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Nearly seven years after a land-
mark overhaul of the credit card
industry, regulators are renewing
their scrutiny of a loan that can
pack a big punch for consumers.

Deferred-interest promotions give
consumers a chance to buy big-tick-
et items like appliances and put off
paying any interest charges often
for the first six to 12 months. Critics
warn that the deals can be mislead-
ing and costly, because shoppers
may not realize they will be hit with
interest charges for the entire period
if they fail to pay off their balances
by the end of the promotion.

In December, the Consumer Fi-
nancial Protection Bureau issued
a report that said the number of
purchases using deferred-payment
promotions had risen 21 percent
between 2010 and 2013. “We think
deferred-interest credit cards are
probably one of the worst abuses,
if not the worst abuse, that remains
after the Credit CARD Act,” said Chi
Chi Wu, a lawyer at the National
Consumer Law Center.

Retailers such as Best Buy,
Home Depot and Walmart often
use deferred-interest promotions.
A December study of 49 major re-
tailers by the credit card market-
place CardHub found that almost
three-quarters offered financing,
and nearly half of those included a
deferred-interest plan.

Citibank represented 35 percent
of the offers and Synchrony Finan-
cial 29 percent, while Comenity
Bank, a subsidiary of Alliance Data
Systems, backed 12 percent of the
promotions examined.

The offers can trip up consum-
ers who don’t do their homework.

Sara O’Hara, 26, and her husband,
Brandon O’Hara, 24, accepted a
12-month deferred-interest mail
solicitation from Discover in 2013.
The couple, who are from Bozeman,
Mont., paid the minimum on their
card every month for 12 months but
got a big surprise during the 13th
month: an extra $800 tacked on to
their outstanding balance. It was
the interest backdated to the month
they opened the account.

“I’m sure there was very fine
print that explained everything,
but it was our very first credit card
and we didn’t really know how it all
worked,” Ms. O’Hara said.

The Consumer Financial Protec-
tion Bureau’s report revealed that
a majority of those who take advan-
tage of these deals have prime or
superprime credit scores and pay
off their card balances before being
assessed interest payments rough-
ly three-quarters of the time. But
the bureau found that consumers
with low credit scores avoid inter-
est charges only about half the time.

Lately, there has been a crack-
down. In December 2013, regula-
tors ordered Synchrony — then GE
Capital — to pay back more than
$34 million to consumers for lack
of clear disclosures. And last May,
PayPal was fined $10 million over
its “Bill Me Later” service, in part
for unfairly charging some custom-
ers deferred-interest fees. The com-
pany was also required to return
$15 million to consumers who used
the service.

A lack of homes for sale in many
parts of the country is making
house hunting a challenge, especial-
ly for first-time buyers.

Tight housing inventories have
pushed up home prices in many
metropolitan markets, creating bid-
ding wars for some properties, real
estate experts say.

Real estate is highly local, of
course, and trends range by city
and by neighborhood. But nation-
ally, home prices in March were up
nearly 7 percent from a year ago,
and up 2 percent from February, ac-
cording to data from CoreLogic.

The dearth of inventory is partic-
ularly acute for entry-level homes,

said Svenja Gudell of the real estate
website Zillow. “First-time home-
buyers are having a tough time,”
she said, “because so few homes are
available.”

Nationally, 6 percent fewer homes
are on the market compared with a
year ago, and 10 percent fewer en-
try-level homes, according to March
data from Zillow. Some markets are
particularly tight: Portland, Ore.,
has 40 percent fewer entry-level
homes, and Charlotte, N.C., has 35
percent fewer.

The reasons for the tight inven-
tory vary, Ms. Gudell said. In some
areas, homeowners still owe more
than their home is worth, so they
are unable or unwilling to sell until
prices rise more and they gain equi-
ty. In other markets, the lack of new
home construction is contributing
to the problem. Homeowners who
want to sell their homes and trade
up can’t find a suitable new home,
so they stay put.

The lack of homes on the market
has helped raise rents, so investors

who bought single-family homes
during the downturn are making
good money renting them and are
in no hurry to sell, said Greg Jaeger,
president of USAA Residential Real
Estate Services, a brokerage affili-
ated with USAA Bank.

