

We have compiled this Jargon Buster to help in our aim of

providing clarity and transparency in our processes.

The list of terms is not exhaustive and will be added to and updated where appropriate.  We would welcome your feedback and suggestions

via our ‘Contact Pages’


Adjuster – See Loss Adjuster

Adjustment - The amount which a Policyholder is entitled to receive from his or her insurance company under the terms of his or her policy.  The amount claimed may be different to the adjustment due to the application of the various limits contained within the policy and deduction of any excess that may apply.  In certain cases, it may be necessary to make other adjustments for wear and tear or betterment.

All Risks insurance - A type of insurance designed to protect the policyholder against loss or damage whatever the cause. There will however be certain restrictions and conditions laid down in the policy.

Arbitration - In the event of a dispute arising over a claim, it is possible that arbitrators will be called upon to provide an independent view.  In the event that resolution is still not achieved, there are other ways open to a policyholder to escalate the complaint to the Ombudsman (see ‘Ombudsman’) or eventually via a court of law.

Assessor – See Loss Assessor

Average - Some insurance policies will contain a clause that may result in a proportionate reduction being made to reflect underinsurance.  If the sum insured (see ‘Sum Insured’) is less than the value of the property at the time of the loss (see ‘Value at Risk’), then this could apply.

Normally, the reduction will be pro-rata as follows:

Sum insured x Agreed value of claim = Amount recoverable from Insurers 
Value at risk


Betterment - In some situations, a policyholder may choose to improve or upgrade the damaged/lost item.  For example, a higher quality wallpaper may be used when redecorating.  In this situation, the policyholder will be responsible to pay the difference between the cost of providing the improved item and the notional cost of replacing it ‘as existing’

Borehole - A borehole is literally a hole bored into the ground, either by hand or using mechanical means as a way of sampling soils at depths below that which could be safely reached by a trial hole.  Soils sampled from varying depths may be recovered and tested. 

See also ‘Trial hole’

Buildings - Domestic Insurance policies often use the term ‘Buildings’ in their policies.  ‘Buildings’ usually means the policyholder’s main home, outbuildings and certain external features.  Reference should be made to the actual definition in the specific policy document.  It is possible that certain parts of the ‘buildings’ will be subject to restrictions and cover for losses arising from certain insured perils (see ‘Insured Peril’) may not be in place.    

CDM -CDM is short for the Construction (Design & Management) Regulations, introduced in 1994 and amended in 2007.  The regulations impose duties on a number of parties in the construction process in an effort to improve safety in construction.

Clay - Clay is the generic term for a group of fine grained soils that exhibit ‘plastic’ behavior.  A clay will shrink when dried and swell when wet.  Buildings constructed on clay soils may therefore be susceptible to damage by subsidence when the moisture content of the soil varies for example during a dry summer.  The drying effects may be exacerbated by an external cause, eg water extracted by tree roots.

Contra-Proferentem Rule - This rule means that if there is any ambiguity in a policy wording, it will favour the policyholder and not the insurer who would have drafted the policy and thus could have made the intention clear. 

Contribution - Contribution occurs where two or more Insurers have an interest in the same claim.  This often happens, for example, if a policyholder holds different policies covering their Buildings and Contents.  Both policies are likely to provide cover for alternative accommodation and thus may be called on to contribute in the event of such cost being incurred.

Drainage - Most insurance policies will include some cover in respect of damage to underground services.  Specific wordings may vary and reference to the actual policy should be made.

In the event of more than one party deriving benefit from a particular drain or length of drain, then responsibility may be shared and other insurers/individuals may be called upon to contribute to costs.


Excess - The amount of each and every claim which is payable by the policyholder.  In the case of claims that could take some time to settle, an insurer may request a cheque from the policyholder at the start of the claim which is held on file pending completion of the claim.

Ex gratia payment - A payment made where none is strictly due, under the terms of the policy.

Foundation - A building’s foundation is defined as that part of it that sits on the ground.  It is designed to spread the load of the building to the ground and thus may be widened by some means, for example in the case of a strip concrete foundation.   Older buildings tend to have shallower foundations.  Downward movement of foundations may be caused by subsidence (see ‘subsidence’) or settlement (see ‘settlement’).

Heave - The usual insured peril of ‘subsidence’ provides covers for damage arising due to ‘subsidence or heave of the site on which the buildings stands, or landslip’

Heave is the upward movement of a foundation due to the expansion of the site. 

See also ‘Subsidence’ and ‘Landslip’ 


Implied terms and conditions - It is possible that certain terms and conditions are not specifically mentioned in a policy but can be implied, for example Statute.

Inception date - The inception date is date that the policy commenced.  Insurers are only liable for loss or damage that arises during the currency of their policy.  It is therefore possible that they will not meet claims where damage has occurred before the policy commenced.  This is known as pre-inception damage.  

