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At a chamber music concert in
Woodstock, N.Y., I noticed the hear-
ing aids discreetly tucked behind
the ears of the man sitting in front of
me. Intrigued, I asked about them.

He removed one to show me the
tiny receiver that fits in his ear,
attached by a slender tube to the
small, flesh-colored behind-the-ear
case that housed a miniature mi-
crophone, amplifier and battery.
Manipulating the tiny aids requires
some dexterity, he said, “but they’re
a lot more comfortable than the first
aids I had, which felt like peanuts
stuck in my ears.”

His name was Mark Hammel
and, as a practicing psychologist, he
told me he has far too often treated
people whose lives could be much
improved by hearing aids but who
don’t wear them. The reasons are
many, including the “unfortunate
fact that audiologists using hearing
test cutoffs sometimes tell people
they don’t need a hearing aid yet,
even though functionally they do,”
he said.

Hearing loss is usually gradual,
and people often fail to recognize
when it becomes severe enough to

warrant hearing aids. Still others
regard hearing aids as unattractive
devices that make them feel and
look old in a society that prizes
youthfulness.

However, Deborah Touchette, an
audiologist and owner of the Para-
dise Hearing & Balance Clinics in
California, said, “What many peo-
ple with hearing loss don’t realize
is that the signs of the untreated
hearing loss are more noticeable to

others than hearing aids.”
But perhaps the more important

reason people fail to get hearing
aids when they are needed is the
cost, which is rarely covered by
insurance and not at all by Medi-
care, unless the device is for a child.
Properly fitted, up-to-date digital
aids for both ears, like those Dr.
Hammel wears, cost thousands of
dollars. (His were $5,600, which is
fairly typical.) Many people, espe-

cially older people living on fixed
incomes, can’t afford them and can’t
understand why such a basic health
need is overlooked by private and
government insurance.

“It’s so preposterous,” Dr. Ham-
mel said. “Knee replacements,
shoulder replacements, organ
transplants, which can cost tens
of thousands, are covered, but not
hearing aids.”

This is the financial dilemma now

facing an aging population in which
one adult in five — nearly 50 million
Americans — has hearing loss, dou-
ble the number since 2000, accord-
ing to the Hearing Health Founda-
tion.

Modern aids can be synchro-
nized wirelessly with Bluetooth to a
smartphone. Some have a direction-
al microphone, enhancing the audio
signal in front of the user more than
sounds coming from the sides. Some
aids can also be fitted to improve
hearing in the increasing number
of theaters, sports arenas and con-
cert and lecture halls equipped with
hearing loops.

There are many types of devic-
es. Some fit completely in the ear,
others behind the ear. Some fill the
ear canal, others only partly. Prices
for one aid range from about $1,200
to $2,800, although people with bi-
lateral hearing loss do better with
aids in both ears. The cost should
include the fitting and one or more
adjustments.

Critical to being properly fitted is
to be examined first by a medical
doctor who can check for correct-
able medical conditions like impact-
ed ear wax. Next is a thorough audi-
ological exam.

If an aid is deemed necessary, the
audiologist should discuss your var-
ious hearing needs and describe the
options and costs.

Finally, after getting the selected
aids, practice using them is critical,
with return visits to the prescriber
for needed adjustments.
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The MobileEye system, above and below left, identifies objects in the driver’s field
of vision. The Apple watch’s Viper app, right, can start, lock, and find a car.
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Insurance often does not
cover devices that can cost
up to $5,600.

Rearview cameras
and other tools to help
guide you on the road.
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¶ Are the new scoring sys-
tems currently being used by
lenders?
FICO’s new score is in a test
phase with a dozen big credit
card lenders and is expected
to be more broadly available
early next year. TransUnion
said its new scoring system
would be used by several
lenders by the end of this year.
Neither company would iden-
tify its participating lenders.

¶ What range do the alterna-
tive scores use?
Like traditional credit scores,
the alternative scores use a
three-digit number, and the
higher the score, the lower the
risk to the lender. Both FICO
XD and TransUnion’s Credit-
Vision Link scores range from
300 to 850.
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The credit reporting industry is
starting to unveil alternative credit
scores that use more than just bank
and credit card information and al-
low lenders to extend credit to more
consumers.

