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By Todd A. Silverhart, Ph.D.
Corporate Vice President and Director, Insurance Research, LIMRA

I 
would guess most readers of this commentary 
are aware life insurance ownership has trended 
downward over time to current historically low 
levels.  While similar patterns have been seen in 
Canada, LIMRA’s last Life Insurance Ownership 

Study reported that just 59 percent of U.S. households 
owned some form of life insurance, down from 70 percent 
in 1960. This statistic has to be among the most frequently 
cited results of all LIMRA research, as it is regularly 
referenced in industry press, speeches, and discussions.

When these findings were released, reactions to the 
decline in ownership were quite mixed. Many took them 
as an indication that the industry was just plain inef-
fective. Others viewed the situation as being ripe with 
opportunity. Regardless of the reaction, however, the 
operative question that surfaced was: What can be done 
to reverse the decline?

Over the past several months I have heard from a  
couple of LIMRA advisory groups that have focused 
on this question. In providing direction for our research 
program, they have delivered a strong and clear message: 

You have been telling us for some time now that far 
fewer people have life insurance coverage than in the 
past, and there is a notable gap between the coverage 
people have and what they think they should have. 
We get that. Now can you tell us what we (the industry 
and individual companies) can do about it?

When I step back and look at our current and planned 
research initiatives, I‘m confident in stating the message 
has been received. We are targeting considerable effort 
at identifying specific actions that have the potential to 
help close ownership gaps. While there is not room in 
this piece to go into detail on the various initiatives I am 
referring to, I will provide a sense of what we are up to.

As a starting point, it may be helpful to understand  
just what is different today that may account for the  
differences in ownership levels. Toward this end, one 
initiative examines a host of hypotheses explaining the 
changes over time.1 The hypotheses are organized around 
four themes: Decreasing Affordability, Decreasing Con-
cern, Culture Shift, and Industry Issues.

The fact that the ownership gap exists despite a large 
proportion of consumers recognizing they have a need for 
coverage (or additional coverage) suggests the decision 
to purchase is not based purely on rational processes.  
As such, the principles of behavioral economics (which 
strive to understand deviations from rationality when 
it comes to financial decision-making) have strong 
potential to provide direction toward actionable steps.  
While LIMRA previously has applied behavioral  
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• Reaching the middle market was, and remains, 
a challenge for life insurers. Nine sessions in
12 years have focused on this market segment:

o Maximizing Growth in the Middle Market 
(2003)

o Betting on the Middle Market (2004)

o Coming Face to Face With the Middle
Market (2005)

o To Buy or Not to Buy: How the Middle
Market Decides (2008)

o The Middle Market: Opportunities and
Challenges (2008)

o Scaling the Wall: Overcoming Barriers to 
Financial Advice and Sales in the Middle 
Market (2010)

o The Middle Market and More (2011)

o Reaching the Elusive Middle Market (2013)

o Life Insurance for the Middle Market:
An Actionable Understanding (2014)

Will this be the year that the industry finally solves
this puzzle?

• We introduced a mobile app at the 2013 conference
that allowed access to the program, presenters, and
presentations from smartphones and tablets. These
now-ubiquitous devices did not exist in 2003. 

The Life Insurance Conference has evolved as the 
product and markets have evolved — and it will continue
to do so. We can only guess at which topics might be on 
the agenda a dozen years from now. Perhaps we’ll see 
some like these: 

• Life insurance in the pandemic era? 

• Or, to take a more positive outlook, life insurance 
in the post-cancer era?

• Underwriting with (or without) genetic testing?  

• The impact of robotic parts and synthetic organs 
on product design and underwriting?

• Selling life insurance with Siri?

