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Introduction

In the vast and ever-evolving landscape of global enterprise, certain companies stand
as enduring testaments to vision, resilience, and adaptability. Among these giants, AIA
Group shines brightly as one of the world's largest and most significant corporations.
Its name, though perhaps not immediately recognized in every household across the
globe, represents a profound legacy woven into the fabric of Asian economies and
societies. This book, "A History of AIA Group: The Story of a Global Company,"
embarks on an ambitious journey to unravel the intricate tapestry of AlA's past,
revealing the forces that shaped its present and continue to define its future.

The story of AlA is far more than a mere corporate chronicle; it is an epic narrative
that mirrors the dramatic transformations of Asia itself over more than a century. From
its humble beginnings in the bustling metropolis of Shanghai, AlA pioneered the
concept of modern insurance in a continent ripe with opportunity yet fraught with
challenge. Its trajectory has been intrinsically linked to the major geopolitical shifts,
economic upheavals, and societal advancements that have swept across Asia,
demonstrating an unparalleled ability to navigate wars, revolutions, financial crises,
and periods of unprecedented growth. This deep historical context is crucial to
understanding how AIA became the powerhouse it is today, providing an invaluable
lens through which to comprehend the broader economic development of a continent.

This volume delves into the pivotal moments and strategic decisions that have defined
AlA's evolution. We will explore its foundational years, the innovative spirit that drove
its early expansion, and its integral role within the broader American International
Group (AIG) for many decades. A particular focus will be placed on the turning point of
the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, an event that not only reshaped the global financial
landscape but also catalyzed AlA's emergence as an independent, publicly listed
entity. This transition marked the beginning of a new era, characterized by a renewed
focus on its core Asian markets and a strategic vision for standalone growth and
leadership.

Beyond the corporate milestones, this book also illuminates the underlying principles
that have guided AIA throughout its long history. It examines the unique power of its
agency model, a human-centric distribution network that has forged deep connections
within local communities. We will explore AlA's steadfast commitment to product
innovation, its proactive embrace of digital transformation and insurtech, and its
unwavering dedication to corporate social responsibility and sustainable business
practices. These elements are not simply footnotes but rather integral components of
AlA's identity, reflecting a profound understanding of the markets it serves and the
responsibilities it bears.
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Ultimately, "A History of AIA Group" offers readers a comprehensive overview of a
global company of immense importance. It seeks to provide not only a detailed
historical account but also a deeper understanding of the factors that contribute to
sustained corporate success on an international scale. For those interested in business
history, Asian economics, the insurance industry, or the dynamics of global capitalism,
this book promises to be an enlightening and engaging exploration of a true corporate
titan and its enduring legacy in shaping the modern world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Genesis of AlA: A Vision Takes
Shape

The dawn of the 20th century was a period of immense global change, a time when
established orders were being challenged and new opportunities were emerging with
dizzying speed. In the midst of this dynamic era, a young American with an insatiable
entrepreneurial spirit and a keen eye for untapped potential would set in motion a
series of events that would ultimately lead to the birth of AIA Group. His name was
Cornelius Vander Starr, and his vision extended far beyond the familiar shores of his
homeland, reaching towards the burgeoning markets of Asia.

Born in Fort Bragg, California, in 1892, Cornelius Vander Starr, often referred to as C.V.
Starr, was a man who seemed destined for a life of innovation and global adventure.
Even at a young age, his independent streak was evident. After only a year at the
University of California, Berkeley, he opted to leave and, in a display of early business
acumen, opened an ice cream parlor, which he later sold for a significant sum. This
early foray into entrepreneurship provided him with valuable experience and, perhaps,
a taste for the thrill of building something from the ground up.

Starr’s journey into the world of insurance began in San Francisco, where he took on a
role selling automobile insurance by day. Remarkably, he spent his evenings studying
law, a testament to his drive and intellectual curiosity. He managed to pass the

California bar exam without ever attending law school, a feat that was rare even then.
This period of his life showcased a remarkable ability to acquire knowledge and apply
it in practical ways, a characteristic that would serve him well in his future endeavors.

