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She came here in 1996 as a vi s i t-
ing profe s s or and the firs t
woman from China to earn 
a doctora te in insu ra n ce stu d i e s
( f rom the Un ivers i ty of Ill i n oi s ,
Urb a n a - Ch a m p a i gn ) , but since
t h en , Weili Lu , assistant profe s-
s or of f i n a n ce , has made
a n o t h er name for hers el f —
d i rector of the thriving Cen ter
for In su ra n ce Stu d i e s . Th ro u gh
h er initi a tive , she establ i s h ed
con n ecti ons with the insu ra n ce
i n du s try, c re a ting a sym bi o ti c
rel a ti onship that serves bu s i-
n e s s ,s tu dents and fac u l ty
m em bers .

Cal State Fu ll erton bu s i n e s s
ad m i n i s tra ti on majors spec i a l i z-
ing in insu ra n ce and financial
s ervi ces are high ly sought after,
she says .

The link may be found in the
s m a ll of f i ces on the sixth floor
of Co ll ege Pa rk wh ere Lu and
h er assistant, Ma ry Ell en
No s s a m a n , keep on top of t h ei r
game — net work i n g, m a k i n g
con n ecti ons and devel op i n g
opportu n i ti e s .

Q: How did you come up wi t h
the idea for the Cen ter fo r
In su ra n ce Stu d i e s ?

A: I didn’t — not re a lly. Du ri n g
my first year here , I noti ced the
nu m ber of i n su ra n ce com p a n i e s
in the regi on . I got to know Ji m
Gutm a n n , an insu ra n ce bro ker
who had been te aching pri n c i-
ples of i n su ra n ce on campus. It
was Ji m , John Eri ck s on (ch a i r
and profe s s or of f i n a n ce) and
Dennis O’ Con n or (em eri tu s
profe s s or of f i n a n ce) wh o
en co u ra ged me to devel op the
Cen ter for In su ra n ce Stu d i e s .

Dennis actu a lly dra f ted the mis-
s i on statem ent before he reti red
in 1998. We establ i s h ed the cen-
ter in 1997-98 with $13,000 in
s eed mon ey funded by a
Un ivers i ty Mi s s i ons and Goa l s
In i ti a tive .

Our goal is to attract and edu-
c a te talen ted indivi duals to
profe s s i onal careers in the
i n su ra n ce/financial servi ce s
i n du s try. We work to cre a te a
broad - b a s ed edu c a ti onal envi-
ron m ent that bl ends tech n o l ogy,
com mu n i c a ti on s , i n terpers on a l
s k i lls and sound business prac-
ti ces within the fabric of
i n su ra n ce stu d i e s . The cen ter
of fers direct cl a s s room invo lve-
m ent and campus rec ru i ti n g
opportu n i ties for mem bers ,
who in tu rn of fer intern s h i p s ,
s ch o l a rships and job opportu n i-
ties for our stu den t s . We also
host con feren ces for insu ra n ce
profe s s i onals and con su m ers .

Q: So from the idea ...

A: I had to make it a re a l i ty. I
s t a rted with Ri ch a rd Glassman,
a form er vi ce pre s i dent at
Merc u ry In su ra n ce . I sti ll
rem em ber that first meeti n g
vivi dly. Den n i s , John and I met
with Glassman to work up a
business plan for the cen ter.
Dennis did the dra f t , John final-
i zed it and within three mon t h s
of wee k ly meeti n gs , the plan
was set . Af ter it was don e , t h ey
tu rn ed to me and said, “ Now it’s
your job to sell this.”

My next step was to con t act
Mi ch ael Cu rtiu s , pre s i dent of
Merc u ry In su ra n ce Gro u p. I
told him we had this plan for a
cen ter and we would like him to
t a ke a look at it. “ How mu ch are
we talking abo ut ? ” he asked me.

I told him $50,000. He said he
would con s i der it and get back
with me. I though t . . .t h a t’s it,
t h ey wi ll not buy the con cept or
su pport it, but two weeks later
Cu rtius call ed back and said
that Merc u ry wanted in. I didn’t
ex pect that. So Merc u ry bec a m e
the pion eer at CIS.

Q: Did you ever have a low
point in get ting the cen ter
s t a rte d ?

A: Th ere was one time wh en I
t h o u ght I had re a lly bl own the
opportu n i ty to con n ect wi t h
Pacific Life . Bi ll Ra bel , a sen i or
vi ce pre s i dent of the Life Office
Ma n a gem ent As s oc i a ti on wh om
I had met in Ch i n a , was su p-
portive of the cen ter ide a . I
a s ked him to help me get Pac i f i c
L i fe invo lved , and he wro te a
l et ter to them .

