
TheSubscriptionGuillotine
Cut $3,000 a Year in Phantom Charges, Predatory Gyms, and

Impossible-to-Cancel SaaS

PROFIT.DEALS

DEMO

First chapter only





The Subscription Guillotine

© 2026 Pragma Vision LLC. All rights reserved.

Trademark Notice

Google, Google Pay, Google Cloud, and Android are trademarks of Google LLC. Stripe is a

trademark of Stripe, Inc. Cloudflare and Cloudflare Workers are trademarks of Cloudflare, Inc.

Supabase is a trademark of Supabase, Inc. OpenAI and ChatGPT are trademarks of OpenAI,

Inc. Claude is a trademark of Anthropic, PBC. W3C is a trademark of the World WideWeb Con-

sortium. Visa is a trademark of Visa International Service Association. OWASP is a trademark

of the OWASP Foundation. Midjourney is a trademark of Midjourney, Inc. Canva is a trademark

of Canva Pty Ltd. Etsy is a trademark of Etsy, Inc. Amazon is a trademark of Amazon.com, Inc.

All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

No Affiliation

This book is an independent publication. It is not authorized, sponsored, or endorsed by any

of the companies or organizations whose products or services are mentioned herein.

No Professional Advice

The information in this book is provided for educational purposes only. It does not constitute

legal, financial, investment, tax, or other professional advice. Readers should consult qualified

professionals for guidance specific to their situation.

Code Examples

Code examples in this book are provided for illustration only. They may not be suitable for

production use without additional validation, error handling, and security review.

Published by Pragma Vision LLC

First edition, 2026.



