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Semler and Chamber President
Kevin Brinegar review some
paperwork prior to a Chamber
meeting.

November/December 22004 –– BizVoice/Indiana Chamber 7

One of the three annual honors bestowed by the Chamber is titled Business Leader of
the Year. For 2004, a more accurate description might be Business Leader/Corporate
Citizen Extraordinaire/Indianapolis Community Icon.

Jerry Semler’s accomplishments in an ongoing 45-year career at American United
Life Insurance Company (AUL, now officially known as OneAmerica Financial Partners) are more
than worthy of this award and many others. But in a city and state that has struggled at times
with a lack of homegrown corporate leaders, Semler has been a shining star.

The good news for OneAmerica and Indianapolis is that Semler will hear nothing
of the word retirement. While he has relinquished the titles of president and CEO of
American United Mutual Insurance Holding Co. and the OneAmerica Financial Partners
and AUL subsidiaries, he remains chairman of all three and will continue work in the
areas of government and community affairs.

On the final day before the move took effect, Semler was anticipating little change.
“I’ll have the best of both worlds,” he said, coming to the same office and carrying on the
work that has become more than a job, “but won’t have to worry about all the paperwork.”

Former Indianapolis Mayor Bill Hudnut, now mayor of Chevy Chase, Maryland,
minces no words in describing Semler’s role.

“I think he’s an outstanding example of an exemplary corporate citizen,” Hudnut
offers. “He has broader interests than just the profit of his own company and that’s very
commendable.”

Business interests
Semler learned the insurance business from the ground up. After graduating from

Purdue University and serving six months in the Army, he joined AUL as a 22-year-old
in 1959. He started as a management trainee, later working in sales and sales management. 

It was 21 years later, 1980, when Semler was named president of the company. He became
CEO in 1989 and chairman in 1991. During his 24 years in a leadership role, company assets
have increased from $1.4 billion to more than $14 billion. 

“I knew I wanted to be in the insurance business. I liked the entrepreneurship role that it
addressed,” he reflects. Although he may not have anticipated calling the same company home
for 45 years, he does recall, “I believed in loyalty. I didn’t want to be jumping
around.”

The lessons of the early years still apply today.
“People issues – how to deal with people – has really helped me in my

management role. I’m a big supporter of our distributors. I walked in their
shoes. Technology has really helped to give more information to our clients,
but our business is still a people business – people in the field dealing, most
of the time, one-on-one with clients.

“It’s a hard business to get established in,” Semler adds. “But it’s a great
industry. Over the years, it just didn’t seem like work.”

Among the many business developments over 45 years, two carry extra
special significance. First was the late 1970s relocation of the company to
downtown from its previous near northside location at Fall Creek and Meridian
(now home of Ivy Tech-Central Indiana). Second was the three-year battle that
resulted in the 2000 legislative change allowing mutual insurance holding
companies under Indiana law.

Semler recalls three different additions to the Fall Creek building. There
were at least initial thoughts of building a tower at that location. The two
principals in striking the deal that led to the signature AUL tower downtown
were then Mayor Hudnut and Jack Reich, AUL chairman at the time and
Semler’s father-in-law.

“We worked with AUL for 17 months before they decided to come
downtown,” Hudnut remembers. “It was a conscious corporate decision by
Jack Reich. Jerry has inherited that from his father-in-law and carried on in
that tradition. The 17-month process we went through ended up being great
for the city.”
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Jim Morris, Semler, Archbishop
Daniel Buechlein and Indianapolis
Mayor Bart Peterson at the
opening of the Holy Cross
elementary school.

Jerry Semler, right, and former
Indianapolis Mayor Bill Hudnut do
their part for the Salvation Army.

The acquisition of two city blocks and construction of the tower came before downtown’s
rebirth had begun. It preceded what Semler calls the explosion of the Indiana University-Purdue
University Indianapolis campus, construction of the then-Hoosier Dome before there was a team

to play in the facility, Circle Center Mall, development
in White River State Park and much more.

“That revitalization began under Bill Hudnut. One
of the great things about Indianapolis has always been
the private-public partnerships,” Semler asserts. “The
business community and government work together to
make things happen.”

Changing with the times
Equally important from a business perspective was

the mutual holding company legislation. The reason this
was so important to Semler and AUL – considerable
consolidation in the insurance industry.

“This was an opportunity for people to affiliate with us
and still keep their name,” Semler says. “That’s important
to policyholders and management of a company.”

By the end of the year, four insurance companies will
have become affiliated under the OneAmerica banner
since the legislation went into effect. Previously a tagline
on the affiliate companies’ logos, the branding of OneAmerica

culminated in recent months with a rollout at the company’s national education conference and
a rededication of the home office as the OneAmerica Tower.

