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Abstract:

The insurance industry is a complex system in which engineers and other professionals make decisions about cost, risk and evaluation of damage to constructions. However, many people involved in this business do not have any formal education in the technicalities of structures, natural hazards and their consequences. The paper describes the interactions between engineering researchers and professionals of the insurance industry within the context of a project, and the efforts to carry out education on engineering aspects and translate research results in a format which could be used by the industry. This is a project in which research is carried out with the end-user in mind, so that most information generated should be transferred and used by people developing practical tasks in insurance activities.

This problem emerges as a consequence of a project carried out at present at the University of Puerto Rico at Mayagüez (UPRM) for the Insurance Commissioner of Puerto Rico (ICPR), to develop a structured system which may serve as support to the main stakeholders in the insurance business. The risks considered are due to natural hazards (specifically hurricanes, earthquakes, and floods) in typical scenarios affecting property in the island. The complete project contains the development of tools which can be used to assess risk within a framework defined by the ICPR and the insurance firms. This has been organized in several areas, including seismic risk and design; performance of buildings under earthquakes and hurricanes; vulnerability of constructions under wind and seismic excitation; building costs; and damage due to flood. Another area carries out the compilation of information generated by the project in order to translate this to maximum probable loss, so that technology transfer can be made. The specific interests of the stakeholders and their mutual tensions make it a conflicting scenario, and some of the problems to take research into practice are highlighted. Thus, educational strategies have to be effective in a system full of complexities and conflicts of interest.
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