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Something new: A credit card on consumers’ side

JPMorgan Chase wants to
help users manage debt

By Kathy Chu
USA TODAY

After years of encouraging consum-
ers to load up on debt, the card indus-
try is trying a novel tactic: helping
borrowers manage their debt.

Today, JPMorgan Chase plans to un-

veil new credit card
Credit cards features that even
—____critics are applaud-
ing as a shift in how consumers can
track and manage purchases, as well
as pay off debt. The centerpiece of the
free offering, called Blueprint, is a fea-
ture that allows consumers to avoid
paying interest on everyday pur-
chases — such as groceries — even
while accumulating interest on other
purchases. Other features allow bor-
rowers to track spending and create
payment plans to whittle down debt.

Other issuers have launched simi-

lar, if less ambitious, products. Wells
Fargo and Discover have rolled out
online budgeting or debt-manage-
ment tools. American Express has be-
gun a national advertising campaign
to deliver the message that its charge
card — which consumers pay in full
each month — is “right for the times,”
says Jud Linville, the chief executive of
consumer services.

Amid the recession, issuers have
reason to be concerned about con-
sumer debt loads. Credit card defaults
and delinquencies have hit records,
roiling the industry’s balance sheet.
When consumers take on too much
debt and can’t pay, that cuts into issu-
ers’ profits, says Ron Shevlin, a senior
analyst at researcher Aite Group.

Linda Sherry, director of national
priorities at Consumer Action, an ad-
vocacy group, has criticized Chase’s
fees and rates in the past year. Never-
theless, she calls its new offering “rev-
olutionary” because it “rewrites the
rules on credit card use.”

With traditional credit cards, if con-

Details on Blueprint
credit card feature

JPMorgan Chase’s Blueprint feature
gives consumers a new way to manage
their debt. What it allows them to do:

» Pay in full on groceries and other
everyday items, avoiding interest
charges

» Carry other purchases from month
to month; interest accrues

» Create a custom plan to pay off a
large purchase or the entire balance

Source: JPMorgan Chase

sumers don’t pay in full, interest accu-
mulates on the entire balance from
the purchase date. But the Blueprint
feature — available to 20 million Chase
customers — allows borrowers to
keep an interest-free grace period for
everyday items, as long as they
choose those categories in advance
and pay them in full each month.
William Wallace, president of
Chase’s credit card services division,
says the industry “hasn’t (always)

been that transparent and clear in
terms of the interest consumers pay.”
But he believes the new product will
“go a long way” in helping consumers
understand card debt.

Issuers are betting their campaigns
will retain existing customers and
bring in new ones. Some analysts
question, though, whether consum-
ers will immediately embrace the in-
dustry’s attempts to help them man-
age their money. Even though the
timing is right for issuers’ new of-
ferings, some consumers “may not
trust them in the beginning,” says
Robert Litan, a senior fellow at the
Brookings Institution, a think tank.
Most — if not all — major issuers have
raised card interest rates or fees dur-
ing the recession, actually making it
harder for consumers to pay off debt.

Travis Plunkett, legislative director
at the Consumer Federation of Ameri-
ca, warns that issuers’ efforts could be
a way to “win the loyalty of their cus-
tomers, rather than a substantial shift
in the way they do business.”



