
141FINANCIAL FITNESS FOR LIFE: Student Workbook Grades 6-8 ©Council for Economic Education

LESSON

17
Comparison Shopping

In May 2010, the Big Game Lottery paid out more than $300 million to two winners. After
taxes, each received about $55 million. Chances are that with that much money, the winners
won’t be clipping store coupons or checking newspaper advertisements for the best deal on
a tube of toothpaste. But even with all that money, the winners might still shop around for a
good price on a sports car, a designer wardrobe, or a piece of property on the French Riviera.

The truth is, no matter how rich or poor people are, they still need to compare prices. And for
average people—those who have tight budgets and count their pennies—comparison shop-
ping is an essential skill that can pay off in big savings and more choices. Just think about it.

Let’s say there are two hot dog stands near your school, Jo’s and Sam’s. The hot dogs and
other items at both stands are of equal quality. Jo charges $2.25 for a hot dog; Sam charges
$2.75. It’s only 50 cents difference; no big deal, right? WRONG. If you have a hot dog for
lunch every day for the three years you’re in middle school, you’ll save $270 by buying your
lunch at Jo’s instead of Sam’s. Simply by being a wise shopper, you’ll have extra money to buy
a few music CDs, a pair of athletic shoes and some new jeans, or maybe a few video games.

This lesson will demonstrate that wise consumers compare prices before they buy. It will
show how to shop for the best deal and how to calculate whether the 14-ounce or 22-
ounce box of Frosty Fire Hydrant Cereal is the best bargain. By being a careful shopper,
one who evaluates prices and products, you can improve your chances of buying quality
goods and services at prices that you can afford.

Introduction

Vocabulary

Cost/benefit analysis: Comparing advantages and disadvantages in order to make a
decision. 

Deceptive practices: What a business person may do to fool a customer in order to
sell the customer a good or service. Misleading prices, bait and switch, and false 
advertising are examples of deceptive practices. These practices are not legal and are
unethical.

Decision-making grid: A tool used to help people compare items so that they can
make a wise consumer decision.

Opportunity cost: The next-best alternative that is given up when a choice is made.



A Wise Person Once Said ...

NAME: _________________________________________      CLASS PERIOD: ____________

Write your impression of the meaning of the two adages given below.

“Penny wise, pound foolish.”

“A penny saved is a penny earned.”

Do the two statements agree with each other, or are they contradictory?  Explain.

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________
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1. Identify what you want. (Our team’s product assignment is...)

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

2. Determine how much you can spend. (Our budget for this item is...)

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

3. Find out what products or services are available in your price range. (Use store
ads or visit websites.) List these alternatives below and along the left side of the 
decision-making grid.

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

4. Choose the features you would most like to have. (List the features you definitely
want along the top of the grid.  You might want to have a list of "optional" features,
which you could also put along the top of the grid.  In addition, your group may
want to simply note that some alternatives are preferred because they do not have
features that you do not want.)

5. Use the decision-making grid on the next page to analyze the alternatives. 

6. Watch for hidden costs. (List any costs for necessary accessories; list any sales
taxes or charges.)

7. Make your choice.

Definitely want: ____________________________________________________________

Optional: __________________________________________________________________

Do not want: ______________________________________________________________

NAME: _________________________________________      CLASS PERIOD: ____________

Major Steps in Deciding What to Buy
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Decision-Making Grid

NAME: _________________________________________      CLASS PERIOD: ____________
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Total
Points

Features

Alternatives
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Poor Mrs. Amos
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EXERCISE

17.3

Narrator: Mrs. Amos is a widow. She lives on a fixed retirement income. The sales-
man works on commission, meaning he gets a percentage of each sale he makes.
The salesman is using a sales technique often reported to consumer protection
agencies by consumers, particularly by older people. In this technique, the salesman
applies pressure and tries to make the consumer feel foolish if he or she doesn’t
make the purchase.  

The telephone rings. Mrs. Amos answers. 
The salesman speaks.

Salesman: Good afternoon, Mrs. Amos. 
How are you this afternoon?

Mrs. Amos: I’m fine thank you.

Salesman: That’s great news, Mrs. Amos. I hope
you’re staying out of the heat.

Mrs. Amos: Oh, I’m trying.

Salesman: Well, Mrs. Amos. I’m with Lovely Lawns. We’ve been in your neighbor-
hood lately working on many of your neighbors’ lawns. We’ve noticed that your
lawn has large, brown patches, which could indicate pest infestation or fungus. If
you don’t address this problem soon, you will probably lose your entire lawn. 

Mrs. Amos: What should I do?

Salesman: Well, Mrs. Amos, here’s the good news.  We can take care of that 
problem for you. Our technician will come by your home and spray our patented
pesticide and fungicide. Your lawn will be full and green again in no time.

Mrs. Amos: How much will it cost?

Salesman: Well, that’s the best news yet.  One application costs $48, but we will 
do four applications throughout the summer for only $150. That’s a saving to you,
Mrs. Amos, of $42.

