1990 – John Gummere
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Throughout a 40 year career in the industry, our honoree has distinguished himself in the defense of risk classification.  He has clearly stated in public speeches, in annual releases to his company’s policyholders, and to fellow members within his profession, that the fundamental principles of risk classification are vital, not only to the industry, but to the welfare of the general public. 

Our honoree holds a history of active involvement in a number of industry organizations, working within these organizations to strengthen the industry’s position on risk classification through changing times and changing public perceptions.  He has been an advocate for both the industry and the public in the debates which swirled around such critical underwriting issues as the Medical Information Bureau and the privacy concerns of individuals throughout the 1970s; unisex pricing and Congress-proposed Nondiscrimination In Insurance Act in the early and mid 1980s; HIV testing which arose in the late 1980s; medical underwriting of small groups; which remains an issue for the 1990s; and today’s concerns about the effects of genetic testing. 

His concerns for the rights of individuals and the preservation of a valuable underwriting resource made him a major innovator and a leader in bringing about changes to MIB made extensive changes to its practices, finding a reasonable balance between the information needs of insurers and the privacy concerns of the individuals.  His leadership role in this was clear. 

In 1975, MIB named him to an unprecedented second term on its Executive Committee, and in 1977, he was named Chairman of the Executive Committee.  He rejoined the MIB for and unparalleled third term in 1988.  

As the 1980’s opened, other risk classification issues moved to the forefront, propelled by changes within our society and the public’s perception of the insurance industry.  The first of these was unisex pricing.  The battle began at the federal level, with the introduction of the Nondiscrimination in Insurance Act before the United States Senate.  He, as President of his company put his company troops on the front line.  He directed each member of the senior staff to take an active role in debate. 

When, in 1983, the ACLI Board of Directors announced that it would not oppose congressional attempts to legislate unisex pricing he and his company took an unusual step.  They called for a special session of the ACLI full membership and successfully argued for reconsideration of the unisex pricing issue by the ACLI Board of Directors.  For him, unisex pricing undermined the foundations of insurance underwriting. 

To maintain that basic principle, he called together insurers, large and small, from across the country, and marshaled their strength to provide the necessary direction for a major life insurance organization.  The ACLI’s membership resulted in the Board of Directors’ reversal of its earlier vote, and the ACLI today remains opposed to unisex pricing. 

More recently, AIDS and HIV testing have become emotional issues for debate.  Again, as we saw with the unisex pricing, the public’s perception of our industry and its concern that every citizen receives fair treatment has colored the debate.

Again, he has clearly stated his position on risk classification.  Addressing the issue squarely in annual reports to policy holders, he has said, “The fundamental principle of the private insurance industry is that the cost of insurance be closely related to the risk”.

He has taken time to explain to individual policy and to others outside the industry the need for testing, both in life insurance and medical underwriting.

He has actively promoted and ACLI campaign to explain the life insurance industry and its underwriting practices to the public, and he has challenged fellow CEOs to enter the battle with him, because the industry as a whole must fight to maintain this risk classification.

As we move towards the 21st century, he is looking to a future in which we may see genetic testing, another sensitive and important issue for our industry.  He serves today on the ACLI’s Task Force on Genetic Testing. 

Throughout these 40 years, not only has he fought to maintain the integrity of the underwriting process, he has also insisted that each individual policy holder or proposed insured be treated equitable and fairly. 

A Phoenix underwriter has said of John Gummere, he is a man whose ethics are impeccable; his insistence that each applicant be treated equally became an attitude which permeated the department and remains today.  As head of the Underwriting Department, or as Chairman of the Phoenix, he has never hesitated to setup up to address the issues of risk.  At the same time, he has always respected the rights of the individual and directed his company to do the same.  

Fellow underwriters and guests, I present John Gummere, Chairman of the Board and Chief Executive Officer of the Phoenix Mutual Life Insurance Company, our 1990 recipient of the Emmett Russell, Jr. Award.

