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Introduction

Humana Inc. stands as one of America’s leading health insurance and healthcare
companies, a testament to the vision, adaptability, and ambition that have shaped its
evolution over more than six decades. Founded in Louisville, Kentucky in 1961 by two
entrepreneurial attorneys, David A. Jones Sr. and Wendell Cherry, Humana's journey is
a reflection of the larger transformations in the American healthcare system itself.
What began as a modest nursing home operation quickly expanded, redefined itself
multiple times, and now occupies a prominent place on the Fortune 500, deeply
embedded in the national conversation about health, well-being, and care.

This book tells the story of Humana Inc.—its origins, transformations, challenges, and
milestones. The company's path has never been linear; instead, it has been marked by
bold pivots and calculated risks. From nursing homes to hospital construction and
eventually to health insurance and integrated care, Humana’s willingness to reinvent
itself has been fundamental to its enduring success. Along the way, Humana has
introduced innovative business models, developed new approaches to healthcare
delivery, and built a legacy of serving millions of Americans, particularly within the
ever-expanding world of Medicare Advantage.

Humana’s journey also mirrors the broader revolution in healthcare over the last half-
century. As government policy, technology, and the needs of patients and providers
have shifted, Humana has responded with strategic initiatives—such as the spin-off of
its hospital operations, the expansion of military healthcare services, and an
increasing focus on holistic, value-based care. Its integrated approach, combining
insurance with home health, pharmacy, and primary care services under platforms like
CenterWell, offers an instructive example of how established companies can reimagine
themselves to meet contemporary demands.

But success brings its own tests. In recent decades, Humana has grappled with
dramatic changes in regulation, competition, public expectations, and the economics
of healthcare. The company’s ability to maintain profitability while pursuing
technological innovation, addressing social determinants of health, and responding to
shifting federal policies reveals its complex balancing act—and shines a light on the
complexities of the American health system as a whole. The book also explores
Humana’s efforts to drive quality improvement, reduce healthcare disparities, and
invest in data analytics, all while maintaining its competitive edge in a crowded
market.

As of the early 2020s, Humana remains at a crossroads. With robust financials, a
growing workforce, and a leading role in the Medicare Advantage space, it faces new
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opportunities and profound uncertainties—ranging from evolving healthcare
regulations and market pressures to the persistent challenge of ensuring affordable,
equitable care. As the story of Humana continues, it offers a powerful case study not
only in corporate adaptation, but in the ongoing quest to deliver “human care” amid
one of society’s most vital industries.

This book invites readers to explore Humana Inc. from its entrepreneurial beginnings
through its present-day status as an American healthcare leader, analyzing the
decisions, people, innovations, and circumstances that have shaped its past—and
considering what the future might hold.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Architects of "Human Care"

Every monumental enterprise begins with an idea, and often, with a handshake
between two individuals daring enough to pursue it. For Humana Inc., that idea took
root in 1961, nurtured by the ambition and complementary talents of two Louisville,
Kentucky, lawyers: David A. Jones Sr. and Wendell Cherry. Their initial investment was
a modest sum, a mere $1,000 each, yet it was the spark that ignited what would
become a Fortune 500 company and a significant force in American healthcare.

David A. Jones Sr., born in Louisville in 1931, hailed from humble beginnings in the
city's west end. He understood the value of hard work, having grown up with five
siblings and limited financial resources. Jones attended the University of Louisville on a
Navy ROTC scholarship, where he studied accounting, before serving in the Navy. He
later taught economics at Quinnipiac College and earned his law degree from Yale
University in 1960. Upon returning to Louisville, he quickly established himself as a
keen intellect with a knack for business.

Wendell Cherry, born in Horse Cave, Kentucky, in 1935, was equally driven. He
pursued his education at the University of Kentucky, earning both his bachelor's and
law degrees. A standout student, Cherry graduated first in his law school class in 1959
and served as editor-in-chief of the "Kentucky Law Journal." After law school, he joined
a Louisville law firm and taught economics at the University of Louisville. Cherry was
known for his sharp business acumen and, later in life, for building one of the country's
most important art collections.

The paths of Jones and Cherry converged in Louisville, where they met in 1960. They
were both young lawyers, fresh out of law school, and shared a mutual ambition to do
something more than just practice law. Their partnership was not merely a
professional alliance but a deep friendship that would last for decades. Together, they
began to explore business ventures, looking for opportunities where they could make
a tangible difference and, perhaps, a bit of extra money.

The inspiration for their first foray into business, nursing homes, stemmed from a
personal connection. Both Jones and Cherry had experienced firsthand the subpar
conditions prevalent in many nursing homes at the time, particularly through the
experiences of their own grandparents. They recognized a significant gap in the
market for quality long-term care facilities, understanding that the existing options
often fell short of providing compassionate "human care." This realization ignited their
entrepreneurial spirit and set them on a course to improve standards.

With their combined investment of $2,000, and by bringing in three other individuals
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who each invested $1,000, Jones and Cherry embarked on their journey. They secured
a loan for the remaining capital, raising a total of $247,000 to construct their first
nursing home. This initial venture, though humble in its beginnings, was a testament
to their belief that even a single, well-run facility could make a difference in the lives
of those needing care. It was the birth of Extendicare Inc., the company that would
eventually evolve into Humana.

Their shared vision was simple: to offer a higher standard of care than what was
generally available. They aimed to create environments where residents felt respected
and genuinely cared for, moving away from the prevailing perception of nursing
homes as mere "warehousing" facilities. This commitment to quality, right from the
start, would become a hallmark of their future endeavors.

Jones and Cherry were a formidable team. Jones, with his background in accounting
and his strategic mind, was the visionary, always looking for the next big opportunity
and how to scale their operations. Cherry, on the other hand, was the meticulous
executor, known for his ability to manage large projects, such as the company’s
subsequent hospital construction program, ensuring they were completed on time and
within budget. Their combined strengths created a dynamic synergy that propelled the
fledgling company forward.

Their dedication to business was matched by their commitment to their community.
Both men were active in Louisville's civic life. Cherry, for instance, was instrumental in
the establishment of the Kentucky Center for the Performing Arts, serving as its CEO
and chairman for several years. He was also involved in sports, notably as co-owner
and president of the Kentucky Colonels basketball team in the American Basketball
Association. Jones, too, was a significant philanthropist, contributing to various local
development projects and educational initiatives.

The partnership between Jones and Cherry, forged in their shared ambition and
complementary skills, was the foundational element of Humana's story. They were not
just business partners; they were collaborators who respected each other's strengths
and pushed each other to achieve more. Their initial foray into nursing homes was just
the beginning of a remarkable journey that would see them transform a small local
enterprise into a national healthcare leader. The quiet determination and foresight of
these two lawyers from Louisville would ultimately leave an indelible mark on the
landscape of American healthcare.
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