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HOW TO READ THIS DOCUMENT

What this is, and what it is not
This is a sample. It demonstrates the method of a Friction Audit using a well-known app that is

not a client, assessed entirely from publicly available material: the App Store listing, the

published pricing and subscription terms, the marketing description, and Apple's privacy label.

No proprietary access was used and none was requested.

Why this cannot be generated, guessed, or approximated

A general-purpose model can tell you a button is confusing. It is working from design heuristics, and

design heuristics are opinions that sound confident.

This assessment is not. Every construct scored here corresponds to a survey item whose relationship to

abandonment was measured in a two-stage study: quantitative text analysis of 170,127 user reviews,

followed by a survey of 314 users of these apps. The scores are not impressions. They are positions on

scales that were validated against real reported behavior.

The clearest proof is that the study produced findings a heuristic engine would never generate, because

they contradict the intuitive assumption. Satisfaction does not reliably predict retention here. Friction

keeps a direct effect on leaving even after satisfaction and usefulness are controlled for. And some of

the users who leave are the ones the product worked best for. No amount of reasoning from

screenshots arrives at that.

The single most important thing to understand

A real Friction Audit scores ten constructs. This sample scores eight and deliberately withholds two,

because they cannot be judged honestly from outside the app. Every construct that could not be

assessed is marked PENDING IN-APP, with the specific evidence that would resolve it.

That restraint is the point. An assessment that scores everything with equal confidence is telling you it

did not look carefully.

The framework
Scoring runs against a taxonomy of six inhibitors and six enablers derived from a two-study research program

conducted at the doctoral level: quantitative text analysis of 170,127 user-generated mental health app

reviews, followed by a cross-sectional survey of 314 young adults. Each construct maps to a specific survey

item whose relationship to abandonment was measured empirically, not assumed.

Two of the six inhibitors, inconsistent behavior and glitches and crashes, are reliability signals rather than

design signals. They surface in usage over time, not in screens or copy. They are excluded from every
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base-tier audit and are addressed only in the method entirely. Assessing them would require crash analytics or

review-mined usage data, which this service does not collect and does not offer.

How to read a score

INHIBITORS, 1 to 5 ENABLERS, 1 to 5

Low 1, no discernible friction of this kind 1, absent or effectively unavailable

Mid 3, present and likely to be noticed 3, present but shallow or hard to reach

High 5, likely to actively drive users out 5, prominent, varied, easy to reach

Higher is worse for inhibitors and better for enablers. The two scales are independent, not two ends of one axis. This matters:

removing friction and adding value are different interventions with different returns, and a product can score well on both, badly

on both, or high on one and low on the other.



FRICTION AUDIT  |  SAMPLE  |  Headspace, public material only Donald Harris, Ph.D.

Not affiliated with or endorsed by Headspace Inc. 4

SECTION 01

Executive summary
Headspace presents an unusually strong enabler profile and a concentrated, addressable

inhibitor problem in one place: the commercial layer. The therapeutic content is broad, varied

and easy to find. The pricing architecture is not.

SCORED PENDING IN-APP EXCLUDED BY DESIGN

Inhibitors 2 of 6 2 of 6 2 of 6

Enablers 6 of 6 3 flagged for depth 0

Three findings
1. The pricing architecture is the dominant addressable inhibitor. The App Store in-app purchase list

presents at least four differently named products across two price points, with names repeating at different

prices. Cost is the inhibitor construct with the clearest documented link to discouraged use, and here it is not

the price level that is the problem. It is the legibility of the offer.

2. The trial-forfeiture clause converts a goodwill mechanism into a penalty. The published terms state

that subscribing before the trial ends forfeits the remainder of the trial. A user who decides early that they like

the product is charged for the privilege of deciding early. This is a small change with an outsized signaling

effect.

3. The enabler profile is genuinely strong, which changes what the churn means. All six enablers are

present, and four are prominent. When enabler load is this high and users still leave, the exit is more likely to

be goal-completion or cost-driven than dissatisfaction-driven. That distinction should determine the entire

retention strategy, and standard engagement dashboards cannot make it.

The finding worth arguing about

A meaningful share of this app's churn may be users who got what they came for.

In the underlying study, users who discontinued after their condition improved scored higher on

enablers (4.00 vs 3.49) and satisfaction (3.83 vs 3.00) than users who left frustrated. They look identical

in a retention dashboard. They are opposite outcomes. A retention initiative that does not separate them

will spend its budget adding friction to hold onto people who are finished.