Lee Ritchie, a real estate agent
with Re/Max Metro Plus in Colum-

bus, Ohio, said inventory in the city
was generally low, especially in
downtown neighborhoods where
people can walk to parks and shops.
“It’s multiple offers on every prop-
erty,” she said. She said she spent a
lot of time explaining to buyers they
should move quickly if they see a
home they like.

Many markets are favorable for
sellers. Kim Stone said she was
thrilled to have several inquiries
about her two-bedroom, two-bath
home, in a desirable neighborhood
near San Antonio, after it was list-
ed in March. The house went under
contract within days — for 10 per-
cent above the asking price.

Consumers may not
realize the penalties of
credit promotions.
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Entry-level buyers face a
market with few homes,
pushing up prices.
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Fitness Trackers on the Move

Is It Worth It? A Question Only You Can Answer

In life, there are certain things we
must have. Think food, water and
shelter. Nobody will ask, “Is it worth
it to eat?”

But deciding what to eat? That’s
a different question. Will I eat the
bologna or prosciutto? Drink tap
water or bottled? And anything
discretionary invariably deals with
a question we ask ourselves all the
time: “Is it worth it?”

Adam Ketcheson, the vice pres-
ident for marketing at Arc’teryx, a
manufacturer of high-quality out-
door equipment, was heli-skiing
in British Columbia with a group
of executives. When they learned

he worked at Arc’teryx, one said,
“Man, I love your gear, but is it real-
ly better than all the other brands?”

The answer was: “Yes. Of course.
One hundred percent yes.”

But the next question the skier
asked was: “But is it worth it?”

This is a question Mr.
Ketcheson gets a lot, and
his answer is always the
same. “I don’t know,” he
says. “The question is, is it
worth it to you?”

Alas, there is no objec-
tive answer to that ques-
tion. Mr. Ketcheson can
say an Arc’teryx rain shell
is better because it outper-
forms others in testing. But
whether it is worth it to you
has no definitive answer.

I have three criteria that
seem to help in identifying whether
something is worth it: utility, enjoy-
ment and cost.

Utility: Last year, I wrote about
a $5,000 road bike I bought. The
purchase seemed crazy, but it was

worth it because of how much use I
got out of it.

Enjoyment: If you do not enjoy
something, it’s not going to be worth
it. If the choice is between a cheap
can of sardines or some wild-caught
Alaskan salmon, regardless of the
price, if you don’t eat it, neither one
was worth it.

Cost: It’s not always the most ex-
pensive stuff that’s worth it. It could
just be the stuff that you have found
incredibly valuable. For example,
I have this ice cream scooper that
I absolutely love. It cost me under
$10, I’ve had it for years, and every
time I take it out I get this big smile
on my face because it cost me so lit-
tle and it feels like a steal.

In the end, however, your answer
is the only one that will count.
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Spring is here, and it’s time to get
outdoors and beef up your exercise
routine. Here are some devices to
help you meet your fitness goals.
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Fitbit Blaze, $200
As the number of wrist-worn fitness
trackers increases, it gets harder to choose
the right one. The latest option from Fitbit,
Blaze, is designed for an active lifestyle
and tracks the usual data like heart rate,
exercises, steps and sleep, which can be
viewed on a color touch-screen.

Fitbit also added three workouts from
FitStar, an app maker it bought last
year, that offer coaching and real-time
stats during a workout and a summary
afterward.

Blaze has a few smart functions, too,
like notifications for caller ID, text alerts
and calendar reminders. The wristband
is comfortable and can be worn all day;
more stylish bands in leather and stain-
less steel are available for an evening out.
The tracker pops out for charging; Fitbit
says the battery lasts up to five days on a
full charge.

Ampy Move, $75
All those fitness devices need power, and with
Ampy Move you can create power for them while
you exercise. The Ampy Move is a wearable bat-
tery that captures kinetic energy as you move.
The device is lightweight and sweatproof. Ampy
suggests slipping it into a bag or pocket to gen-
erate power throughout the day, but it’s probably
more efficient to wear it while exercising (a belt
clip and an adjustable sports band are available
for an extra $30).

