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INTRODUCTION

Before listening to the Sirens' song, Homer’ s Ulysses took the sensible precaution of
having himself tied to amast. It's a pity today’ s consumers can’t do the same before
listening to the hype of life insurance sales pitches; sturdy masts might prevent people
from buying policies they should avoid and dumping policies they should keep.

Fortunately, sturdy information can do the same thing, and it won’t get your clothes
dirty. Thisbrief discussion of acomplicated subject will help you listen to the Sirens
of the marketplace without losing your head (and your money).

The first section describes the common uses of life insurance in three broad areas.
protection, financing, and investment. We won't dawdle here.

The second section tours the main types of life insurance available today, with
emphasison cash value products. If you understand how your bank checking account
works, you'll have no trouble with this.

The third section takes a hard-nosed look at what salesmen call the magic of life
insurance. Thisincludes new and existing policies aswell as the merits of second-to-
die versus single-life coverage. There's a lot to sog through, but it does end
eventudly.

The fourth section offers practical guidance on how to shop for life insurance. In
particular, it explains several ways to transfer money from the salesman’ s pocket to
yours. That’s your reward for spending time reading about life insurance when there
are so many more exciting things to do.
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THE USES OF LIFE INSURANCE

Y ou can construct many lists of uses, but three broad categories cover the territory:

* Protection. Replacing lost income caused by a breadwinner’s premature death is
an obvious use. In fact, life insurance is the only financial instrument that can
guarantee to pay amultiple of the original investment whenever death occurs. Key-
man insurance fulfillsasimilar protection role in the business areng; it indemnifiesthe
firm against losses caused by the death of an active owner or executive.

* Financing. Life insurance can be used as a funding vehicle for obligations that
could be paid in other — but perhaps less economical — ways. For example, death
proceeds can be used to pay estate taxes, eliminating the need to sell illiquid assets at
discounted prices. Life insurance is often used to fund buy-sell agreements and
deferred compensation plans, as an aternative to relying on the business's future
earned income.

* Investment. Lifeinsurance competes with other investments in two ways. Life
insurance cash values can be thought of as a separate asset class, with distinctive risk
and return characteristics that might make it appropriate as a savings vehicle for
retirement, education, or other goals. Life insurance can also be purchased as an
investment for heirs or for charity; the life insurance death benefit is an dternative to
the values at death available from other investments, such as stocks, bonds, or real
estate.

WEe'll come back to these uses after a product tour.
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THE TYPESOF LIFE INSURANCE

Y ou can divide life insurance policies into two basic groups. term and cash value.

Terminsuranceis pure protection and has no cash surrender value. The most common
varieties are:

* Annual renewableterm. Premiumstypically increase each year, and the policy can
be renewed to some maximum age.

* N-year renewableterm. Premiumsremain leve for fiveto 30 years, at which time
the policy can be renewed at a higher premium for another multi-year period. In most
cases, you must provide evidence of insurability to qualify for favorablerenewa rates;
otherwise, the policy reverts to expensive annua renewable term.

In contrast, cash value life insurance combines protection with savings. During the
early years, the premium exceeds the actual death claims and expenseloadings. This
excess accumulates at interest and can be drawn upon in later years to reduce the
premium that would otherwise be necessary or to provide funds for some other
purpose. Every cash vaue policy can be viewed as an interest-bearing checking
account. You pay premiums into an internal fund, and the insurer deducts insurance
and expense charges and credits interest.

Figure 1 (next page) locates the most common cash value policies along two
dimensions: flexibility and transparency. The most flexible policy imaginable would
let you increase or decrease the premium, increase or decrease the death benefit,
withdraw a portion of the cash value, and choose the investments backing the policy.
No policy can reach thisideal because of restrictions dictated by tax laws' and good
business practice.

The most transparent policy imaginable would disclose the insurance and expense
charges, interest credits, and all of the pricing assumptions that lie behind the policy
values. No policy canreach thisideal becauseinsurersregard much of thisinformation
as proprietary.
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Figure 1
A Comparison of Cash Value Products
Flexibility
Ideal
More
Variable
universal
Universal life
life
Adjustable
life
Traditional Interest-sensitive
Less whole life whole life
0 Less More
Transparency

These questions are a starting point for becoming familiar with a cash value policies:

» How does the policy work?
N How isinterest credited?
N How is the cost of insurance deducted?
N How are other expense charges deducted?
N How does the company recover its expenses and make a profit?

» How flexible is the policy, before and after issue?
N How can you change the premium?
N How can you change the death benefit?
N How can you change the cash value?
N How can you change the investments backing the policy?
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The main types of cash value life insurance are:

» Traditional wholelife. Thisisthe oldest type and still hasthe largest market share.
Premiums are fixed, guaranteed, and based on conservative interest and mortality
assumptions. Each year the company pays a dividend that reflects the difference
between actual and assumed experience. Among other options, dividends can be used
to reduce the premium or to purchase additional whole life insurance — called paid-
up additions — at bargain rates. Many companies offer paid-up additions and term
riders that allow the buyer to design a customized plan before issue and to make
limited adjustments after issue. Partial surrenders may also be allowed.

On the surface, traditional whole life doesn’t ook like a checking account at all; you
see only premiums, death benefits, guaranteed cash values, and dividends. Figure 2
(next page) shows the internal activity that isinvisible from the outside?; the shaded
columns indicate the only itemstypically disclosed to the consumer. Inthisred-life
example, the company uses a common three-factor dividend formula with interest,
mortality, and expense components. A current rate of interest is credited in two
pieces. tabular interest in the reserve (4.5%) and the interest component of the
dividend (4.75%). A current cost of insurance is aso charged in two pieces. an
excessive charge is made in the reserve (the tabular cost) and then a portion is
refunded through the mortality component of the dividend. The net chargereflectsthe
company’ sactual experience; for example, inthefirst year the actual insurance charge
is $1,614 ($10,755 - $9,141). Expenses are charged as an annua premium load
($2,000) and a dividend reduction (the expense component). There is aso a hidden
surrender charge, reflecting the difference between the terminal reserve and the
guaranteed cash value. Why is the surrender charge positive — that is, a surrender
“credit” — in Years 5-8? Thiswas actualy a pricing mistake; the surrender charge
was supposed to grade to zero by Year 10, and the company is now holding
additional reservesto cover itsliability.

Few insurance companies will provide an analysis similar to Figure 2 upon request,
and few consumers would probably want to see it. However, some questions about
traditional wholelife can only be answered by referring to the invisible mechanics, as
we' |l see shortly. Also, when the components of the dividend are disclosed, it'seasier
to understand how a change in any one factor would affect the dividends. In this
example, theinterest component becomesrelatively moreimportant over time, soit’s
not surprising that a 1% drop in the dividend interest rate from 9.25% to 8.25%
would cause a 5% drop in the total dividend in Year 3 and a 10% drop in Year 10.

No cash value product tells you less about itself than traditional whole life, but its
inner structure doesn’t have to be a mystery.
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» Adjugtablelife. Adjustablelifeisasopaque astraditional wholelife, but it's more
flexible. By changing the premium, desth benefit, or dividend option, you can move
between different plans of insurance, such aswhole life paid up at age 65 or term to
age 70.

» Universal life. Universdl life lets you change the premium, death benefit, and cash
vaue, within limits. Thereis no fixed premium, but the policy will lapseif thereisn’t
enough money in the accumulation account to pay the various charges. All monthly
creditsand deductions are shown in an annua statement. Figure 3 displaysthe activity
during the first five years for a policy with the same death benefit and annua outlays
as the traditional whole life policy in Figure 2. The checking account analogy is
readily apparent. Unlike most policies, this one has no surrender charge, so the
account value and the cash surrender value are the same. Policies sold by agents
usually have a declining surrender charge that disappears after 10 to 20 years.