Fair Isaac, creator of the widely
used FICO credit score, has been
testing a new score with major credit
card lenders that makes use of alter-
native data, like cable and cellphone
bills, to help assess the likelihood
that a borrower will repay a loan.

Now TransUnion, one of the three
major credit reporting bureaus, is
introducing its own alternative sys-
tem, assigning scores to people who
may have low traditional scores or
lack them entirely.

TransUnion has said that its new
scoring system combined alterna-
tive data with a more nuanced anal-
ysis of typical credit data. Called
CreditVision Link, the system al-
lows lenders to assign scores to 95
percent of American adults, said
Mike Mondelli, TransUnion’s senior
vice president of alternative data
services.

The new scores use different types
of information, as well as new ways
of analyzing traditional credit data,
to assess the creditworthiness of
consumers who have had difficulty
borrowing money. About 26 million
Americans, or 11 percent of the adult
population, lack credit files and are
“credit invisible,” while 8 percent
have some history but not enough
to generate a score, the Consumer
Financial Protection Bureau says.

Traditional credit scores are
based on information reported by
banks and credit card companies to
the major credit bureaus.

While the new methods could
help underserved consumers gain
access to credit, they could also
hurt some people, said Chi Chi Wu,
a lawyer with the National Consum-
er Law Center. “It really depends
on the type of alternative data and
how it’s being used.”

Imagine a hypothetical guy who
lives a responsible financial life.
He’s not living paycheck-to-pay-
check, but it’s close. Then one day,
he suffers a financial shock.

He ends up missing a couple
of bill payments. His credit score
drops 50 points. What happens next
might surprise you.

He uses this experience as a
wake-up call. Things were painful
in the short run, with limited access
to credit. But a couple of years later,
he’s recovered. In fact, he ends up
in a better financial position than
his peers.

Our story gets us close to an in-
teresting study by Mark Garmaise
at the University of California, Los
Angeles, and Gabriel Natividad at

the Universidad de Piu-
ra. They wanted to know
what happened to people
living on the edge finan-
cially when they experi-
enced an outside shock.
To figure that out, they
needed to isolate a group
of people who had experi-
enced a random, negative
event to see how it affect-
ed them. They found one
in Peru that suffered a
currency risk. The study
found that people who
went through this expe-
rience were less likely to
have unpaid fines, taxes and gov-
ernment penalties than peers who
avoided the currency issue.

It made me wonder. Could we
trigger our own financial shock?
Here are three scenarios to help
you get you started:

1. Pretend you don’t get your year-
end bonus or your annual raise. Will
you have to give up something to
make your budget?

2. You have an adjustable-rate
mortgage scheduled to reset. Let’s
say you have a $250,000 mortgage

and your monthly pay-
ment is $1,054. So you’re
shocked to discover your
rate has become 5 per-
cent. That’s a difference
of almost $300 per month.
What would that look like
financially?

3. Let’s say your quar-
terly investment report
shows your long-term
investment accounts are
down 30 percent. Would
you need to rethink some
long-term plans?

Work through these ex-
amples and others with

your spouse or partner. Like most
exercises, this one is about figuring
out what needs to happen without
living through a real-life shock. Af-
ter all, there’s no rule that says we
have to fall into a hole to learn a les-
son.

CARL RICHARDS

SKETCH GUY
CARL RICHARDS

Like many parents of young drivers,
Shane Coulter wants his 16-year-old
daughter’s car to be as safe as possi-
ble when she takes to the road. But
like many older vehicles, the 2008
Jeep Wrangler that he bought for
her lacked many high-tech safety
features, like a rearview camera,
that are increasingly found in new-
er cars.

But that didn’t mean he had to be
left out of the technological revolu-
tion. Audiovox makes a rearview
camera that can be added on.

“I actually put it on my daughter’s
Jeep,” said Mr. Coulter, who lives in
Warner Robins, Ga.

The rearview camera is one of
the most popular of a growing list
of add-on devices and services that
promise to bring modern features to
aging jalopies.