Ampy says that an hour of exercise can pro-
duce an hour of smartphone battery life. That’s
hard to verify because the device has only four
LED lights that show the level of power, but after
a 20-minute run on the treadmill, the reading on
my device jumped from two lights to three.

UA HealthBox,

$400

With UA
HealthBox,
Under
Armour
wants to
provide a one-
stop shop for fit-
ness tracking. The
kit comes with three smart devices — a wristband, a
scale and a heart-rate monitor — all of which record
data that is collected in an app, UA Record.

The wristband has a monochrome touch-screen
that allows you to start an activity, such as walk-
ing, running or cycling, then tap to find stats like
calories and distance or to control music. The sleek
scale measures weight and body fat, and the heart-
rate monitor snaps to an elastic strap that is worn
around the chest.

Combined with the app, the HealthBox provides
an accurate look at your fitness goals and progress.
But all that connectivity comes at a cost; for those
wanting to start smaller, the wristband, called UA
Band, is sold separately for $180.

Sensoria Fitness Smart Socks, $199
They look odd, but the Smart Socks from Sensoria Fitness offer a lot of ben-
efit. With textile sensors woven into the plantar area, the socks transmit
data to a mobile app via anklets connected to the socks.

As cumbersome as that sounds, the socks are comfortable
and the anklets are unnoticeable and stay securely
attached. When used with the Sensoria
Fitness app, the socks produce a wealth
of real-time feedback on cadence, foot
landing, pace and speed (for instance,
I found out that I landed on my heel
too often when I ran). A pair of socks
comes with one anklet; a second
anklet is $159.

Wilson X Connected Basketball, $199
For those with unfulfilled hoop dreams,

the Wilson X Connected basketball was
created to help develop shooting skills

by tracking shots in real time. The
basketball, regulation size and

weight, has a durable grip and
solid bounce. You don’t notice

the small sensor embedded
inside that records made and
missed shots, gauging your
efficiency from different
spots on the court.

The ball works with any
regulation 10-foot hoop
with a net, but it’s not for
layups; shots have to be
at least seven feet from
the hoop. The ball does
not need to be charged,
and Wilson says that it will
last for up to 100,000 shots,
or just under 300 a day for
a year. As a bonus, the app
has four training games in-

tended to help improve your
game under pressure.

Jaybird X2,

$180

It’s im-
portant
for fitness
head-

phones to
have good

sound and good
fit, and the X2 wire-

less headphones from
Jaybird aptly balance both.
Using a technology it calls
Shift Premium Bluetooth
Audio, Jaybird delivers clear
sound with the X2, and new

ear tips improve sound
isolation, blocking outside
noise.

The X2 also has patent-
ed ear fins in various sizes

that are designed to hug the
surface of the ear and keep the

headphones secure, even during rigorous
activity. Jaybird says the battery lasts up to
eight hours on a single charge, outlasting
the longest workout. And the X2 comes
with a lifetime warranty against sweat.

Q & A

¶ What can I do to prepare to buy a house in a tight
market?
Get preapproved for a mortgage, so the seller
knows you are serious, and make sure you have a
preapproval letter, said Tom Salomone, president
of the National Association of Realtors. Preapprov-
al means the lender has run a credit check, verified
your income and has authorized a loan for a specific
amount.

¶ Are there other ways, besides price, to make my
offer attractive?
Putting down as large a deposit as possible shows

you’re serious, Mr. Salomone said. And agreeing to
requests that reduce hassles for the seller can help,
too. For instance, if the seller asks to leave behind a
backyard swing set, you may want to agree — even
if your children are too old to play on it.

In some tight markets, like Seattle, buyers are hav-
ing homes preinspected at their own cost, seeking to
appeal to the seller by making an offer without a con-
tingency clause, Ms. Gudell said.

That can get expensive if shoppers end up making
multiple offers; inspections can range from $150 for
a basic walk-through to $800 or more for a detailed
inspection.
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