
Over the past two months, 
the Office of Consumer 
Affairs has investigated 
local health clubs to check 
for price signage, ask about 
rates and fees, and look at 
cancellation policies. Inves-
tigators visited 15 health 
clubs in the greater Boston 
area, and follow-up calls 
were made to obtain any in-
formation not given during 
the visit.

Indeed, the completed 
health club survey found 

violations of state law at many locations. Notably, none of the locations 
visited had posted membership prices or the right to cancel as mandated 
by Massachusetts law. When investigators asked for this information, 
many were provided an incomplete list of prices on paper or were told 
the information verbally. 

The right to cancel must also be included in the contract. However, 
investigators were only able to obtain two contracts from the 15 health 
clubs visited and only one contained the required provision. Investiga-
tors were met with high-pressure sales tactics and often not shown a 
contract unless they agreed to sign up. 
Contracts that do not comply with the state’s requirements for health 
club contracts are void and unenforceable.

The survey also found that many clubs charged fees in addition to 
monthly or yearly dues for the membership itself. These include one-
time enrollment fees, rate-lock guarantee fees, annual fees, and termina-
tion fees. Our survey complete with health clubs’ cancellation policies, 
listing of fees, and more is available here.

Before signing a health club contract, be sure to review the club’s repu-
tation not just with the Better Business Bureau and Attorney General’s 
Office but with past and current members of the club as well. When 
visiting the location inspect the club for cleanliness and condition of the 
equipment. Check to see if the club has CPR equipment, and look for 
information about the qualifications of staff.

Make sure that the health club is following Massachusetts law. Look for 
signs that post the club’s prices, determine what services are included 
with a membership and what costs extra, and read the contract carefully 
before signing. Remember that you do have a 3-day right to cancel after 
signing your contract.

We want to make sure that consumers are vigilant, especially when 
committing to sign a contract with a health club. We have more tips and 
information about choosing a health club on our website.

Welcome to our special 
double issue of the Con-
sumer Insider!  It has been 
a busy first few months of 
2013 and we have hit the 
ground running.

In February I gave tes-
timony at a Division of 
Banks hearing on new 
regulations that protects 
consumers from many un-
fair foreclosure practices. 
We have experienced first-
hand the devastation that can occur when banks 
take advantage of homeowners and the govern-
ment fails to intervene.

Under these new regulations, before a lender can 
foreclose, they will have to perform a net present 
value analysis comparing the cost of foreclos-
ing against the cost of a modification or other 
option. If it costs more to foreclose, then foreclo-
sure cannot go forward. These regulations make 
what has previously been a recommended guide-
line into a legal obligation. This new homeowner 
protection not only makes economic sense for 
the lender, but will keep consumers in their 
homes and strengthen our housing market.

This month, three agencies held public meetings 
to discuss upcoming regulations.  On March 
14th, the Department of Telecommunications 
and Cable held a technical session to discuss 
industry billing and termination practices. On 
March 20th the Division of Insurance held its 
final special session to consider rate review per-
taining to long term care insurance. The Divi-
sion of Professional Licensure held a meeting on 
March 22nd to gather input for the development 
of new regulations governing private occupa-
tional schools and their sales representatives, 
including the approval of instructors, curricu-
lum, recordkeeping practices, and enrollment 
contracts and student refunds.

I am encouraged by the work these agencies are 
doing to create regulations that will both pro-
tect consumers and foster growth in our local 
economy.
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News from the UndersecretaryHealth Club Survey

While health clubs are required to clearly 
post prices, no locations surveyed did.

http://www.mass.gov/ocabr/docs/-oca/health-club-survey-2013.pdf
http://www.mass.gov/ocabr/consumer/shopping/health-clubs/health-clubs-guide.html
http://mass.gov/ocabr
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With the tax deadline fast approaching, the Office of Consumer Affairs offers 
these suggestions from the IRS when choosing a tax professional for filing your 

return:
• Check the person’s qualifications.  
Federal regulations require all paid 
tax return preparers to have a Prepar-
er Tax Identification Number (PTIN). 
In addition to making sure they have 
a PTIN, ask if the preparer is affiliated  
with a professional organization and 
attends continuing education classes. 
• The IRS is also phasing in new 
test requirements to make sure those 
who are not enrolled agents, attorneys, 
or CPAs have met minimal compe-

tency requirements. Those subject to the test will become Registered Tax 
Return Preparers once they pass it.

• Check the preparer’s history. Check to see if the preparer has a questionable 
history or any disciplinary actions with the BBB, the Massachusetts Board 
of Accountancy for Certified Public Accountants, or the Massachusetts Bar 
Association.   

• Find out about their service fees. Avoid preparers who base their fee on a 
percentage of your refund or those who claim they can obtain larger re-
funds than other preparers. Also, always make sure any refund due is sent 
to you or deposited into an account in your name. Under no circumstances 
should all or part of your refund be directly deposited into a preparer’s 
bank account.

Additional tips for when preparing your taxes:
•	 Provide all records and receipts needed to prepare your return.  Repu-

table preparers will request to see your records and receipts and will ask you 
multiple questions to determine your total income and your qualifications 
for expenses, deductions and other items.

•	 Do not electronically file your return before you receive your Form W-2 
using your last pay stub. This violates IRS e-file rules.

•	 Never sign a blank return.  Before you sign your tax return, review it and 
ask questions. Make sure you understand everything, that there are no blank 
spaces, and that you are comfortable with the accuracy of the return before 
you sign it.

•	 Maximize your credits and deductions. Make sure to check your eligibility 
for various tax credits and deductions by visiting the IRS Credits & Deduc-
tions website.

Visit the IRS website for more tips on identifying and avoiding abusive 
return preparers.

Top 5 Consumer Issues 
April 1, 10:00 AM to 11:00 AM
1000 Washington Street
Hearing Room 1E
Boston, MA
The Office of Consumer Affairs will join the 
Better Business Bureau, US Postal Inspection 
Service, and the Attorney General’s Office 
in its annual Top 5 press conference.  Each 
agency will announce its top consumer issues 
of 2012 and will offer tips to consumers to 
avoid similar issues in the future. 

National Consumer Protection Week
April 9, 8:15 AM to 2:00 PM
120 Tremont Street
Suffolk University Law School
Rappaport Center 
Boston, MA
The 23rd annual NCPW Conference will 
include topics such as: prepaid cards; the 
new food store item pricing law, robocalling; 
as well as  data protection and privacy. The 
Conference will also include an update from 
the CFPB and an address from Channel 5’s 
Consumer Reporter, Susan Wornick.

Empowering Healthcare Consumers: 
A Community Conversation
May 6, 8:15 AM to 1:00 PM
120 Tremont Street
Suffolk University Law School
Rappaport Center 
Boston, MA
The conference will highlight price and 
information transparency tools and include a 
stakeholder panel and small-group discussion 
that focuses on consumer attitudes toward 
healthcare prices and medical information.  
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Upcoming Events

Follow our tips to avoid headaches 
when preparing your taxes.

Tips for Tax Season: Choosing a Tax Professional and Filing Your Taxes DOI Insurance Awareness Event

On March 6th, the Division of Insurance 
(DOI) Commissioner Joseph Murphy and 
staffers held an insurance awareness event 
at South Station. DOI will host a series of 
“Know What You Have, Learn What You 
Need” events throughout the state this year. 
Find out more by visiting the DOI website 
and be sure to follow DOI @MassDOI.
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