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Thank you, Jim. Let me add a warm welcome to our shareholders, 

policyholders and guests on behalf of everyone at Sun Life 

Financial.  

 

I’ll talk first about our financial results for you as shareholders. But, of 

course as shareholders, you will want me to tell you some of the 

highlights of what your company did for Clients in 2015, and no one at 

Sun Life forgets that it is our service to Clients that makes our company 

successful.   

 

In 2015, your company grew operating net income by 17% to 

$2.25 billion, beating our $1.85 billion objective set at Investor Day 

four years ago. Operating return on equity was 12.6%, in line with 

our objective. 

 

Total shareholder return was 6.8% for the year, ahead of most 

peer companies and the TSX. Over the past four years, total 

shareholder return was 28.6% per year compounded annually, first 

among Canadian lifecos and banks. 
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Yesterday we reported our first quarter results. It was a 

strong quarter, with operating net income of $531 million, up 19% 

from the first quarter of 2015. Assets under management finished 

the quarter at $861 billion.  

 

Yesterday we also announced a 4% increase in our quarterly 

dividend, raising it to 40.5 cents per share. This reflects our 

confidence in underlying business momentum. It also reflects a 

unique business mix that is lighter in capital requirements and 

brings lower volatility. 

 

That unique business mix comes from our four pillar strategy.  

 

Our Canadian pillar has been able to grow underlying net income 

while investing for future growth.  

 

As one example, Sun Life Global Investments, the mutual fund 

company we started five years ago, last year achieved over $2.1 

billion of net sales; in the first quarter of this year, it achieved over 

$800 million of net sales, ranking second among Canadian mutual 

fund companies. Not bad for a five year old!  

 

Our U.S. pillar was strengthened with the acquisition of the 

Assurant employee benefits business, which closed in March. Sun 

Life is now the sixth largest employee benefits provider in the 
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largest benefits market in the world. Assurant brings us a strong 

dental network across the country, critically important for U.S. 

group benefits, and leading capabilities in voluntary benefits and 

disability management outsourcing.   

 

Our asset management pillar is underpinned by MFS Investment 

Management, one of the premier firms in the industry with $US 

418 billion of assets under management.  

 

MFS was recognized once again in Barron’s fund family report, and 

out of over 60 competitors, MFS ranked #1 for five-year 

performance and #2 for 10-year performance. In a world of low 

investment yields and a shift to passive investing, Clients and their 

advisors continue to be attracted to the kind of above-benchmark 

returns that MFS has been delivering to Clients.  

 

Complementing MFS is Sun Life Investment Management, or SLIM, 

the business we started two years ago to bring alternative, yield-

oriented strategies to yield-seeking Clients like pension funds. 

SLIM started in Canada, with private fixed income, commercial 

mortgage and real estate solutions, and has a rapidly growing list 

of blue chip institutional Clients.  

 

Last year we welcomed three new investment teams into SLIM: 

Ryan Labs, specializing in liability-driven investing; Prime Advisors, 
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a manager of insurance company investments; and Bentall 

Kennedy, one of the premier real estate asset managers and 

developers in North America. In two short years, SLIM has become 

a $57 billion alternatives asset manager with strong growth 

prospects. 

 

In Asia, our fourth pillar, over the past three years we’ve tripled 

the value of new sales, and doubled net income. Our 3,000 

employees and 90,000 Sun Life advisors now serve Clients across 

seven Asian markets, and these seven markets are home to three 

billion people, roughly 40% of the world’s population. We are 

growing our distribution, scale and brand in Asia, and in the past 

year we increased ownership in our joint ventures in India, and 

Vietnam, and announced an agreement to increase our interest in 

Indonesia.   

 

When you think about the growth of the middle class in Asia over 

the next 25 years, we have only just scratched the surface of 

what’s possible there.   

 

So what does life look like through the eyes of our Clients? 

 

Here in Canada, 60,000 Clients benefited last year from having a 

detailed financial plan developed by their Sun Life advisor. That’s 

important, because the data shows that Clients who have an 

Sun Life Financial’s Annual Meeting – May 11, 2016 
Remarks by Dean A. Connor, President and Chief Executive Officer 



5 | P a g e  
 

advisor and a financial plan are much more likely to achieve their 

lifetime financial security goals.  

