Agent wins
$150 million

Jury punishes State Farm

An Anchorage jury on Thursday awarded
$150 million to a former State Farm Insurance
agent who said he lost his agency because he
insisted on telling his customers the truth
about life insurance,

“We're incredibly disappointed with the
Jjury’s verdict,” said attorney Michael Less-
meier, who represented State Farm Insurance
in the case,

Bob Bellott, who operated a State Farm
agency in Anchorage for 21 years, claimed the
company pushed its agents to sell life insur-
ance and annuities to customers by making
them sound like good investments.

“They wanted him to say ‘This is a great
way to save for retirement, a great way tosave
for your child's educauun, and it's not," said
Rick Friedman, Bellott's attorney.

The company trained its agents to sell cer-
tain life insurance policies by pointing out that
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the policyholder's payments
create a fund that grows and
that the person can borrow
against or withdraw from it
while they are still alive,
Friedman said, even though
the rate of return isn’t very
good compared with stocks,
bank certificates of deposit or
other investments.

One training s laught
agents to sell such n?u;u
to a fictitious 55-year-old w1dA
ow by getting her 1o believe
it’s for her retirement, he said.

To better answer his cus-
tomers' questions, Friedman

He sold other investments out
of his agency but wasn't vio-
lating his contract with State
Farm because he wasn't sell-
ing other types of insurance,
his attorney said. But he told
company officials he didn’t
feel that he could hand out
brochures that misled people
into thi life

send a message, not only to
State Farm but to the rest of
the insurance industry, that
such marketing ploys are
wrong. They'd have to come
up with a big number to get
the attention of a company as
large as State Farm, he said.

“What does$1 million mean
to State Farm when it's grow-
ing at the rate of $20 million a
day?" he asked in his argu-
ment for punitive damages.

It might be impossible to
come up with a figure that
would actually punish State
Farm, “but hopefully, at least
ymx can get the word out,” he

!..essmemr asked the jury
to use discretion. The first
vard)c: in which the jury said

F'nrmbndwmnged Bel-
lult was enough to get the
cumpany’s attention, he said.

“I.can tell vou that your
($207 million) verdict has
shaken me to the core,” the

State Farm lawyer told them.

He read from company
documents that told agents
they should only market life

was a preal investment op-
tion, according to Friedman.

State Farm has about
17,000 ind dent ts. As
part of the agency contract,
the company retains the right
to control the marketing ma-
terials the agents use to sell
State Farm policies.

policies to psople
wha ]mve life ins
Outside the 3
Lessmeier said the Y
had not tried to blut the hne

between investments and in-

surance.
“We markel our insurance
prod-

The company
his agency agreement in Au
gust 1996.

The same Superior Court
jury on Wednesday awarded
Bellott $2.7 million to compen-
sate him for the loss of his
agency, then returned Thurs-
day to decide the’punitive

Friedman urged the jury to

ucts,” he smd -
The main the f Bellott's

‘business out of his agency.

e Bellott case is not the
first to raise guestions about
State Farm's marketing tac-
tics. Last month, State Farm
agreed to settle for $238 mil-
lion a class-action lawsuit
brought by policyholders Out-
side. That case, among other
things, accused the company
of soliciting sales by referring
to life insurances policies as
“investments” and ‘“retire-
ment plans.” It also said poli-
cyholders were duped into
qw:tchmg to policies that lost

'l'hursd.uy's $150 million
award was the biggest verdict
ever for Friedman, who has
won several cases against in-
surance companies but has

ln collect on any.

1996, Friedman won a
$m S million punitive dam
ages award a Aetna In-
surance Co. in a federal trial
in Juneau. His client was a
state worker who said she lost
her home and had'to live in
her car after she became dis-
ahled in an accident and the
company refused to pay bene-
fits she was entitled. 10. 'l‘he
j& 's pu.nﬁive dqm.\%es
award, and the case is still be-
ing fought.

Last yaar another of Fried-
man's clients won an $8.4 mil-
lion punitive damages award
against Aetna for refusing to
pay long-term disability bene-
ﬁts 10 a state worker disabled

case, that he was fired for
telling ‘his customers the
truth, emerged late in the case
as the trial neared, Lessmeier
said. [t was not the real issue,
he maintained. The problem,
he said, was that Bellott was

4

heart disease.
Th31 case is on appeal.

Friedman alo ‘won a $9.6
million verdict against State
Farm in an Idaho case.

! Reporter Liz Ruskin can- be
reached at Iruskin@adn.com.
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