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Introduction

Insureds often argue that there is an inherent tension
between the nature of claims-made policies, which
provide coverage for any claim made during the
policy period regardless of when the wrongful acts
occurred, and the prior knowledge provisions
contained in most claims-made policies, which
preclude coverage for claims based on wrongful
acts that an insured knew about prior to the policy’s
inception. Courts generally hold that there is no such
conflict, and that the inclusion of a prior knowledge
provision in a claims-made policy is an appropriate
measure to protect an insurer from having to provide
coverage for foreseeable risks. Nonetheless, many
insureds have tried to use ‘‘innocent insured’’ provi-
sions, which save coverage for innocent insureds
where coverage is unavailable as a result of the frau-
dulent or dishonest acts of a fellow insured, to avoid
the application of prior knowledge provisions. Prop-
erly applied, however, most innocent insured
provisions are not triggered where coverage is
unavailable based on an insured’s prior knowledge
of wrongful acts, rather than on the criminal or
dishonest nature of those acts. This article explains
the appropriate interplay between innocent insured

and prior knowledge provisions in a claims-made
policy.

The Interpretation and Application of Prior
Knowledge Provisions

Claims-made policies provide coverage for claims
made against the insured during the policy period,
even where the claim is based on acts or omissions
predating the policy. Accordingly, the inherent nature
of the claims-made policy clearly implicates the
possibility that an insurer will have to provide
coverage for claims that arise out of circumstances
known to the insured before the policy incepted, in
contravention of the fundamental ‘‘fortuity’’ require-
ment that underlies all insurance.1 Indeed, ‘‘losses
which exist at the time of the insuring agreement,
or which are so probable or imminent [at that time]
that there is insufficient ‘risk’ being transferred
between the insured and the insurer, are not proper
subjects of insurance.’’2 To address this concern, ‘‘a
predicate to claims-made coverage is that the insured
neither knew of a claim nor could have reasonably
foreseen that a known circumstance, act or omission
might reasonably be expected to be the basis of a
claim or suit.’’3

Frequently, prior knowledge provisions are
drafted such that the knowledge of one insured
is sufficient to trigger the provision with respect
to all insureds

Prior knowledge provisions in claims-made poli-
cies address this concern by carving out from
coverage claims arising out of acts or omissions
that were known to an insured prior to the policy’s
inception, where a reasonable person would have
expected such acts or omissions could form the
basis of a claim. Generally, there are two types of
prior knowledge provisions found in claims-made
policies: provisions integrated into the policy’s
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insuring agreements and prior knowledge exclusions
found within the policy’s exclusions section.
Whether the prior knowledge provision is included
within the insuring agreements or as an exclusion
should not generally determine the outcome in
circumstances in which the insured’s prior knowl-
edge is placed at issue. Placement within the policy
is relevant, however, in determining which party
bears the burden of proof with respect to the applic-
ability of the prior knowledge provision. If the prior
knowledge provision is included in the insuring
agreements, the insured should have the burden to
show that the provision has been met—i.e., an
insured must show that it was not aware of a potential
claim at the time the policy incepted in order to
trigger coverage under the policy. Conversely, if
the prior knowledge provision is an exclusion, an
insurer typically would have the burden to show
that coverage for a particular claim is precluded
based on an insured’s prior knowledge.4

Of course, the starting point for any prior knowl-
edge analysis is the language of the provision itself.
Frequently, prior knowledge provisions are drafted
such that the knowledge of one insured is sufficient
to trigger the provision with respect to all insureds.
For example, the provision might refer to the knowl-
edge of ‘‘any’’ insured, or condition coverage on
‘‘no’’ insured having prior knowledge.5 Courts gener-
ally give effect to the plain language of such
provisions and, accordingly, coverage is precluded
for all insureds if any insured possessed the requisite
prior knowledge.6

That said, a policy’s prior knowledge provision
may contain severability language, or the policy
may contain a stand-alone severability provision,
requiring a separate analysis of coverage with
respect to each individual insured. In that instance,
even where one insured had knowledge of a
potential claim at the time the policy incepted,
courts generally hold that coverage would be
preserved for other insureds who did not have such
knowledge.7

In determining the applicability of a prior knowl-
edge provision, the majority of jurisdictions apply a
two-part test, which asks: (1) what facts were known
to an insured prior to the policy’s inception; and
(2) whether those facts would provide a reasonable
person with a basis to believe a claim might
be made?8 Courts applying this methodology refer
to it as an ‘‘objective standard’’ or a mixed ‘‘sub-
jective/objective standard.’’9 Although there is a
subjective component to the inquiry (i.e., an insured’s
actual knowledge of certain facts), under this stan-
dard, an insured cannot avoid a prior knowledge
provision by arguing that, based on the known
facts, he or she subjectively did not believe a

claim would be made, or did not believe that a
claim would have merit. It is sufficient that an
insured had knowledge of facts that would lead a
reasonable person to believe that a claim might be
forthcoming.10

Courts consistently have held that an insured
who engages in intentional wrongful conduct
has knowledge of acts that would put a reason-
able person on notice that a claim might be
forthcoming

The key coverage dispute that arises in prior
knowledge cases, therefore, is whether certain facts
known to the insured prior to the inception of the
policy would have put a reasonable person on
notice of a potential claim. The determination of
this issue is largely fact-specific, and often there is
not definitive case law dictating a result in a set of
particular circumstances. The exception is where
intentional acts are at issue.