Index Linking - Most insurers will automatically adjust the Sum Insured (see Sum Insured) to take account of inflation.  For example, monthly figures are provided to enable rebuilding costs to be calculated.  This does not necessarily relieve the policyholder of the responsibility of checking that the property is insured for an appropriate sum.  

Insured Peril - An event (or contingency) for which cover is provided by a particular policy.  Examples would be Fire, Flood, Theft…..etc.  In ‘normal’ domestic policies, cover will only be provided if the loss, destruction or damage has resulted from one or more of the contingencies covered.

Landslip - The usual insured peril of ‘subsidence’ provides covers for damage arising due to ‘subsidence or heave of the site on which the buildings stands, or landslip’

Landslip is the movement of a mass of earth or rock down a slope under the influence of gravity. 

See also ‘Subsidence’ and ‘Heave’ 



Lintel failure - The term ‘lintel’ is used to describe the member supporting the structure above an opening in a wall, often made from pre-cast concrete or pre-formed steel.  A lintel may fail and the resulting damage will show up as cracking above the window opening.  In some cases, such damage may be mistaken for subsidence damage

Loss Adjuster - Loss Adjusters are independent claims specialists usually appointed by Insurers to investigate claims and negotiate settlement. 

Loss Adjusters are impartial and act under a strict Code of Conduct compiled by the Chartered Institute of Loss Adjusters.  Membership of the Institute is gained by passing examinations and gaining appropriate experience.  Members of the Institute will carry the qualification of ACILA and Fellows, FCILA. 

Loss Assessor - Loss Assessors are more commonly used in the commercial claim sector and are claims specialist employed by Policyholders to prepare and present a claim on their behalf.  

Misrepresentation - The mis-statement of facts is known as Misrepresentation.  In the event of any pertinent facts being misrepresented, a policy may be voided by an insurer.

An example would be where an insurer is told that a property is not in an area that is prone to flooding but turns out to be.  

An insurer may consider whether the misrepresentation is relevant to the claim as well as whether it was innocent or deliberate. 

See also ‘Representation’.

Non-disclosure - When taking out an insurance policy, it is necessary to disclose any facts that may cause an underwriter to accept or decline cover or vary a premium.  It is also necessary to provide any pertinent details at the time of a claim.  Failure to do so may mean that a claim will not be paid and the policy could be voided.  An example may be where a policyholder, when applying for cover on a property fails to disclose that the property has previously suffered damage by subsidence.  If a claim is subsequently presented for damage due to subsidence, the claim may fail.

Nuisance - A private nuisance may be defined as an unlawful interference with a persons’ use or enjoyment of land.  An example may be where a person allows tree roots or branches to encroach onto neighbour’s land resulting in damage to property.

A person may cause annoyance to an indefinite number of people, for example by blocking a highway.  This is known as a public nuisance.

There are legal mechanisms in place to force the guilty party to abate (stop) the nuisance.


Party Wall - There are different circumstances where a wall or structure will be deemed to be a ‘Party Wall’ or a ‘Party Structure’.  However, in simple terms, a wall standing on land belonging to two different owners (to a greater extent than a projecting foundation), or a wall that separates the buildings of two owners may be defined as Party Walls. 

Party Wall Act - The Party Wall etc. Act 1996 imposes duties on a person who is intending to carry out certain types of work on or in close proximity to a party wall or party structure.  In simple terms, a person wishing to undertake works on a party wall or party structure must notify any other interested party in writing and gain their acceptance of the proposals before the works may commence.    

Policy Liability - The obligation of an insurer to recompense a Policyholder under the terms of the insurance contract.

Quantum ("amount") - The amount that an Insurer pays for any claim settlement.

Representation - A representation is a fact (either verbal or written) which leads to the acceptance of the contract of insurance.  It may be written or verbal.  

See also ‘Misrepresentation’. 

Res Ipsa Loquitur ("the facts speak for themselves") - This term may be used when the facts are so conclusive as to cause a reasonable person to conclude that a situation must have arisen in a particular way.

In normal circumstances, the onus of proof is on the claimant whereas in the case of res ipsa loquitur, the onus of proof is transferred to the party who is deemed to be in full possession of the facts. 

Roof Spread - The shape of a Pitched roof means that it will impose a lateral ‘thrust’ at the head of the wall that supports it.  Usually, this thrust is resisted by a ‘tie’ between the rafters (often provided by the ceiling joists at first floor level).  If the tie is missing or inadequate, then the roof may ‘spread’ leading to cracking and outward movement of the supporting walls. 

Settlement  - Settlement is the downward movement of a structure due to the load that it imposes on the underlying soils.

