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Success
Story

The way a small, family-owned company transformed itself into a ninestate powerhouse holds lessons for every insurer—regardless of its size.
By Jeffrey S. Shaw, CLU, ChFC
Executive Director, LIC
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s the executive director of the Life Insurers
Council, I have had the privilege of visiting the
home ofﬁces of a number of companies all over
North America. It’s been truly fascinating to
learn about the different tactics and strategies
that our members have pursued in order to serve the needs of
the modest and middle-income market. It’s also been interesting
to witness the different culture that deﬁnes each company’s
brand—in some cases more intentionally than others.
As a result of this somewhat unique perspective—sort of like
an A.M. Best analyst without an agenda—I thought it would
be informative to highlight some LIC member companies from
time to time. The primary difﬁculty has been settling on which
company to focus ﬁrst. Monumental recently documented its
150th anniversary in a coffee table style book that captures
their amazing story. North Carolina Mutual is the oldest and
largest African American mutual company and its history is
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wonderfully displayed “museum-style” in the home ofﬁce.
AFLAC’s tremendous growth is an incredible tribute to the
power of good marketing. Unitrin, Inc. and Columbian Mutual’s success with growth via acquisitions is a valuable lesson
in successful execution. American National’s debit expansion
into Mexico provides an excellent case study for any company
considering international expansion.
I could go on, but the difﬁculty in settling on just one
company should be pretty obvious. So, since I had to start
somewhere, I thought I would begin with one of the best-known
small companies: Charleston, S.C.-based Atlantic Coast Life
Insurance Company (ACL).
As a third generation family owned business, the humble
beginnings, sporadic periods of growth and decline, and the
ﬁerce entrepreneurial spirit that continues to drive the company’s success are typical of many small family businesses.
However, ACL also has a story to tell that should inspire
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every small company struggling to
compete against larger and more established competition. In addition, the
company recently completed a drastic
transformation of its business model that
should be an inspiration to companies
of all sizes.
Let’s start at the beginning. ACL was
founded in 1925 when Yancey Wilcox
Scarborough Sr. borrowed $5,000
from his sister to come up with half
of South Carolina’s minimum capital
requirement. His partner, Jesse Orvin,
contributed the other $5,000 and the
two began writing debit business in
Charleston, with Mrs. Scarborough
typing newly issued policies by hand in
their living room. At the end of each
year when it came time to calculate
reserves, they stacked inforce policies
by class throughout the house to make
it easier to tally the different amounts.
Eventually the two entrepreneurs had
sold enough insurance to form a debit
and hired J.L. Byrd to be their ﬁrst agent.
With the dependable Mr. Byrd as their
foundation—he stayed with the company until his retirement—Scarborough
and Orvin continued selling in Charleston until they had enough business to
open a district ofﬁce and then turned
their attention to the rest of the state,
quickly branching out into Columbia,
Florence, Georgetown, Beaufort, Orangeburg, Greenville, Spartanburg,
Sumter, Rock Hill, North Charleston,
and Greenwood.
The challenges involved in not
only building debits from scratch, but
also nurturing a new business venture
through the Great Depression, is something that can easily be appreciated
today. But ACL thrived and continued
to grow and prosper for the ﬁrst 20
years of operations. At that time, other
family members became involved and
the difﬁculties of managing succession
and transition to the next generation
emerged as one of the ﬁrst real threats
to the company’s future.
Both Orvin and YW Scarborough
recognized the value—as well as the
potential—for ACL and neither were
willing to dilute their ownership by selling outside of the family. The dispute
was ﬁnally settled “Southern gentleman
style” in the business equivalent of “dueling pistols”: the two original partners
submitted sealed bids for total control of
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assume their places at the helm of the
family business, the debit business began
a drastic decline. High agent turnover,
poor persistency, and an overabundance
of overhead dictated the consolidation of
debits, reduction of agents, and drastic
elimination of many district ofﬁces. Sales
suffered, assets declined, and, although
the company was still proﬁtable and
had a strong capital base, unless something drastic was implemented to bring
vitality to the ﬁnancials, it was evident
that the third generation would preside over the demise of their cherished
family business.

