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Presentation overview 

• An overview of the UK’s insurance industry’s underwriting 
response to the global HIV epidemic  from 1980’s to present 
 

• The impact of changes in social attitudes underwriting 
practices 
 

• Where will future similar challenges arise from? 
 

• What lessons are there from the HIV experience? 

 



 
My Dad works with AIDS… 
 
• I acquired AIDS in 1985 

– fortunately not literally 
 

• Lets put the year in perspective 
– Margaret Thatcher was Prime Minister 
– The miners' strike ends after one year 
–  Live Aid pop concerts in London and Philadelphia 
– Wayne Rooney was born 

 
– South Africa ends its ban on interracial marriages 
– The first smoking ban in restaurants in the United States is passed in Aspen, Colorado 

 
– The CD was invented the year before 
– The Dire Straits album, Brothers In Arms, becomes the first million selling compact disc 

 
– The first British mobile phone call is made 
– No internet 
– Commodore launches the Amiga personal computer 
– Nintendo releases a limited batch of Nintendo Entertainment System and Super Mario Bros 

was born 



• First meeting of the Government’s Expert Advisory 
Group on AIDS 

• Publication of ‘HTLV-III Antibody testing - To Test Or 
Not To Test’. 

• Blood donation centres commence screening 
donated blood for HIV. 

• Death of Rock Hudson from an AIDS-related illness. 

• Britain’s STD clinics commence an HIV screening 
service. 

• 2,748 UK HIV reports. 

• 265 UK AIDS cases (140 deaths; 125 patients still 
living). 

 

The era in perspective - 1985 



 

• The Government launches its first AIDS health 
promotion campaign 

•  Life insurance companies start to ask questions 
about HIV tests 

• House of Commons stages an emergency debate 
on AIDS 

• 5,300 UK HIV reports 

• 610 AIDS cases (293 deaths; 317 patients still 
living). 

 

The era in perspective - 1986 



The “Lifestyle” questionnaire 



Underwriting changes 

• Lifestyle questionnaires required at £50k-
£100k 

• HIV testing introduced at £100k-£150k 

• High risk occupations (ROFL!) 

• Ratings for all low risk “high risk” group 
members 

– £3 to £5 per mil per p.a. 



This was something scary going on 



1987 

• ‘National AIDS Week’ broadcast on all UK 
television channels 

• 7,648 UK HIV reports. 

• 1,227 AIDS cases (697 deaths; 530 patients still 
living) 

 

1988 

• Publication of the Cox Report on projected AIDS 
cases. 

• 9,287 UK HIV reports. 

• 1,982 UK AIDS cases (1,059 deaths; 923 patients 
still living). 

 

The era in perspective – 1987/8 



Actuarial projections – we are all doomed! 



Product design 

• Premiums increased significantly 
 

• Lifestyle questions were included in application forms 
 
• One insurer launched an AIDS free life product 

– HIV test required to qualify 
– AIDS/HIV excluded as a cause of death 

 

• HIV/AIDS exclusions introduced as standard policy exclusion for IP and CI 
 
• HIV cancellation clause also added to IP contracts 

– Contract void if person insured becomes HIV positive 
 

• Occupational scheme underwriting adjusted to load or decline high risk 
schemes 
– Cabin crew 

 



The Gay Times years… 

• Gaining insight into how effective our underwriting practices were 
– to be tested or not 
– the use of GU clinics 
– anonymous testing 
– the difficulty in identifying AIDS deaths 
 

• Monitoring AIDS death claims 
 
• Essential research material 

– Gay Times subscription 
– various books with title guaranteed to embarrass 
– openly read on the train… 

 

• The Cheltenham incident… 
 

 



And the status quo was maintained for the next 
10 years… 

• As it emerged that even the best case scenarios were 
overly pessimistic 
– additional AIDS reserves where gradually reduced 
– premium loads removed 

 

• But underwriting practices continued largely unchanged 
– HIV testing limits gradually started to be increased  
– Lifestyle questioning remained unchanged 

 

• It wasn’t until the late 90’s and early 00’s that underwriting 
practices began to be really challenged 
 
 
 
 



The beginning of the end… 

• ABI HIV Working Group in 2003 
 
• HIV Statement of Best Practice October 2005 

– End of lifestyle questionning 
– HIV test questions restricted to positive tests only 
– Insurers must comply with agreed standards on testing, 

collection/use/accuracy of information etc 
 

• Testing limits increased 
 

• Policy restrictions and exclusions removed 
 

• HIV infection becomes an insurable condition 



Future challenges? 

• Recent close shaves… 
– BSE 

• new variant Creutzfeldt–Jakob disease 
• by end 2009 it had killed 166 people 

– SARS 
 

• An ongoing challenge 
– Genetic testing/screening 

 

• What next… 



Judging by Cinema and TV… 



More of the same… 



More of the same… 



More of the past - antibiotic resistance 

• Antibiotics revolutionised medicine 
– The first antibiotic, penicillin, was discovered by Alexander Fleming in 1929 
– It was not extensively used until the 2nd World War 

 

• Many more antibiotics were developed were developed post war 
 

• It took less than 20 years for, bacteria to show signs of resistance 
– Staphylococcus aureus, which causes blood poisoning and pneumonia, started 

to show resistance in the 1950s 
– today there are different strains of S. aureus resistant to every form of 

antibiotic in use 
 

• Two systemic antibacterial agents have been approved for use in humans 
by the U.S. FDA from 2008 through the current year. 
– Compare that to sixteen that were approved from 1983-1987 

 

• No new classes of antibiotics to treat Gram-negative bacilli for more than 
40 years… 

 



Climate Change 

• French vineyards have been buying south facing hills in 
Scotland 

 
• Sea level rise and temperature change will 

– compress populations 
– reduce availability of agricultural land 
– increase pressure on water supplies 
 

• Tropical diseases will move to previous temperate 
zones 

 
• Perfect conditions for infectious diseases to spread… 

 



HIV/AIDS – lessons learned? 

• The HIV epidemic appeared to be the perfect storm… 
– easily transmitted, few/no symptoms 
– no effective treatment & rapid decline to death 
– affecting the affluent sector of population 

 

• Time showed it was quite the opposite 
– but that is easy to say with a considerable degree of hindsight 
 

• In fact it was the perfect model for how to do it the next time 
around… 

 
• We just need to ensure that our practices evolve more rapidly with 

emerging understanding 
 
 
 
 



Were we wrong…. 



The Genie is out of the bottle… 

• Genetic testing set the precedent for restrictions on insurers right 
to underwrite 
– industry inability to handle the press 
– DoH perception that research would be held back 
– Politics, and the timing of the next election! 

 

• Whilst we need to defend our right to underwrite we must operate 
within socially and politically acceptable parameters 
 

• This is particularly so where private insurance is 
– stepping into areas previously satisfied by state provision e.g. LTC, 

retirement provision 
– a pre requisite for socially important products 

 

• Socio-economic red lining likely to challenged in the future 
 



Times and attitudes change 
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Private insurance cannot be a barrier to socially 
important products 
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