Figure 3
What Universal Life Looks Like Inside
Beginnin Ending
Year gaccount Cost of account Surrender Cash
value Premium Expense insurance Interes value charge value
S t

1 $0 $28,215 $(926) $(4,682) $1,999 $24,606 $0 $24,606
2 24,606 18,135 (574) (5,149) 3,213 40,231 0 40,231
3 40,231 17,265 (548) (5,639) 4,431 55,740 0 55,740
4 55,740 15,920 (508) (6,196) 5,621 70,577 0 70,577
5 70,577 14,655 (470) (6,833) 6,756 84,685 0 84,685

Assumptions:

* Male nonsmoker, age 65; $500,000 face amount

* 8.05% current interest rate

One common myth is that universal life lacks guarantees, however, you can get the
same level of guarantees that traditional whole life provides if you pay awhole life
premium each year. The two products differ in flexibility and transparency, not in the
strength of their guarantees.

* Interest-sensitive wholelife. Thisisalso caled current-assumption whole life or
fixed premium universal life. The monthly credits and deductions are shown in an
annual statement, aswith flexible premium universal life, but thereisafixed premium
aswith traditiona wholelife. Someflexibility isavailable through riders and premium
recal culation options.
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* Variable universal life. Variable products add another dimension of flexibility:
investment choice. Unlike book-value-based products, where the insurer declares a
fixed rate of interest and bears the investment risk, variable life products allow the
policyholder to choose among a family of stock, bond, and other funds, with a
fluctuating value. Like universal life, variable universal life permits adjustmentsto the
premium, death benefit, and cash values. Fixed-premium variable products are also
available, although their current market share is much smaller.

Variable life is more transparent than non-variable products, because there is more
required disclosure of policy loads. For example, the spread between what the
company earns on itsinvestments and what it passes along to you is specified in the
contract; that’ sgenerally not true for non-variable products, such asuniversal lifeand
traditional whole life.

* Second-to-die. Second-to-die (also called survivorship or last survivor) products
have received alot of attention recently, even though fewer than 25,000 policies are
sold throughout the United States each year. These productsinsuretwo lives— often
a husband and wife— and pay off at the second death. Their main useisin providing
liquidity to pay estate taxes, although there are family protection and business uses as
well. Most companies offer a policy split option in the event of divorce or a
significant change in estate tax laws; evidence of insurability may or may not be
required. In theory, second-to-die policies can be created using any of the forms for
single-life products, but the major players tend to use traditional whole life as the
chassis, with paid-up additions and term riders available for more flexibility.

In addition to policy form, second-to-die products differ in what happens at the first
death. Under one approach, all policies are treated the same, regardless of whether
oneor twoinsuredsistill alive. Under asecond approach, policiesare placedinthree
separate pools — both alive, mae dive, and female aive — and cash values and
dividends jump up at the first death. Y ou can understand why by looking at Figure 2
again. The cash valueincreasesin tandem with thereserve, whichishigher for asingle
lifethan for joint lives because there is more risk that a death claim will be paid soon.
The dividend increases because the interest component is based on the reserve, which
isnow higher.

When there is a term rider, the rates may or may not increase at the first death, so
different designs have different levels of risk.

 First-to-die. Interest in first-to-die products has been growing as more people
explore the applications in family and business situations. For example, first-to-die
life insurance can be an economical way to satisfy the protection needs of a dual-
income family or to fund a buy-sell agreement among business owners. As with
second-to-die, any policy form is possible in theory.
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» Single premium life insurance. Any of the product types described above can
become single premium life insurance. For example, a universal life policy can be
funded with asingle premium, or a paid-up additions rider can turn annual premium
whole life into a single premium product. Most single premium life insurance is
interest-sengitive whole life with a net interest rate and no explicit insurance or
expense charges.

The tax treatment of single premium policiesis less favorable than for most annua
premium policies, but single premium lifeinsurancemay still be appropriatefor wealth
accumulation and transfer.

* Riders. In addition to pure forms of single-life, second-to-die, and first-to-die
policies, many companies offer riders that expand the usefulness of the base policy.
For example, a beneficiary purchase option attached to asingle-life policy creates a
second-to-die death benefit, or afirst-to-die or single-life rider may be attached to a
second-to-die policy to provide a benefit at the first death.

Accel erated death benefit ridershave al so gained in number and popul arity in the past
few years. These riders alow policyholders to receive a portion of the death benefit
prior to death upon a medical diagnosis of a triggering condition, such as terminal
illness, long-term care, or a serious disease. The cost of this benefit may be paid by
all policyholders, through an additional premium, or by only those who receive the
advance, through a policy loan or a discounted benefit. Accelerated death benefit
riders are not a substitute for comprehensive medical or disability insurance, but they
may add value in some situations.
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ISLIFE INSURANCE MAGIC?

In aword, no.

There' s certainly nothing magical about term insurance. On average, companies pay
out less than 75% of term premiums for death claims; the rest goes for expenses and
profit. Terminsurance solvesthe need for protection, but you pay for the risk-pooling
service performed by the insurer, just as you do with homeowners or automobile
insurance.

Cash value lifeinsurance is much harder to understand. On one hand, these products
are burdened with high sales expenses. Total acquisition costs — including
distribution, underwriting, and issue — often exceed the first-year premium. On the
other hand, cash valuelifeinsurance enjoys several tax advantages, someof which are
just different ways of saying the same thing:

* Investment earnings within the policy grow tax-deferred and escape income tax
entirely upon death.

* The cost basis is the sum of premiums paid, without any reduction for the cost of
insurance. This shields a portion of the investment earnings from income tax if you
surrender the policy.

* Insurance and other charges within the policy can be paid with pre-tax dollars by
drawing upon the accumulated investment earnings. For example, if you deposit
$5,000 in a universal life policy and earn $350 interest, the entire $5,350 account
baance (less any surrender charges) is available to pay future insurance costs. In
contrast, if you buy term insurance and invest separately, you'll owe tax on interest
earned and pay the term premiums with after-tax dollars.

» With flexible policy designs, future insurance costs can be prefunded at a discount
rate that is equal to the credited interest rate. For example, if the policy pays 7%
interest, you could cover anticipated insurance charges of $1,000 in the fifth year by
depositing $713 (i.e.,$1000/1.07°) today. That’s less than you would need to invest
outside the policy in ataxable investment paying 7% to have enough to pay the same
$1,000 with after-tax dollarsin five years.

Are the tax advantages of cash value life insurance sufficient to offset the higher
expenses? That depends on the productsyou compare. Ingeneral, however, you can
divide policyholdersinto three groups: thosewho surrender early (say, withinthefirst
10 years), those who surrender later, and those who hold their policies until death.
Figure 4 summarizes the consumer experience for atypical block of policies sold by
commissioned agents.
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Figure 4
How Policyholders Fare
Action % of policyholders” Consumer value

Surrender early 35-55% Awful; shouldn't have bought
the policy

Surrender later 20-40% Good

Hold until death 10-40% Very good

Overall 100% Neither bad nor good

" Based on issue ages 35-65, with typical lapse rates.

Not surprisingly, the large number of people who surrender early fare the worst; they
oftenlose all or most of their investment and would be much better off if they bought
cheap terminsurance and invested their money el sewhere. People who surrender their
policies after alonger period will generally do as well or better than if they bought
term insurance and chose other investments of comparable risk.

Cash value policies offer the best value on average when held until death. Aswe'll see
shortly, “onaverage” hidesawide variation, but asagroup, the policies beneficiaries
probably inherit more money than they would if the premiums were invested
elsewhere.

In most cases, the great |osses suffered by those who drop their policies after only a
few years more than offset the favorable experience of the other two groups. As a
result, cash value life insurance probably does not increase the wealth of American
consumers in the aggregate, in a present value sense. That's not necessarily a
criticism, because term insurance is even worse.