Where the money goes first
Full reasoning in Section 04. In one line: fix the offer's legibility before touching the product. It is the cheapest

change available and it sits on the construct with the strongest measured relationship to discouraged use.
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SECTION 02

The four trajectories
Users do not divide into 'retained' and 'churned'. They divide into four groups along two

independent axes: how much friction they carry, and whether they stay. Two of these four are

invisible to conventional analytics, and one of them is a success being counted as a failure.

SATISFIED PERSISTER SATISFIED ABANDONER

Low friction, stays. The designed outcome. Sustained
use, low inhibitor load.

Low friction, leaves. The graduation effect. Left because
the intended outcome was reached. A success that
reads as churn.

FRICTION-TOLERANT PERSISTER FRUSTRATED ABANDONER

High friction, stays. Habit and inertia offset real friction.
Retained, but fragile, and quietly paying a cost in
experience.

High friction, leaves. The genuine product failure, and
the only quadrant most retention dashboards are built to
catch.

These four groups are observable, not theoretical
Among survey respondents who had discontinued an app, splitting them by their own stated reason produces a

clean, monotonic separation on every measure. This is the empirical basis for treating graduation and

frustration as different outcomes rather than one churn number.

REPORTED REASON FOR STOPPING n INHIB. ENABL. USEFUL. SATISF.

Condition improved, no longer needed it 40 2.38 4.00 3.89 3.83

Neither reason endorsed 52 2.43 3.53 3.42 3.55

Both reasons endorsed 20 2.92 3.63 3.36 3.18

Frustration only 64 2.84 3.49 2.99 3.00

Read the top and bottom rows against each other. People who stopped because they got better scored higher on enablers,

usefulness and satisfaction than people who stopped in frustration, and lower on inhibitors. Every conventional engagement

metric would file both groups under the same heading.
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Estimated trajectory mix
This is a reasoned estimate from the scored profile, not a measurement. A client engagement narrows it using the client's own

analytics; this sample has none.

QUADRANT EXPECTED SHARE WHY

Satisfied Persister Substantial High enabler load across all six constructs, and a content
library deep enough to sustain long-run habit use. This is
the app's core strength.

Satisfied Abandoner Larger than
management likely
assumes

The stress and anxiety use cases are episodic by nature. A
user who came for a specific difficult period and came out
the other side has no reason to keep paying, and their exit is
not a defect.

Friction-Tolerant
Persister

Moderate Annual subscribers who forget, plus employer-sponsored
users for whom the cost inhibitor is zeroed out. Retained,
but not by the product.

Frustrated Abandoner Concentrated at the
paywall

Where a frustrated exit is likely, the scored evidence points
to the commercial layer rather than the therapeutic content.
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SECTION 03

Construct scoring

Inhibitors

What an inhibitor score means

In the underlying study, composite inhibitors were negatively associated with user satisfaction (β = −.44,

p < .001). More importantly, inhibitors retained a direct effect on abandonment even after satisfaction

and perceived usefulness were controlled for (β = −.41, p < .001).

That second result is the one that matters commercially. It means friction does not have to make

someone unhappy in order to make them leave. A high score below is therefore a retention risk whether

or not the users in question would tell you they are dissatisfied.

Cost 4 / 5

Survey item: "The financial cost of important features discouraged me from using the app."

A high score here pushes users toward the Frustrated Abandoner.

High. The dominant addressable inhibitor in this profile.

•  The App Store in-app purchase list presents multiple differently named products across overlapping price

points, with the same product name appearing at more than one price. A prospective subscriber cannot

determine from the store listing alone what they are buying or what it costs.

•  Substantially all therapeutic content sits behind the subscription. The free tier functions as a trailer rather

than as a usable product, so the first genuine value delivery occurs after the commitment decision, not before

it.

•  Therapy and coaching are priced separately and conditionally. The listing states sessions could cost as little

as $0, contingent on insurance or employer coverage. Conditional pricing language in the acquisition path

transfers the work of figuring out the real price onto the user.

•  The headline monthly and annual prices are disclosed clearly and early, which is a genuine strength and is

why this scores 4 rather than 5.

Evidence: Apple App Store listing, In-App Purchases and description sections, retrieved August 2026. See Appendix A1.
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Subscription renewal 3 / 5

Survey item: "Automatic subscription renewal discouraged me from using the app."

A high score here pushes users toward the Frustrated Abandoner.

Moderate. Disclosure is good; one clause undermines it.