 

Over 1.3 million Canadians participate in a Sun Life defined 

contribution pension plan. They can choose from some of the 

world’s best active and passive investment options, with first-rate 

mobile and web access, for an average fee, all-in, around 60 basis 

points. This quarter, we launched a digital service called Max My 

Money At Work, which makes it easier for employees to get the 

most out of their employer pension with Sun Life. It helps ensure 

no money is left on the table.  

 

Over five million Canadians participate in a Sun Life group benefits 

plan, and this past year we made it easier to file a claim by 

capturing and submitting a photo using your smart phone. We also 

enabled the Touch ID feature available on many phones so Clients 

can jump straight to the Sun Life app on a secure basis. 

 

We launched the Digital Benefits Assistant, which uses information 

about the plan member to essentially “have their backs” and help 

them use their benefit plans wisely.  To the best of our knowledge, 

this is the first of its kind in the industry globally, and it reflects a 

first step down the path of using data to present personalized and 

relevant help, just at the right moment. 
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In the U.S., we opened the Sun Life Centre for Healthy Work in 

Scarborough, Maine. The Centre houses a large multi-professional 

disability claims team, including nurses and other allied health 

professionals who collaborate to help disabled plan members get 

back to work – because work is healthy. 

 

Take Manny Celis's story for example. Manny woke up one morning and 

had lost the sight in one eye. What turned out to be diabetic retinopathy 

caused him to lose his sight, and because he couldn't use a computer, he 

lost his job as well. Manny had an income under his Sun Life disability 

plan through work, but his life was on hold. Then our rehab counsellor 

introduced him to the Southern Arizona Association for the Visually 

Impaired and through that, Manny learned new skills and new ways to 

use a computer. Not only did he get his job back, but he got his life back. 

You can see Manny's story on our website, and it is very touching. 

 

At MFS, we’ve had good success with the Blended Research family 

of investment strategies, which includes stocks chosen from the 

intersection of traditional bottom-up research, and quantitative 

analysis. The Blended Research strategies carry a lower fee than 

traditional active strategies, and provide a new option for Clients.  

 

In Asia, our Clients are benefiting from a number of innovations. In 

Hong Kong, we introduced a new approach for Clients diagnosed 

with Type 2 diabetes. Traditionally, life insurance premiums are 
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rated up by roughly 75% to reflect the additional risk.  So we’ve 

said if you attend a chosen health clinic four times a year, and 

you’re managing your diabetes well, after two years we’ll drop the 

premium back to standard.   

 

In the Philippines, we introduced the Prosperity Card, a simple way 

for a parent or grandparent to help someone get started on 

savings and protection, with the equivalent of a $150 deposit. 

 

In Malaysia, we introduced a new product for our Muslim Clients 

to help them save and provide protection for the once-in-a-

lifetime pilgrimage to Mecca called the Hajj.   

 

This intense focus on Clients across Sun Life is not just about 

products. It’s about making us easier to do business with, it’s 

about faster problem resolution and it’s about being more 

proactive and personalized. Our progress on these fronts reflects 

the investments in people and technology that leverage data, 

predictive models and digital tools to create a whole new level of 

experience, and there’s much more to come.   

 

Now, Client service is not just about digital and data. A 93 year-old 

Client recently wrote me to say he was struggling to make ends 

meet, and could we please place his life insurance policy into paid 

up status. Our frontline staff did as he asked, but they also took 
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the initiative to backdate the policy to the date of his letter, and so 

we refunded one month of premium. In his letter to me he said, 

"Thank you. It greatly relieves my financial difficulty and emotional 

concern. Your Sun Life corporation has a well- known face, and 

now I know it has a warm heart as well."  

 

This story is not about digital and data analytics – just good old 

fashioned Client service trying to do the right thing, at the right 

time. We have many wonderful stories like this, but we also have a 

lot of work to do to institutionalize this across the company. 

