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Introduction
Aetna Inc. stands as a pillar of American enterprise, recognized both for its endurance
and adaptability amid a dynamic and often turbulent healthcare landscape. Founded
in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1853, Aetna’s journey from a modest life insurance
venture to one of the largest managed healthcare companies in the United States is a
story of resilience, innovation, and reinvention. Today, as a key component of CVS
Health, Aetna continues to shape the national conversation on health, insurance, and
the role of large corporations in public well-being.

The story of Aetna mirrors the broader evolution of business and healthcare in
America. From its early days navigating new insurance laws and financial crises,
through aggressive expansion into accident, health, and liability coverage, Aetna has
persistently found ways to diversify and thrive. The company's foray into group
insurance, variable annuities, and innovative advertising exemplifies its pattern of
adapting to societal and economic changes. It has not only kept pace with, but at
times has also helped set, the direction of the insurance and healthcare industries.

As we move through the twentieth century and beyond, Aetna’s transformation
becomes more pronounced. Divestitures in the late 20th century marked a departure
from its roots in property and casualty insurance, as the company marshaled its
resources toward health benefits. Strategic acquisitions—most notably its purchase of
U.S. Healthcare, NYLCare, and Prudential's health business—vaulted Aetna into a
leadership role within managed care, fundamentally altering its position in the market.
This transformation, combined with a sharpened focus on digital innovation and value-
based healthcare, positioned Aetna as a key driver of broader industry trends.

Yet the journey has not been without challenges. Aetna has faced regulatory scrutiny,
legal battles, competitive pressures, and the innate difficulties of providing cost-
effective, high-quality health coverage in a country with diverse and evolving needs.
Internal reorganizations, leadership changes, and the necessity of keeping pace with
medical and technological advances have required constant vigilance and bold
decision-making. Throughout, the company has maintained its commitment to
operational excellence, social responsibility, and investing in the communities it
serves.

A defining moment in Aetna's modern history came in 2018, when it became a
subsidiary of CVS Health. This union of a major health insurer with a retail pharmacy
giant marked a significant realignment in American healthcare, promising a new level
of integration and consumer-focused care. In the years since, Aetna has continued to
demonstrate its influence—both as an innovator and as a responsive leader—while
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addressing the realities of rising healthcare costs and the ever-shifting regulatory
environment.

This book traces the arc of Aetna’s long history, illuminating the people, decisions, and
moments of change that built one of America’s most enduring companies. By taking
stock of its past, its present strategies, and the emerging challenges of the future, we
aim to provide a nuanced portrait of an organization that remains central to the story
of American health, business, and society.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Aetna: Hartford, 1853
The year is 1853, and Hartford, Connecticut, is a city buzzing with quiet ambition. It's a
place where brick and mortar meet burgeoning commerce, a hub of intellectual
curiosity and entrepreneurial spirit that would soon earn it the moniker "Insurance
Capital of the World." In this fertile ground, on May 28, 1853, a new entity officially
entered the world of finance: Aetna Life Insurance Company.

Aetna Life wasn't a completely spontaneous creation. It emerged from the shadow of a
much older and already reputable institution, the Aetna Fire Insurance Company,
which had been established in 1819. The "Aetna" name itself was a nod to Mount Etna,
the formidable and active volcano on the island of Sicily, a curious choice perhaps, but
one that evoked a sense of enduring power and elemental force. The fire insurance
company had built a solid reputation for reliability and promptness in settling claims, a
valuable asset that its life insurance affiliate would inherit.

However, the separation of these two insurance giants wasn't simply a matter of
strategic choice. It was, in fact, mandated by a new wave of insurance regulation
sweeping through the United States. New York State, a leading financial center, had
passed legislation in 1849, strengthened in 1853, that specifically prohibited a single
company from underwriting both fire and life insurance. Connecticut, ever keen to
maintain its standing in the insurance world, followed suit. This regulatory
environment effectively forced the formal split that gave birth to Aetna Life Insurance
Company as a distinct corporate entity.