Many uses of cash value life insurance focus on the third group of policyholders —
those who hold until death— so it’ sworthwhileto look at the risks and returns of life
insurance from the perspective of the beneficiaries, asif it were any other investment.
Like adl investments, life insurance has outflows — the premiums and, for existing
policies, the current cash value that is being recommitted — and inflows — the death
benefit. Lifeinsuranceisan unusual investment, however, because thereisuncertainty
about both the amount and the timing of the cash flows. In most cases, you don’t
know exactly what the premiums or the death benefit will be, and you certainly don’'t
know when the death benefit will be paid.
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Figure 5 shows the risk and return of a $500,000 policy in three ways: rate of return
on death, net present value, and expected net present value.

Figure 5
Analysis of a $500,000 Policy
Rate of Net
Polic Death return on present Chance of
y Age Premium benefit death value death
year
1 65 $28,400 $500,000 1700.0% $443,300 0.3%
2 66 28,400 500,000 280.0 389,800 0.5
3 67 28,400 500,000 120.0 339,300 0.7
4 68 28,400 500,000 69.0 291,700 0.9
5 69 28,400 500,000 45.0 246,800 1.2
10 74 0 500,000 17.0 152,400 1.9
15 79 0 500,000 10.0 81,800 4.2
20 84 0 500,000 7.2 29,100 49
25 89 0 500,000 5.6 (10,300) 4.2
Expected
present value $126,000 $173,000 $47,000
Assumptions:
« $500,000 universal life policy issued to a 65-year-old man; level death benefit
* $28,400 premium for five years
* 8% credited interest; 6% after-tax discount rate
* Mortality rates are equal to 85% of the 1975-80 Nonsmoker Select & Ultimate
Table; life expectancy is 19.8 years (shaded row).

The rate of return on death is sometimes shown on policy illustrations; it’s just the
internal rate of return for the premiums and death benefit, or the rate at which
premiums would need to be compounded to equal the death benefit in the assumed
year of death. These numbers can give you a rough idea of how life insurance
compares to other investments, such as zero-coupon bonds. This measure of
investment merit isawkward to work with, however, because you can’t combinerates
of return over different time periodsto get ameaningful average. Y ou can also reach
spurious conclusions.?

Net present values are more useful, because they measure how much better off you'll
bein today’ s dollars by making an investment. That scale of reference makesit easier
to decideif the activity is worthwhile.
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By definition, the net present value of an investment is the difference between the
present value of the amounts received and the present value of the amountsinvested.
For selected policy years, Figure 5 shows the difference between the present value of
the death benefit and the present value of al premiums paid, based on a 6% discount
rate. Thelifeinsurance “investment” has a positive net present value if death occurs
before Year 23. For example, if you die in Year 10, your heirs will have about
$152,000 more wealth, measured in today’s dollars, if you buy the life insurance
policy instead of investing the premiums elsewhere at 6%. Another way of looking
at it isthat you could spend or give away $152,000 and still leave your heirsthe same
amount they would otherwise have.

If you multiply each of the present values by its probability of occurrence, you can
compute the expected net present value. In this example, the expected present value
of the premiums is $126,000 and the expected present value of the death benefitsis
$173,000, so on average your heirs could expect their present-valued wealth to
increase by $47,000. Unlike term insurance, cash value life insurance can produce an
overdl gain for beneficiaries.

However, it's clear that this is a risky investment, because the net present value
depends on the date of death. Based on reasonabl e death rates, there’ s a 34% chance
of suffering a present-value loss. Note that the riskiness of this policy is obscured if
you look only at the year of life expectancy (Y ear 20); in fact, only 5% of theinsureds
in this example die at life expectancy and only 47% die within five years of life
expectancy.

Now consider this question: What Figure 6
pattern of death benefits would
produce the same $47,000 How to Hedge Against Timing—of—Death Risk

expected net present value with no
variability in the yearly net present
values? In other words, can we & 7501
create a policy with the same
return and less risk?

1000 A
Riskless policy

ds)

Risky policy
500 A

250 4

Death Benefit ($ thou

Figure 6 shows what this policy N
would look like. Instead of alevel Y e
$500,000 death benefit, the

“riskless’ death benefit starts at

$80,000 and rises quickly over time, producing a constant net present value of
$47,000. That’'s how you hedge against timing-of-death risk. Unfortunately, perfect
hedging isn't possible in practice, because insurance companies won't alow such
rapid growth in their exposure. Also, constant adjustments would be needed to
maintain the hedge.
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The best you can do with the policy in Figure 5 isto lower the initial death benefit to
$320,000 if you want to avoid having a modified endowment contract*; the death
benefit will then be forced up over time to satisfy tax law requirements. If the tax
disadvantages of a MEC don’t bother you, you could pay a single premium of
$127,000 (the present value at 6% of $28,400 for five years) and set the initial death
benefit at about $270,000. By giving up some of the windfall if your death comes
early, your beneficiaries can reducetherisk of suffering apresent-vauelossif youlive
well beyond life expectancy.

Of course, you shouldn’'t lower the initial death benefit below the minimum that you
would want your heirs to receive if you died tomorrow. Don't forget that the main
function of life insurance is protection; it sets a guaranteed floor under the value of
your estate.

But what if your goal isto set afloor under the purchasing power of your estate? The
purchasing power of alevel death benefit will be eroded by inflation over time, so a
rising death benefit is needed to prevent aloss. If you assume 6% inflation, you can
interpret the net present values in Figure 5 as purchasing power gains or losses.

Determining an appropriate pattern of death benefits will likely involve trade-offs.
Y ou may want to set aminimum valuein absolute dollars, while limiting the risk that
theinsurance policy will be apoor investment if you live beyond life expectancy. That
will probably mean accepting alower initia benefit and putting enough money in the
policy to fund arising future benefit.

The magic of second-to-die policies

Our investment perspective can be extended to comparisons of second-to-die and
sngle-life policies. A typical salespitch for second-to-die lifeinsurance touts its cost
advantage. Y ou might be shown this comparison of level premiums for $1,000,000
of coverage:

$500,000 policy for amale age 65 $11,600
$500,000 policy for afemale age 65 9,500
Total $21,100

$1,000,000 second-to-die policy $13,600



Life Insurance Sense and Nonsense 15

It appearsthat the second-to-die policy costs about one-third lessthan two single-life
policies, but the two alternatives aren't comparable. The single-life aternative
provides a higher death benefit on the second death in most cases, because $500,000
can be reinvested at the first death. If the two deaths are many years apart, the two
single-life policies could provide a much higher benefit.

Thiskind of comparison will get you nowhere. To understand the investment merits
of single-life and second-to-die policies, you need to ask what death benefits you can
buy with the same premium. Using real products, let’s assume that a 65-year-old
couple faces these three choices, all of which require a $62,000 annual premium for
five years.

1. $690,000 policy on husband, with a $62,000 premium

2. $375,000 policy on husband, with a $33,500 premium
$375,000 policy on wife, with a $28,500 premium

3. $1,000,000 second-to-die, with a $62,000 premium

In each case, the premium is close to the maximum allowed without creating a
modified endowment contract.

If deaths are assumed to occur at year-end and if the policies mature at age 95, there
are 900 possible combinations of degths; i.e., 30 x 30. One way to visualize all of
these possibilities is to use three-dimensiona surface plots.

Figure 7 on the next page is a surface plot of the inheritance created by a policy on
the husband' s life alone. The vertical axis shows the amount inherited, and the two
horizontal axes show the ages at which the husband and wife die. For example, if the
husband dies at age 66 and the wife dies at age 95, their heirs would receive about $5
million. If the wife dies at age 66 and the husband dies at age 95, their heirs would
receive about $2.2 million. The surface plot displays the benefits for al 900
combinations of the two deaths.