Dramatic Transformation
This is where we can diverge from the historical summary and focus on the speciﬁc
tactics that the Scarboroughs employed
in response to these challenges.
After hearing Tom Rattman, president of Columbian Financial Group,
speak about pre-need insurance at a
LIMRA Meeting in 2002, Bill Scarborough III decided that this might be a
good product for Atlantic Coast Life to
pursue. In February 2003, ACL decided
to move forward and hired Mike Leary,
senior vice president at Catholic Holy
Family Society, to act as a consultant
to help them understand and execute a
pre-need strategy. Incredibly, six months
later the Company sold its very ﬁrst
pre-need policy.
The process that Mike Leary
implemented to assist ACL in their
new venture is worthy of a case study.
In fact, the LIC sponsored a One-Day
Workshop in November where Mike
Leary and a number of other specialists
walked participants through an effective process for entering new markets
and used the ACL experience as the
prime example.
If moving from concept to ﬁrst sale in
six short months isn’t impressive enough,
consider also that ACL received an
endorsement from the South Carolina
Funeral Directors Association their very
ﬁrst year. This is especially noteworthy
given that the company had no market
share, no product performance history,
and no sales history on which to base
expected sales growth. In fact, part of
their pitch to the SCFDA was to “take
a chance on Atlantic Coast Life”. The
fact that ACL was successful in receiving
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the endorsement provides a valuable
lesson for all companies who compete
against larger, better capitalized, and
more established competition.
The essence of ACL’s pitch to the
SCFDA was essentially this: “we’re from
South Carolina, just like you; we’ve been
burying people in South Carolina since
1925—not through pre-need contracts,
but through burial policies just the same;
we’re a third generation family owned
business just like many of the funeral
homes who belong to the SCFDA; give
us a chance and let us show you what
we can do.”
The fact that the SCFDA endorsed
ACL over a number of other high
quality pre-need companies with
national presence and a long track
record of garnering signiﬁcant market
share in South Carolina is truly a testimony to the power of small company
branding, especially with respect to
regional marketing.
A few years later, ACL was given the
opportunity to repeat this message to the
North Carolina Funeral Directors Association and received their endorsement
in 2008. In this instance, ACL made
essentially the same pitch but removed
the state border and appealed as fellow
“Carolinians”. There was a critical
moment during the presentation to the
NCFDA board where Bill Scarborough
III referenced how his mother was from
North Carolina and was especially proud
of her North Carolina BBQ. One of
the directors raised his hand and asked,
“Which BBQ—East or West”? Knowing
that the outcome of the meeting resting
signiﬁcantly upon how he answered this
question, Bill had to sheepishly admit
that he didn’t know there was more than
one kind of North Carolina BBQ. Fortunately, this resulted in a very spirited
discussion among the board about the
pros and cons of East and West style
BBQ and probably did as much for ACL
receiving the endorsement as anything
else during the presentation!
It was very interesting listening to
Bill Scarborough III recite the corporate
history, because there was a personal element that permeated every story. With
a family business, the ups and downs
are much more than a footnote in a
ﬁnancial statement or an excerpt from
board meeting minutes—they all are