Whatever the relevant topics of the day, the conference
team will design a program to help our members address
them. (And, yes, there likely still will be a session on how
to sell life insurance in the middle market.) 
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The Bottom Line
Like so many other possibilities in our increasingly 
mobile world, each industry and each company
must examine its own needs and resources to deter-
mine whether to utilize virtual work arrangements. 
Research clearly shows that virtual workers can be 
highly productive team members — but the key is to 
prepare both virtual employees and those who manage
them to ensure a successful transition. c
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Mark Murphy of Leadership IQ wrote, “For
Gen Y, Work Must Have Meaning and Vision.”
Is that really limited to Gen Y? Don’t we all want 
our work to have meaning and vision? Wouldn’t that 
certainly have been true of the Baby Boomers who 
came of age during the Vietnam War, who protested 
for civil rights and against the “military-industrial
complex” (a phrase coined, ironically enough, by a 
former general who was warning of a possible impend-
ing threat — Dwight Eisenhower)? 

Remember how the Boomers identified with
The Graduate Benjamin Braddock’s chagrin when a 
friend of his father’s said he should consider a future 
in plastics? He wanted a career with meaning too. 
(For those of you who have never seen The Graduate, 
at least spend a minute on YouTube watching the clip 
called “One Word: Plastics.”)

The point is: Segmenting based solely on generation
just doesn’t work. Especially when it comes to financial
services, many younger consumers act like those in 
older generations: Contrary to stereotype, about half 
still say they would want to buy life insurance face-to-
face, far more than want to buy it online. 

I would think a more useful segmentation would 
be along the lines of their financial behavior. Are they 
savers or spenders? Do they need instant gratification 
or can they wait? Do they have traditional family val-
ues or are they more “modern family” in their lifestyle?
I would submit that these are better predictors of how 
good a market they are for financial services than 
which generation they happen to belong to.

Of course, if you want to market to the 38 percent 
of Millennials with tattoos, tattoo parlors could easily 
become a new distribution channel... c

Look AgAin
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Figure 1

Overlap Between Generations
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economics to life insurance sales, we have new efforts 
underway to gain further understanding in this area.2 

Another approach examines the manner by which the 
industry markets to prospects for its products and ser-
vices. Applying analytic segmentation techniques within 
key markets can get beyond basic demographic differ-
ences by identifying meaningful subgroups based on 
attitudinal differences related to life insurance. Rather 
than treating target markets as homogeneous entities 
where one size fits all, companies will be more efficient 
and effective when they understand the relative oppor-
tunities and tailor approaches to the specific preferences 
of unique subgroups. LIMRA recently was involved 
in two such research initiatives applying segmentation 
techniques to enhance marketing efforts — one focused 
on the middle market and a second on Generations X 
and Y.3 

One last angle is to look for ways the industry makes 
it difficult for consumers to engage and do business with 
us. For example, we can examine the manner in which 
we as an industry communicate with the public and 
the extent to which the industry vernacular is misun-
derstood and disengaging. To better understand these 
issues, we also conducted a study of industry language, 
which provides countless examples of how our jargon is 
not generally understood and identifies important themes 
for more effective communication going forward.4  

Again, we at LIMRA recognize there is a need to 
go beyond documenting the decrease in life insurance 
ownership — to suggest ways the industry can reverse 
the trend. Recognizing, of course, that the issues related 
to the decline are multifaceted and far from simple, we 
are working to identify actionable steps to help ensure 
that those who need life insurance coverage can — and 
do — easily obtain it. 

1 	 Life Insurance, Why So Down? Consumers React to Theories of Declining Life 
Insurance Ownership, LIMRA, 2014.

2 	 To learn more, please see the article earlier in this issue “Bending the Curve in Life 
Insurance Ownership: A Behavioral Economics Perspective” by Lucian Lombardi and 
Jennifer Douglas. 

3 	 Demystifying the Middle Market: An Actionable Understanding for Life Insurance,
LIMRA and Epsilon, 2014, and a joint 2014 Gen X and Gen Y segmentation study 
conducted by LIMRA and Maritz Research, in partnership with Clear Voice Research. 

4 	 Get Real Already: Authenticating Industry Language, LIMRA and Maddock Douglas, 
2014.
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