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DUBIOUS DEALS Professor Larry Compeau said consumers expect to find items cheaper on the Internet. Misleading prices online are now under legal scrutiny.
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In January, a government-appoint-
ed panel recommended that all
pregnant women and new mothers
be screened for depression. Public
health advocates rejoiced, as did un-
told numbers of women who had not
known that maternal mental illness
even existed before it hit them hard.

But the panel did not mention
one possible consequence of a di-
agnosis: Life and disability insur-
ance providers have sometimes
penalized women with these mental
illnesses by charging them more,
excluding mental illness from cov-
erage or declining to cover them at

all. And it’s legal.
Many insurance companies lump

these women with the larger pool of
people in whom more general de-
pression has been diagnosed. That
can leave those with mild to moder-
ate cases that came and went facing
higher rates, even if they may not
be at higher risk of suicide or being
unable to work. But insurers base
decisions on actuarial data, and the
historical underdiagnosis of mild to
moderate postpartum depression
means there is not much long-term
data for insurers to use.

Not every woman will pay higher
rates, and the fear of doing so is not
a good reason to avoid screening or
treatment. Women can circumvent
potential insurance problems in

the short term. Any childless wom-
an who hopes to get pregnant soon
should buy as much life and disabil-
ity insurance as she thinks she will
need before she conceives.

But that requires the skills of a
fortuneteller, which Rebecca Fox
Starr lacks. When she and her hus-
band were childless first-time home
buyers, they bought life insurance.
Now, as the parents of two children,
they need more. It will probably
cost them more, if they can get in-

surance. After the birth of their sec-
ond child in 2013, Ms. Fox Starr suf-
fered from postpartum depression.
Now, she finds herself in the opaque
world of actuarial taint.

Her insurance shopping is like-
ly to go something like this: First,
she’ll probably need to let insurance
companies scour her prescription
records. People who have taken
drugs for depression should know
that potential insurers will probably
find out. Then the personal ques-
tions will begin about the length and
severity of the depression.

In the background, the life insur-
ance companies are trying to calcu-
late the odds of you killing yourself,
and the disability underwriters are
trying to guess the likelihood you

will not be able to work because of
mental illness in the future.

For women who wish to avoid
running this underwriting gantlet,
buying as much insurance as they
think they’ll ever need before their
first pregnancy remains the best
move. Once the insurance compa-
nies give you a policy, they can’t go
back and re-underwrite you while it
is in effect.

When the time comes to buy in-
surance, shop around, perhaps with
an independent agent who works
with many companies. If you get
turned down or don’t like the rates
you’re quoted, ask if you can be re-
considered in a year or two if you
don’t experience additional mental
illness.
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Talking Points

Genetic Advantages
On the Income Ladder
That taller men and thinner women
are more successful has been shown
in several observational studies.
Environmental factors are certainly
involved, but a new study by British
researchers ties some of this to
genetics. The study, in BMJ, found
that for each two and a half inches of
genetically determined extra height,
a man was 12 percent more likely to
work in a high-status job and earned
an average $1,611 more a year. In
women, a 4.6-point increase in body
mass index resulted in $4,200 less in
annual income.

The Cost of Eating Disorders
For-profit residential care centers
for people with eating disorders
have proliferated rapidly, with more
than 75 centers in the United States
today, compared with 22 a decade
ago, according to one count. But the
marketing efforts by these centers,
which typically cost $1,000 a day but
can run much higher, have raised
concerns among experts who worry
that some programs may be taking
advantage of vulnerable patients
and their families. They also worry
that the spalike atmosphere of some
programs may foster dependency.

Tracking What You Read
Jellybooks, a company based in Lon-
don, is giving publishers a chance
to peer over readers’ shoulders,

tracking your
behavior the
same way Net-
flix knows what
shows you
binge-watch
and Spotify
knows what
songs you skip.
The company

gives a group of readers free e-books,
often before publication, that record
when people read and for how long,
among other details. For the most
part, publishers are not using the
data to radically reshape books now,
but some are using the findings to
shape their marketing plans.

Working More Is Riskier
A new analysis says that the more
hours you work, the greater your
risk for heart disease. The research-
ers, reporting in the Journal of
Occupational and Environmental
Medicine, found that for each addi-
tional hour of work a week over 10
years, there was a 1 percent increase
in the risk. Compared with working
45 hours a week, working 55 hours
increased the risk by 16 percent, 60
hours by 35 percent, 65 hours by 52
percent, and 70 hours by 74 percent.

Insurers can exclude
mental health coverage
or charge more. Legally.

SAN FRANCISCO — As traditional
retailing falters, online merchants
are reaping the rewards. People like
the convenience of e-commerce,
and they love the feeling that they
are getting a deal.

