Fewer Fires,
But More
to Burn

Today’s household
contents burn
faster and hotter
by Joseph S. Harrington, CPCU
American Association of Insurance Services
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I

t sounds incredible, but Tom White can tell you about a man

According to the NFPA, the death rate for home fires stood at 7.5

who burned his leg carrying a cell phone that overheated in

per 1,000 fires in 2013, compared to 8.1 in 1977. This reflects a

his pocket.

decrease of a mere 7 percent, and it was not a period of consistent
decline. The rates actually rose to higher levels in the late 1980s

Don’t laugh, for there are far more tragic examples of the

and late 1990s.

flammability of personal property possessed by individuals or
contained in households.

Also, NFPA figures indicate that as the number of home fires has
fallen, the average amount of loss per fire rose fairly steadily on an

White, president of Community Mutual Insurance Company,

inflation-adjusted basis through 2009, before falling off in recent

would know, as he has been a member and first assistant

years. The chart on page 10 shows what has occurred over the past

chief of the East Greenbush Fire Company and a Level 2

several decades in greater detail.

New York state fire inspector.
Reasons
In some respects, he says, “we’re getting back to the
old days.”

There are three major reasons why a typical modern home sustains
more fire loss in less time than a home occupied in the 1970s or

Despite overall improvement in fire safety over the

earlier, according to John Drengenberg, consumer safety director

past several decades, White detects complacency and

for Underwriters Laboratories (UL).

backsliding in home fire safety.
Those reasons include larger homes with a greater fuel load in
In particular, the proliferation of power strips and extension

the structure itself, and open floor plans that allow fires to spread

cords connecting electronic devices reminds him of the

quickly throughout the structure. “It’s what everybody loves today,”

overloaded circuits he commonly encountered when he

he said.

started his insurance career more than 35 years ago.
More importantly, Drengenberg said, modern homes are almost
“Older homes are not wired for microwaves and blow
dryers,” he said. “They’re not wired for the amount of

completely furnished with synthetic materials, including carpet
backings, drapes and cushions—even polyester shirts.

electronics we have today.”
These and other household items, including the plastic that
Incidence

encases most of them, are made from hydrocarbons, which
Drengenberg refers to as “a solid form of gasoline.”

Widespread use of smoke detectors
and a decline in smoking have

“Synthetic materials are not bad,” he said. “But they burn faster and

contributed to a dramatic decrease

hotter, and homeowners need to be aware of that.”

in the number of home fires.
Flashover
According to figures from the National
Fire Protection Association (NFPA), the

Underwriters Laboratories dramatically demonstrates the fire peril

number of fires reported in one- and two-

in modern homes with a video showing how a fire in a test room

family homes fell from 678,000 in 1977 to

with modern furnishings reaches “flashover” far more quickly than

less than half that number, 271,500 in 2013—

a “legacy” test room with furnishings from the 1950s to the 1970s.

even though the number of such homes grew
by more than one-third during the same period.

Flashover is the point where hot gases released by fire ignite on
their own and the ensuing flames consume an enclosure.

Consequently, the overall number of deaths and
amount of property loss caused by home fires

According to UL, occupants of a legacy home would have

has also declined over the past four decades.

approximately 17 minutes to exit the burning home after
discovering a fire. In a similar scenario, occupants of a modern

When fire does occur, however, there has been

home would have only about three or four minutes.

little, if any, improvement in the protection of life
or property.
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That explains, in part, the persistence in the fire death rate and

the value of local fire protection. Today, a home could easily be

the steadily growing cost of each individual home fire. “The same

engulfed in flames before even the best-equipped and best-trained

fire 30 years ago would not have gotten out of hand so quickly,”

firefighters can respond.

Drengenberg said.
That gives an added urgency to insurer engagement in one
of the industry’s time-honored activities: educating

Structures

policyholders and the public about fire safety,
Synthetic materials are also increasingly used in

especially now that the incidence of fire is rare
and easy to forget.

home construction.
“Engineered lumber,” used for supports, is

It is as important today as it ever

stronger and less expensive than real wood,

was to encourage homeowners

Drengenberg said, but catches fire more

to reduce clutter, maintain their

quickly and burns more thoroughly,
threatening

firefighters

with

collapse and entrapment when
fighting a fire.
Particle

board,

composite

the

material

used to construct walls
and shelving units, is
essentially “sawdust
and glue,” White said,
and more flammable
than

the

wood

products it displaces.
For insurers, the increased
flammability
components

of
and

home
household

“Today, a home
could easily be
engulfed in flames
before even the equipped and besttrained firefighters
respond.”

contents changes the nature of their
exposure to fire loss.
To the extent that a home is furnished with synthetic materials and
cluttered with paper and plastic products, the risk detracts from
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smoke detectors, have portable
extinguishers on hand, develop
an escape plan, and, if feasible,
to install sprinkler systems.
Perhaps White put it
best when he said,
“You’ve got to try to
protect people from
themselves.”
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