At the helm of this nascent enterprise was Eliphalet Bulkeley, a man whose name
would become synonymous with Aetna's early trajectory. Bulkeley was no stranger to
the world of law or business; a prominent New England lawyer, he had already played
a significant role in establishing the Connecticut Mutual Life Insurance Company in
1846, serving as its first president. His expertise and reputation were undoubtedly
crucial in guiding the newly independent Aetna Life Insurance Company through its
foundational years. He was a man who knew how to navigate both the courtroom and
the ledger.

Bulkeley, a Yale graduate, was a figure of considerable influence in Connecticut. He
was not just a legal mind and a businessman; he was also deeply involved in the
state's political scene. He served in the Connecticut General Assembly, even holding
the prestigious position of Speaker of the Connecticut House of Representatives in
1857. This blend of legal acumen, business savvy, and political connections would
prove invaluable for Aetna. His political engagement set a precedent, initiating what
would become a long-standing tradition of Aetna's leaders being active in the political
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arena.

The initial years for Aetna Life were, predictably, a mix of promise and peril. The newly
enacted insurance laws, while fostering specialization, also presented challenges.
Some states, for instance, required capital deposits that exceeded the resources of
many stockholders, making it difficult for Aetna to expand its operations into those
territories. It was a regulatory tightrope walk for any new insurance firm.

Then came the Panic of 1857. This financial crisis, which rippled across the United
States, saw numerous businesses falter and banks close their doors. For a fledgling
company like Aetna Life, the depression posed a serious threat to its financial stability.
It was a true test of Bulkeley's leadership and the company's nascent foundations. Yet,
Aetna weathered the storm, a testament to careful management and a growing public
interest in the security offered by life insurance, even in uncertain times. The company
began to regain its financial footing by strategically hiring its first Midwestern agent,
who set up an office in Wisconsin to cater to the burgeoning market in those states.

The 1850s were a fascinating time for the insurance industry. As the American
economy continued to industrialize and the population became more mobile, the need
for securing a family's welfare against the unexpected loss of a breadwinner became
increasingly evident. Life insurance, once viewed with skepticism or even associated
with gambling, was slowly gaining acceptance and recognition as a vital financial tool.
Aetna Life, despite its initial hurdles, was strategically positioned to capitalize on this
growing awareness.

In 1854, Aetna made a significant internal hire, bringing on Thomas O. Enders as its
first full-time employee. Enders would later ascend to the presidency of the company,
a testament to the internal talent that Aetna cultivated even in its earliest days. The
move to new offices on Hungerford and Cone Streets in Hartford in 1857 further
solidified Aetna's growing presence in the city.

The Civil War, which began in 1861, proved to be an unexpected catalyst for Aetna's
growth. While the war brought immense uncertainty, it also spurred a greater interest
in life insurance. Faced with the inherent risks of wartime, many individuals sought the
security of life insurance policies for the first time. Rather than retrenching, Bulkeley
opted for a more aggressive marketing campaign during this period, a bold move that
proved prescient. Aetna's foresight during this tumultuous era allowed it to emerge as
one of America's leading life insurance companies.

By 1865, Aetna had not only survived its infancy but had also accumulated sufficient
financial resources to meet the stringent regulatory requirements of states like
Massachusetts and New York, thereby gaining authorization to solicit business in those
key markets. This expansion was a clear indicator of the company's growing strength
and its ability to adapt to evolving regulatory landscapes. By 1867, the company's
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income had skyrocketed from $78,000 in 1861 to an impressive $5.129 million. Aetna
also moved to its third home office at 670 Main Street in Hartford in the same year,
another sign of its burgeoning success.

In 1868, Aetna refined its business practices, hiring its first actuary and moving away
from the half-note premium system in favor of an all-cash premium plan. These
changes reflected a growing sophistication in the company's approach to risk
assessment and financial management. As the 19th century progressed, Aetna, under
Eliphalet Bulkeley's watchful eye, laid a robust foundation for what would become a
diversified and expansive enterprise, venturing beyond the realm of pure life
insurance. The stage was set for a new era of growth and diversification, building on
the solid bedrock established in Hartford during those pivotal early years.
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