The perception of a bargain is
fostered by online retailers’ use of
something labeled list price, sug-
gested price, reference price or
manufacturer’s suggested retail
price. Whatever its name, the im-
plication is that people are paying
much more somewhere else.

But with many products online,
you could not pay the list price even
if you wanted to because hardly
anyone is actually charging it. It is
a sales tactic that is drawing legal
scrutiny, as well as prompting ques-
tions about the integrity of e-com-
merce. If everyone is getting a deal,
is anyone really getting a deal?

Here is one recent example of
how retailers use list prices to mo-
tivate online buyers: Le Creuset’s
iron-handle skillet, 11¾ inches wide
and cherry in color.

Amazon said late last week that
it would knock $60 off the $260 list
price to sell the skillet for $200.
Check around, though. The sug-
gested price for the skillet at Wil-
liams-Sonoma.com is $285, but
customers can buy it for $200. At
AllModern.com, the list price is
$250, but its sale price is $200. At
CutleryandMore.com, the list price
is $285 and the sale price is $200.

An additional 15 or so online re-
tailers charge $200. On Le Creuset’s

own site, it sells the pan for $200.
The use of list prices online is at

the heart of a case in a California
Court of Appeal. Overstock.com, a
popular online merchant, was found
liable in a lower court for using mis-
leading reference prices to exag-
gerate potential customer savings.
It was fined $6.8 million.

In its appeal, Overstock said it
followed “standard industry prac-
tices” to come up with its reference
prices.

Internet retailers including
Wayfair, Walmart, Rakuten,
Crate & Barrel and Wil-
liams-Sonoma employ list pric-
es to varying degrees. Amazon
uses them extensively and promi-
nently.

If some Internet retailers have
an expansive definition of list price,
the Federal Trade Commission does
not.

“If you’re selling $15 pens for
$7.50, but just about everybody else
is also selling the pens for $7.50,
then saying the list price is $15 is a
lie,” said David C. Vladeck, the for-
mer director of the F.T.C.’s Bureau
of Consumer Protection. “And if
you’re doing this frequently, it’s a
serious problem.”

All the retailers declined to be
interviewed, as did Le Creuset. Am-
azon pointed to a disclosure on its
website where it says the list price
can be: the price on the product, the
price suggested by the manufactur-
er or supplier, or Amazon’s guess as
to what the list price should be.

“The list price has become a
meaningless piece of information,”
said Larry Compeau, a professor at
Clarkson University who is an ex-
pert on pricing strategies and testi-
fied for the California district attor-
neys who brought the case against
Overstock.

Retailers often get list prices from
the manufacturer or the brand.

“The manufacturer uses list price
in an aspirational way — it’s what
they wish they could charge,” said
Victor Rosenman, the chief exec-
utive of Feedvisor, a start-up that
helps e-commerce companies price
competitively.

The Overstock case went to trial
in late 2013. In one example cited by

the district attorneys, a man bought
a patio set from the retailer. It cost
him $450, a discount of 55 percent
from the list price of $999. The buy-
er was alarmed to find a Walmart
price tag on his purchase for $247.

In an email presented at the trial,
Overstock asked a supplier to in-
crease its list price, presumably so
the Overstock price would appear
even cheaper by contrast. An inter-
nal Overstock survey during the

trial found that its reference pric-
es were on average 15 percent
higher than the highest price
that could be found online.

In an earlier era, list prices
were intended to prevent retailers

from gouging customers — if $40
was printed on the box, a customer
might flee if charged $60. Manufac-
turers also wanted to signal quality
by discouraging deep discounts.

List prices are still used as selling
tactics, and companies are sued for
abusing them. J. C. Penney has set
aside $50 million to settle a class-ac-
tion suit in which it was accused of
tricking customers into thinking
they were getting big discounts.

But online, list prices are even
more important. “Offline retailers
need blowout sales to draw traffic
due to the costs of visiting a store,”
said Rafi Mohammed, author of
“The 1% Windfall: How Successful
Companies Use Price to Profit and
Grow.” “Online retailers don’t use
blowout sales since it’s so easy to
shop there. But to provide confi-
dence to consumers that they are
consistently getting good deals, it’s
even more important for them to
provide price comparisons.”

After the Overstock suit, online
prices are being scrutinized.

“Everyone expects a deal on the
web,” Professor Compeau said.
“Nobody wants to pay retail. Some
sellers are now willing to deceive
consumers to make the sale.”

SHOPPING
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List prices have lost their
meaning, especially when
shopping online.
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Those With Postpartum Depression Face Insurance Penalty

List vs. Sale Prices

A Le Creuset 11¾ inch skillet sold
for $200 at more than a dozen
websites, but the list prices they
quoted varied.

1: Williams-Sonoma.com: $285

2: CutleryandMore.com: $285

3: Amazon: $260

4: AllModern.com: $250

5: Lecreuset.com: $200

It’s Discounted, but Is It a Deal?


