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As credit card companies face rising public anger, new regulation from 
Washington, and staggering new rates of default and bankruptcy, 
FRONTLINE correspondent Lowell Bergman examines the future of the 
massive consumer loan industry, which many fear could be at the center of 
the next crisis. In a joint project with the New York Times—a follow-up to the 
Secret History of the Credit Card—Bergman and the Times talk to industry 
insiders, lobbyists, politicians, and consumer advocates as they square off 
over the way the industry has done business for decades.
 Thanks to the pioneering efforts of an aggressive upstart credit card 
provider—Providian Bank, bank fees quickly evolved into the industry’s 
profit center. In an exclusive interview with FRONTLINE, former Providian 
CEO Shailesh Metha tells FRONTLINE how his company successfully target-
ed vulnerable, low-income customers—the bad credits, bankrupts, young 
credits, and no credits—whom Providian called “the unbanked.” Providian 
provided this “unbanked market” with “free” credit cards that carried heavy 
hidden fees.  “I used to use the word ‘penalty pricing’ or ‘stealth pricing,’” 
Metha says. “When people make the buying decision, they don’t look at the 
penalty fees, because they never believe they’ll be late. They never believe 
they’ll be over-limit. Right?... Our business took off… We were making a 
billion dollars a year.”
 It took the economic collapse in the fall of 2008 to set the stage for 
potentially historic change in the consumer credit business, as President 
Obama and his team pushed through a credit card reform act in May. But 
the banking industry contributes more money to Congress than any other 
industry—by far—and FRONTLINE discovers that the bill that passed may 
not be what it seems. 
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