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Rebuke and Revenge at Met Life

Agent's Evidence
Led to Crackdown

fawsulls by customers.

fnsursnce companies say thal ac-
uans by a minority of agenis are
giving the entire Industry a bad repu-
tatlon. Bul even If that ls 1rue, there

Hy MICHAEL QUINT

Sto s lettw llar ‘e pam b Jiles

AUTI LR, Pp. — Rick Subu cume
frm a lamuly i whach afl three song
wral 1 waek scliting fe insurames for
the  Metnpulsan  Jafe  Insurance
Compony  Su unmersed were  the
three bethers i the business 1hat
fhey juked wbaul 1ottuoing them-
selves with the Met Lale lnga, and
thesr parenis in this lowa nese Pilts.
burgh began collecting Meu  Lafe
memurithilia,

The wurk wlirred o goud living,
““The monvy kind ol lured me o the
indusiry,” recalled Mr, Sabo, now 30
years uid My bruther was driving a
Merrvdes and bought u live-bedroom
huuse =

But within o fcw yeors, the scamy
sales prin biers of some fcllow sgents
whu were favories smuang the Met
140y 10 wesiermn Pennsylva-
ma 4 bu treuble Mr. Saba. Un-
like mnny of hus collesgues, he beyan
camplaining 1o his supeniors, thinking
that manapement would he grateful.
Hes rewurd: he was hired
Sioie lavesiigstlon

Mr. Saohu pot his revenge. He gave
state regulolors evidence that led 1o
un wmvesupation and » blistering re-
port that forced Mel Life 1o offer
reslifutiun 1ast spnAng Lo more than
60,000 Praansylvania cusiamers who
cuuld show they were impruperly
persuuded 1o replace thelr old policy
with o ncw one or were improperly

suld bie insursnce In the gunse of a°

reirement or savings plsm.

.The Pennsylvania repori and ihe
31.5 miltion fine levied on Met Llle
are pariof a gmlng crackdown
stole regulstors — there Is no F
eral regulalon of Insurence compa-
nies ~ on sales practices by the coun-
try's 500,000 sales agents and the
3,000 ilfe Insurance companles they
represent. Mel Life has recently Lak-
en the brunt of the criticism, and
earlier this yesr was fined & record
320 million 1n 3 multfsiste setlemnent
of improper sales sculvitles conduct-
ed (rom its Tampa, Fla., offlce.

Other companies — among them
Prudential lasursnce, John Hancock
end New York Life — have been
sccused of simllar misdeeds in recent

Evidcnice pravided by Rick Sabo fed 10 8 Pennsylvama report thas

are many sgents who are swere of
d their and do

nothing about It Cynthia M. Malesk!,

P Y fa's insu

sloner, sald Lhal was why she was

urging the industry to develop *'somg.

sort nf self-policing and peer review™
system, Jike that of doctors and low-
yers.

tn the meantime, though, the role
has (allen 10 courapeous agents like
Rick Subo.

For more thun a3 year ulier he
came out of the Marine Curps o 1948
and started sellinp insuronce, Mr

Sabo was 100 concarned about his own
job 10 pay much sitention 1o grand
reforms "'l was a wide-eyed compa-
ny man,” he sald, "In my own Nule
world on my own Jlitle career.”

His first hints that not all agents
did what was right for the customer
came a few weeks slter foining hs
brother Crsig's office. While looking
atl records of what agents cal *‘or-
phan’ accounts — those whose origi-
nal sales agenl had moved on — he
was surprised when another agent
looking over his shoulder exclalmed
sbout the jujce’ In some of the cus-
tomer sccounts.

Julce, Mr. Sabo soon learned, Is the
cash value of insurance policies sold
years 3go and kept In foree by cus-
omers who dutfully pay their prem;-
ums. in western Pennsylvanls, such
customers were the targets of sgents
wha specislized In what the stale re-
port lssued jast February called
churning.

Some Met Lile sgents would con-
vince customers that by drawing on
the accumulated cash value of old
Rolk:lu. they could have ncw, en-

onced policies free. Bul pfien, the
{liuston of free Insurance lusted only a
few years, unui the value of the old
policy was exhausted and the custom-

er was hit with a larger-than-expect-
ed premium payment.

The practice can produce a llll'R:
commission for agents even while

B Y
sul[nr."&mmcymers ur;n:e h\m'. be-
cause slop pay! remiums
on the new policy lﬂyhgnll bena-
fits, including the cash value accumu-
laled in the old policy. Mel Lifc was
hurt because of unhappy customers,
and the high commissions It was pay-
ingw:gmuwhamldlhzncwpo{l—

!

«cles.
Although Met Life’s training man-

forced Met Lilc ta offer restiudan to more than £0.000 cusiomers 1t
Giat state, Mr. Sabo holds a copy of the ccport

uals discourage the practice and ils
record-keeplog sysiem was designed
(o spot the pracUce, agents in West.
em Pmn:ymnh knew how (o beal
tha system. Ta aveid compeny rules
ba payment of full commlissions
on sales of new policies that replace
existing policles, agents left the exist-
ing policy In place but used the divi-
dends from Lhat palicy to {inance a
new palicy.

Bul knowing Lhal the practice con-
tinued anyway, Met Liie kept track of
such sales and set v guldeline under

-A growing

movement against
life insurance sales
practices.

which they would account Tor no more

than 15 percent of the policies sold by

3n sgenL. But because the Met Lile

computer kept track of only 1the first

B3gent named on a new policy, Mr.

Subo said, agenls would share thelr
s and spilt the

&mp'mvuu)spucmmm pe

Two Agents Clied

Agents who speclalized In selilng
new policles financed by oid policies
were helped by Gary P. Anlonino, a
reglonsl vice president who saw audit
reporis of the activity bul took no
action, sccording 1o the stale roport.