A brief stint in the U.S. Army during World War I, though he was never deployed
overseas, further broadened his experiences. However, it was the call of the Far East
that truly captured his imagination. Starr harbored a strong desire to travel and
understand the world, a yearning that led him to join the Pacific Mail Steamship
Company as a clerk in Yokohama, Japan. This move marked a pivotal moment, placing
him on the cusp of the continent where he would make his indelible mark.

It wasn't long before Starr, at the age of 26, moved from Japan to the vibrant and
bustling city of Shanghai, China, in 1919. Shanghai at the time was a crucible of
international trade and commerce, a melting pot of cultures and opportunities, making
it an ideal location for an ambitious entrepreneur. It was here, in this dynamic
environment, that Cornelius Vander Starr laid the cornerstone of what would become a
global insurance empire.
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In Shanghai, Starr wasted no time in establishing his own firm, American Asiatic
Underwriters (AAU), in December 1919. This agency was a pioneering venture,
becoming the first American-owned insurance agency in China. Operating from a
modest two-room office, Starr’s initial focus was on providing general insurance,
including fire and marine coverage, primarily to American businesses navigating the
complexities of Asian trade.

The establishment of AAU was not merely about opening an office; it was about
introducing a new paradigm of insurance to a market that was ripe for it. Starr
recognized that many European competitors were overlooking the specific risks and
needs of the burgeoning commercial landscape in Asia. His practical approach to
underwriting, combined with his willingness to adapt Western insurance techniques to
the East Asian markets, set his venture apart.

Starr's vision was not limited to property and casualty insurance. In 1921, he
expanded his operations to include life insurance, establishing the Asia Life Insurance
Company. This move was particularly significant, as it marked his first dedicated life
insurer and signaled a deeper commitment to serving the long-term needs of the
Asian population. This expansion broadened the agency's offerings and opened up a
much larger, previously underserved market: Chinese consumers.

A key aspect of Starr's innovative approach was his foresight regarding life expectancy
in China. Despite the lack of readily available local actuarial data, he anticipated
improvements in life expectancy, a bold prediction that would prove instrumental in
shaping Asia Life's product development. However, Asia Life didn't solely focus on
policies protecting against premature death; it aimed to offer a more comprehensive
suite of products.

Starr also understood the importance of localization. He made a conscious decision to
hire local Chinese employees for positions of responsibility, a practice that was
uncommon among foreign companies in that era. This not only demonstrated a
respect for local talent but also provided invaluable insights into the cultural nuances
and specific needs of the Chinese market. It helped to build trust and integrate his
company more deeply into the local fabric.

Beyond his business acumen, Cornelius Vander Starr was a global humanitarian with a
profound respect for cultural diversity. His commitment to improving the lives of
others and his belief in the potential of every individual, regardless of their
background, were deeply ingrained in his philosophy. These personal values, though
perhaps not overtly articulated in corporate mission statements of the time,
undeniably influenced the foundational culture of his burgeoning enterprise.

The principles that guided Starr in those early days - a blend of entrepreneurial drive,
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adaptability, a keen understanding of local markets, and a commitment to people -
became the bedrock upon which AIA Group would eventually build its enduring legacy.
His early experiences in Japan and China fueled a lifelong fascination with Asian
cultures, profoundly shaping his perspective and the trajectory of his companies.

Starr's ability to forge connections quickly also played a crucial role in his early
success. He borrowed money from people he knew to start his business, and his ability
to make friends easily helped the enterprise grow rapidly. This personal touch and
network building were as vital as his business strategies in those formative years.

The genesis of AlA, therefore, can be traced directly to Cornelius Vander Starr's
audacious decision to establish an insurance agency in a foreign land, driven by a
vision to introduce modern financial protection to a dynamic and underserved
continent. It was a bold move, characterized by an innovative spirit and a deep-seated
belief in the potential of Asia. From that two-room office in Shanghai, a global
enterprise was beginning to take shape, ready to navigate the challenges and seize
the opportunities of the century ahead.
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