The death benefits in Figure 7 represent the amount that the couple's heirs would
receive at the second death. If thewife diesfirst, the benefit at the second death isjust
the husband’ s policy proceeds, because the policy ison the husband’ slifeonly. In our
example, the policy death benefit is about $2.2 million at the husband’ s age 95; that’s
what the coupl€e’ sheirswould receive regardless of whenthewifedies. If the husband
diesfirst, thelifeinsurance proceeds are assumed to be reinvested at 6% until thewife
dies. For example, if the husband dies at age 66, the $690,000 policy proceedswould
grow to $5 million by the wife's age 95. Because the inheritance at the second death
depends on the timing and sequence of deaths, the pattern is not symmetrical.
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Figure 7

Death Benefit
$690,000 Single—Life Policy
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Figure 8

Death Benefit
Two $375,000 Single—Life Policies
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Figure 9

Death Benefit
$1,000,000 Second-to-Die Policy

No Change in Values at First Death
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Figure 10

Death Benefit
$1,000,000 Second-to-Die Policy
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Figure 8 shows the second-death inheritance produced by a combination of two
$375,000 single-life policies. Asin Figure 7, the life insurance policy proceeds are
assumed to be reinvested at 6% at the first death; this fund is then added to the
proceeds of the other policy at the second death.

Figure 9 plotsthe death benefits of asecond-to-die policy that hasno changeinvalues
at thefirst death. The death benefit at the second death does not depend on thetiming
of the first death, so the pattern is symmetrical. Even though this is a level-death-
benefit policy, the high premium eventually forcesthe death benefit to riseto maintain
the tax-favored treatment of life insurance.

Figure 10 shows the death benefits of a second-to-die policy whose cash values and
dividends jump up at the first death. The death benefit at the second death now
depends on the timing and sequence of deaths.

What can we say about the risk and return of these alternatives? Here are the
expected net present values, using a 6% discount rate:

1.  $690,000 policy on husband $96,000
2. $375,000 policy on husband $50,000
$375,000 policy on wife 51,000
Total $101,000

3. $1,000,000 second-to-die policy $148,000

(no change at first death)

The second-to-die policy offers a higher return for each $1 invested than the single-
life policies because joint life expectancy (about 25 years in this example) is higher
than either single-life expectancy (20 yearsfor the husband and 22 yearsfor thewife).
That means investment earnings can grow tax-deferred within the second-to-die
policy for alonger period on average. The single-life policies would only provide
better value at ahigher reinvestment rate— say, 15% — but in that case afirst-to-die
policy would be the best choice of all.

What about risk? Figure 11 is a surface plot of the net present values of one of the
second-to-die policies. As before, this displays the results for all combinations of
deaths. Y ou could measure risk as the range or variance of the net present values. In
thisexample, the net present value ranges from ahigh of $881,000 if both spousesdie
at the end of the first year, to a low of $95,000 at age 81. However, range and
variance don’t say anything about the probability of each outcome, so these measures
can be mideading.
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Figure 11

Net Present Value
$1,000,000 Second-to-Die Policy
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A better way to assess risk is to use ssimulation techniques to find the probability of
each outcome and, therefore, the distribution of results. Figure 12 displays the
cumulative probability distributions of net present values for the single-life policy in
Figure 7 and the second-to-die policy in Figure 9. For each net present value
(horizontal axis), you can read the probability of recelving that amount or less. For
example, there’s a 50% chance that the second-to-die policy will produce a present-
value gain of less than $155,000, and there' s no chance of a present-value loss.

In some cases, this type of graph makes it easy to determine the best alternative. If
one curve lies completely to the right of another, you should choose the right-hand
alternative, because it produces a higher gain at all levels of risk.® Evenif the curves
Ccross, you may be able to make a choice without much difficulty. Y ou can see from
Figure 12 that the second-to-die policy provides amore attractive overall distribution
of results; in fact, with more cal culations you can show that it produces a better result
over 90% of the time.

Figure 13 shows the results for three other aternatives: two single-life policies (see
Figure 8 for the death benefits), asecond-to-die policy with ajump-up in values at the
first death (see Figure 10), and a50%/50% combination of thetwo single-life policies
in Figure 8 and the second-to-die policy in Figure 9.

Figure 13
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It may be superficidly appealing to hedge your bet with a combination of single-life
and second-to-die policies, but that’s probably not a good strategy; in this example,
asingle-life/second-to-die combination produces alower net present value than pure
second-to-die over 85% of the time, with aless favorable distribution of results. Of
course, single-life and first-to-die policies or riders are certainly appropriate when it
makes sense to pay estate taxes at the first death.

Although the second-to-die policy with ajump-up in values at the first death appears
more attractive than the second-to-die policy with no changes, a small difference in
performance could tip the scales the other way. The main issue in evaluating these
two types of second-to-die policiesis not the probability distribution of net present
values, but rather the risk that the product will fall apart at thefirst death. Y ou should
alwaystest several sequences of deaths, particularly if alargeterm rider is part of the
configuration.

Beneficiary purchase options on single-life policies offer another second-to-die
alternative. Intuitively, the expected net present value should be less than that of pure
second-to-die policies and greater than that of a single-life combination; that’s
because the proceeds at thefirst death are reinvested in anew policy, which continues
to enjoy the benefits of tax deferral. (I'll leaveit to the advocates of these products
to do the computations for the 900 combinations of deaths.) A more important issue
is the future competitiveness of the insurer’s single-life policies, the option to
purchase a mediocre product may not be worth much.

A risk/return perspective on life insurance dovetails with a probabilistic approach to
estate planning in general. The goal of probabilistic estate planning isto give families
aset of choicesthat maximizes the expected present value of the heirs' inheritance at
various levels of risk. Adding life insurance to an estate plan probably increases the
expected present value in most cases. Whether it increases or decreases risk depends
on the pattern of premiums and death benefits, the nature of the estate’ s assets and
liabilities, and the risk measure used.” Instead of being a magical way to pay estate
taxes for “pennies on the dollar,” life insurance should be viewed as a tool that
expands the range of planning options.

The magic of existing policies

Existing policies deserve a quick look before we move on. Because of the front-
loading of commissions and other expenses, a policy that looks unattractive to a
prospective buyer can offer good val ue after purchase. Thisisdemonstrated in Figure
14, which shows the average annual rates of return at issue and one and two years
later. (Theaverage annual rate of return isthe compound return that you would have
to earn to match each year’ s cash valueif you bought term insurance and invested the
difference elsewhere.) To recover acquisition costs quickly and to encourage
policyholders to keep their contracts in force, this company builds a heavy load into
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the product in the first two years. A careful shopper would probably look at the
dismal rates of return through the tenth year and walk away. However, someone who
makes the mistake of buying it and discovers his error two years later isin a very
different position. Instead of a 3.3% compound return for Years 1 through 10, the
policy now provides a9.0% compound return for Y ears 3 through 10. It has become
an excdllent investment, because the declining surrender charge boosts the rate of
return.

The rates of return in Figure 14 take into account the value of the insurance
protection. In some cases, an existing policy may offer a higher cash vaue rate of
return than a deferred annuity, so it can make sense to keep it even if you no longer
need life insurance.

Before dropping any policy, you should consider a tax-free exchange (called a 1035
exchange, referring to the tax code section) to another life insurance policy or a
deferred annuity. Thislets you postpone income tax on gains within the policy. If the
premiums you’ ve paid exceed the surrender value (so you have no taxable gain), a
tax-free exchange lets you use this excess cost basisto shelter future gains. That'sa
valuable benefit that shouldn’t be carelessly discarded.

Figure 14

Average Annual After-Tax Rate of Return
Looking Ahead From Three Points in Time

Year At issue After one year After two years
1 -93.0%
-83.0 -81.0%
-36.0 -25.0 13.0%
-18.0 -8.8 11.0
-9.2 -2.3 9.8

a b~ W DN

10 3.3 5.9 9.0

Assumptions:

* $4.5 million policy issued to a male nonsmoker, age 51
* 35% income tax rate upon surrender

* Policy values are based on current dividend scale

» Term rates are based on 10-year level term




Life Insurance Sense and Nonsense 23

HOW TO SHOP FOR LIFE INSURANCE

Getting in and out of the life insurance marketplace with your sense of competence
intact requires a set of skills. Let’s discuss the important ones.