Contents

1 The Psychology of Dark Patterns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

1.1 The Quietest Theft in American Finance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7

1.2 What Is Actually Happening to Your Money . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8

1.3 Roach Motel: The Pattern with a Name . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

1.4 The FTC Has Noticed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

1.5 The Math of Forgotten Subscriptions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11

1.6 What This Book Is . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12

2 The Credit Card Audit Protocol . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14

2.1 What You Cannot Cancel Until You Find It . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15

2.2 Pulling the Statements . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15

2.3 The Recurring-Charge Map . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16

2.4 The “I Don’t Recognize This” Decision Tree . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

2.5 The Keep / Cancel / Dispute Triage . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

2.6 Hidden Charges to Look For Specifically . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19

2.7 The Joint-Account Conversation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

2.8 The Annual Subscriptions Side Quest . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

3 Defeating the Gym Cancellation Boss . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23

3.1 Why Gyms Are the Hardest Cancellation Category . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24

3.2 The Six Major Chains and What Each Requires . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24

3.3 The Certified Mail Trick That Always Works . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25

3.4 The Planet Fitness Specifics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27

3.5 The LA Fitness “We Don’t Have Your Cancellation” Pattern . . . . . . . . . 28

3 profit.deals



profit.deals

3.6 The Equinox Tier Trap . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

3.7 Franchise Anytime Fitness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30

3.8 The State Law Layer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

3.9 What to Do When the Gym Bills You After Cancellation . . . . . . . . . . . 32

4 Stopping Predatory SaaS and App Trials . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34

4.1 The Hardest Cancellations Are the Cheapest Ones . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35

4.2 The Apple App Store Subscription List . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35

4.3 The Google Play Subscription List . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36

4.4 Direct-Website SaaS Subscriptions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37

4.5 The Adobe Creative Cloud Special Case . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38

4.6 The Free Trial Auto-Conversion Pattern . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39

4.7 The Retention Specialist Rebuttal Script . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40

4.8 The Email-Only Cancel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42

5 Using Privacy Cards and Stop Payments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44

5.1 The Card That Cannot Be Charged . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45

5.2 The Major Privacy-Card Services . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46

5.3 The Merchant-Locked Card Workflow . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47

5.4 When Stop Payment Is the Right Tool . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48

5.5 The ACH Stop Payment Specifically . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49

5.6 When Not to Stop Payment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

5.7 The Card-Reissue Nuclear Option . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51

6 The Chargeback Nuclear Option . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53

6.1 The Tool of Last Resort . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54

6.2 What the Fair Credit Billing Act Actually Says . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54

6.3 The Specific Dispute Codes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55

6.4 When to File a Chargeback . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56

6.5 The Chargeback Filing Procedure . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

6.6 The Chargeback Letter Template . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58

6.7 The Double-Penalty Warning . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60

4 profit.deals



profit.deals

6.8 The CFPB Federal Complaint Path . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61

6.9 The State Attorney General Layer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62

7 Collections Response Packet . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64

7.1 When the Gym Sends You to Collections . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

7.2 What the Fair Debt Collection Practices Act Gives You . . . . . . . . . . . 65

7.3 The Validate the Debt Letter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 66

7.4 The Stop Contact Letter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67

7.5 The Credit Report Impact . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69

7.6 The “Pay for Delete” Negotiation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 70

7.7 When to Engage an Attorney . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71

8 Automating Your Financial Defense . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73

8.1 The System That Prevents the Leak . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74

8.2 The Monthly Review Rhythm . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74

8.3 The Account Aggregator Tools . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75

8.4 The New-Subscription Cooldown Rule . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 76

8.5 The Alert Configuration . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

8.6 The Annual Subscription Audit . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78

8.7 The Privacy-Card Portfolio . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79

8.8 The Spousal Coordination . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79

8.9 The Lessons-Learned Rhythm . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80

8.10 The Compound Effect . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 81

8.11 Closing Note . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 82

What’s Next . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 84

About the Publisher . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 86

5 profit.deals



1
The Psychology of Dark Patterns

Figure 1. A two-panel dark-pattern example traces eight recurring charges into a $141
monthly leak and $1,692 annual leak, then shows the Roach Motel pattern: a dominant “Stay
Subscribed” button and a buried “Cancel Anyway” link
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1.1 The Quietest Theft in American Finance

You did not get robbed. Nobody held a gun to your head, nobody hacked your card,

nobody filed a fraudulent claim. You signed up. You read the price. You agreed to be

billed. And yet two years later, the same charge is hitting your statement every month

and you have spent six hours trying to cancel.

That is the story of the modern subscription economy. The product is not the gym

membership, or the streaming service, or the meditation app. The product is the fric-

tion between you and the cancel button.

$924
the average annual amount US households lose to subscriptions they forgot,
no longer use, or actively want to cancel but cannot navigate the process to

stop1

That $924 figure is the mean. The distribution has a long tail. Households with multi-

ple streaming services, app trials that auto-converted, a forgotten gym, and a cluster

of SaaS tools the family used during the pandemic routinely lose $1,800 to $3,600

per year. A surprising share of the loss is on services people would gladly cancel if

cancellation took 90 seconds. Most cancellations do not.

Warning

This is not legal advice. Federal consumer-protection law FTC Act Section

5, Fair Credit Billing Act, Fair Debt Collection Practices Act, the Negative Op-

tion Rule, state-specific cancellation statutes) interacts in different ways de-

pending on where you live and which company you are dealing with. For dis-

putes over $1,000, threatened lawsuits, collections accounts that have already

posted to your credit report, or any case involving identity theft, talk to a licensed

1Consumer Reports, “Subscription Streaming Study,” annual aggregation of US household subscrip-
tion spend, 2024 edition.
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consumer-protection attorney in your state. This book is the documentation sys-

tem, the script library, and the escalation map that makes those conversations

easier. It does not replace them.

1.2 What Is Actually Happening to Your Money

The subscription industry has grown roughly 17 percent a year for a decade. Recurring

revenue is themost defensible business model in software, fitness, media, and a grow-

ing share of physical goods. Companies that can lock in monthly billing trade at higher

multiples, get better venture funding, and survive recessions better than one-time-

purchase competitors. There is enormous structural incentive to keep you subscribed

— and almost no structural incentive to make cancellation easy.

The category-level numbers are visible.

Subscription Category Avg Monthly % Forgotten or Unused

Streaming (video) $48 22%

Streaming (music) $15 18%

Gym membership $58 31%

SaaS / productivity apps $72 27%

Mobile app subscriptions $24 41%

Box / curated delivery $45 19%

News and publications $31 24%

The pattern: roughly one out of every four to five recurring charges on an average

household statement is going to a service the household either does not use or actively

wishes to cancel. The line items are small individually, which is why they survive. Each

one is $10, $15, $30. None of them feels worth the four-hour cancellation fight on a

Tuesday night. So they continue.
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1.3 Roach Motel: The Pattern with a Name

The user-experience research community calls this pattern the “Roach Motel”: easy

to check in, impossible to check out. The phrase was coined by Harry Brignull in 2010,

when he catalogued a family of deceptive design patterns now collectively known as

“dark patterns.” The Roach Motel is the most expensive variant for consumers.

The five most common dark patterns blocking cancellation:

1. HiddenCancelButton. The cancel option is buried under threemenus, in a different

color than other actions, or accessible only on desktop while you signed up on

mobile.

2. Confirmshaming. The cancellation flow asks “Are you sure? You’ll lose access to

[feature], [feature], [feature].” The “Stay Subscribed” button is large and colored;

the “Cancel Anyway” button is small and grey.

3. Manual Cancellation. The service accepted your signup online or by app but re-

quires phone call, certified mail, or in-person visit to cancel. The asymmetry is the

point.

4. RetentionSpecialistWall. Cancellation requires speaking to a “retention specialist”

who offers ever-escalating discounts and tries to convert the cancellation into a

downgrade. Each call takes 2045 minutes.

5. Trial Auto-Conversion at Hostile Hours. The “free trial” converts to a paid plan at

1147 PM the night before the trial ends, when you are asleep. The next charge hits

before you wake up.