•  Auto-renewal terms are stated plainly in the listing, including the 24-hour cutoff. This is better than much of

the category and should be preserved.

•  Cancellation routes through Apple account settings rather than the app. This is platform-standard and not a

dark pattern, but it does place the exit outside the product, where the user cannot be met with a retention offer

or an exit survey. That is a lost measurement opportunity as much as a friction point.

•  The trial-forfeiture clause is the specific problem. Published terms state that subscribing before the trial

ends forfeits the remainder of the trial. The user who is most convinced is the one penalized. It reads as a

revenue-protection mechanism placed at the exact moment the user is deciding to trust the product.

Evidence: Apple App Store listing, subscription terms paragraph, retrieved August 2026. See Appendix A2.

Navigation PENDING IN-APP

Survey item: "Difficulty understanding how to navigate through the app discouraged me from using it."

•  Cannot be scored from public material. Taps from launch to core action, consistency of navigation and

iconography across screens, and findability inside a library of 500+ sessions are all in-app properties.

•  What would resolve it: tap count from cold launch to starting a meditation; whether onboarding orients the

user to where things live or only pitches features; whether the content library supports filtering by available time

and by presenting problem; whether navigation labels persist across the meditation, sleep, coaching and

therapy surfaces, which are likely to have been built by different teams.

Evidence: Not assessable without a build or a complete prototype.
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Check-ins PENDING IN-APP

Survey item: "Unexpected or intrusive check-ins from the app discouraged me from using it."

•  Cannot be scored from public material. Notification defaults, frequency, timing and copy tone are not

disclosed in any public artifact.

•  What would resolve it: whether notifications are default-on or opt-in at install; whether any check-in fires

before the user has opted into a routine; whether frequency is user-configurable and how deeply that control is

buried; the tone of the copy, specifically whether missed-streak messaging uses guilt, which is a known

accelerant in this construct.

•  One public signal is worth noting: the product markets an AI companion and personalized recommendations.

Both increase the surface area for check-ins, which raises the importance of scoring this construct rather than

lowering it.

Evidence: Not assessable without a build. See note in Appendix A3.
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Enablers

What an enabler score means

Composite enablers were positively associated with satisfaction (β = .43, p < .001), and they operate

independently of inhibitors rather than as their mirror image.

The practical consequence: strong enabler scores do not cancel out a high inhibitor score. Adding value

and removing friction are separate interventions with separate returns, and a product can score well

here and still lose users at the paywall.

Guided meditation 5 / 5

Survey item: "Presence of the feature; variety, length options."

A high score here supports the Satisfied Persister.

Strong. The category benchmark.

•  500+ guided sessions disclosed publicly, with explicit short-form options from roughly three minutes upward.

•  Length variety directly addresses the most common practical barrier to a daily practice, which is available

time rather than motivation.

Evidence: App Store description, Daily Meditations section.

Music and sounds 5 / 5

Survey item: "Ambient sound library, customization."

A high score here supports the Satisfied Persister.

Strong.

•  Multiple distinct modalities disclosed: sleep sounds, sleepcasts, sleep music, focus music and binaural beats.

This is breadth, not a single library relabelled.

•  Depth of customization within each is not publicly disclosed and would be confirmed in an in-app pass.

Evidence: App Store description, Better Sleep and Wellness and Balance sections.
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Concentration support 4 / 5

Survey item: "Focus timers, distraction-blocking, session tracking."

A high score here supports the Satisfied Persister.

Present and differentiated.

•  Focus music and binaural beats are disclosed explicitly.

•  No public evidence of distraction-blocking or focus timers, which are the stronger forms of this construct.

Scored 4 rather than 5 on that absence.

Evidence: App Store description, Wellness and Balance section.

Emotional support tracking 4 / 5

Survey item: "Mood-logging or journaling presence; whether tracked data is reflected back meaningfully."

A high score here supports the Satisfied Persister.

Present. Depth unconfirmed.

•  A self-care and progress tracker is disclosed, with the stated ability to share insights with a coach or

therapist. That hand-off to a human is a meaningful differentiator within this construct.

•  Flagged for depth. The construct rewards data being reflected back meaningfully, not merely captured.

Whether the tracker produces insight or only a streak count is an in-app question.

Evidence: App Store description, Progress Tracking and Coaching sections.

Accessible calming methods 4 / 5

Survey item: "Taps-to-reach a calming exercise in the moment; shortcut path vs. buried in menus."