How to choose an adviser

Y ou may or may not need help in getting from start to finish. Most insurance advice
isgiven by agentsand brokerswho recel ve commissionsand other compensation from
insurance companies for product sales. If you don’t buy something, they don’t get
paid. Commission-based distribution systems dominate the marketpl ace because most
people won't buy life insurance without sales pressure. High front-end commissions
are needed because most sales efforts fail and because it takes time to explain the
product and shepherd the application through all the steps. The obvious disadvantage
of the traditional system is that you can't be sure the agent’s advice isn't being
distorted by the need to sell a product. Some agents manage to overcome this
inherent conflict, while others don't.

Agentsalso differ in their dedication to providing service after the sale. Front-loaded
commissionsreward agents morefor finding new customersthan for keeping existing
customers happy, so even though you' re entitled to a“lifetime of service” you might
have trouble getting your phone calls returned.

If you decide to rely on a commission-based agent, it’s usually best to choose only
one. It may seem clever to invite several agents to make proposals, but you'll often
wind up with stacks of paper, conflicting assertions, and no quick way to get at the
truth.

Fee-for-service financial planning advice has been available for many years, and it's
avallable for life insurance as well. Fee-based advisers receive most of their
compensation in fees, although they may also represent and receive compensation
from insurance companies. Fee-only advisers receive no compensation from product
vendors; they work strictly on afee basis.

It'sagood ideato ask any prospective adviser to disclose the nature and amounts of
compensation to help you determine the extent of any conflicts of interest. A
disclosure form is included at the back of this booklet. Disclosing all compensation
will be a new experience for many advisers.
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How to evaluate a complicated proposal

When you combinelifeinsurancewith qualified plans, charitableremainder trusts, and
whatever else marketers can think of, it can be a challenge to make sense of it all.
Most agents are not trained in finance, and their ultimate goal, after al, isto sell more
life insurance. There's no ssimple way to evaluate a complicated proposal, but the
starting point is aways a smple question: what makes it work?

If the proposal merely draws upon the usual tax advantages of life insurance, you
already know the potential benefitsfrom our earlier analysis. Lifeinsurance combined
with charitable remainder trustsis one example of no value added beyond the usual.
Y ou may also discover that some benefits are attributed to life insurance when in fact
they have nothing to do with life insurance; for example, the difference in tax rates
between the corporation and the executive in executive bonus plans.

Some proposals draw upon additional tax advantages of life insurance; for example,
the interest-free loans of split-dollar plans. In these cases, a more thorough analysis
may be needed. This is particularly true when using life insurance within qualified
plans; it's easy to be seduced by the smplistic argument that you can pay premiums
with tax-deductible dollars.

Cash vaue life insurance is sometimes touted as a “private pension plan” that can
provide high retirement benefits through tax-free loans. These schemes have
significant drawbacks, however, and are not as financially astute as the sales pitches
make them sound. In many cases, they violate the basic rule that you shouldn’t
borrow money if the after-tax cost of borrowing is higher than the after-tax rate of
return on your invested assets. The cost of borrowing is one of the most
misunderstood features of life insurance. The agent may describe the net cost of
borrowing as 2% or less, when in fact the effective cost may be higher than for a
home equity loan or other sources of funding. These proposas require a
comprehensive discussion of risks and rewards.

Life insurance purchases should always be coordinated with other planning areas,
including estate planning, retirement planning, and asset alocation. If you' re not sure
whether life insurance is an appropriate solution to a financial problem, consider
asking your accountant, attorney, or other adviser to devise a plan that makes no use
of it. If life insurance didn’t exist, what would you do? Then you can put life
insurance back in the toolbox to see if it really does add value in your situation. If
nothing else, you'll know why you made your purchase — which is more than many
insurance buyers can say.
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How to choose a product

In most states, you can choose among several thousand productsissued by about 600
active insurers. The product selection process involves afew steps.

How to choose an objective

Novice insurance buyers want the “best” product; they don’t want to hear about
trade-offs and uncertainties. Experienced insurance buyers know that finding the best
product is a matter of luck more than skill and that — ironically — your chances of
picking the best product improve if you forget about picking the best product and
lower your sightsto “very good.” Money managers often strive to be among the top
25% of thelr peers; that's a useful target for life insurance buyers, too. Of course, if
you run across two products with a good chance of meeting that goal, you may have
reasons to prefer one over another. There's certainly nothing wrong with that.

How to choose a product type

In general, short-term needs require term insurance and long-term needs — those
lasting beyond age 70 or so— require cash-value insurance. Insurance needsthat are
neither short-term nor permanent can be met with either type of policy.

Shopping for term insurance is relatively simple, athough not quite as simple as it
might appear at first glance. The most important feature to consider is the projected
cost: what is the present value of the premiums over your expected holding period?
Level-premium products are often cheaper than annual renewable term if your
intended holding period happens to match the level-premium period; for example, 10
or 20 years. However, these products often require evidence of insurability to receive
favorable rates beyond the initial period; if you don’t qualify, the cost goes way up.

Convertibility is another feature to consider; thislets you convert the term policy to
one of the company’ s cash value policies without evidence of insurability. Questions
to ask: How long do you have the option to convert, and how attractive are the cash
value policies that you can convert to?

Many websites on the Internet provide information about agent-sold products.
Several companies offer no-commission term productsthat are usually convertibleto
no-commission cash value products. An updated list of these low-load products is
available at www.glenndaily.com.
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Choosing among the variety of cash vaue life insurance products is more
complicated. Flexibility and transparency are two features that might affect your
decision (look at Figure 1 again). More flexibility is generally better than less, but
people who are not disciplined savers might welcome the nudge of afixed premium.
Transparency is important if you follow the adage that you shouldn’t buy what you
don’t understand, although life insurance sales would plummet if people took that
advice serioudly.

Of course, performance is important, too, but generic statements are hard to make.
A fixed premium probably reduces a company’s administrative expenses and its
uncertainty about future cash flows, but the effect on pricing islimited. The common
view that universa life is backed by short-term (and therefore lower-yielding)
investments and traditional whole life is backed by long-term (and therefore higher-
yielding) investments is an exaggeration; typical portfolios vary no more than afew
years in duration, so whole life's yield advantage is likely to be small. It's aso
mideading to compare the dividend interest rate on whole life with the credited
interest rate on universal life. With traditional whole life, more of the expenses are
recovered through hidden loads (go back to Figure 2), so the difference between the
earned and credited interest ratesistypically about 100 basis points (i.e., 1%6), versus
150 basis points for universal life. Many whole life companies still enjoy an above-
market portfolio yield due to past investments, which adds to the confusion.

The most significant difference in performance is between variable and non-variable
products. To the extent that stockstend to outperform fixed-incomeinvestmentsover
the long run, variable universal life should outperform non-variable products.
However, variable products al so pass moreinvestment risk onto the policyholder. By
one actuary’s estimate, it costs insurers about 25 basis points to provide the cash
value guarantees for non-variable products. It would cost variable life policyholders
much more than that to duplicate those guarantees, because individuals can’t hedge
as efficiently asinstitutions can.

The choi ce between variable and non-variable productsis complex and must takeinto
account your entireinvestment portfolio and the specific alternatives. Among thenon-
variable products, you can probably eliminate interest-sensitive whole life, because
traditional whole life should perform at least as well and has a much longer track
record.