Mr. Ssbo recalicd thal a3 a new
agent he was surprised 10 hear so
many complainls, particularfy aboul
1wo agents, Joel an and Ronald
ﬂclrnm. both of wham

stale report as very active In Lthe
business of restructuring old

were clted In-

But as with the earlier complant, Mr
Sahn was rebuked hy Mr. Antoning
for not belng a leam player.

When he ook complaints from un-
happy customers io the company, Mr.
Saba said, he was mollvaled in part
by self-Interest, There would be more
opporiunity for advancement if the
bad apenls were weeded oul )
thought that when § proved my argu-
ments, the company would welcome
me with gpen arms,” he said. fnstead,
he Iamented, alter he proved his col-
leagues acted Improperly, *‘the com-
pany lets them fire me."

He was fired In March 1992 on what
he calls \rumped-up charges of dis-
loyalty, concocted afier he investigal-.
ed the complaint of a third customer,
Mr. Sabo sald he grew angrier when
Mr. Anlonino opposed his claims ln;

loyment fon and,
back pay, when his business records,
were withheld, and when Met Life
agents Lried 1o steal hls customers.

Mr. Sabo f(inally tock his com-
plaints about the chuming of old polt-
cies and improper marketing of In-
surance as & retirement plan (o the
state insurance depariment In March
1993. After the stale repont and 8
hauseclcaning by Met Life, Mr. Sabo
sald he [ell **somewhal vindicated,”
though dismayed that agents and su-*
rvisors criticized In the state re-

rt had nol lost thelr lcenses. Some,
Ike Mr. Antonino, have [eft Met Life’
but are still in the insurance business:
Qutlel for Anger

Mr, Saba now operates on insur:
ance agency grandiosely named Mon-
ey Concepls International; Crolg
Sabo has Iclt the company for other
Insurance sales work; third
brother, Randy, remains a Met Lile
agenL After (wo yeass of being de-

ressed and distraught, Rick Sabo
Ens Tound an outlet for his anger:
promotng the cause of consumers

*"Those (wo guys were Gary Anton-
Ino’s lwo best salesmen,” Mr, Sabo
sald, nolng that thelr success
creased Mr, Antonina’s pay package

Svm sl:. Mr. s;,boldld nol Immed|-
ately n pushing for change, even
lhwg!ll’:ﬁ meant telling disgruntied
cusiomers that there was nothing he
could do sbout thelr complaints. He
noled that sales practices in the Bul-
ler oifice were different from Lthose of
other weslarn Pennsylvanis offices
because hls brother Cralg, who was
the branch mansger, had resisted
Mr. Antonino's eflorts 10 have Mr,
Sherman or Mr. Shram use the Buler
branch’s records 1o pursve cusiom-
ers with julce in thelr policles.

Mor, Mr. Sabo said, did the Butler
branch soccumb (o Mr. Anlanino's
pressure Lo use ma materia)
that Improperly described Insurance
as @ savings or retirement plan. For
example, the markeling literature
folled 10 mentlon lnsurance and
tulked m'sl:-d glo'msl;hfncrs' m?king
depaosiis [nstead of paying premiums.

Mr. Anionino denled in an inler-
view thai he had ever put pressure on
he Butler office o share iLs custonter
Jists or use the “retirement”™ market-
ing Yiteralure,

A complaint from the parents of
the Mancée of 8 co-worker he had
recruited finally led Mr. Sabo Lo ac-
tlon. “If | just waiked away from
them, what message would | be send-
Ing 10 this new kid?"' he asked. He
oid the f-mllr to take their com-
platat about a falsified Sllustration of
a new pollcy showing incorTect bene-
fits 10 Met Life’s reglonal office In
Johnsiown, Pa., bypassing ihe local
agenl. Met Life issued the lamily o
reflund.

Relund and Rebuke

Later n 1390, Mr. Sobo's referral to
the Pennsylvamia [asurance Depart-
ment of another unhappy customer
whose policy Imp rly Identificd
him as a nonsmoker brought the cus-

tomer a {ull refund from Met Life.

W Using the cashin

old polices to buy
new ones.

harmed by questionable sales prac-
tices, He has accused Met Lifc and
some of its agents of racketeering In
a lawsuil 1n state court, and has de-
cided that “whatever ] can do o keep
these problemns about Insurance salex
in the public eye Is In my best Inter-
esL”

Charles Sahner, a spokesman for
Met Life, sald that the busineas prac-
tices In the Plisburgh area “should
never have ha * and that the
company was now “making sure that
the resiliution program maoves for-
ward and we {ully prowect pohicyhold-
ers from loss*’ as & result of tmproper
activitics. He declined (o comment on
Mr. Sabo's lawsuil against Met Life
and former apents and Supervisors in
the Pliisburgh ares except to say thar
“we gre a big company and big com-
panies are often sued by lormer em-

oy

His new scuvilles do not pay much,
however. Mr. Sabo works as a con-
sultant with a fow law firms handhing
consumer lowsuis against insurance
companses, but soys that jast year he
errnad less than half the $72.000 he
says he earned in his last year with
Met Life. Hls Spartan one-room ollice
is not yel busy encugh (o need a full-
umec secretary.

And he does nol expect 1o get feh
off his whisile-blowing. Unlike wurk-
ers for Covernment contractors, wh
have been rowarded with mithons i
dollars fur reporting wronpdumng, M
Sabo snd others like him in the insur-
ante business do not have the benelit
of laws that reward whisile-blowers
and offer protection ageinst vengeful
supervisors.