See also ‘Subsidence’


Subsidence - The usual insured peril of ‘subsidence’ provides covers for damage arising due to ‘subsidence or heave of the site on which the buildings stands, or landslip’

Subsidence is the downward movement of a foundation due to a reduction in volume of the site beneath it.  The downward movement is not dependent on the load applied to the site (see ‘Settlement’)

See also ‘Heave’ and ‘Landslip’ 


Sub-floor compaction (leading to movement of floor slab) - A common practice in domestic building has been to construct the ground floor using an unreinforced or lightly reinforced concrete slab that is supported by the underlying ground.  It is usual to provide a layer of compacted fill material (sub-base) beneath the slab to provide a firm and consistent base on which to lay the concrete slab.  In some cases, the sub-base was poorly compacted and is thus prone to settlement and consolidation later in the life of the building.  This may lead to downward movement and cracking of the floor slab which may be mistaken for subsidence damage. 

See also ‘Sulphate Attack’

Subrogation - Once an insurer has granted an indemnity to a policyholder (eg paid their claim), the insurer has the right to take over the Policyholder's rights to seek recovery from a third party (see ‘Third Party’). The recovery is pursued in the name of the Policyholder, but the Insurer is responsible for any costs incurred in pursuing the recovery.  An example may be where a negligent builder working on an adjacent site has undermined a foundation leading to subsidence.  In this case, the household insurer is likely to meet the claim for the subsidence and then pursue the guilty contractor using its subrogated rights to recover the costs.

Sulphate Attack - In some circumstances, the sub-base beneath a ground bearing floor slab will comprise material such as blast furnace slag or clinker.  Such material is high in sulphates which will expand when wetted.  This often causes problems later in the building’s life and could lead to an upward movement and cracking of the floor slab.  This may be mistaken for ‘Heave’ movement.

See also ‘Sub-floor compaction’ & ‘Heave’   


Sum Insured - The sum insured is the maximum amount payable to the Policyholder under the terms of the policy. 

The sum insured is often set at such a high level to avoid underinsurance or may be unlimited.  In respect of domestic buildings or contents policies, once set, the sum insured will be index linked to keep up with inflation.

It is, however, still the responsibility of the policyholder to ensure that the property is insured for an appropriate sum.  

Often, additional cover such as Alternative accommodation and death benefits are payable in addition to the Sum Insured, but are likely to be subject to their own specific limits (often a percentage of the sum insured).

See also ‘Index Linking’ and ‘Underinsurance’

Thermal Movement – It is common for cracking to occur as a result of differential thermal movement between different elements of construction.  For example, timber will react differently to changes in temperature than brickwork and hence, a timber stud wall may crack if fixed too firmly to an outside wall.  For this reason, movement joints are often provided between differing forms of construction or often within long lengths of wall.   

Third Party - A person directly involved in the event leading to the claim, but who is not a party to the contract of insurance.  An example may the person who allows tree roots or branches to encroach onto neighbour’s land resulting in damage to property

See also ‘Nuisance’

Trial Hole - A trial hole is an excavation made to establish various aspects of a building’s construction.  Usually excavated adjacent to a foundation, it can confirm the type and depth of the building’s foundation, the nature of soils beneath the foundation, the presence of tree roots or other things occurring within the soil profile.  It is a useful diagnostic tool in establishing the cause of damage to a building, particularly subsidence, heave or landslip.

See also ‘Borehole’, ‘Subsidence’, ‘Heave’ & ‘Landslip’ 
Utmost Good Faith (Uberrima Fides)
An insurance contract is one of trust. Both the Policyholder and the Insurer have a duty to disclose any information which could affect the decisions or actions of the other. 


Underinsurance - Underinsurance occurs when the Sum Insured is less than the cost/value of rebuilding/replacing the property insured.

See also ‘Value at risk’, ‘Sum Insured’ and ‘Index Linking’ 

Underwriter - A person who decides whether a risk is insurable and if so what premium should be paid.  Underwriters are also often called in to comment on policy wordings in the event of disputes arising over policy liability.

See also ‘Contra-Proferentem Rule’

Value at Risk - The full value of all property, which could form the basis of a claim under a policy. 

In respect of a ‘Buildings’ claim, the value at risk will normally be the notional rebuilding cost based on published and recognized data.

See also ‘Sum Insured’ and ‘Index Linking’ 

Warranty - A condition of a policy which must be complied with for cover to operate. 
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 JARGON BUSTER – ‘Betterment’ to ‘Drainage’





 JARGON BUSTER – ‘Subsidence’ to ‘Sulphate Attack’





 JARGON BUSTER – ‘Excess’ to ‘Landslip’ 





  





 JARGON BUSTER – ‘Lintel Failure’ to ‘Nuisance’





  





 JARGON BUSTER – ‘Party Wall’ to ‘Settlement’





  





  JARGON BUSTER – ‘Adjuster’ to ‘Average’





  





  





  





 JARGON BUSTER – ‘Sum Insured’ to ‘Utmost Good Faith’





  





 JARGON BUSTER – ‘Underinsurance’ to ‘Warranty’





  





   