How to evaluate financial strength

The best way to judge a company’s financia strength is to hire a valuation actuary
to prepare a comprehensive analysis. The actuary will likely make extensive use of
cash flow testing; that is, projections of future assets and liabilities (and therefore
surplus) under a wide range of plausible scenarios. Of course, “garbage in, garbage
out” applies here. A thorough actuary will also examine the company’s product
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pricing and asset/liability management techniques, as well as its strategies for
prospering in acompetitive environment. An actuarial review typically costs at least
$50,000 per company, which makes it impractical for most insurance buyers.

The next-best approach isto look at the published ratings and reports of major rating
agencies, including A.M. Best (www.ambest.com), Duff & Phel ps(www.insure.com),
Moody’s (www.moodys.com), and Standard & Poor’s (www.insure.com). The
ratings represent informed — but fallible — opinions, and the full reports provide
background information about the company’ s operations and explain the reasons for
therating. Each agency usesits own approach involving acombination of quantitative
and qualitative factors, with information obtained from public sources, such as
statutory financial statements, and discussions with management. The raters aso
adjust their methodology as circumstances warrant; in the past, they have made
changes to their benchmark capital models and have increased their attention to
liquidity and market conduct.

Standard & Poor’ sand Welss Ratings (www.weissratings.com) also offer ratingsthat
are based primarily on quantitative information from public sources, with
supplemental data provided by some companies.

When insurance company failures get into the news, it becomes a popular pastimeto
formulate rules of thumb for playing it safe, such as “buy from insurers rated AA or
better,” but there’ s no scientific rationale for these binary rules. If arating systemis
working properly, alower rating means higher risk, not the certainty of failure. For
example, only about 20% of the insurers rated C by A.M. Best in 1978-81 failed
during the next 10 years.? Y our threshold should be driven by product selection, not
smplistic rules. If you can find attractive products from AAA companies, there'sno
reason to accept less. If the product you want isissued by alower-rated company, the
trade-off may be reasonable— bearing in mind that financial strength can affect future
product performance. One advantage of variable products is that there is some,
although not complete, protection from insolvency risks.

A time-saving tip: Y ou won't learn much by wading through the pages of financia
ratios that salesmen like to distribute. These materials are typically prepared by each
company’ s marketing department. Just throw the stuff away.



Life Insurance Sense and Nonsense

28

How to predict future performance

There sreally no mystery about how to do“lifeinsuranceduediligence’; it’ sthe same
common sense process as for any other investment. Figure 15 summarizes the steps,

with abrief commentary.

Figure 15

How to Evaluate a Life Insurance Product "

1. Get a current policy illustration and
consumer brochure.

No problem. lllustrations are the coin of th
realm. You can have as many as you wan

2. Learn more about the company's
operations and financial strength.

Consulting actuaries and the major rating
agencies can provide informed opinions.

3. Find out all of the pricing assumptions
underlying the current illustration.

Good luck. At a minimum, you'd need to
see the pricing actuary's profit tests. You
may learn a little from the company's
actuaries, the supplements to Schedule M
and Exhibit 8 of the annual statement, and
the Society of Financial Service
Professionals’ lllustration Questionnaire.

4. Compare these pricing assumptions
with the company's past and expected
future experience and the experience o
its peer companies.

Again, good luck. Try the same sources
listed in step 3. Insurance industry studies
can provide some benchmarks for
comparison.

5. Consider how the company's financial
strength might impact product
performance.

The reports issued by the major rating
agencies may provide some clues. Defau
losses on assets and a need to raise
capital may hurt performance.

6. Conduct a thorough audit of the
company's past treatment of
policyholders, and determine if any
changes are likely.

Sorry, companies aren't going to let you
rummage around their records playing
historian. You'll have to settle for the
limited surveys published by A.M. Best,
occasional articles in trade publications,
and the company's own declarations abouf
how committed it is to fair treatment.

7. Try to identify any other factors that
might affect product performance.

For example, "pricing methodology risk" —
that's the risk that the company's actuarie
will attend a seminar on new pricing
techniques, return to their offices, and
discover they've been underpricing their
products.
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In an ideal world, you'd want an in-depth analysis of every factor that can affect
performance. That would mean a critical look at financial strength, product design,
and the past treatment of policyholders. The redlity isthat ideal coststoo much and
requires more cooperation from the insurer than you're likely to get.

Instead, much of what passesfor duediligence at theretail level isjust feel-good stuff
that hides how little agents really know about the products they sell. For example,
information about a company’s overall operations is often used as a proxy for
product-specific pricing assumptions, even though it’'s affected by product mix, age
distribution of insureds, and other factors. In my experience, the agent's
recommended companies aways meet al of the criteria on the “due diligence
checklist.” A cynic might wonder which camefirst, the checklist or the recommended
companies?

If you can’t examine products the right way, what are the |east-wrong waysto do it?
Here are some thoughts:

* For large purchases, consider asking the agent to provide a report prepared by an
independent consulting actuary, particularly if the product outshines the competition.
Sometimes this will be helpful, and sometimes it won't.

» Don’t equate premium with price. For many buyers, alow premium means a good
deal. That’'s adangerous way to shop for cash value life insurance, because it’ s easy
for a company to project low premiums to lure you in. Also, unless the projected
death benefits are the same until maturity, you'll be comparing apples and oranges.
It's more useful to think of performance in terms of the entire package of premiums,
death benefits, and cash values. In theory, if you can match up the premiums and
death benefits, you can judge performance by eyeballing the cash values. Rigid
product designs often make that impossible, however, so you'll have to put up with
flawed comparisons.

» Don't put much faith in policy illustrations, because they’ re not a reliable tool for
comparing products. The assumptions underlying the illustrations are generally not
disclosed, so it's difficult to know if the illustrated values are aggressive or
conservative,; that is, you have little information about risk. As proof, consider the
interest rate bonuses that kick in after five to ten years on many universal life
products; some bonuses are almost certain to be paid, while others are just scamsto
make the product look good on paper.

New state regulations governing sales illustrations should eliminate the most
deceptive practices, but thereisstill room for companiesto gain an unfair competitive
advantagefrom consumer ignoranceabout the limitationsof illustrations. The Society
of Financial ServiceProfessionals’ 1llustration Questionnaireisauseful starting point
for asking questions.
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Keepin mind, however, that thetrack record of earlier attemptsat disclosure hasbeen
mixed. Requiring a company’ s actuary to sign off on adocument does not guarantee
accuracy; it’ snot unheard of for actuariesto sign their namesto statementsthat aren’t
true. There may a so be genuine disagreements about what istrue and what isn’'t. One
member of a 1992 Society of Actuariestask force on salesillustrations observed that
“one actuary’ s truth is another actuary’s pack of lies.”

If past experience continues, people who rely on policy illustrationsto pick aproduct
inthe top 25% can expect to be wrong about half thetime.? Illustrations are best used
to explain how a product or concept works and to compare short-term, rather than
long-term, projected values.

* Give some weight to a company’s past performance, but remember that published
information is crude and limited. Dividend histories may not be relevant for new types
of products, such as second-to-die, and long-term track records aren’t yet available
for fixed- and flexible-premium universal and variable life. Also, a superior past
doesn’t guarantee a superior future; about one-third of the companies in the top
quartile of traditional wholelife performance for 1970-80 were not in the top quartile
for 1980-90.

Performance surveys capture only one aspect of policyholder treatment. Insurers
exercise control over performance in ways that may not show up without more
digging. A company may say it creditsinterest using aportfolio-average approach but
then close off the portfolio for accounting purposes when interest rates rise and start
another portfolio for new business; that benefits new policyholders at the expense of
old ones. Profits from one group of policyholders can also be used to subsidize
another group. Only a comprehensive audit will tell you if the company really keeps
itspolicyholders' interestsin mind in itsdiscretionary pricing decisons— or if it just
pays lip service to fair treatment.