CAST OF CHARACTERS

Narrator Salesman Mrs. Amos
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Mrs. Amos: I suppose I could have one treatment.

Salesman: I wouldn’t recommend that, Mrs. Amos.
We do our best to get your problem cleared up, but
the treatment is only effective when it is applied four
times.

Mrs. Amos: I’m afraid I can’t afford more treatments
than one.

Salesman: Oh, Mrs. Amos. You can’t afford not to
take care of this problem. After all, you don’t want to
be known on your block as the house with the
sloppy yard.

Mrs. Amos: Well, I certainly don’t want that. But I don’t know how I’ll be able to afford $150. 

Salesman: Mrs. Amos. I completely understand. That’s why we will offer you the 
opportunity to make installment payments for just a small fee.

Mrs. Amos: How much would the payments be?

Salesman: Well, for you, Mrs. Amos, we’ll simply divide your cost into five easy payments.

Mrs. Amos: Well, I don’t know. This seems like a large expense. I’m on a fixed income.

Salesman: We have many retirees as customers, Mrs. Amos. They can’t be expected
to do this kind of work themselves.

Mrs. Amos: I still don’t know if I should do this.

Salesman: Mrs. Amos, if you don’t mind my saying, I don’t know how you can pass
this up. What will your neighbors think of you if your yard becomes even worse? It’s
already looking pretty bad.

Mrs. Amos: Well, I guess I’ll do it then.

Salesman: Mrs. Amos, you’ve made the right decision. We’ll be out tomorrow to
begin the treatments. Please hold the line so that we may make a tape-recorded
verification of your purchase.

Narrator: Mrs. Amos verified the sale and began the treatment. She later began receiv-
ing her installment invoices charging one-fifth of the fee plus a 20 percent interest rate.

THE END
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Questions

1. What tactics did the salesman use to convince Mrs. Amos to sign up for the service?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

2.  If Mrs. Amos was uncomfortable with the salesman’s tactics, what should she
have done?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

3.  Why did Mrs. Amos stay on the phone and ultimately buy the service?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________
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The Worm Has Turned

Salesman: Hi, I’m Steve Swank. What can I do for you?

Tina Allen: I’m interested in the 2002 XYZ on your lot. What can you tell me about it?

Salesman: Oh, that’s a nice one. I guess you just recently got your driver’s license.
Am I right? 

Mr. Allen: Yes, Tina just got her license. She’ll need a car to get back and forth to
school. We simply have too many people and not enough cars. 

Salesman: Boy, I know how that goes. I have three teenagers myself. Is this your
first driver?

Mr. Allen: Yeah, Tina’s our first.

Salesman: Well your little girl really knows her cars, doesn’t she?  She’s picked the
peach of the lot. 

Tina Allen: (slightly exasperated) Could you tell us a little about the car?

Salesman: Certainly. I see in the
file that it has 160,000 miles on
it. Those were all highway miles,
Tina. May I call you Tina? [He
doesn’t wait for an answer, but
continues his sales pitch.] The
previous owner never had a bit
of trouble with it. It is loaded
with options, too. You can see
the great shape it’s in.

Tina Allen: Could you tell me your asking price?
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Salesman                   Tina Allen                   Mr. Allen                 Sales Manager



Salesman: Well, Tina, we’ve listed it for $5,000, but it’s been on our lot for over a
week now, and we like to turn our inventory over much more frequently than that.
We have very strict standards for the used cars we will place on our lot, so they usu-
ally go very fast. As a matter of fact, I had a customer who was very interested in
this car in here just yesterday. He said he would be stopping back later today.

Tina Allen: $5,000 is a little out of my price range. Could you do anything for us?

Salesman: Gee, I don’t know, Tina. With that customer coming back in this afternoon,
and all, I might be doing myself damage by coming down on the price. But, I like you.
And I have teenagers myself. I know how important it is to be seen in a hot car, am I
right? [The salesman winks at Mr. Allen.] I’ll tell you what. I’ll come down to $4,800.

Tina Allen: That’s still a little high. Could you bring the price down to $4,200? 

Salesman: Wow! That would certainly put us at a loss. I can’t see any way for us to
come down that low for this fine car.

Tina Allen: Well, $4,200 is all I have budgeted for a car. I can’t go any higher.

Salesman: I see your dilemma. And I like you two. Let me go ask my manager. But
I’ve got to warn you. He’s going to think I’m nuts for even suggesting this price.

The salesman meets with the manager in the corner of the room. The two act as
though they are arguing over the price. The salesman comes back to the desk.

Salesman: Mr. Allen, Tina, I tried. He would only come down to $4,500. That’s his
final offer. Even at that price, we’re losing money on this car. He thinks I’m crazy. I
had to pull in some favors for this one. But, as I told him, you’re nice people who
need a car, and that’s why we’re in business. We figure you’ll tell your friends that
you got a good deal here.

Tina Allen: That’s still above my budget.

Salesman: Tina, we can certainly work out a payment plan to fit your budget. Don’t
think of it as $4,500. Think of it as only $125 a month. You can certainly afford that,
can’t you Tina?