The Interplay Between Intentional Acts, Prior
Knowledge and Innocent Insured Provisions

Courts consistently have held that an insured who
engages in intentional wrongful conduct has knowl-
edge of facts that would put a reasonable person on
notice that a claim might be forthcoming.11 For
example, where an insured misappropriated funds
or conspired to defraud a third party, that insured
would be held, as a matter of law, to have knowledge
of the potential for an adverse claim based on those
wrongful acts.12 Where those intentional acts took
place prior to the policy’s inception, an insured
would have knowledge of a potential claim before
the policy’s effective date and, pursuant to the
language of most prior knowledge provisions, there
would be no coverage for claims arising from those
acts. Moreover, unless the policy contains sever-
ability language specifically requiring a separate
application of the prior knowledge provision to
each individual insured, coverage would be
precluded for all insureds based on the wrongful
actor’s knowledge of his or her own intentional
conduct prior to the policy’s inception.

Some insureds have argued that this result is unfair
because it unjustly penalizes insureds who did not
participate in and had no knowledge of the inten-
tional wrongful conduct (i.e., the so-called
‘‘innocent insureds’’). To address this perceived
inequity, insureds have attempted to rely on ‘‘inno-
cent insured’’ provisions to preserve coverage where
coverage is unavailable based on an insured’s pre-
inception date knowledge of his or her own inten-
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tional wrongdoing. Indeed, this issue has come to the
forefront in recent litigation.13

Each court squarely rejected the idea that an
innocent insured provision, which is designed
to preserve coverage for so-called "innocent
insureds" where coverage would be unavailable
as a result of the fraudulent or dishonest acts of a
fellow insured, somehow trumps the application
of the prior knowledge provision

In each of the illustrative recent cases, the district
court held that the innocent insured provision at issue
in the case was inapplicable where coverage was
denied based on an insured’s prior knowledge.
Each court squarely rejected the idea that an innocent
insured provision, which is designed to preserve
coverage for so-called ‘‘innocent insureds’’ where
coverage would be unavailable as a result of the frau-
dulent or dishonest acts of a fellow insured, somehow
trumps the application of the prior knowledge provi-
sion. The court in Professional Asset Strategies aptly
described the relationship between these policy
provisions:

[N]o coverage exists if any [insured] had prior
knowledge of the existence of a claim. Where
there is no prior knowledge and coverage exists,
the policy provides various exclusions,
including one for dishonesty. . . . However, in
cases where the exclusion is because of ‘‘crim-
inal, dishonest, illegal, fraudulent or malicious’’
acts of [an insured,] the ‘‘innocent insured’’
provision kicks in to restore coverage. . . .14

The courts’ decisions in these recent cases are consis-
tent with prior decisions of other courts around the
country, which likewise have held that innocent
insured provisions operate only to save an otherwise
covered claim from the preclusive impact of exclu-
sions for fraudulent or dishonest conduct.15

Conversely, as to the application of prior knowl-
edge provisions, the nature of the insured’s
conduct is irrelevant. The only issue is whether
an insured had knowledge of facts that might
lead to a claim at the time the policy incepted
and, where an insured had such knowledge, no
coverage exists regardless of whether the known
prior acts or omissions were intentional or
merely negligent

All of these courts reached the correct result. As a
general matter, innocent insured provisions are

designed to preserve coverage for ‘‘innocent
insureds’’ where coverage is denied because the
underlying conduct giving rise to the claim at issue
is criminal, dishonest, fraudulent, illegal, or mali-
cious.16 In that circumstance, the innocent insured
provision saves coverage for those insureds who
did not participate in such conduct. In most instances,
this means that the innocent insured provision acts
as a limitation only on the policy’s dishonesty exclu-
sion, which otherwise bars coverage for such
conduct.17

Conversely, as to the application of prior knowl-
edge provisions, the nature of the insured’s conduct is
irrelevant. The only issue is whether an insured had
knowledge of facts that might lead to a claim at the
time the policy incepted and, where an insured had
such knowledge, no coverage exists regardless of
whether the known prior acts or omissions were
intentional or merely negligent. Thus, the key
inquiry in any prior knowledge analysis is a temporal
one—when did the insured have knowledge of facts
that might reasonably give rise to a claim? This
makes sense in light of the prior knowledge provi-
sion’s purpose to prevent an insurer from having to
provide coverage for foreseeable risks.

Accordingly, where prior knowledge is implicated,
the coverage analysis would be exactly the same if,
instead of having committed theft or fraudulent acts,
the ‘‘guilty’’ employee knew, before the effective
date of the policy, that he or she had negligently
made an error that harmed a client. In that event,
there would be no coverage for any claim attributable
to the employee’s purely negligent acts because of
the employee’s pre-inception knowledge of acts and
omissions that might reasonably be expected to be
the basis of a claim. The innocent insured provision
could not possibly come into play because none of
the wrongful acts could be characterized as criminal,
dishonest, illegal, fraudulent or malicious. There is
no principled basis for a different result where an
insured knows of criminal or fraudulent acts prior
to the policy’s inception. In either case, coverage is
precluded because of an insured’s prior knowledge;
the particular character of the insured’s wrongful acts
is beside the point.

Conclusion

The inclusion of prior knowledge provisions in
claims-made policies is necessary to protect insurers
from having to provide coverage for foreseeable,
non-fortuitous risks. Typically, innocent insured
provisions, properly interpreted and applied, do not
restore coverage where no coverage exists because of
an insured’s prior knowledge, regardless of the nature
of the pre-inception conduct giving rise to the claim.
Although ‘‘innocent insureds’’ argue that this result is
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unfair where intentional wrongful acts are at issue,
the fact that innocent insured provisions are inapp-
licable in this circumstances does not leave the
‘‘innocent insureds’’ without a remedy. To the
extent that an insured is concerned about how a

policy’s prior knowledge provision potentially may
be applied, an insured can negotiate for the inclusion
of severability language in the prior knowledge
provision itself, or for a separate stand-alone sever-
ability provision.18
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