* Focusondistribution costs; that i's, the commissions, allowances, and other expenses
incurred in getting a life insurance product from the manufacturer to the buyer.
Although future performance is unpredictable, you can stack the odds in your favor
by reducing the high selling expenses that typically consume 15 to 25% of al
premiumspaid.*® Unlike projected improvementsin mortality, nonguaranteed interest
rate bonuses, and specul ativeinvestment strategies, savingsin distribution costsoccur
immediately and are therefore easy to verify. They also pose no threat to an insurer’s
future solvency. If you know that acompany haslow distribution costs and no serious
shortcomings in other important areas, such as investment yield and mortality
experience, you can place a bet on future performance with more confidence than
other information permits.
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How to get better value for your money

There are three ways to reduce the burdensome selling expenses of cash value life
insurance policies: low-load products, blending, and rebating.

L ow-load products

Low-load ssmply means that a product has significantly lower distribution costs than
traditional products, becauseit’ s designed to be sold either directly to the public with
limited advertising or through fee-for-service advisers. Sales expenses are generally
less than 20% of the first-year premium, versus 100% or more for agent-sold
products. All other things being equal, these lower expenses trandate into lower
premiums and/or higher death benefits and/or higher cash values.

High early cash values are a distinguishing feature of low-load products. In some
cases, the first-year cash value will exceed the first-year premium. High cash values
offer more protection than high financial strength ratings, because agencies’ ratings
and your own circumstances can change. Policyhol derslosefar moremoney each year
from early lapses of high-commission products than from the insurer failures that
attract media attention.

By unbundling product and advice, low-load products give you more control over
service. Y ou can choose an independent adviser and decide how much help you want.
Fees may be tax-deductible in some cases and are often negotiable. Also, because of
actuaria pricing factors, you'll generaly be better off paying fees instead of
commissions even if the dollar amounts are the same.

A list of mgjor issuersof retail low-load productsisavailable at www.glenndaily.com.
Many other well-known insurers aso offer low-load products to corporations and
wealthy individuals, the minimum first-year premium isusualy at least $250,000.

Blending

With some agent-sold products, commissions can be reduced by substituting low-
commission term and paid-up additions riders for high-commission base coverage.
In effect, a portion of the commission is retained within the policy to enhance the
future cash values and death benefits.

Blending makes use of three building blocks that insurers provide to increase the
flexibility and competitiveness of their whole life products:
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Base coverage is full-commission whole life that is aways used as the foundation.
The minimum required amount is set by the company.

Termisterm insurance that supplements the base coverage.
Paid-up additions are single-premium, low-load whole life additions.

Sometimes the term insurance and paid-up additions are combined in one rider. In
most cases, the term insurance is gradually replaced by paid-up additions purchased
with future dividends or premiums.

Blended policiescan provide higher benefitsthan pure base coverage becausetheterm
and paid-up additions components have lower loads. More of your premium dollars
go to work for you, instead of into the agent’s pocket. Although you can use the
commission savingsto reduce the premiums, it’ smore prudent to | et the savings grow
tax-deferred within the policy; this reduces the risk that you'll have to pay higher
premiums later if actua performance falls short of what was illustrated at the time of
issue.

Y ou can see how blending works by looking at the diagrams on the next page, which
show two policies with a $1 million death benefit. Figure 16 shows the components
of the initia death benefit for both policies. The full-load policy is 100% base
coverage. The blended policy consists of a foundation of $250,000 base coverage
with two layers on top: $710,000 of term insurance and $40,000 of paid-up
additions. The term insurance will gradually be replaced by paid-up additions
purchased with future dividends or premiums. Although the death benefitsareinitially
the same, the blended policy will provide a higher benefit over time.

In this example, both policies aso have a $26,000 annual premium, as shown in
Figure 17. With the full-load version, all of the premium buys base coverage. With
the blended version, most of the premium is used to purchase paid-up additions.
Without this component, there probably would not be enough money in the policy to
pay for the future term insurance costs, and policy values would be very sensitive to
changes in economic conditions. Y ou could probably reduce the premium by 10% or
so without too much risk, but you should resist the temptation to go further.

Even though the premium is the same for both policies, the blended version has a
much higher cash value (see Figure 18). The base and term coverage have no cash
value in the first year, whereas the paid-up additions have an immediate cash value.
This advantage compounds over time and also contributes to the higher future death
benefits of the blended policy. Even if you have no intention of surrendering the
policy, the cash valueisimportant becauseit’ savailablefor premium payments, loans,
or withdrawals. And your intentions may change.
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What explains the higher death benefits and cash values or the lower premiums of a
blended whole life policy? Simple — lower sales expenses; that is, al of the goodies
needed to motivate agents to sell the product. For afull-load policy, all of your first-
year premium is often consumed by these costs, and there may be significant renewal -
year costs aswell. In contrast, the commission on paid-up additionsis generally less
than 5%. Blending improves performance because less of your money islost in selling
costs, as shown in Figure 19.

Are there any reasons not to buy a blended policy? Yes.
If you abuse the process by failing to buy enough paid-up additions, you'll create a

risky mixture that may fall apart or require unexpected premiums later. Of course,
that’ s your fault.
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Another drawback isthat blending may limit your flexibility to use dividendsto reduce
the premium in the future, if dividends are needed to cover the cost of the term
component.

A third problem is that blending doesn’'t always work, because some products are
priced so that the commission savings are more than offset by other factors, such as
high term costs or a lower interest rate on paid-up additions. Thisis easy to solve:
don’t buy such poorly-designed products.

Rebating

For large-premium cases, you can reduce commissionsfurther by signing the contract
in Floridaor Californiain order to obtain alegal rebate of 50% or more. The rebate
will be taxable to the recipient. Rebating is subject to strict regulationsin both states,
so you may find it difficult in practice to obtain arebate.

Here’ swhat you might savein first-year selling costs with an aggressive combination
of blending and rebating:

% of
Assumptions premium
Total first-year selling costs for base policy 100%
Total first-year selling costs for PUAS 5%
Base policy as % of total death benefit 25%
% of selling costs that are rebatable 60%
Rebate percentage 75%
Buyer'stax rate 35%
Comparison of first-year selling costs
Sdlling costs before blending 100%
Sdlling costs after blending 29%
(100% of 25%, plus 5% of 75%)
Less: After-tax rebate (9%)
(65% of 75% of 60% of 29%)
Sdling costs after blending + rebating 20%

Selling costs for low-load products 10-20%
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By squeezing out as much of the commission expenses as possible, the buyer can
obtai n abetter-performing product from some of theleading lifeinsurance companies
in the United States. As indicated in this example, an aggressive combination of
blending and rebating can reduce selling expensesto levels near the low-load range.
L ow-load products accomplish thisgoa more conveniently and efficiently, however,
so they till have an advantage in this area

Figure 20 shows a less extreme example of blending, side-by-side with a low-load
product. Not surprisingly, the low-load product offers much higher cash values than
the full-commission product in the early years— when many policiesare dropped. By
reducing commissionsthrough blending, the cash val ues of the agent-sold product can
be greatly enhanced. The blended policy eventually beats the full-commission policy
in death benefits as well, after the term insurance is replaced by paid-up additions.

In thisexample, the blended product appearsto outperform thelow-load after several
decades, but there’s no guarantee that the assumed difference in interest rates will
continue forever. Infact, it probably won't. It'samost impossible for an agent-sold
product to beat a low-load over the short run, and it’s not easy over the long run,
either. Just as some load mutual funds outperform some no-load funds, some
commissionable life products may be ableto beat the best of the low-loads. However,
only alucky minority of insurance buyerswill pick the right agent-sold products and
hold them long enough to be rewarded.