There is no loss of heritage for a company that dates back to 1877, Semler contends. “We’re
still going to be AUL. Our employees will still be AUL
employees. This affiliate, and our other companies,
will just be part of OneAmerica.”

Chamber President Kevin Brinegar values the
special relationship between the organization and
the company. Clarence Jackson, who guided the
Chamber as CEO between 1939 and 1952, was
CEO and chairman of AUL when Semler started his
career. Reich succeeded Jackson as the Chamber
leader for 10 years (1952-1962) before moving on
to AUL. Semler has been a long-time member of the
Chamber board and executive committee, having
served as chairman in 2003.

“AUL and the Indiana Chamber will be forever
linked. Jerry has added his own chapter to a tradition
of excellence,” Brinegar states. “The growth in AUL’s
stature as an Indiana-headquartered company is only

part of the story. His dedication and commitment to the betterment of the city and state are unparalleled.”

Downtown development
Changing responsibilities, business time commitments and even moves to new locations are

among the factors that lead to musical chair representation on community boards and committees.
In a small slice of the large pie of his efforts, Semler has been an ongoing member of the Indianapolis
Convention & Visitors Association, Indiana Sports Corporation, Indianapolis Downtown Inc.,
and the United Way of Central Indiana for a combined 90 years.

Semler appreciates the way these and other organizations work together, bringing restaurant
and housing opportunities downtown to accompany business development. (When the AUL
Tower was built, the culinary choices were limited to the company cafeteria and a few hotels).

“Downtown acts as a magnet to pull everyone together,” Semler professes. “All of these pieces
form the quality of life for our employees and our families that helps us attract people from all
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over the country.”
Semler has always wanted to be part of the mix in

improving that quality of life quotient.
“You have to have a desire for change and improvement,

not just stand by and let someone else do it. You have to
have a vision for the future, what the city and state will
look like, what you want for future generations,” he says.
“I love what I do, so I put long hours in. Long hours
don’t faze me.”

Tamara Zahn is president of Indianapolis Downtown,
Inc. Semler was an original board member of that
organization and is in his third and final year as chairman.
Zahn calls him the role model of a good corporate citizen.

“The more I work with him, the more amazed I am
at his vision, passion and commitment to the community,”
she praises, citing Semler’s recent meetings and letter
writing in the successful effort to keep Simon Property
Group downtown. The involvement, Zahn notes, comes
in many forms.

“One moment he can talk about the implication of
property taxes. Then he can turn right around and talk
about broken bricks and litter on the (Monument) Circle and
the importance of downtown being clean and safe. Jerry
has the ability to work on the biggest, most complicated
matters and to participate in the finite details.”

Tom King, manager of community relations for Eli
Lilly and Co., has been involved in many organization
and community events with Semler. The original AUL
move downtown established an important anchor, King
says, with Semler continuing that focus over the years.

“Jerry’s a relentless worker,” King states. “He keeps
the ball moving. He doesn’t depend on flash or a magic
breakthrough. He just sticks with the tough ones.”

Hudnut concurs, saying Semler “chooses his words
carefully, listens and speaks with the authority of a leading
Indianapolis CEO.”

Close to home
Faith and family are factors that drive Semler when he’s

not on the job. Even both of those passions, however, have
ties to Indianapolis, downtown and improving both for future
generations.

Semler has been a tireless fund-raiser and advocate for the
archdiocese of Indianapolis. Among the highlights of that association,
he says, are the additions of two inner-city elementary schools.
That doubles the number of other similar projects across the
country in the last 40 years.

“To break the poverty cycle, you have to have a good
education,” emphasizes Semler, who is also a member of
Indiana’s Education Roundtable. “Education is so important to
keeping the momentum in the community and maintaining
the quality of life.”

Semler and wife Rosie have six of their seven children living
in the Indianapolis area, with the seventh in Fort Wayne. The

couple has 25 grandchildren with number 26 on the way. All
the children except one are Purdue University graduates.

“If you send your kids to the East Coast or West Coast, they
might meet someone there and never come back,” Semler says
with a laugh. But he’s totally serious when it comes to economic
development efforts and providing the job opportunities that
will keep future graduates in Indiana.

As a young boy, Semler recalls riding the streetcars from
his home on the east side of Indianapolis to go swimming at
the YMCA on New York Street. Although challenges remain,
the tremendous improvements over the years are heartening.

“I’ve tried to focus a lot of my attention to working here in
the inner city. If you look at all the changes and improvements
in rebuilding downtown,” he concludes, “it’s most satisfying
when we have out-of-town visitors in or potential employees.
How clean downtown is, how wide the streets are, the nightlife,
the business conferences and conventions going on – it’s all
very important.”

Semler addresses Chamber board members (above) and listens as Rep. Steve
Buyer discusses federal issues.