42%
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the share of US consumers who report having at least one subscription they
have wanted to cancel for more than three months but have not yet

successfully navigated the cancellation process2

1.4 The FTC Has Noticed

In October 2024 the Federal Trade Commission finalized its “Click-to-Cancel” rule—

formally an update to the Negative Option Rule—which would have required that if a

company allows signup online, it must allow cancellation online by an equivalently sim-

ple path. Important update: in July 2025 a federal appeals court (the Eighth Circuit)

vacated that rule on procedural grounds before its compliance deadline took effect,

and the FTC has since restarted the rulemaking. The federal Click-to-Cancel rule is

therefore not currently in force—do not cite it as binding law.

What still protects you is a combination of the FTC Act’s general prohibition on decep-

tive practices, the older Negative Option Rule, and—most usefully—state automatic-

renewal laws, which are often stronger and are very much in force:

• California Automatic Renewal Law ARL, Bus. & Prof. Code 17600 et seq.)—clear

disclosure, affirmative consent, and an easy online cancellation path

• New York GBL Section 527-a—automatic-renewal disclosure and cancellation re-

quirements

• Illinois Automatic Contract Renewal Act

• Renewal terms (price, billing date, any auto-charge) must be clearly disclosed be-

fore charging; misrepresenting a material term is deceptive under the FTC Act

What none of this does:
2Truebill (now Rocket Money) “Subscription Trends Report,” multi-year US consumer data; figures

consistent with CR Research subscription studies.
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• It does not, by itself, refund past charges—you still need to dispute those through

your card or directly with the company

• It does not apply uniformly to all categories—gyms and some services are governed

by separate state statutes

The practical implication is not “the FTC will recover your money.” It is that citing

your state’s automatic-renewal law (and the FTC Act’s deception standard) when you

escalate makes companies move faster, because their compliance and legal teams

take those statutes seriously. Look up your own state’s automatic-renewal statute—

that, not the vacated federal rule, is your real leverage.

1.5 The Math of Forgotten Subscriptions

If you cancel one $15/month service today that you would not have noticed for another

two years, you saved $360. If you cancel three of them, you saved $1,080. If you can-

cel a forgotten $58/month gym membership that has been auto-billing for 14 months,

you have just recovered $812 in past charges (potentially via chargeback) plus saved

$58/month going forward.

Key Insight

The subscription guillotine is not about discipline. It is about leverage. The com-

panies billing you have systems, legal teams, retention specialists, and software

optimized to keep you paying. You are negotiating against an asymmetric oppo-

nent every time you try to cancel. The way to win is to bring your own systems:

a credit card audit protocol, scripts for the retention call, privacy cards that let

you kill billing at the source, chargeback letters that cite the right regulations,

and FDCPA responses that stop collections from spiraling. Each of these is in

this book.
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1.6 What This Book Is

A practical playbook. It assumes you already have one or more subscriptions you

want to cancel, you have already tried the obvious path, and you are willing to spend

6090 minutes per stubborn subscription to get out cleanly. The structure follows the

cancellation pipeline:

• Chapter 2 the 90-day credit card statement audit

• Chapter 3 defeating gym cancellation requirements

• Chapter 4 stopping SaaS and app trial auto-renewals

• Chapter 5 privacy cards and stop-payment leverage

• Chapter 6 chargeback escalation when nothing else works

• Chapter 7 collections response when a company refers you for non-payment

• Chapter 8 the automation system that prevents this from happening again

By the end you will have a portable cancellation evidence packet you can deploy

against any company in any category — and a monthly review rhythm that catches

new dark-pattern subscriptions before they compound into a $3,000 annual leak.

Case Study

The $2,176 Audit That Took One Saturday

A consumer in Oregon ran the 90-day statement audit described in Chapter 2

on a quiet Saturday afternoon. Going through her American Express, Visa, and

Capital One statements line by line, she found 23 recurring charges. Of those,

eight were ones she did not recognize or no longer used: a meditation app from

a 2023 trial $14.99/mo), a recipe app her daughter had signed up for and for-

gotten $9.99/mo), two duplicate cloud-storage services $11.99 + $9.99/mo),

a 24 Hour Fitness membership she had not used in 11 months $49.99/mo), a
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magazine subscription she did not read $8.99/mo), a “premium” weather app

$4.99/mo), and an Adobe Creative Cloud single-app plan she thought she had

canceled in 2022 $31.99/mo).

Cumulative monthly burn: $142.92. Annual burn: $1,715. She cancelled all

eight that weekend — five via the apps’ own cancel flows, two via the charge-

back method described in Chapter 6, and the gym via the certified-mail trick

described in Chapter 3. She also recovered four months of erroneous Adobe

charges via chargeback. Total recovery the same month: $461 in chargebacks

plus $1,715/year ongoing. Total time invested: about five hours.

Get the complete book — https://shop.pragma.vision
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