 

By now you may have noticed I’m using the word Client instead of 

Customer. Around the world, our industry uses the word 

Customer.  Customers come and go, much like someone making a 

purchase across the counter in a store. The word Client signifies 

something different. It’s a professional, ongoing relationship, 

where we and our advisors are sitting beside the Client, not across 

the counter. It’s a relationship built on trust.  By using the word 

Client, we are declaring our ambition to serve Clients at a higher 

level, and to make them Clients For Life. 

   

Doing an outstanding job for Clients means we need outstanding 

people, and over time, Sun Life has been building an increasing 

share of the top talent in the industry. Our Rotational Leadership 

Development program, which accepts 25 high potential graduates 
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from 2,000 applicants, is in its fifth year and is bringing top-notch 

people to the company. We’ve invested in employee 

development, coaching and building career opportunities, and our 

engagement scores and succession plans reflect that progress.   

 

For external hires, our mantra is that every new hire must raise the 

average, and our leaders have embraced that around the world. 

Speaking of people, at Sun Life the CEO’s Award of Excellence is 

our annual program that recognizes the most extraordinary 

accomplishments of our people. Please join me in a round of 

applause for not just this year’s winners of the award, but for all 

the Sun Life employees and advisors who so ably serve our Clients 

around the world. 

 

Last year we broadened our diversity efforts to encompass 

Diversity and Inclusion. We’ve made good progress on gender 

diversity, but that journey is not complete, nor is the broader 

diversity and inclusion agenda. 

 

Sustainability is extremely important to all the people of Sun Life. I 

encourage you to read our Sustainability Report, in which we 

describe our efforts on sustainability through the four dimensions 

of governance and risk management, environmental responsibility, 

organizational resilience, and community wellness.  
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On the subject of communities, you can't not be moved by the 

tragedy faced by the people of Ft. McMurray. The scale of the fires 

and the impact on the community is hard to fully comprehend. But 

it is the human response that is so inspiring. The response of 

fellow citizens, fellow Albertans and fellow Canadians. Our hearts 

go out to the people of Ft. McMurray, and the people of Sun Life 

will be there to help them rebuild. 

 

Before concluding, I want to touch on the importance of building 

trust around financial institutions. We are blessed in Canada, in 

that our financial institutions came through the Global Financial 

Crisis in pretty good shape. In other markets around the world, 

financial institutions have a long road ahead to rebuild trust.  

 

But expectations of us continue to increase, and we must act 

accordingly.  To this end, Sun Life strongly supported the 

development of the 10 important insurance distribution 

recommendations published in March by the Canadian Life and 

Health Insurance Association. One of these is to eliminate 

company-paid incentive trips for independent advisors, so as to 

remove the potential for and perception of conflict. We along with 

others will be eliminating company-paid incentive trips for 

independent advisors.     
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A second important recommendation is the disclosure of all fees 

for segregated funds – the investment management fee, the 

distribution fee, and the guarantee fee. In contrast, for mutual 

funds under CRM2, the MFDA requires disclosure of just the 

distribution fee, not the investment management fee. We believe 

mutual fund fee disclosure should be expanded to include the 

investment management fee, and to put it on the same footing as 

segregated funds. 

 

In conclusion, at our Investor Day last year, we laid out our 

strategy and communicated these new medium-term objectives 

beyond 2015:  

• Average annual growth  of 8 to 10 per cent in earnings per 

share;  

• Return on equity of 12 to 14 per cent; and  

• A dividend payout ratio at 40 to 50 per cent of underlying net 

income. 

 

We continue to view these goals as ambitious, but achievable. And 

for our investors, we think this will represent a premier 

performance – especially in a low-return environment. 

 

The first 151 years of Sun Life’s history have been defined by an 

unwavering commitment to Clients, to people and to strong risk 

management. As we carry these principles into the future, we do 
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so with confidence and optimism for continued growth in Sun Life 

across all four pillars.  

 

None of this would be possible without the support of our 

policyholders and Clients, our advisors, our employees and our 

investors, who are so ably represented by a strong Board of 

Directors.  

 

Thank you. 
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