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Introduction
In an interconnected world where unforeseen events can profoundly impact lives and
livelihoods, the concept of protection—of safeguarding what matters most—has never
been more critical. For nearly a century, one company has stood as a global pillar in
this essential endeavor: Allstate. From its humble beginnings as a subsidiary of a retail
giant to its current status as a formidable independent corporation, Allstate's journey
mirrors the economic, social, and technological shifts that have defined the modern
era. This book, "A History of Allstate: The Story of a Global Company," chronicles that
remarkable evolution, offering an in-depth look at how an innovative idea blossomed
into a global giant synonymous with security and peace of mind.

Allstate's story is far more than a corporate biography; it is a tapestry woven with
threads of entrepreneurial spirit, strategic foresight, and an enduring commitment to
its customers. Born out of a need to offer affordable automobile insurance in the
burgeoning age of the automobile, Allstate quickly distinguished itself through
pioneering approaches to risk assessment and customer service. As the company
matured, it expanded its offerings to include homeowners insurance, adapting to
changing societal needs and the complexities of an increasingly dynamic world. This
narrative explores the pivotal decisions, the visionary leaders, and the countless
individuals who shaped Allstate into the household name it is today, "the good hands
people".

From navigating the turbulent waters of the Great Depression to embracing the digital
revolution, Allstate has consistently demonstrated resilience and an uncanny ability to
adapt. We will delve into the company's continuous pursuit of innovation, examining
how it leveraged technology to enhance customer engagement, streamline
operations, and develop new solutions for emerging risks. The book also illuminates
the critical role Allstate has played in responding to catastrophic events, underscoring
its profound impact on communities and its vital contribution to societal recovery and
stability.

Beyond its North American roots, Allstate's ambitions and influence have stretched
across continents. This book traces the fascinating trajectory of its global expansion,
exploring the challenges and triumphs of adapting its core principles to diverse
international markets. We will examine how Allstate has built a significant global
footprint, establishing a presence and influence that extends far beyond its initial
borders, reflecting the interconnected nature of the modern economy and the
universal human need for protection.

"A History of Allstate" is an exploration of a company that has not only weathered
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economic storms and industry transformations but has actively shaped the landscape
of insurance worldwide. It is a story of corporate responsibility, community
involvement, and the enduring power of a strong employee culture. Ultimately, this
book offers readers a comprehensive understanding of Allstate's past, a clear picture
of its present challenges and strategic responses, and an insightful glimpse into its
vision for the future, including its proactive engagement with critical issues such as
climate change and emerging technologies that will undoubtedly redefine the
insurance industry in the years to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Sears Roebuck Years: Birth of an
Insurance Idea
The tale of Allstate begins not in a boardroom focused on insurance, but in the
bustling, innovative world of early 20th-century American retail, specifically within the
sprawling empire of Sears, Roebuck and Co. To truly grasp Allstate's origins, one must
first understand the remarkable company that served as its incubator. Sears, Roebuck
and Co., a name synonymous with American consumerism for decades, started its
journey in 1886. Richard W. Sears, a railroad station agent, embarked on a side
venture selling watches, an endeavor that quickly blossomed into a full-fledged mail-
order business.

Sears quickly recognized the immense potential of connecting directly with customers,
particularly those in rural areas who had limited access to diverse goods and often
faced higher prices from local merchants. In 1887, Sears moved his business to
Chicago and partnered with watch repairman Alvah C. Roebuck. This collaboration
officially solidified into Sears, Roebuck and Co. in 1893, and the company began its
rapid diversification beyond watches and jewelry.

The Sears catalog, often affectionately called the "Wish Book," became a fixture in
American homes. It offered an astonishing array of products, from clothing and farm
equipment to sewing machines, bicycles, and even entire prefabricated homes. This
pioneering direct-mail model, bolstered by the expanding U.S. Postal Service and Rural
Free Delivery, democratized access to goods for millions of Americans, effectively
bypassing the traditional general store and its often-negotiated prices.

