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Introduction

The American insurance industry is a world of enduring legacies and constant
reinvention. At the heart of this vibrant landscape stands The Progressive Corporation,
a company whose evolution from modest beginnings in the late 1930s to a place
among America’s largest insurers tells a story at once uniquely its own and
quintessentially American. Progressive’s journey from a two-man startup in Cleveland
to a Fortune 500 powerhouse is not merely the tale of business growth; it is a
chronicle of daring innovation, customer focus, and an irrepressible spirit of
adaptation.

Progressive was founded in 1937 by Joseph M. Lewis and Jack Green, two attorneys
whose vision was to provide vehicle owners with reliable protection through
unorthodox yet customer-friendly methods. In a time when auto insurance was still a
nascent product, their commitment to accessibility and fairness propelled Progressive
into the postwar era, laying the groundwork for the company’s bold ventures into
serving “non-standard” drivers—those considered too risky by other insurers. This
pivotal decision would set Progressive on a path of remarkable differentiation and
growth.

Over the decades, Progressive evolved from a small mutual insurer to a national
leader, guided by the transformative leadership of executives like Peter B. Lewis,
Glenn Renwick, and Tricia Griffith. Each era of leadership brought its own wave of
change: from restructuring and public offerings to national expansion, digital
transformation, and an ongoing commitment to product diversification. Progressive’s
core values—integrity, excellence, and a respect for the individual—have shaped its
distinctive corporate culture and underpinned its approach to customer service,
employee engagement, and brand building.

The company’s culture of innovation is not merely rhetoric; it is woven into the fabric
of its operations. From pioneering the first drive-in claims service and installment
payment plans to introducing 24/7 claims reporting, online policy purchasing, and
usage-based insurance through its groundbreaking Snapshot program, Progressive has
continually anticipated and responded to changing customer needs and technological
trends. Its advertising campaigns, especially those featuring the iconic “Flo,” have
made it a household name and exemplified the power of brand storytelling in modern
marketing.

Yet Progressive’s story is not only about past achievements and industry firsts. As the

insurance sector faces new forms of competition, regulatory scrutiny, and
technological disruption, Progressive remains at the forefront of change. The company
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is investing in artificial intelligence, telematics, and insurtech start-ups, while fostering
a culture that celebrates diversity, inclusion, and the entrepreneurial spirit. Financially,
the company ranks among the industry’s most robust, boasting billions in annual
revenues and a presence on the Fortune 500 list.

This book, Progressive Corp.: The Story of An American Company, aims to offer a
comprehensive account of the company’s fascinating journey. It explores Progressive’s
origins, leadership, innovations, and the challenges it has navigated, while providing
an insightful assessment of its present condition and future prospects. The chapters
that follow tell not just the story of a successful corporation, but also of the people,
ideas, and values that have shaped one of America’s most dynamic enterprises.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Genesis of an Industry Innovator

In the nascent era of widespread automobile ownership, securing insurance was often
a cumbersome and expensive affair. Traditional insurers, accustomed to a more
predictable world, offered policies with rigid terms and demanded hefty upfront annual
payments. This landscape, ripe for disruption, provided the perfect opportunity for two
astute attorneys in Cleveland, Ohio, Joseph M. Lewis and Jack Green, to sow the seeds
of what would become The Progressive Corporation. It was March 10, 1937, a time
when the echoes of the Great Depression still lingered, yet the hum of America's
burgeoning love affair with the automobile was growing louder.

Lewis and Green, both graduates of Western Reserve University School of Law, weren't
initially looking to revolutionize the insurance industry; rather, their foray began with a
state-sponsored investigation into unscrupulous door-to-door insurance salesmen.
What they uncovered, however, was not just malfeasance, but also a glaring gap in
the market. They recognized that vehicle owners needed accessible and affordable
protection, and that the existing insurance model was failing to meet this fundamental
need. Their entrepreneurial spirit sparked, and with a modest initial capital of $10,000,
reportedly borrowed from Lewis's mother-in-law, they established the Progressive
Mutual Insurance Company.

Their vision was clear: to offer vehicle owners security and protection through an
innovative approach to auto insurance. This wasn't just about providing a service; it
was about reimagining how that service could be delivered to be more equitable and
convenient for the everyday driver. Unlike their more conservative competitors, who
adhered to noncompetitive rate tables and insisted on prepayment, Progressive
immediately set itself apart. They targeted blue-collar drivers with an affordable $25
policy and, crucially, introduced a groundbreaking concept: the monthly payment
plan. This was a significant departure from the norm and an early testament to
Progressive’s commitment to customer convenience and accessibility.

Beyond flexible payment options, Progressive also pioneered what was known as the
"one-and-one" policy. This innovative coverage offered up to $1,000 to repair either
the insured's or the other driver's vehicle in the event of an accident, at the
policyholder's discretion. This level of flexibility was virtually unheard of at the time
and further cemented Progressive’s reputation as a forward-thinking company. By
1940, just three years after its founding, Progressive Mutual Insurance Company was
already generating approximately $100,000 in annual premiums, a respectable sum
for a young company in a still-developing industry.

However, the early years were not without their trials. The initial capital dwindled to
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less than $1,500 by 1939, and a Chicago consultant even advised the founders to
abandon the insurance venture altogether. Yet, Lewis and Green persevered, and as
fate would have it, World War Il inadvertently provided an unexpected boost. While
gas rationing curtailed driving, it also meant fewer accidents, and with newfound
employment, people could afford both cars and insurance. The booming post-war
economy, characterized by an explosion in car ownership, further accelerated
Progressive’s business. By 1946, premium revenues had soared to $480,000.

The company's steady growth continued into the 1950s. By 1951, Progressive’s assets
had reached a substantial $2 million, and its policyholders exceeded 25,000. This
growth necessitated a move to larger offices in downtown Cleveland, marking a
significant milestone in the company’s physical expansion. It was also during this
period that a pivotal strategic shift occurred. As other leading insurers began to
segment their clients, focusing only on "standard risks"—those statistically deemed
the safest drivers—a new market emerged: the "non-standard" or higher-risk driver.

Recognizing this underserved segment, Progressive seized the opportunity. In 1956,
Progressive Casualty Insurance Company was formed, specifically designed to be the
first specialty underwriter for these so-called higher-risk drivers. This move was a bold
declaration, signaling Progressive’s willingness to embrace a market that others
shunned. In its inaugural year, the new subsidiary wrote $83,000 in premiums, laying
the groundwork for what would become a cornerstone of Progressive's business model
and a significant differentiator in the competitive insurance landscape. This period also
saw the introduction of another industry first for Progressive: the drive-in claims
location, further showcasing their early commitment to customer convenience and
efficient service.
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