very personal and intimately intertwined
in family history. Lessons learned,
strategies that succeeded or failed, and
relationships that were developed and
lost were captured and carried forward
much more cohesively than in companies where changing leadership often
triggered new directions and turnover
in management. In other words, the
corporate “memory” at ACL is truly
one of their greatest assets.
Another advantage for family businesses is the potential for consistent
corporate values to pass from generation to generation. For the Scarborough
family, the foundation for all of their
business and personal dealings is the
concept of “honor”. For example,
when the company was selling their
old home ofﬁce—a stately mansion located in downtown Charleston—it was
discovered that the building contained
numerous original Tiffany stained glass
windows. The appraiser suggested that
the company remove the windows,
replace them with replicas, and sell the
originals at auction (for an expected price
that would actually exceed the value of
the entire building). The Scarboroughs
rejected that offer because “it wouldn’t
have been honorable”—the windows
were part of the original building and
it was important to keep the entire
package intact.
They evoked a similar pronouncement of “honor” when, after much
soul searching, they decided to meet a
real estate developers somewhat overinﬂated price in order to purchase a small
plot of land near their new home ofﬁce.
The developer, perhaps desiring to take
advantage of the company’s strong intent
to acquire the property, responded by
raising his price even higher than what
he originally said he would accept. The
Scarboroughs rejected the counter-offer
on the basis of principle because “it
wasn’t honorable” for the developer to
not keep his word.
As I write this article, ACL has
transitioned from a single state/single
product company to a nine state preneed and home service carrier with
plans to expand into ﬁnal expense in
early 2009. Throughout the course
of this dramatic transformation, ACL
worked hard to communicate openly
and consistently with its employees,
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agents, and policyholders. As a result,
all constituents have expressed strong
support of the new initiatives and have
responded enthusiastically, despite the
drastic changes.
The learning curve involved in a
new venture can be daunting for any
company, but the limited resources that
constrain smaller companies require
heroic efforts on the part of all levels of
staff. For example, in order for ACL to
expand geographically, someone had
to prepare multiple state ﬁlings. Rather
than squander precious resources on
outside legal fees, Bill Scarborough
III downloaded information from the
various state insurance departments and
completed the ﬁlings single handedly.
In fact, he’s quick to point out that the
primary reason why the company won’t
be expanding into any new states in the
near future is because the last thing he
wants to do is spend more late nights
trying to ﬁgure out how to complete
another state ﬁling!
In a similar manner, when principlebased reserving ﬁrst emerged, George

Scarborough—the acknowledged family
genius—dug in with the corporate actuary so that he could re-program the
PC-based administration systems that
he had developed in order to support
the complicated new reserving requirements. This level of hands-on execution
on the part of ACL’s senior management
puts a whole new meaning to the term
“leading from the top” and is indicative
of why so many small companies tend
to focus their business strategies on
more practical rather than theoretical
or academic initiatives.
I’d like to close this article with one
ﬁnal story about Bill Scarborough and
Atlantic Coast Life that epitomizes their
entrepreneurial thinking. ACL has a
chandelier in the lobby entrance of its
new home ofﬁce. Bill Scarborough insists on changing the light bulbs on the
chandelier himself. This involves stepping over a railing on the second story
balcony, out onto a narrow ledge so that
he can reach out to pull the chandelier
toward him with one hand while hanging
onto the railing with the other. When I

asked Bill why he thought this was a job
for the president and CEO he replied
cheerfully, “I’m the perfect one for the
job. If I fall and get hurt, at least I know
I won’t sue the company. And if I fall
and get myself killed, I have plenty of
key man insurance and plenty of people
ready to step up to take my place!”
And with that refreshing attitude, it’s
easy to share Bill Scarborough’s conﬁdence that neither he, nor Atlantic Coast
Life, will be falling any time soon.

For more information, call the
LIC at LOMA, 770-984-3724,
e-mail lic@loma.org, or visit our Web
site at www.loma.org and click on the
Life Insurers Council button.

Visit the LOMA/Resource Technology Directory
Now you can ﬁnd products and services
that ﬁt the technology needs of the life
insurance and ﬁnancial services industry.
The LOMA/Resource Technology
Directory includes software and hardware
products as well as consulting and
outsourcing services.
Find the product or service you need simply
by typing in key words. Each listing provides
the company name, address and contact
person, as well as a detailed description of
functions, features and other technical specs.

Visit the directory on the LOMA website:
http://www.loma.org/TechDir/index.htm
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