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A free trial could cost thousands and worry you silly  
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Subscription traps have seen children clock up
credit card bills running into the thousands for
their parents when playing video games online
— and adults chased by debt collectors after
signing up to ‘free’ or ‘discounted’ online dating
or weight loss trials. The number of people
falling for subscription traps — where you sign
up to an expensive service without knowing it —
increased over the pandemic.
“People had more time at home (during the
various lockdowns) to experiment with and try
out online subscriptions — and many were
caught out as a result,” said Dr Cyril Sullivan,
director of the consumer watchdog, European
Consumer Centre (ECC) Ireland.
The vulnerabilities that people experienced
during lockdown — such as loneliness or weight
gain — also made many more prone to falling
into, and being stuck in, subscription traps,
added Sullivan.
“People are often reluctant to seek help (after
falling into a subscription trap) if it’s a personal
matter,” said Sullivan. “They may not want
people to know that they’re online dating or
looking to lose weight.”
It’s important, however, that you seek help and
redress if you get stuck in a subscription trap.
So how bad could it get — and what can you do
if you’re caught out?
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‘I’m a bargain queen. I'd drive through a
warzone to get a fiver off my lip gloss!’

 
1) DEBT COLLECTOR THREATS
In a recent case investigated by ECC Ireland, a
consumer who signed up to a discounted online
dating trial for a month found himself being
threatened by debt collectors — after he
attempted, but failed, to back out of the service.
The consumer tried to cancel the service in
good time when he realised how much more
expensive it would be after the first month. His
cancellation request, however, was not put
through by the trader — and he then started to
receive letters from a debt collector that
threatened legal action if the bills weren’t paid.
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The issue was resolved after ECC Ireland got
involved on the consumer’s behalf — but all the
same, the experience proved very stressful for
the consumer. “It can be very unbalancing and
very stressful if you’ve a large subscription
company threatening legal action against you,”
said Sullivan.
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Difficulties can even be experienced by people
who try to cancel a broadband or TV
subscription with reputable mainstream
companies. “Some people found themselves
being pursued by debt collectors after a request
to cancel a broadband or TV subscription didn’t
get through,” said Dr Sullivan.
In one case recently investigated by ECC
Ireland, an Eastern European man returned
home after living in Ireland for a number of
years. Before moving back to Eastern Europe,
he put in a request to cancel his broadband
subscription in Ireland.
However, the request did not get through, the
broadband service was never cancelled, unpaid
bills mounted up — and the individual then
found himself being chased by a debt collector.
 
2) MINORS CLOCKING UP MAJOR CREDIT
CARD BILLS
Children can easily fall into subscription traps
when playing video games — or accessing other
content — online. By the time a parent becomes
aware of the issue, huge bills may have already
mounted up.
In a recent case investigated by ECC Ireland, a
child had run up a €7,000 credit card bill over
three to four months after making in-app
purchases when playing video games online.
“As the trader was not engaging with us, we
secured a refund (for the parent) through
chargeback,” said Dr Sullivan. (Chargeback is
where your credit or debit card provider agrees
to reverse the transaction — after you dispute a
charge on your card.)
In another case investigated by ECC Ireland, a
10-year-old boy ran up a €1,500 credit card bill
after making in-app purchases when playing
video games.
Although the trader involved initially declined a
request from the parent for a refund, it
eventually offered a refund “as a gesture of
goodwill” when ECC Ireland intervened on the
consumer’s behalf.
While many online video games are free,
players are often encouraged to buy virtual add-
ons or characters so they can progress in a
game. The parent may have inadvertently given
permission for their credit card to be charged



for these add-ons or the device that the games
are being played on may be linked to a parent’s
PayPal or Apple account, and so the parent’s
card could be charged as a result.
“When a parent sets up an account and gives
their card details, they may think that it’s only a
once-off payment — and may not be aware that
the child can go in and make in-app purchases
and so on,” said Sullivan. “Businesses want to
make it as easy as possible for people to buy
something and so the systems are set up in that
way. Although children lack capacity to enter
into a contract and if they do, the contract is
generally considered voidable, the reality is that
this does not prevent children from taking part
in transactions using their parents or guardians’
credit or debit cards and online accounts.”
Parents or guardians should therefore keep a
close eye on their child’s online activities as
they “may be held liable for commercial
transactions conducted by their children
without their knowledge,” said Sullivan.
When you register on a gaming platform on
behalf of your child, you will often have your
credit card linked to your subscription or
account. You can, however, put restrictions on
the account to prevent a child from making in-
game purchases. “If such restrictions fail, you
can make a claim (for a refund) — however, if
no restrictions have been placed on the account,
securing any refund of unsupervised
transactions by minors may prove rather
challenging,” said Sullivan.
 
3) COSTLY ‘FREE’ TRIALS
Legitimate free trials are few and far between.
Consumers often run into problems cancelling
the unexpected payments that are taken out of
their cards each month after signing up to ‘free’
trials.
Know exactly what happens after a trial period
ends — you may need to inform a trader in
writing that you wish to cancel. Failure to do so
could see you automatically locked into a
subscription where you’re charged a monthly
fee.
Don’t assume that a trader has been upfront
with you. “A lot of these sites (where you buy
subscriptions) will have the right to withdrawal



(from the service) disguised,” said Sullivan. “So
if you don’t cancel within a certain time, you
will have unwittingly subscribed to a 12-month
subscription. Remember, however, that if an
online company hasn’t told you about your right
to a 14-day cooling-off period (where under EU
law, you can usually cancel an online order
within 14 days of receiving it and get your
money back — regardless of the reason you are
cancelling), that cooling-off period is extended
to 12 months.”
This means you could have up to a year to
cancel a subscription without penalty — if you
weren’t told about your right to a 14-day cooling
off period in the first place.
Bear in mind, though, that as the cooling-off
period is a right provided under EU law, you
won’t be entitled to it if you’re dealing with a
trader based in China or the US.
 
4) UPHILL BATTLE FOR REDRESS
“It’s very difficult (to get redress if the trader is
based outside the EU),” said Sullivan. Where a
trader won’t come good, your first line of
defence is typically the law of the country that
the trader is based in. “The payment platform
used — such as Visa or PayPal — is your next
line of defence (as you may be able to get your
money back by way of a chargeback),” said
Sullivan.
Even with the protections of EU law, it can be
hard to get redress after falling into a
subscription trap. “Consumers trying to get
redress for unwanted subscriptions are often
unable to establish contact with the trader. In
many cases, this is a result of traders failing to
provide any contact details. This reduces their
options for redress — even by means of
chargeback.”
The safest approach is not to fall into a
subscription trap in the first place — so steer
clear of free trials and don’t walk blindly into
any offer.