By the early 1900s, Sears was a burgeoning enterprise. In 1906, it went public with an
initial public offering led by Goldman Sachs, a significant event that underscored the
rising importance of the consumer and retail sector in the U.S. economy. The company
continued to innovate, and by 1925, recognizing the growing urbanization of America
and the impact of the automobile, Sears opened its first retail store in Chicago. This
marked a strategic shift, moving beyond its mail-order roots to embrace brick-and-
mortar retail, often situating stores in working-class neighborhoods outside of
traditional downtown shopping districts, complete with ample parking for the era's
burgeoning car owners.

It was within this dynamic and expansive environment that the seed for Allstate was
planted. The brand name "Allstate" itself predates the insurance company, having
been born out of a national contest held by Sears in 1925 to name a new line of
automobile tires. A remarkable 2.2 million name submissions poured in from nearly a
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million participants. Hans Simonson of Bismarck, North Dakota, ultimately won the
$5,000 prize for his submission, "Allstate." The trademark was registered in 1927, and
the tires quickly became popular, contributing significantly to the success of Sears'
nascent retail store program.

The idea to venture into the insurance business specifically for automobiles emerged
from a rather informal conversation. Carl L. Odell, an insurance broker, suggested to
his neighbor, Robert E. Wood, who was then the chairman of Sears, Roebuck and Co.,
the concept of selling auto insurance directly to consumers. This was a revolutionary
idea, leveraging Sears' existing trust with millions of customers and its direct-to-
consumer model. The rationale was simple yet brilliant: if Sears could sell tires, car
batteries, and even entire automobiles (which it briefly did in the early 1950s under
the Allstate brand), why not the insurance to go with them?

The formal establishment of the Allstate Insurance Company took place on April 17,
1931, during the intensifying throes of the Great Depression. Despite the challenging
economic climate, Sears saw an opportunity to provide affordable automobile
insurance to its vast customer base. The initial funding for this ambitious venture
came from Sears, a substantial $700,000 investment. Lessing J. Rosenwald, a key
figure at Sears, became Allstate's first board chairman, with Odell taking on the role of
vice president and secretary.

The new company's approach to selling insurance mirrored Sears' successful retail
model: direct mail and through the Sears catalog. This innovative distribution method
was a significant departure from traditional insurance sales. The very first Allstate
policy was issued on May 17, 1931, to a tool and die maker named William Lehnertz,
covering his 1930 Studebaker for $41.60 for the year. The first claim, a testament to
the realities of car ownership even then, involved a customer walking into Allstate's
single-room headquarters holding a door handle that had been pried off by a would-be
car thief.

While direct mail was the initial focus, Allstate quickly explored other avenues to reach
customers. In 1933, at the Century of Progress World's Fair in Chicago, an enterprising
individual named Richard E. Roskam became Allstate's first agent, selling policies from
a booth within the Sears pavilion. This experimental foray into in-person sales proved
successful, leading to a more permanent shift. By 1934, Allstate had opened its first
permanent sales office, strategically located within a Sears store in Chicago. This
integration allowed customers to purchase insurance where they already shopped,
further cementing the convenience and accessibility that Allstate sought to embody.

The company’s early years, though challenging due to the broader economic climate,
were marked by innovation. By the end of 1931, Allstate had already accumulated
4,217 active car insurance policies, demonstrating a clear demand for its offerings.
Just a few years later, in 1939, Allstate made waves in the insurance industry by
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introducing a groundbreaking approach: tailoring auto rates based on factors such as
the driver's age, mileage, and how the car was used. This sophisticated rate
classification system was revolutionary for its time, rewarding safer drivers with lower
rates and ultimately pushing the entire industry towards more nuanced risk
assessment. This commitment to fair pricing and customer-centric innovation, even in
its formative years, laid a crucial foundation for Allstate’s future growth and market
leadership.
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