Tina Allen: For how many months?

Salesman: Only 60. 

Tina Allen: That’s a long time. The car might not even last that long.
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NAME: _________________________________________      CLASS PERIOD: ____________

Salesman: I don’t see why not. It’s been very well maintained. You know, my son’s
friend drives one of these, and he has 250,000 miles on it. It runs like a top. He’s
never had a day of trouble.

Mr. Allen: Well, I don’t know. 

Salesman: Mr. Allen, Tina, I can’t tell you which way you should go on this. All I can say
is that this is one nice vehicle, and I have a customer ready to buy it this afternoon.

Tina Allen: Well, I guess we’ll have to leave it for your other customer. Thanks for
your time. Good-bye.

THE END

Questions

1. In what ways did the salesman try to get Tina and Mr. Allen to see him as a friend?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

2. In what ways did the salesman try to push Tina and her dad to buy the car?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

3. Did you think Tina was going to buy the car?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

4. Do you think Tina did the right thing?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________
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Comparison shopping is the process of considering prices and features of similar prod-
ucts before making a decision to buy. The more expensive or complex an item, the
more a smart shopper will want to compare a variety of options before choosing one. 

Comparison shopping must take into account a variety of factors such as differences
in features, sizes, product quality and performance, price, and service agreements.

Advantages of Comparison Shopping

• You can save money, since prices for the same or similar products may vary 
dramatically from place to place.

• You may be able to get more features or value for the same amount of money.
• You may buy a better quality product that will last longer or perform better.
• You can learn about options and products you weren’t aware of before.
• You will feel more secure that your money was spent wisely.

Disadvantages of Comparison Shopping

• Comparison shopping takes time, which could be used in may other ways.
• Comparison shopping may cost money—e.g., for telephone calls or gas used 

to visit different stores.
• The savings from comparative shopping, especially for lower-priced items, 

may be less than the cost of your time, gas, or other expenses.

Requirements for Comparison Shopping

• Access to reliable information.
• Time to check with a variety of vendors and to wait for sales, special selling 

seasons, or inventory closeouts.
• The money to purchase an item quickly if a tremendous opportunity arises.

Comparison Shopping
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Liar, Liar, Pants on Fire
Deceptive advertising. Producers always want to present their products in the best
light. Some advertisements may contain out-and-out falsehoods, while others sim-
ply may not present the whole story. The best advice is this:  if it seems too good to
be true, it probably is! Toothpaste advertisements may promise whiter teeth in 30
days. How, exactly, is that comparison made? How often must you use the tooth-
paste in order to achieve the promised results? Won’t most toothpastes whiten
teeth? When the packaging shows a statement that “9 out of 10 dentists recom-
mend this Brand X,” does it mean they actually recommended Brand X or does it
mean they recommended the ingredients in Brand X (which are the exact same in-
gredients in a dozen other brands)?

Bait and switch. While seeking information by reading through store ads, you will
often come across some mighty good bargains, usually presented on the front
page. Most often these are perfectly legitimate sales designed to bring your atten-
tion to the store. However, some companies may engage in an illegal practice
called “bait and switch,” when the quantities of the sale item are low or maybe not
available at the store at all. The salesperson will apologize for the unavailability of
the sale item but direct the consumer’s attention to a much nicer, more expensive,
item offered at a similar discount. The seller is “baiting” the consumer by offering
the terrific sale item and then “switching” the consumer’s attention to another,
more expensive, product. The consumer, already at the store and ready to make a
purchase, will often buy the alternative item. He or she may later discover that the
item purchased was available at a lower price elsewhere.

Deceptive pricing. Although a store cannot legally claim that the price of a product
has been reduced if it hasn’t been, it can use other terminology that deceives the
consumer into thinking that the item is being offered at a lower price. For instance,
some stores may cover the original shelf tag with a brightly colored tag stating
“Special Value” or “In-store Special.” The store isn’t saying that this price is lower
than the retail price, but the implication to the consumer is that the price for the
good has been reduced. Here’s a tip:  pull the colorful tag aside and observe the
regular price of the good. You might find that the prices are identical.
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1. Identify what you want.

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

2. Determine how much you can spend.

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

3. Find out what products or services are available in your price range. (Use store
ads or visits, visit web sites. List these alternatives along the left side of your grid.)

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

4. Choose the features you would most like to have. (List the features you definitely
want.  You may also wish to identify optional features that you would like as well as
any features you definitely do not want. List the features that you definitely want
and those that are optional along the top of your grid.)

5.  Use the decision-making grid to help you make your decision.

6. Watch for hidden costs. (List any costs for necessary accessories; list any sales
taxes or charges.)

7. Make your choice.

Definitely want: ____________________________________________________________

Optional: __________________________________________________________________

Do not want: ______________________________________________________________

NAME: _________________________________________      CLASS PERIOD: ____________

Major Steps in a Purchase Decision
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Decision-Making Grid

NAME: _________________________________________      CLASS PERIOD: ____________
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