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Table�2:�Total�premium�income,�industry�v�Sanlam,�1950–1990�(R’m)�
Year�
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Table� 3:� The� contribution� to� the� private� sector� economy� by� Afrikaner�
controlled�enterprises�(%)�
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disclosures were required.109 If relevant, HIV/Aids cover was calculated on age and
blood count levels.110 Company policy was that identification of the prevalence of
HIV/Aids within two years of the inception of a life policy would result in the expiry
of the life cover. Should HIV/Aids infection be diagnosed more than two years after
the inception of a policy, benefits would be paid for a restricted period.111 They also
established a HIV/Aids standing committee to assist with education programmes and
collaborated with the Actuarial Society’s Aids Committee on issues such as genetic
and HIV testing.112 Sanlam took the first step towards benefits for persons living with
HIV/Aids and the other life offices followed suit.
Sanlam and Black Economic Empowerment

Business in South Africa was concerned about the future stability of the political and
economic wellbeing of the country and from within Sanlam came the suggestion that
Sanlam should acknowledge the aspirations of black people to share in the ownership
of the mainstream of the economy.113 After direct and wide consultation with black
leaders, Sankorp concluded the first Black Economic Empowerment (BEE)
transaction in 1993 in South Africa. Sanlam sold a portion of its controlling interest in
its blue chip subsidiary Metropolitan Life to a new company, Corporate Africa, owned
by black leaders. A holding company of Metlife, Methold, was formed jointly with
Sankorp and issued shares in Methold – shares were only available to black buyers.
Strict conditions were set for acquisition to prevent undue concentration of
shareholding in order to empower as many black people as possible.114 Sanlam/
Sankorp sold 20 percent of its remaining interest in Metlife to Methold.115 The
transaction was finally concluded in August 1994 and the name of the holding
company, Methold, was changed to New Africa Investments Limited (NAIL). By the
early 1990s NAIL was the largest black owned company listed on the Johannesburg
Securities Exchange.116
Similar BEE transactions followed in South Africa, also by other insurance
companies. Sanlam, via Sankorp was the first to do so and thereby strengthened its
image as a South African company committed to the empowerment of the people of
South Africa – first marginalised Afrikaners and later black South Africans.

109.
110.
111.
112.
113.

114.
115.
116.

SA, 1/2/1/1/2, Marketing Memorandum, 90 MCT/cb, 29 March 1989.
SA, 1/2/1, Product Development Memorandum, 20 October 1994.
SA, 1/2/1, Product List, 20 January 1997.
SA, 7/5/1, LOA Minutes, 10 February, 1995.
SA, Sankorp, Board Minutes, 5 May 1987; Sankorp, Confidential Memorandum, 18
August 1987.
SA, Sankorp, Board Minutes, 14 April 1993, 11 July 1993 and 9 February 1994.
SA, Sankorp, Management Minutes, 1 June 1994.
SA, Sankorp, Management Minutes, 3 August 1994 and 7 September 1994.
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Sanlam developed a strong position in the long‐term insurance market in South Africa
by the early 1990s. This was achieved by highly motivated nationalistic and business
minded leadership; by employing the best in the industry and nurturing (educating)
its own bright young scholars, and operating as a “family” for many years, but being
willing to open up the family to include extended family members of a multi‐cultural
nation. As a life office, Sanlam was innovative on three levels: in market strategy; in
product development; and in empowerment strategy.

Initially, Sanlam focused broadly on the Afrikaner family and the individual
breadwinner but later pioneered group benefits and by the late 1990s administered
more than 1 950 group benefit schemes. This strategy perpetuated its original vision
of “educating” the uninsured to provide for their families by means of life cover. In
this educating role – the necessity of financial stability for the family – Sanlam
embraced the change in the policyholder profile to enhance inclusivity. As suggested
in the literature on process and product innovation in the insurance industry, the
phases of product innovation in the history of Sanlam coincided with a downturn in
the business cycle (the 1920s, the later 1960s and early 1970s, and with the One
Policy in the mid‐1980s) when the company capitalised on high interest rate
environments and a slowdown in industrial growth. Innovations implied higher
premiums and underwriting costs, but the rising living standards of the Sanlam
policyholder base, as well as the prudent cost management practices in Sanlam,
supported ongoing innovation. The introduction of the first life assurance product for
HIV positive persons and Black Economic Empowerment initiatives in South Africa,
underlines Sanlam’s market responsiveness.

Sanlam was the first South African mutual life office to de‐mutualise in 1998,
setting the domestic trend.117 The choice of the mutual form of organisation is
explained by the fact that the most successful life assurance companies in South
Africa were mutual. This means that the construction of trust and confidence in the
long term industry aligned well with the concept of a shared destiny. The foreign
assurers were suspect for serving shareholders’ needs and not giving priority to the
interests of policyholders. Furthermore the risks associated with innovation were
mitigated by the close relationship of trust and confidence constructed with the
company’s policyholder base on the platform of mutuality, a shared destiny in South
Africa and the shared responsibility to assist in growing the South African economy,
to which policyholders were made full partners. Under conditions of political
isolation this sense of shared destiny was strengthened. Policyholders were loyal to
their company and the company looked after them. Once South Africa’s political
context changed and re‐entered the global market, the inward‐looking strategy had to
117.

M. Keneley and G. Verhoef, “Pressures for Change in the Australian and South African
Insurance Markets: A Comparison of Two Companies”, Competition and Change, 2, 15
(2011), pp 136–154; G. Verhoef, “Mutuality and Regulation: The Transition from
Mutual to Public in the South African Long‐term Insurance Industry”, Journal of
Economic and Financial Science, 2, 5 (2012), pp 573–596.
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change. Demutualisation was the strategic choice of a vehicle to take Sanlam into the
expanded world, now also with a much expanded policyholder base. As a diversified
financial service company, Sanlam entered a different market from life assurance in
1918. Key characteristics such as national social engagement and innovative product
development assisted the company to sustain and develop its market, albeit now in a
wider functional context, and set the tone for Sanlam’s new insurance frontier:
Africa.118

118.

Currently Sanlam has the largest Pan‐African footprint of insurance groups based on
number of countries and contribution to the overall consolidated group.
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