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The Challenge
Recent events such as September 11th 2001, the Madrid train bombings, 
the Tsunami of 2004, hurricanes Katrina and Rita, and the recent floods 
in the U.S. and United Kingdom have contributed to an unprecedented 
focus on emergency preparedness in emergency, healthcare and social 
services. This focus has led to research and interventions designed 
to both protect the well-being of these professionals and to increase 
their ability to support survivors on their road to recovery. To date, 
little attention has been paid to those from other professions who are 
key in the recovery of people and communities. Skilled individuals 
in construction, engineering, the media and insurance provide critical 
support to survivors and communities. 

Recent research has revealed that these professionals are exposed to the 
same level of risk for psychological and emotional trauma as seen in 
the service fields. As an example, journalists have experienced rates of 
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and depression at or above those 
experienced by first responders.i 

Few are surprised that exposure to a terror attack or natural disaster 
can lead to one in four people meeting the clinical criteria for a 
psychological disorder. However, as one journalist put it “A simple, 
everyday news story – with a horrific outcome – can trigger similar 
reactions.”ii In fact, motor vehicle accidents (MVAs) are by far the most 
common events leading to psychological trauma. Bottom line, any 
professional working with survivors of traumatic events is at risk for 
psychological disorders. In the insurance industry, it is the adjuster who 
most often is exposed to these events.iii

Beyond the human cost, psychological trauma creates significant risks 
to the professionals’ business. These risks impact:

•	 Customer loyalty
•	 Legal liability
•	 Brand equity
•	 Human capital

Impact on Customer Loyalty

The process of submitting a claim, particularly after a traumatic event, 
is the moment of truth for the insurance customer. It is the point at 
which they will become either a loyal company advocate for life or an 
adversary who is committed to telling others of their “mistreatments”.

In the aftermath of a traumatic event both the customer and adjuster 
may be experiencing some or all of the hallmarks of psychological 
trauma. These include: preoccupation or re-experiencing a traumatic 
event; avoidance of and/or numbness in response to reminders of the 
event; and hyper arousal. These reactions increase the likelihood of 
a claims process which is damaging to the customer, adjuster and 
company.

From the adjuster’s perspective, the customer may appear preoccupied, 
rude or even threatening. For example, a customer pre-occupied with 
his home burning down may be unable to focus on the simplest requests 
from a concerned adjuster. This leads to conflict and the escalation of 
the claim to management.

In the aftermath of a hurricane, a woman is in a prolonged state of 
hyper-arousal. As she enters the carrier’s mobile response trailer she 

appears angry to the carrier’s manager and adjusters. Understandably 
they feel threatened, a reaction that feeds into the customer’s agitation. 
Communication deteriorates and the customer storms out. The memory 
of this first interaction is so strong the customer is openly hostile each 
time she interacts with the company. She is unable to obtain the 
information necessary to file her claim successfully and it is rejected 
numerous times until an attorney is consulted. 

Each of these situations worsens when the adjuster himself experiences 
one or more of the hallmarks of psychological response to disaster. 
Thinking and problem-solving are less clear and emotions more 
uncertain. 

Depending on the nature, scope and individual characteristics of the 
event, research has found that up to 45%iv of survivors and those 
who seek to serve them can have reactions that lead to situations as 
described above. Without the skills to meet the needs of survivors and 
manage their own reactions the risk to customer loyalty is significant. 

At the same time there is vast opportunity for carriers to build 
tremendous loyalty and reduce legal liability by providing some 
basic education and skills. Because of the strong stigma attached to 
psychological disorders most survivors will not discuss their reactions 
with mental health or other healthcare professionals. They are in fact 
far more likely to open up to someone outside of these fields: like an 
insurance adjuster. 

In most cases, adjusters with a basic understanding of how to practice 
good self-care while working with survivors can make a significant 
difference beyond the obligations of the policy. Building rapport 
with a survivor is effectively accomplished by inquiring about their 
concrete needs. Simply checking that they have found temporary 
shelter, eaten recently, are hydrated and have reconnected with at 
least a few members of their social system can go a long way toward 
building loyalty and enabling the customer to engage in the claims 
process. Meeting most of these needs is clearly outside the scope of the 
adjuster’s role. However, if the carrier team establishes communication 
with other teams on-site they can quickly connect the customer to the 
services most needed. They can also ensure that the customer returns 
for claims processing. Imagine the results in loyalty and new business 
referrals.

Legal Liability

It is well established that medical malpractice claims are more likely to 
be initiated by patients when two conditions are present: 1) harm as a 
result of treatment; and 2) perceived poor or uncaring communication 
on the part of the physician.v The same can be said regarding the 
tendency for clients to seek legal remedies in any professional 
relationship.

For example, private carriers often issue policies which cover property 
damages caused by wind and rain but not by flooding. Customers 
may genuinely feel that their carrier is wrong in classifying property 
damages in whole or part to flooding when severe wind and rain were 
also involved. The risk of the customer taking legal action is present. 
However, that action is far more likely to be taken if disagreement over 
the facts is accompanied by interpersonal conflict between the customer 
and adjuster.
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