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THE LAND OF THE FREE TRIAL
The Federal Trade Commission (FTC), the nation’s consumer protection agency, wants you to know that some companies
use free trials to sign you up for more products – sometimes many products – that can cost you lots of money as they
bill you every month until you cancel.
On March 2, 2016, Attorney Pablo Zylberglait, of the Bureau of Consumer Protection, FTC, warned us about these socalled “Free Trials.”
Whether or not we want to admit it, many of us are fascinated by clever infomercials or promotions for the latest gadget
or invention. “The land of the free” is also the home of clever inventors and marketers who work hard to sell products
that – they hope – make our lives easier.
A chance to try something out for free? What have you got to lose?
To help you decide whether to get a new product, many marketers will let you try it “for free,” “risk-free,” or “at no
obligation.” The trouble is some sellers lure you into these so-called “free” trials and then keep billing you after the trial
is over. Some even sign you up for other products or services you don’t want.
If you’re interested in a particular product or service, trying before you buy might seem like a no-brainer. However,
what starts as a free trial – or a very low cost – might end up costing you real money.
Whiter Teeth? Flatter Stomach? Shinier Hair?
Whether it’s for a teeth whitener, vitamin, or kitchen gadget, all free trials eventually end. Typically, if you don’t want
to buy what you’ve tried, you need to cancel or take some other action before the trial is up. If you don’t, you may be
agreeing to buy more products.
However, some dishonest businesses make it tough to cancel, hiding the terms and conditions of their offers in tiny
font, using pre-checked sign up boxes as the default setting online and putting conditions on returns and cancellations
that are so strict it could be next to impossible to stop the deliveries and billing. Sometimes, the “free trial” might come
with a small shipping and handling fee. You think you’re only paying a couple of dollars, but you’re really giving over
your credit card information, resulting in much higher charges after the trial.
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Strings Attached
Other “free” offers enroll you in clubs or subscriptions. For example, a company might offer you an introductory package
of free books, CDs, magazines or movies. If you sign up, you may be agreeing to enroll in a club that will send you more
products and bill you until you cancel, or to a subscription that’s automatically renewed each year.
Avoid the Hidden Costs in Free Trials
•

Research the company online.
See what other people are saying about the company’s free trials – and its service. Complaints from other 		
customers can tip you off to “catches” that might come with the trial.

•

Find the terms and conditions for the offer.
That includes offers online, on TV, in the newspaper, or on the radio. If you can’t find them or can’t understand
exactly what you’re agreeing to, don’t sign up.

•

Research who is behind the offer.
Just because you’re buying something online from one company doesn’t mean the offer or pop-up isn’t from
someone else.

•

Watch out for pre-checked boxes.
If you sign up for a free trial online, look for already-checked boxes. That checkmark may give the company the
green light to continue the offer past the free trial or sign you up for more products – only this time you’ll
have to pay.

•

Mark your calendar.
Your free trial probably has a time limit. Once it passes without you telling the company to “cancel your
order,” you may be on the hook for more products.

•

Look for information on how you can cancel future shipments or services.
If you don’t want them, do you have to pay? Do you have a limited time to respond?

•

Read your credit and debit card statements.
That way you’ll know right away if you’re being charged for something you didn’t order.

If you see charges you didn’t agree to, contact the company directly to sort out the situation. If that doesn’t work, call
your credit card company to dispute the charge. Ask the credit card company to reverse the charge because you didn’t
actively order the additional merchandise.

For more information or to file to a complaint, contact Pinellas County Consumer Protection at
(727) 464-6200 or visit www.pinellascounty.org/consumer.
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