
Earl Tate (far left) and the Board of Directors in 2008

Q: Sentinel started as a solution to a certain need. How has the 
company continued to adapt based on new needs?  

A: 2006 was the year that I came in as president and Dan Acker came 
in as vice president. Our previous president and CFO retired, and we 
had been concerned about the decline of the final expense block because 
over the years the number of policies coming in weren’t keeping up with 
the number of policies that were either lapsing or that we were providing 
funeral funds for. So we had to determine whether or not we were going 
to continue to grow the final expense block or whether we were going to 
consider selling the company, and we decided that we wanted to grow. 

We revised the final expense product to our existing suite of New 
Vantage products, and we determined that there were other products 
in the senior space that would be complementary to the final expense 
insurance. We began offering Medicare supplement products and de-
veloped some annuity products that we felt were very unique in the 
marketplace. In addition to that, we brought out a hospital indemnity 
product that was designed specifically to fill the holes or the gaps that 
are in a Medicare Advantage policy. So we stayed in the senior market, 
and Sentinel Security Life has grown to be very strong and stable. 

Q: What do you think is next for the final expense industry?

A: I see it becoming more and more important. I think that we are be-
ginning to see a number of the larger carriers who have determined that 
the final expense market appears to be a profitable market and are will-
ing to spend significant resources in developing a final expense prod-
uct on their own. As we look forward here we have a very significant 
increase in the number of seniors in the next 20–30 years, and these 
seniors will need to have the ability to provide for their final expenses. 

Q: Do you see this generation of seniors as more likely to choose 
final expense insurance over a pre-need plan?

A: That would be my opinion. I think that we’re seeing a lot of seniors 
who retire and have a very active lifestyle and prefer to move to a warm-
er climate and leave the home that they had for the last 40 or 50 years 
and make a new adventure. A very significant advantage of final expense 
is it’s just a matter of changing their address with the company, and the 
coverage remains.

Q: Sentinel has the culture of being intimately tied to the funeral mar-
ket, and as you said, many of those with the company feel that it’s a 
calling. Is there anything else that will always give Sentinel an edge 
as the major carriers try to get a share of the final expense market? 

A: Well, I think that the personal service that a small company can pro-
vide is always an advantage. We have a very significant commitment to 

our customer service department and to have them be able to interact 
personally with our policyholders, and I think that the caring shows, 
compared to a large company with large call centers. 

Q: Do you have anything that you would say to an agent to encour-
age them to get involved in this market as far as growing their 
own business? 

A: Well, I think that I would say that final expense is a very rewarding 
type of business to get into because you’re fulfilling a need that the fam-
ilies have had in the back of their mind for many years as they want to 
make sure they’re not a burden with the cost of their funeral services 
and burial. Also I would say that with the senior market expanding and 
growing as rapidly as it is that there’s a significant opportunity there.

And it’s just a wonderful opportunity for an agent to get acquainted 
with the people whom they’re providing the insurance for on an inti-
mate basis, and we at Sentinel would be more than happy for an agent 
who would want to take the opportunity to try the final expense market 
and try Sentinel Security Life as a provider. In addition to providing 
quality service to our policyholders, I think that our other customer, if 
you will, is just our agents whom we’re providing materials and licen-
sure with, and we appreciate and look forward to working with anyone 
who’s interested in entering this final expense insurance market. 

It was the late 1940s, and a group of men from the Utah 
Funeral Director Association had just returned from a 
meeting of the National Funeral Director Association; 
they came back with a big idea—final expense insur-
ance. What soon followed was the formation of the 
first company to offer final expense coverage in Utah: 

Sentinel Mutual Insurance Company. Sentinel’s current president, Earl 
Tate, knows the story well, because his father, LaVar Tate, was one of 
the founders. In this Q&A, Mr. Tate discusses the company’s unique 
origins, how Sentinel Security Life has been integral in the evolution of 
final expense, and what he anticipates for the future of the final expense 
and senior insurance market.

Q: When your father and the other founders heard about final ex-
pense, what made them decide this was something they wanted 
to get involved with?

A: They felt that it would be a good thing to have on a local basis. They 
saw that there were occasions where the cost of the funeral was out of 
reach for families. And they found out that there were a number of com-
panies around the country that were looking to diversify into different 
geographical areas. But it felt more comfortable to have local funeral di-
rectors associated with this kind of a product than to have it come from 
funeral directors or insurance companies from outside of the state.

Q: Was it an easy sell in the funeral planning situation?

A: Well, like with any new product it took a while for it to grab hold, and 
then as we moved along through the years, it became more and more 
a necessity rather than a luxury because of the cost of funerals going 
up. The product itself was designed to pay for the cost of a funeral and 
burial, but it developed over the years into a product to not only pay for 
the cost of the funeral but also to pay for other incidental costs, such as 

those associated with the final illness and the transportation of families 
in and out of the town for the funeral. 

Q: It’s like Sentinel is really intertwined with the history of the 
product itself, isn’t it?

A: Yes. We were one of the early pioneers in final expense, and we have 
stayed there for over 60 years. We didn’t branch out into the pre-need 
arena when a number of companies in the ’70s and ’80s decided that 
they would, and that was by design. We felt that the flexibility of the 
final expense product was more what we wanted to be able to provide 
for our community.

Q: Did the founders of the company continue to work as funeral 
directors or did they transition into the final expense business?

A: Most of the funeral directors stayed in the funeral profession and 
served as members of the board of directors. My father (pictured above, 
fourth from the left) would be one of the exceptions. In 1962 he came to 
work full time for Sentinel as president and remained for about 30 years.

Q: I have this impression of your father as someone who’s passionate 
about making sure people are taken care of. Am I correct there? 

A: Well, many of the funeral directors consider funeral service more of a 
calling than a profession because it requires a significant commitment to 
those whom you serve, and I think that that is one of the fundamentals 
that has stayed with Sentinel throughout the years. 

Q: And you personally feel it to be a calling as well?

A: Yes. I started in the funeral business in 1970 and was there until 2006 
when I took over as president of Sentinel.
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When you get to work with a smaller company 
like Sentinel you get what is lacking in the 
overall marketplace. Sentinel answers the need 

for responsiveness, accountability and competitiveness of 
product. That’s grounds for saving time on getting quality 
business issued faster, for making the business more fun, 
and for building a profitable relationship.”

— Brad Tison of The Achievement Group, Des Moines, IA
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