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Abstract

Background  Recently, ‘subscription’ has emerged as a new consumption pattern in the online market,
and the subscription economy market is rapidly expanding. As a result, companies induce membership
in a simple way, but the "dark pattern design" method, which intentionally complicates termination,
is prevalent. Therefore, this study attempts to examine the user experience according to the degree of
complexity of the subscription termination process by focusing on the dark pattern recognition process.

Methods This study investigates the degree of discomfort of users according to the degree of
complexity of the subscription termination process. The cancellation process of 50 domestic subscription
services was analyzed and a total of seven types of cancellation were derived. Through this, specific
functional strategies and dark pattern design patterns for each type were found. Accordingly, seven
prototypes were produced for each type and user experiments, surveys, and interviews were conducted.

Results Depending on the degree of complexity of the subscription cancellation process, there
were significant differences in dark pattern design perception, degree of discomfort, and intention to
resubscribe regarding user experience. It has been found that users also recognize dark pattern design at
points where they feel uncomfortable. In addition, even though it is the same functional strategy, there
was a difference in the level of discomfort according to the degree of complexity and dark pattern design
intervention. Such discomfort in the experience of unsubscribing affects the intention to resubscribe and
further negatively affects the image of the company.

Conclusions  This study attempts a dark pattern design study that can be applied universally to various
types of subscription services, and in particular, it was found that among the seven types, the ‘repetitive
benefit proposal type’ expresses the intention to resubscribe despite dark pattern design recognition. It
is expected that the user experience of the subscription service will be improved through design direction
suggestions suitable for both users and companies.
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Table 2 Unsubscription Functions
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