual did consider other options. The 
company examined Postgres as free source alternative to Ingres, but found both the formality of 
commercial software licensing and the proven technical and operational advantages of Ingres too 
compelling to leave behind. 
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“Once we were satisfied Ingres could easily 
handle the new thin-client environment, we 
decided to stick with what we knew. We also 
felt Postgres needed too much input from us 
to get it to a level that we could safely use. It is 
a decision we have not regretted,” says James.

Results 

Reliance Mutual’s Ingres-powered growth 
strategy has been a resounding success: since 
2003, the company’s assets have increased 
from £233 million in 2003 to £1.6 billion. 

Reliance Mutual’s Ingres database currently 
holds details for more than 200,000 in-force 
policies as well as auditing tables and other 
data such as regulatory information – roughly 
a terabyte in all. The task of managing this 
huge repository is complicated further each 
time the company acquires an additional 
block of policies. The newly-arrived data 
includes both in-force policies and records 
of expired policies, requiring a decision to be 
made about what is migrated to the central 
system and what must be archived to ensure 
regulatory compliance. 

In spite of the scope of Reliance Mutual’s 
data operations, and the small size of its staff, 
Ingres has enabled James and his team to rise 
to the challenge – with no external assistance 
needed. The group carries out all their own 
development and support work with no 
consultants or contractors. No third-party 
applications run with the main data system, 
and even the development environment is a 
product of the in-house team. 

While this approach might seem extreme, 
James says it’s the only way he and his 
colleagues can respond in a timely manner to 
the particular challenges of the business. Each 
time Reliance Mutual reaches an agreement 

to take over an additional block of policies 
from another company, more client and policy 
data has to be migrated and integrated with the 
main system. “Having total in-house ownership 
of the software environment means we can 
completely control the pace of development 
and integration, rather than rely on third-party 
vendors doing things to their own timetable,” 
he says. 

Routine housekeeping tasks such as modifying 
database tables are taken care of by a series of 
batch processes – written in-house – that run 
each night after business hours “If a problem 
occurs, it’s spotted by an application we wrote 
which immediately pages one of us,” explains 
James. “If there are no problems, we simply turn 
up for work the following day to find the work 
done. One of the reasons this process generally 
runs so smoothly and so quickly is that Ingres 
itself requires very little maintenance.” 

Such pragmatism has also led to the main 
system being modular. Ingres 2.6 runs on three 
discrete sets of Solaris 2.7 back-end platforms 
– production, user-test and development. Not 
only does this give a greater degree of fault 
tolerance, but it enables development work and 
pre-service testing to be carried out without 
impacting ongoing business. All main system 
code is written in C with embedded SQL. The 
100 or so staff with access to the main system 
do so through a windowing GUI provided by a 
Citrix presentation server. 

“When you have multiple users creating serious 
loads on a system, you need to be sure you can 
control access and have efficient presentation 
of information or people start complaining 
loudly,” explains James. “Because Ingres is so 
capable, we don’t limit the number of screens 
users can have open at any one time, so most 
will be running two or three simultaneously 
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– such as policy enquiry, policy alteration, and client data. They are manipulating data within Ingres as well as simply 
querying it. Ingres elegantly deals with this challenge and we have no performance issues.” 

The reliability of Ingres makes it possible for Reliance Mutual to continue its aggressive growth without worrying whether 
its back-end systems can keep up. New acquisitions mean busy times for the IT staff, but the Reliance Mutual central 
system remains stable and predicable. Meanwhile, James continues to explore the potential of ongoing Ingres innovation 
to deliver new benefits for its business. 

 