Figure 20
Getting Better Value With Low-Load and Blended Policies
Full Commission Blended Low-Load
Policy
year Death Cash Death Cash Death Cash
benefit value benefit value benefit value
1 $502,000 $500 $500,000 $7,400 $511,000 $11,000
5 531,000 44,000 500,000 58,000 564,000 64,000
10 616,000 129,000 500,000 152,000 656,000 156,000
20 922,000 454,000 854,000 515,000 975,000 475,000

Issued to a male nonsmoker, age 45. $11,600 annual premium.
Full-commission and blended policies: Whole life with 9.25% dividend interest rate.
Low-load policy: Universal life with 7.65% credited interest rate.
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A final word

With al of the obstaclesto making informed decisions about life insurance, you might
be tempted to put your money somewhere else. No one could blame you for that
choice. After all, why should you waste your time trying to figure out man-made
puzzles when the creators deliberately withhold the clues you need to be successful ?
Any sensible person would feel the urge to walk away.

However, life insurance does have tax advantages that give you a cushion against
poor performance. Building a diversified portfolio of policies is an intelligent and
increasingly common way of dealing with the uncertainties and frustrations of buying
life insurance.

Whichever products you decide to buy, the best advice for most peopleisto pay as
much as you can as early as you can. No product will offer good value if you try to
lowball the premium and then get hit later with steeper outlays than you can afford.

Findly, don’t overlook the importance of properly choosing the policy owners and
beneficiaries. You can turn the best-performing product into a disappointment by
being careless here. An experienced attorney, accountant, or other adviser can help
you take full advantage of the benefits of life insurance and avoid the hazards.
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ENDNOTES

1. In particular, see Internal Revenue Code Sections 7702 and 7702A.

2. Actuariescall thisaretrospectivereserve calculation. A basic principle of actuarial
science is that the reserve is equal to the difference between the expected present
values of future benefits and future premiums. That's a prospective calculation,
because you look ahead to future amounts and discount back. In a retrospective
calculation, you arrive at the reserve balance by adding and subtracting credits and
charges, as in a checking account. A second principle of actuaria scienceis that the
two calculations always produce the same resullt.

3. For arate-of-return analysis of single-life versus second-to-die policies, see Arnold
M. Rosenbaum, “ Survivorship Life Insurance — A Quantitative Analysis,” Journal
of the American Society of CLU & ChFC, July 1992. Also, Lynn Asinof, “Insurance
That Takes Two to Make It Work,” The Wall Street Journal, December 4, 1991. In
both cases, the use of rates of return leads to dubious advice.

4. A modified endowment contract is a high-premium life insurance policy that fails
the seven-pay test of Internal Revenue Code Section 7702A. MECs receive less
favorable tax treatment before death than non-MECs. Loans and withdrawals are
taxable distributions, and there is a 10% penalty tax prior to age 59 1/2.

5. Y ou may wonder why Figure 12 says the highest net present value for the second-
to-die policy is about $430,000 when we already know from Figure 11 that it's
$881,000. Figure 11 isright, but the odds that both spouses will die during the early
years are so low that you would need a very large smulation for that event to show
up. The 1,000-trial simulations used in Figure 12 don't capture every possible
outcome, but they do capture the important ones.

6. Economists cal this stochastic dominance, or more accurately, first-degree
stochastic dominance. The smple premiseis that people prefer more money to less.
With more information about an individua’s level of risk aversion, you can use
second-degree stochastic dominance to make a decison among alternatives with
overlapping probability distributions. Note that distribution graphs like Figure 12
don't tell you what percent of the time one aternative is better than another, because
it's unlikely that the two sets of ranked outcomes will also correspond to the same
combinations of two deaths. To determine this percentage, you need to do another
simulation using the difference in outcomes for all possible events.
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7. Possiblerisk measuresincludetherange of results, variance (or standard deviation),
the probability of incurring a present-value loss, and below-target variance. For a
long-overdue critique of traditional estate planning, see Ronad R. Crabb,
“Probabiligtic Estate Planning,” Financial ServicesReview, Vol. 1, No. 2,1991/1992.

8. Lee Savutin, “Life Insurance Company Ratings— How Reliable ISA.M. Best?’,
CCH Financial and Estate Planning, August 1991.

9. See Glenn S. Daily, “Insurance Products. How Reliable Are Policy Illustrations?’,
AAIl Journal, January 1991. Whereas illustrations are of limited use in finding
superior products, they’re quite good for avoiding inferior ones. In the past, most
companies that projected poor performance weren't kidding.

10. To be precise, for atypical block of agent-sold policies, the expected present
value of al distribution costsis 15 to 25% of the expected present value of premiums,
taking account of deaths and surrenders.
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2004 Update

| published Life Insurance Sense and Nonsense in December 1992, and the information that it contains
remains just as relevant today. In the 1990s, the life insurance industry’ s image was tarnished by a wave
of lawsuits aleging deception, and more lawsuits are possible. This is no surprise to those of us who
regularly offer advice oninsurance matters. We see deceptive sales practices frequently. Fortunately, most
of the problems that people have with life insurance can be avoided by following the prudent investor’'s
maxim to “investigate before you invest.” With afew hours of work, you can greatly reduce the risk of
making decisions that you'll regret later.

Here are some additional comments, by chapter:

The Typesof Lifelnsurance  No new types have emerged since 1992, but variable universal lifeand
universal life with no-lapse guarantees have become more popular. Viatical and lifetime settlements and
accelerated death benefits are now more widely accepted, and the tax treatment was clarified in 1996.

Is Life Insurance Magic?  In the years since 1992, | have expanded the analysis of single-life vs.
second-to-die policies to take account of different estate planning strategies. Because of the progressive
estate tax rate structure, the financial advantage of second-to-die policiesis partialy offset by the higher
tax lidbility a the second death. For adiscussion, see “A Preview of Estate Planning in the 21st Century,”
Contingencies, July/August 1995 (available at www.glenndaily.com).

How to Shop for Life Insurance  In December 1995, the National Association of Insurance
Commissioners approved a model regulationgoverning salesillustrations. Although loopholes remain, this
should end the worst illustrationabuses; in particular, products that make extreme use of |apse-supported
pricing should disappear. Some companies offer cash value policies with relatively low premiums
guaranteed for 40 years or more. These policies are worth considering, but they are controversial and you
need to understand the risks.

It is even more difficult to do life insurance product due diligence in 2004 than it was in 1992. The
[llustration Questionnairecreated and promoted by the Society of Financial Service Professionals (formerly
the American Society of CLU & ChFC) did not receive support from life insurance companies, and it is
no longer in use. The A.M. Best Company no longer publishes surveys of historical performance. The
supplements to Schedule M and Exhibit 8 of the statutory annual statement are now consolidated as an
attachment to Exhibit 5.

During the next few years, individual states will be adopting the 2001 Commissioners Standard Ordinary
(CSO) mortality table asthe basis for determining life insurance reserves, and this will have both good and
bad effects on cash value policies. Y ou should keep this development in mind as you go shopping.

Low-load life insurance policies continue to offer compelling advantages over traditional agent-sold
products with high upfront commissions. The importance of high immediate cash values is supported by
recent research in usng option pricing theory to quantify the vaue of flexibiity. For a discussion, see
“Beyond put and calls: Option pricing as a powerful tool in decision-making,” The Actuary, March 1996
(available at www.glenndaily.com).
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Concerns that blended designs might be treated as modified endowment contracts(p. 34) have abated with
the publication of three IRS private letter rulings (9513015, 9519023, 9741046).

Commission rebating in Cdifornia suffered a blow in 1993 when an administrative law judge ruled that
insurers had the right to terminate agentswho offeredrebates. However, rebating ill continuesonalimited
scale in both California and Florida.

Variable life policyholderswho have grievances may find that their ability to obtain redress inthe courtshas
been severdy damaged by the Securities Litigation Uniform Standards Act of 1998, also known as
SLUSA. For an excellent discussion, see the October 2001 issue of The Insurance Forum
(www.theinsuranceforum.com).

When life insurance is purchased from an agent, some sophisticated buyers and ther advisers are now
requesting a service contract that spells out the agent’s responsihilities after the sale, with appropriate
pendlties for nonperformance. A sample contract is available at www.glenndaily.com/service.htm.