A high score here supports the Satisfied Persister.

Present, with a notable strength. Reach unconfirmed.

•  Breathwork and panic-oriented exercises are disclosed. Apple's editorial note describes a Watch-based

panic button, which is close to the ideal form of this construct: in-the-moment access with near-zero navigation.

•  Flagged for depth. The construct is scored on taps-to-reach, not on presence. Whether the phone app

matches the Watch shortcut is the open question, and it is the difference between a 4 and a 5.

Evidence: App Store description, Anxiety and Stress Relief section; Apple Editors' Choice note.
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Personalized progress monitoring 3 / 5

Survey item: "User-chosen tracking metrics and display vs. one-size-fits-all dashboard."

A high score here supports the Satisfied Persister.

Present but likely system-directed rather than user-directed.

•  Personalized recommendations and an AI companion are disclosed prominently.

•  The distinction this construct actually measures is control, not intelligence. Public material describes

personalization that the system performs on the user's behalf. It does not describe the user choosing what to

track or how it is displayed. Sophisticated recommendation and user-directed monitoring are different things,

and only the second is what this item asks about.

•  Flagged for depth. Scored 3 pending confirmation of whether any user-configurable tracking exists.

Evidence: App Store description, Progress Tracking section and Ebb references.
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SECTION 04

Prioritized fix list
Ranked by expected impact against implementation cost. Every item traces to a scored

construct in Section 03.

Note on sequencing

Items 01, 02 and 04 are copy and configuration changes that could ship in a single cycle at negligible

engineering cost. They sit on the construct with the strongest measured relationship to discouraged use.

Doing them first is the highest expected return per unit of effort available in this profile.

# ACTION CONSTRUCT COST IMPACT

01 Remove the trial-forfeiture clause
Let early subscribers keep the remainder of the trial. This is a

billing-logic change, not a product change. It removes a penalty

applied at the precise moment a user decides to trust the product,

and it is the cheapest item on this list.

Subscription
renewal

Very low High

02 Collapse the price architecture to two visible options
One monthly, one annual, with any bundle priced as a clearly

named add-on. The current listing shows overlapping names at

different prices, which taxes the user at the decision point.

Legibility, not discounting.

Cost Low High

03 Move one substantive therapeutic experience in front of
the paywall
Not a sample, a complete course. First value must arrive before

the commitment decision, or the subscription is a bet rather than a

purchase. This is the highest-cost item here and still likely worth

it.

Cost Medium High

04 Replace conditional pricing language in acquisition
Sessions could cost as little as $0 transfers the work of

determining the real price to the user. State a range and the

condition plainly, or move the claim out of the acquisition path

entirely.

Cost Very low Medium

05 Bring cancellation into the app
Not to obstruct it. To measure it. An in-app exit is the only

opportunity to ask why, and that answer is what separates a

Satisfied Abandoner from a Frustrated one. Currently that signal

is lost to the platform.

Subscription
renewal

Low Medium

06 Add a graduation path
A defined way for a user who has met their goal to step down

rather than cancel: a maintenance tier, a pause, a

lower-frequency mode. This converts a churn event into a

retained relationship and, critically, makes the graduation effect

measurable instead of invisible.

Cross-cutting Medium Strategic
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SECTION 05

Limitations
Stated plainly, because a buyer in a health context is right to distrust an assessment that

sounds equally confident about everything.

Scope of the underlying evidence

The taxonomy derives from a sample of young adults. Applying it to a product whose users skew significantly

older, or to a clinical population, requires stating that gap rather than assuming it away. In a client engagement

this is settled in the kickoff call, and if the population is a poor match the client is told before they pay.

Composite-level modelling

The published relationships operate at the composite level for inhibitors and enablers taken together.

Per-construct weights are buildable from the item-level data but estimate more parameters from the same

sample, so per-construct standard errors are expected to be wider. This report therefore ranks constructs

rather than assigning them numeric weights, and the fix list is ordered by reasoned judgment informed by the

scoring, not by a fitted coefficient.

This is an assessment, not a prediction

No claim is made here about what percentage of users will abandon. The trajectory mix in Section 02 is a

reasoned estimate from a scored profile. Validating predicted outcomes against observed ones is ongoing work

and is disclosed as such rather than implied to be complete.

Public material only

Two of six inhibitors could not be scored and are marked pending. Three enablers are scored on presence with

depth flagged. A client engagement with build access closes all five of those gaps. This sample is deliberately

published with the gaps visible rather than filled in with plausible-sounding guesses.