Months later, I got a call abo ut
rec ru i ting stu den t s . I met wi t h
the repre s en t a tives and talked
up the cen ter. The repre s en t a-
tive went back to Ju dy Brown ,
Pacific Life’s vi ce pre s i den t , a n d
t h a t’s the way I got my foot in
the door.

But the day I was to make my
p i tch to the com p a ny ’s of f i c i a l s
was the worst day of my life . It
was ra i n i n g, t h ere was an acc i-
dent on the way and I got lost! I
was 30 minutes late . Six of f i c i a l s
h ad been waiting for me and yet
t h ey gave me the ex tra time to
m a ke the pitch .

Just tell us what you can do for
Pacific Life , t h ey asked . And I
rep l i ed , what is your bi gge s t
n eed? That started the dialog u e
and the working toget h er. Th ey
a s ked to see a sample of s tu-
den t s , so I sent stu dents to the
com p a ny. The next day, Pac i f i c

L i fe call ed back and said, we
want your stu den t s . L a ter, G l en
S ch a f fer, pre s i dent of Pac i f i c
L i fe , gave us a grant from the
com p a ny ’s fo u n d a ti on . At that
time he said to me, “We re a lly
l i ke CSUF stu dents because they
k n ow what they are doi n g.”

Q: How is the cen ter doing
tod ay ?

A: We’re doing very well . We
a re now hearing from people all
over the world who have heard
a bo ut the cen ter and are see k i n g
i n form a ti on abo ut our insu r-
a n ce studies program and
asking if t h ere is a master ’s pro-
gra m . We are able to of fer more
than 20 sch o l a rships to stu-
den t s , and more and more
s tu dents are con s i dering ri s k
m a n a gem ent and insu ra n ce as a
c a reer fiel d .

Q: So you have se en a growt h
in stu d ent interest in the fiel d ?

A: Def i n i tely. The first time I
t a u ght two principles of i n su r-
a n ce studies co u rs e s ,t h ere were
a bo ut 100 stu dents stu dyi n g
that are a . [ In su ra n ce / f i n a n c i a l
s ervi ces is one of six areas of
s pec i a l i z a ti on of fered within the
f i n a n ce con cen tra ti on.] An nu a l
en ro ll m ent is now abo ut 600
s tu den t s .

In the last three ye a rs , we have
p l aced 199 stu dents in en try -
l evel jobs and intern s h i p s ;
Merc u ry alone hired 37 of o u r
gradu a tes last ye a r. F i n a n c i a l
con tri buti ons to the cen ter are
n ow in the six figures annu a lly.

Q: Why do you think the cen ter
is so stro n g ?

A: Our cen ter is strong bec a u s e
it doe s n’t just focus on insu ra n ce .
We en co u ra ge stu dents to devel op

bet ter wri ti n g, bet ter com mu n i-
c a ti on , bet ter tech n o l ogy skill s .

The su ccess of the cen ter
depends on te a mwork . It’s
because of the su pport of t h e
u n ivers i ty and indu s try. O u r
advi s ory boa rd is cl o s ely
i nvo lved in the cen ter and the
progra m . The boa rd mem bers
a re sep a ra ted into five differen t
com m i t tee s , and they all work .
Mem bers take part in va ri o u s
a s pects like re s e a rch , bu d get and
c u rri c u lu m .

We even have an annual wri ti n g
con test in wh i ch the boa rd
m em bers come up with the
wri ting assign m en t s . Fac u l ty
m em bers , coord i n a ted by Jo An n
Byrn e , l ectu rer in business wri t-
i n g, grade the papers then make
recom m en d a ti ons to the boa rd ,
and pri zes are aw a rded . Every
ye a r, a bo ut 1,000 stu dents par-
ti c i p a te .

More stu dents are now aw a re 
of this indu s try and our cen ter
and the insu ra n ce and financial
s ervi ces program were cre a ted
to be a bri d ge for our stu den t s ,
to help them move from the
u n ivers i ty to an insu ra n ce
c a reer.

Wh et h er the econ omy is up or
down , i n su ra n ce is alw ays there .
You drive a car, you need the
pro tecti on . If you have a family,
you need that pro tecti on . If yo u
work or own a bu s i n e s s , l i a bi l i ty
i n su ra n ce and workers com pen-
s a ti on plans are vi t a l . This is
a bo ut your life , f rom the morn-
ing wh en you wake up. It’s
cl o s ely rel a ted to everyon e’s
d a i ly life .
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Mary Ellen Nossaman,administrative assistant, and Weili Lu,assistant professor of finance and director of the Center for Insurance Studies,know that insurance and insurance studies are not
a game.But as in the game of Life,insurance plays an important role for both individuals and businesses.


