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It was mid-June of this year 
when Margie Hall got the 
call. Hall, a claims manager 

for Clark-Mortenson Insurance & 
Financial Services in Keene, New 
Hampshire, received a claim from one 
of her agency’s insureds. A fire had 
leveled the house. No injuries, but the 
house was a total loss.

That’s when Hall says she went 
into action. It’s something she’s used 
to doing. In her nearly 30 years at the 
agency, Hall has seen more than her 
share of major and total-loss fires, 
from a friend’s house burning just a 
few months ago to a firefighter’s house 
being leveled because of lint buildup in 
the dryer vent. She’s also seen major 
fires in which the dwelling is salvage-
able, a situation she knows from 
firsthand experience.

The action

The fire was initially deemed 
accidental with no known cause and, 
luckily, no injuries. Immediately after 
the fire was reported, Hall says, she 
contacted the insurance carrier. “We 
ask someone from the insurance com-
pany to get in touch with the insured 
right away and to get someone out 
there as soon as possible. If possible, 
we like them to be out there that day 
or the next day at the latest.” With this 
fire, the adjuster called the insured 
within an hour and was on the scene 
the next day. 

Within days of the claim, however, 
a search uncovered a prior instance 
of insurance fraud on the part of the 
insured. Also, a housemate of the 
insured was found to have been in jail 
recently on drug-related charges—
another red flag, Hall says. That’s 
when she contacted the carrier’s spe-
cial investigations unit (SIU). “The 
adjuster also notified the fire marshal 
to be on the lookout for anything 

suspicious, given the history of the 
insured,” she adds. This was all going 
on behind the scenes. The insured 
didn’t know that the agency and 
carrier knew about the previous insur-
ance fraud conviction, nor did the 
insured know that the SIU had been 
called in to investigate. Ultimately the 
investigation revealed that the fire 
began behind a kitchen stove, taking 
any blame off the insured. 

Despite the carrier’s taking 
charge, Hall says, her agency remains 
involved. In this case, as in all cases, 
she says, someone at her agency 
offered to visit the insured to help 
them understand the coverage, go 
over options, and let them know what 
to expect in the coming months. This 
kind of support, she says, is essential. 
“When you suffer a total-loss fire, it’s 
really difficult. You realize you now 
have nothing. You don’t have clothes, 
you don’t have furniture, you don’t have 
a place to stay, you don’t have any of 
your personal necessities. They’re gone.”
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So Hall’s goal is to make sure the 
insured’s immediate needs are met. 
That means money for clothing, food, 
and a place to stay. In this case the 
adjuster acted quickly and the insured 
received a check for the policy limit. 
Still open, however, are the claims for 
contents and additional living expenses.

The next step Hall took was to 
locate someone to secure the property. 
“They needed to have someone out 
there the same day to do a board-up so 
people couldn’t get in there.” For that 
she relied on her list of contractors, 
who are also customers. She referred 
the insured to the contractors. 

From there, Hall says she’ll con-
tinue to monitor the claim, talking 
with both the adjuster and the insured 
until it’s settled completely. “Generally 
we follow up with the insured to see 
how things are going and if there are 
any needs. Sometimes we have draft 
authority with the insurer and we can 
go out the same day to give the insured 
the money.”

Her own situation has given her a 
heightened level of empathy toward 
insureds who are going through the 
same situation. “I’m able to say, ‘I’ve 
been there. I know what to expect, and 
I can tell you what’s going to happen.’ 
Having been there myself resonates 
with a client because he or she knows 
that what I’m saying is reality.”

Lessons learned

Having been on both sides of a 
major and total-loss fire situation, 
Hall has some advice for agents: 
“Insure to value.” That may seem 
like common sense, but Hall says 
homeowners coverage has changed. 
“In the past we could put replace-
ment cost coverage on dwellings. 
Most insurers don’t do that now. But 
they do have what’s called the addi-
tional 25% and variations of that.”

It’s needed, she says, and she’s 
seen plenty of examples of home-
owners who don’t have adequate 
coverage to recover fully. That’s when 
she and her agency work to connect 
insureds with charities and places 
they can turn for additional help. 

One of the biggest issues insureds 
will face is one that agents can 
help them deal with. Loss of con-
tents becomes a gray area that can 
quickly overwhelm already stressed 
insureds. “You have to prove to the 
insurance company what you’ve lost. 
You have to make a list of everything 
you owned and give the approximate 
age of the item, the approximate 
cost when you purchased it, and the 
approximate cost to replace it.” 

Her advice to agents: “When 
writing a new homeowners policy, 
talk about why the client needs to 
compile an inventory of possessions 
and what’s going to be required 
should the property be destroyed 
in a fire or flood. Some insurers 
distribute inventory kits or offer 
to hold a videotape that the client 
makes. Some agencies also do this.” 

Another suggestion: know what 
kinds of temporary housing are 
available in your area. Hall says 
such housing can be placed onsite 
and connected to the insured’s exist-
ing utilities and services. “This gives 
insureds the opportunity to live at 
the property while the repairs or 
rebuild is being done.” That, she 
says, helps ease the transition for 
homeowners as they recover from 
a loss. n
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Hall also alerts insureds to notify 
their mortgagee that there’s been a 
major fire or total loss so it doesn’t slow 
down the settlement process. “The mort-
gagee’s name will be on that check.” 

According to Hall, another service 
agents can provide is referring the 
insured to cleaning teams, particularly 
those that conduct tear-down and 
tear-out work.

Personal experience

Hall knows each step and need 
because she herself lived through a 
major house fire. Two years ago on 
a cold January day, a crack in the 
chimney running from her wood stove 
eventually burned through, causing 
significant damage to her house. “We 
were very fortunate—we were only out 
of our house two months. The contrac-
tor was a friend and he didn’t have any 
work at that time. I know the vendors, 

plus they live in the same town I do. 
They knew it was our house, and they 
were there quickly.”

Rarely does anyone recover from a 
major fire that quickly, she says. Being 
in the claims department, Hall says 
her contacts helped accelerate the pro-
cess, as did her knowledge of each step 
required. Also, the time of year meant 
that contractors weren’t busy; her 
contractor started work on her house 
almost immediately.

That’s not typical, she says. Her 
friend whose house was severely dam-
aged a few months ago is just now 
seeing repairs beginning. That’s nor-
mal. “Usually in situations that aren’t 
a total loss, you can expect six months 
to a year to get back in the house if it 
was a serious fire.”

“When you  

suffer a total-loss fire, 

it’s really difficult.  

You realize you now 

have nothing.”  

—Margie Hall
Claims Manager

Clark-Mortenson Insurance  
& Financial Services
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