Two constructs excluded from the method entirely

Inconsistent behavior and glitches and crashes are reliability signals. Assessing them honestly would require

crash analytics or review-mined usage data, which this service does not collect and does not offer at any price.

No Friction Audit will ever score them, and any assessment that claims to score them from screens alone is

guessing.

One observation outside the instrument

Apple's privacy label for this app indicates that health and fitness data may be collected and linked to user

identity for analytics, and that purchase history, coarse location and advertising data may be used for the

developer's advertising or marketing. This is a substantive finding and it is recorded here for completeness. It is

not scored, because privacy is not one of the six inhibitor constructs in this instrument. Reporting it as a score

would misrepresent the framework. A privacy assessment is a different engagement with a different method.
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APPENDIX A

Scoring appendix
Every construct, the evidence used, and the score. Included so the assessment can be audited

rather than taken on trust. A client can disagree with a score and point at exactly what

produced it.

CONSTRUCT TYPE SCORE EVIDENCE BASIS

Cost Inhibitor 4 A1. App Store In-App Purchases list; description pricing
paragraph; free-tier feature description.

Subscription renewal Inhibitor 3 A2. App Store subscription terms paragraph, including
auto-renew disclosure, 24-hour cutoff and trial-forfeiture
clause.

Navigation Inhibitor Pending A3. Not assessable from public material. Requires build or
complete prototype.

Check-ins Inhibitor Pending A3. Not assessable from public material. Notification
behavior is not publicly disclosed.

Inconsistent behavior Inhibitor Excluded Reliability signal. Outside the method.

Glitches and crashes Inhibitor Excluded Reliability signal. Outside the method.

Guided meditation Enabler 5 A4. Description, Daily Meditations section. 500+ sessions,
explicit short-form options.

Music and sounds Enabler 5 A4. Description, Better Sleep and Wellness sections. Five
distinct modalities disclosed.

Concentration support Enabler 4 A4. Description, Wellness and Balance. Focus music and
binaural beats present; no timer or blocking evidence.

Emotional support
tracking

Enabler 4* A4. Description, Progress Tracking. *Depth flagged:
capture confirmed, reflection unconfirmed.

Accessible calming
methods

Enabler 4* A4. Description, Anxiety and Stress Relief; Apple editorial
note on Watch panic button. *Reach unconfirmed on
phone.

Personalized progress
monitoring

Enabler 3* A4. Description, personalization and AI companion
references. *User-directed control unconfirmed.

Sources
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A1, A2, A4.  Apple App Store listing, Headspace: Sleep & Meditation, Headspace Inc., apps.apple.com/us/app/id493145008.

Retrieved August 2026. Description, In-App Purchases, subscription terms, App Privacy and Editors' Choice sections.

A3.  No public source exists. Recorded as unassessable rather than estimated.

Framework.  Harris, D. (2025). Investigating Post-adoption Abandonment of Mental Health Mobile Applications among Young

Adults. University at Albany, 2025. Recognized for distinguished research contribution. Available on request.

Corrections

Pricing, features and store listings change. Everything scored here was retrieved in August 2026 and is

a point-in-time snapshot. If any factual detail in this report is inaccurate or has since changed, write to

dharris@strategraphllc.com and it will be corrected and the report re-issued with a revision note. That

commitment applies to this sample and to every client engagement.

Independence and standing

This assessment was produced without any relationship to Headspace Inc., without proprietary access,

and without compensation from any party. It uses only material the company publishes to prospective

customers. It is offered as a demonstration of method. Nothing here should be read as a claim about the

clinical efficacy, safety or regulatory standing of the product, none of which were assessed.
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WHAT A CLIENT ENGAGEMENT ADDS

What changes with access
This sample scores 8 of 10 assessable constructs from the outside. With a build, a prototype,

or analytics, the following close.

GAP IN THIS SAMPLE RESOLVED BY

Navigation unscored One in-app pass. Tap counts, nav consistency, library findability.

Check-ins unscored Install with default settings. Notification behavior over 14 days.

Three enablers flagged for depth In-app confirmation of reach and user control.

Trajectory mix estimated, not measured Client analytics, plus discontinuation-reason data if held.

Two reliability constructs excluded Not resolved at any price. Outside the method by design.

Donald Harris, Ph.D.
Human-computer interaction, digital mental health, crisis systems.

Friction Audits are an independent consulting service.

donaldharrisphd.com  •  dharris@strategraphllc.com