“Lane departure and collision

warning, pedestrian warnings,
high-beam control and traffic sign
recognition — all of those can be
retrofitted in a customer’s car,”
said Elad Serfaty, a vice president
at Mobileye, whose technology is
built into a variety of vehicles from
BMW, Volvo and other carmakers
that offer collision detection and
prevention.

A warning and monitoring system
that can be added to older vehicles,
like the Mobileye 660, costs roughly
$1,000 including a professional in-
stallation, Mr. Serfaty said, but the
benefits could outweigh the costs. A
Highway Loss Data Institute study
of Honda Accords and Crosstours
equipped with lane departure and
forward collision warnings, for ex-
ample, found a 14 percent reduction
in damage claims compared with
models without the systems.

Consequently, many car accesso-
ry companies are joining the driver
assistance trend. Garmin, hoping
to resuscitate flagging sales of por-

table navigation devices,
has incorporated such tech-
nology in its $400 nüviCam
LMTHD. The navigation de-
vice has a built-in video cam-
era that scans the road ahead,
offering not only directions
but also chimes and yellow
icon warnings whenever
a driver drifts out of
the lane or starts
tailgating.

Usually cited
as a major dis-
traction to driv-
ers, smartphones
are also being en-
listed to create
alert systems.
One of the earli-
est and most ex-
tensive driver assistance apps was
iOnRoad, now owned by Harman
International. Using a smartphone’s
built-in camera, the app monitors
the car’s speed and distance from
the vehicle ahead, sounding a loud
alarm if the distance shrinks too
quickly or the driver fails to brake
sufficiently.

Using the app can feel like having
a digital back-seat driver, but iOn-
Road’s constant pings can work to
adjust driving habits, like improv-
ing driver alertness and increas-
ing the following distance between
cars.

“If you have a teenage driver, the
app will allow you to analyze driv-
ing habits,” said Alon Atsmon, vice

president for technology strategy
at Harman. “It can log events, such
as tailgating and lane departure
warnings, then score his driving
compared to other drivers around
the world.” The basic app is free; a
premium $5 version adds dashcam-
like video recording and speed limit
sign recognition.

Many customers decide to up-
grade the older family car when it
gets handed down to a new teenage
driver, said Keith Imbriglio, the man-
ager at Long Radio, an installation
firm in Hadley, Mass. Among the
most popular add-ons, he said, are
rearview cameras. They all but elim-
inate blind spots behind vehicles.

The Audiovox ACA900 is a $129
wide-angle backup video camera

with an ultrasonic sensor. It mounts
in a rear license plate bracket and
sounds proximity warnings and dis-
plays a picture in a dashboard LCD
screen or replacement rearview
mirror.

When the car is put into reverse,
the rearview picture appears, in-
cluding distance and parking guide-
lines. If the driver gets too close to
a pedestrian or nearby obstruction,
the system beeps loudly and shows
a red “STOP” alert on the video
monitor.

The biggest problem with the
systems, Mr. Imbroglio said, is that
they take a lot of time to install. La-
bor can add $70 to $100 to the price
for consumers.

So some drivers opt for do-
it-yourself tracking and car
monitoring devices that simply

plug into the onboard diag-
nostic or OBD-II port under
the dashboard of cars built
from 1996 onward. The pro-
liferation of OBD-II devices
includes models like those
pitched by insurance com-
panies promising to lower
rates for good driving habits
or those from Silicon Valley

start-ups looking to capitalize
on the connected car trend.

Taking connected car apps
to the next level, Viper has just
introduced software that works

with Apple and Android smart-
watches. The Viper SmartStart 4.0
app can remotely start, locate and
unlock a car from a compatible
watch. The forthcoming Android
app will even obey voice commands,
like “O.K., Google, start my car,” ac-
cording to the company. A typical
Viper module package costs $399,
installed, with geofencing alerts —
which let parents know when their
child strays outside a preset zone —
available for an annual fee of $99.

For all the technical sleight of
hand, there are limits to what after-
market upgrades can bring to a car.
Unlike built-in options in new cars,
none of these systems can automat-
ically brake a vehicle to prevent a
crash or steer a car toward the cen-
ter of the lane when the driver wan-
ders. And none of the upgrades will
stop a car remotely like OnStar can
in the event of a theft.
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