BBC Webwise – Shopping online
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	If you want to shop online you need to know where to go, how to find out what's on offer, how to pay and how to be sure that you're shopping somewhere you can trust.

It's easy to get confused when you're shopping by computer, so knowing what to look for is important. 

After all, if you're buying clothes online you want to be sure they're what you want.

How it works

Shopping online is more like using a shopping catalogue than anything else. You look through the list of all the stuff they've got to sell, choose the things you like and send off your order.

It's a bit more complicated than that - this is the internet after all - but you'll quickly see that it's pretty similar.

The front page of an online shop is like a window in the shopping centre - you get the shop name and an idea of the sort of stuff they sell, with all the special offers and things they think will make you want to buy.

Once you step inside then everything is laid out on shelves - in an online shop this is the catalogue. You wander around putting stuff into your shopping basket and then you reach the checkout and pay. 

If you're in the mall then you take the stuff home yourself, but unless you're buying music or computer programs that can be sent directly to you over the internet you'll have to arrange home delivery. 

And once you've tried the clothes on or seen what the curtains look like against your wallpaper, you might want to return goods to the shop. 
Finding the shops

You can try using a search engine to find a shop, but you're better off with a directory. If you want to buy wallpaper online then searching for 'wallpaper shops' at Yahoo! will quickly take you to Wallpaperdirect.
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	Alternatively, look around for your favourite shops. Nearly every major high street shop has a website now - you can try searching for them, or look for the web address on their adverts.

The catalogue

You find stuff you want to buy online by looking through the catalogue. This is just a list of all the things that the shop has to sell, usually with photos, prices and some details of the good features. 

So if you're buying a digital camera from Argos you can see what it looks like before you buy, and if you're buying beans from Tesco you can choose Heinz or own brand in big or small tins.

You can browse through it, like flicking through the pages of a printed catalogue, or you can search for particular things.

This is the real advantage of online shopping - when you go to Amazon there are millions of CDs, DVDs and books but you can find the latest Captain Underpants book or Kylie CD in seconds.


The shopping basket

As you look through the catalogue you'll find stuff you want, so you can put it into your online shopping basket. All this means is that the shop keeps a track of the things you're planning to buy.

It also keeps a track of the details of what you want, how many, what size (if it's clothes or something like that) and colour and so on.

You can look at your shopping basket at any time - there's usually a link on the catalogue page that says 'Review your Basket' or something like that.

And you can change what you have in the basket, and even put things back on the online shelves if you change your mind - you haven't bought anything until you go through the checkout.


	
	

	
The checkout

At the checkout you hand over your money. Most online shops let you pay by credit or debit card - Switch or Delta. You'll need to enter the card number and expiry date.

Some sites are cautious enough to ask you for the security code printed on the back of your card too, in case someone has found an old receipt in the dustbin and stolen your card number.

Before you pay, make sure that the site you're using has a safe checkout. Look for a small padlock in the bar at the bottom of your web browser. 

This tells you that the information you're sending to the shop can't be read by other internet users. If you don't have a bank account then you'll find it difficult to use online shopping, as they don't take cash and most won't even let you send them a cheque in the post.


Getting my stuff

Unless you're buying music to play on your computer, or a program that you'll be running, the stuff you've just bought will need to be delivered to you. Some online shops just post it; others use delivery services like Securicor or Federal Express. 

Some of the online supermarkets have their own delivery teams, like Tesco and Asda. The main problem is making sure you're in when the stuff arrives, as otherwise you'll have to collect it. 

The supermarkets will let you choose a delivery slot, and they'll deliver at weekends too, but if you buy from Amazon you'll be lucky if you're at home when the post arrives.

You also need to be careful that you don't end up paying too much for delivery. With Tesco it's a flat 5 pounds on top of your shopping bill, which is ok if you're doing a weekly shop.

But other sites charge differently. The delivery charge should be clearly stated when you get to the online checkout - if it isn't then you're taking a risk, because you could end up with a bigger bill than you thought.


Do I trust them?

It's easy to set up an online shop. Too easy, as this means that dodgy dealers can make themselves look as good as Marks & Spencer with a bit of work, and customers would not be able to tell the difference.

	
	



	Lots of people have been ripped off by fake web shops - and you don't want it to happen to you. If you're shopping somewhere that you already know, like Tesco or ASDA, then make sure you're really there.

Check the address (the URL) that you type in very carefully. http://www.asda.co.uk/ is ASDA- but http://www.asda.org/ isn't. It's actually the American Sleep Disorders Association but it could as easily be a fake ASDA shop front designed to fool people.

Then check whether the shop you're using follows the rules for safe shopping. Be Safe Online has lots of good advice at Be Safe Online, and the Office of Fair Trading can help too.

Who am I?

Some online shops don't try to get you to fill in forms before you shop - they reckon that it's more useful to let you see their products and decide what you want. Others, like Tesco or Littlewoods make you register first.

Once you've registered - and it's important to make sure that the information you give them, like your address, is correct - then you will be told the name or number you need to use next time you visit the site. 

You'll also get a password to enter. You'll need to remember the name and password - but don't just write it down and stick it on a piece of paper by your computer or you could find that your kids have been ordering when you weren't looking!

If you can't remember the password then write it in a notebook but don't say which site it is used for.

Your rights

If you're buying from a shop in the UK then you have the same rights as if you went in and paid over the counter. In fact, you have extra rights, including a 'cooling off' period, so if you don't like something you can send it back. 


PAGE  
1

