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Once Upon a Time, 100 Years Ago in NAIC 
History… 

1919: When world events and insurance collide 
1919 was the end of the influenza pandemic, the most severe pandemic of any in 
recent history.  Mortality was high in almost every age group, resulting in an 
estimated 50 million deaths worldwide.  This, in turn, created heavy and 
unexpected burdens on life, accident and health insurance companies.   

A paper “The Effect of Influenza on Insurance” prepared by the Honorable Burton 
Mansfield, Insurance Commissioner of Connecticut and Thomas F. Tarbell, 
Actuary for the Connecticut Department, was presented during the Proceedings of 
the National Convention of Insurance Commissioners in September 1919.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  The Effect of Influenza on Insurance, 1919 NAIC Proceedings, pgs. 302-311 
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Tarbell’s report was also widely published and distributed in other insurance 
publications at the time, such as The Eastern Underwriter (Sept. 12, 1919) and The 
Spectator (Sept. 18, 1919). 
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The Effect of Influenza on Insurance:  Report Background & 
Major Findings 

A circular letter was sent out to 32 life insurance companies doing business in the 
state of Connecticut to collect statistics on the effect of influenza upon mortality.  

Mr. Tarbell’s investigation was divided into three parts based on claims incurred 
during the same six periods dated October 1, 1915 – March 31, 1919: 
 

1. The effect of influenza upon mortality and sickness  
 

2. The effect of influenza upon the increase in new business 
 

3. The effect of influenza upon premium rates 
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It was estimated that there was a 25% increase over the normal rate of 
mortality due to influenza, as respects to claims incurred up to December 31st, 
1918. 
 
So…what about those life insurance claims?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The influenza and kindred claims represented 47.8% of the total claims. 
 
 
Other Reported Statistics 
 
 Fatalities by Age 
 

Influenza, Spanish Flu, and Pneumonia Deaths by Age  
Between October 1918 – March 1919 

 
Over 40 517 
Under 40 1,489 

 
• 74% of influenza fatalities affected those younger than forty.  
• In many cases influenza itself was not the cause of death, but rather a 

secondary infection (pneumonia) as a result of the influenza virus.  
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Total Death Claims Incurred 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*During this last period, 1,069 death claims were due to influenza, la grippe 
(Spanish flu) and pneumonia. 

 
Was influenza “good for (insurance) business”?  Yes, but that’s not 
the entire story… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In 1919, there was a 78.9% increase in the amount of new business written by life 
companies compared to the 23.5% increase in 1917.  What else besides influenza 
accounted for this surge? 
 
Mr. Tarbell concluded that the top three most likely reasons for the increase in 
insurance uptake, in his actuarial opinion, were (in order): 

 Number of death 
certificates/death claims 

10/1/1915 – 3/31/1916 1,122 
10/1/1916 – 3/31/1917 1,095 
10/1/1917 – 3/31/1918 994 
10/1/1918 – 3/31/1919* 1,972 
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1.) General economic prosperity 
2.) Influenza 
3.) Government insurance for sailors and soldiers. 

 
Mr. Tarbell acknowledged that it was difficult to attribute causation to one specific 
event.  Even though there were many variables in play that could account for the 
increase in insurance business, in his opinion influenza did play a big role.  
However, the booming economy at the time (in part due to the manufacturing of 
munitions for the war effort) made insurance more affordable for consumers and 
was probably also a major factor for the increase in business. 
 
 
The effect of influenza on premiums 
 

• At the end of 1918, out of 31 life insurance companies surveyed, only 3 
indicated that they made increases in premium rates.  Two of the companies 
attributed the increase to the influenza epidemic.  

 
• Increase in premium rates by 13 companies writing health and accident 

insurance were nearly all attributed to influenza (with the caveat that “the 
need for increased rates had been felt for some time”). Nine other health and 
accident companies reported that they did not raise premiums.  One 
company had not yet decided at the time of the survey whether an increase 
was forthcoming. 
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The full report can be found in the 1919 NAIC Proceedings on the Library 
website: http://library.naic.org/ 
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