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ave you ever wanted to try a service or a
product on a trial basis? Some companies
allow interested customers the chance to try
it out before they join or purchase. This is called a trial

offer.

How does a trial offer work? Over a specitied period
of time, for no charge or a minimal charge, you can see
for yourself how the service or product works and

whether it 1s useful to you.

Perhaps you have seen trial offers advertised on
television or in an Internet advertisement. Or, maybe
you have been contacted by telephone or recetved mail
or email at your home. The service or product may
sound good, but before you sign up for a trial offer,
consider the following questions — your answers will

help you make the decision that is right for you.
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t you want to check out a company before
you agree to a free trial offer, or if you have a
complaint about an offer, contact your local

Better Business Bureau or state/local

consumer protection agency.
Wl o5 You will find them in your
3 ,,%/ 4/3 telephone book or search for
- them online.
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A reputable company should:

* make it easy to contact the company by giving you its
name, address, and telephone number.

e tell you all about its product or service, including a
description of exactly what is being offered, how much
it costs, the membership benefits and restrictions, the
payment options, and the cancellation policy.

* provide complete information on the terms and
limitations of the trial offer, including the length of the
trial offer, what happens when it ends, and what action
you need to take if you do not want to continue after the
trial period is over. For example: You could be billed for
the product or service unless you notify the company that
you want to cancel before the trial period ends.

e disclose its privacy policy that explains what personal and
tinancial information 1s collected about you, how the
information may be used, and with whom it may be

shared. ~
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Carefully read any information sent to you by the company

making the offer. Pay attention to details, such as:

*  The date the trial offer begins and ends.

*  Limitations on your use of the service or product during
the trial period.

*  How to obtain the benefits of the trial offer. For example:
Do you need to present a coupon or enter a special code
for online purchases?

*  How frequently you will receive the service or product.

e Ifyou are trying out a product, what the return policy is
and who pays for the shipping on returned items.
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This is very important! It is up to you to read the trial offer

very carefully. Make sure you understand:

* The date the trial offer ends. Mark your calendar and
decide before that date whether you wish to continue
receiving the service or product.

*  Your responsibilities under the free trial agreement.
Typically, if you do not want to continue, you must contact
the company and cancel the product or service before
the trial period ends or else you will be automatically billed
for future use or membership. In some cases, you may be
billed retroactively for products or services you used, so
make sure you understand the terms of the offer before
you agree to the trial.

It is a good rule of thumb that if you are not interested in

continuing with the service or product, contact the company

before the end of the trial period, and tell them that you wish
to cancel immediately to avoid the possibility of being charged
for something you do not want.
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It is important to determine whether the product or service

fits your lifestyle. To help you decide whether to continue

with the product or service, make sure you review and

understand the rules before you join.

*  Does the cost of the product ot service fit your budget?
Even though a trial offer allows you the opportunity to
try it out, is the product or service something that you
really need or want?

e How likely it 1s that you will use the product or service?
For example, you may be interested in trying a trial
membership at a gym. In order to get regular use of the
facility, before you join, make sure that the gym is open

and available for you to use at the times you plan to use it.
Do any limitations or restrictions on the membership
make it less useful or attractiver For example, membership
in a travel service that has blackout periods during school
holidays may not be good for a teacher who would
normally travel during school vacations.

How do you obtain the benefits? Check to see if you
need to present a coupon or enter a special code to make
purchases.

If youwill receive products or services automatically, how
frequently they will be provided, and what you have to
do if you do not want them and by when?

Is there is a minimum purchase requirement? Are you
interested in recetving the service or products as often as
stated? Are there any other requirements or obligations
you must meet that creates a hardship or hassler What
happens if you do not meet those obligations?

When, how often, and how much you will be charged?
You also need to know whether the charge will be placed
on your credit or debit card or deducted from your
checking or other account.

What is the cancellation policy? How long is the
membership? If you do not want to continue, is there an
eatly cancellation penalty for ending your membership?
How must you go about canceling your membership?
What are the refund and return policies? Know how you
can receive a refund if you are not satistied with the service
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ometimes people let a trial offer lapse without
Scanceling the product or service because they
did not provide their billing information to the seller.
However, if the consumer bought other goods or
services from the company in the past, the company
may already have their account information at the
time the free trial is offered. Consumers may be
surprised with a charge once the trial offer ends and
then have to take extra steps to resolve the problem.
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n some cases you will be charged at the end of

the trial period unless you take the necessaty steps
to cancel the product or service before the end of
the trial. In other words, your failure to take action
to cancel is interpreted as your acceptance, and you
will continue to receive and be periodically charged
for the product or service until you take the
necessary steps to cancel. This is sometimes referred
to as a “negative option.”

A type of negative option plan is a “continuity plan”
in which you receive goods and services
automatically on a regular schedule. For example, a
music club may send you several CDs every month.
You do not have to order the product or service
each time — it is provided unless you notify the
company before the next shipment or service date
that you do not want it. You may be able to keep
the products or services you received during the
trial offer for free, but if you continue with the
plan after the trial period ends, you may be obliged
to accept and pay for a minimum number of
products or services. More information about your
rights concerning negative option plans is available
on the Federal Trade Commission’s Web site at
http:/ [ www.fte.gov/ bep/ conline/ pubs/ products/
negative.him.
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DO Lool( for’ Deiails.

Get all the facts before you agree to a trial offer.
Know what will happen when the trial period
ends.

DO Keep TPCICI(.

Note on your calendar the date the trial period
ends and decide whether you want to continue
before that date. If you cancel, keep a note with

the date and the name of the representative you
dealt with.

DO CI"IQCI( {Ol’ CI’IGPC]QS.

Review your credit card or bank statements as
soon as you receive them or check your accounts
online. If you are charged or debited when you
should not have been, or for the wrong amount,
contact your bank immediately. More tips about
free trial offers are on the Federal Trade
Commission’s Web site at Atp:/ [ www.fle.gov/ bep/
conline/ pubs/ products/ trialoffers.htm.
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Join the League Today

Founded in 1899, the National Consumers League is
America’s pioneer consumer organization.

NCL is your consumer advocate. NCL works for safer
foods, a cleaner environment, and protection against
consumer fraud.

Your $20 annual membership shows how much you
care about educating consumers — especially those
who are most vulnerable — and strengthening
consumer protections to meet the challenges of today’s
marketplace.

Members recetve the NCL Bulletin, discounted and free
publications, reduced conference registration, and a
voice in determining NCL’s priorities.

Log on to wuwm.nelnet.org or call 202-835-3323 to join
today!
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