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LESSON

17

LESSON DESCRIPTION 
AND BACKGROUND

The students identify costs and benefits of com-
parison shopping. They learn about a seven-
step approach that can help consumers make
well-informed choices, and they practice using
it.  They also learn to avoid certain mistakes that
consumers often make.

For some people, shopping is an art, and they
spend hours and hours making a decision about
what to buy. For others, the goal is to get in,
buy it, and get out!  Neither of these ap-
proaches is necessarily efficient.  Making good
choices requires a plan of action—one that
doesn’t take too much of the consumer’s time
and doesn’t place the consumer in a vulnerable
position, misinformed or intimidated.

Lesson 17 is correlated with national standards
for mathematics and economics, and with per-
sonal finance guidelines, as shown in Tables 1-3
in the introductory section of this publication.

ECONOMIC AND PERSONAL FINANCE
CONCEPTS 

• Comparison shopping

• Consumer protection

OBJECTIVES

At the end of this lesson, the student will be able to:

• State the seven steps consumers can use in
deciding what to buy.

• Explain why each step of a consumer 
decision-making process is important.

• Use a seven-step process in making a decision.

• Describe illegal or deceptive practices found
in the marketplace.

• Identify the advantages and disadvantages of
comparison shopping.

• Identify not-for-profit or government agencies

that provide services for consumers.

TIME REQUIRED  

Two or three 45-minute class periods

MATERIALS 

• A transparency of Visual 17.1 and 17.2

•  A copy for each student of Introduction and
Vocabulary sections of Lesson 17 from the
Student Workbook 

• A copy for each student of Exercise 17.1,
17.2, 17.3, and 17.4 from the Student 
Workbook 

• A copy for each student of Reading 17.1 and
17.2 from the Student Workbook

• A copy for each student of Lesson 17 
Assessment from the Student Workbook

• Store advertisements, newspaper ads, and
online ads for the following consumer prod-
ucts:  home theater system, laptop computer,
used car, flat-screen TV, refrigerator.  (The
teacher may substitute other consumer 
products.)

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

To download visuals, find related lessons, 
correlations to state standards, interactives, 
and more, visit http://fffl.councilforeconed.org/
6-8/lesson17.

PROCEDURE 

1. Introduce the lesson by explaining that peo-
ple often make financial mistakes through haste
and unreliable information, or no information at
all.  This applies especially to decisions people
make about what to buy. Assign the students to
read the Introduction and Vocabulary sections

Comparison Shopping



for Lesson 17 from the Student Workbook. Dis-
tribute copies of Exercise 17.1 from the Stu-
dent Workbook. Read the two adages aloud.
Be sure to explain that “pound” in this case
refers to the United Kingdom pound sterling
(the UK currency) and not a pound in weight.
Then ask the students what they think the two
adages mean.  Discuss their responses briefly. 

2. Provide additional clarification of the two
adages, as necessary. The first one refers to
people who make an effort to save a penny, but
do so in ways that cost them much more than a
penny later on.  For example, somebody buys a
low-quality product because it is cheap—and
then it falls apart. Or somebody is very careful in
making small purchases but careless with large
purchases.  The second adage suggests that
people should be careful with even their small-
est purchases, because any amount of money
saved is like receiving that amount in income.
Together, the adages suggest that it is best to
be careful with all purchases, large and small.

3. Bring up another adage: that “People should
try to live within their means.” Ask the students
what this adage means. Discuss their responses
briefly; then, as necessary, explain the adage as
a recommendation that people should limit their
expenditures to their amount of income. Sug-
gest that this is good advice—though it might
be even better if people would live “beneath”
their means.  Ask: What might that mean, and
why might it be better? (The students might
suggest, for example, that although some-
one could afford to buy a car requiring a pay-
ment of $400 per month, that person might
be better off finding a car she could buy for
$350 per month. Then she would have $50
extra each month to apply to savings.)

4. Advise the students that living beneath your
means would not necessarily mean doing with-
out the things you want.  By managing your
money well, you may be able to stay within your
budget, or spend even less than your budget al-
lows. In your efforts to do this, one important
practice is comparison shopping. 

5. Explain the term “comparison shopping.” 
Basically, it refers to looking around for a while,
making comparisons, before buying something.
For example, a comparison shopper shopping
for blue jeans might check out different brands
and models, and the same brands and models
at different stores, in order to find the best fit,
the most attractive style, and the best price.
Ask:

a. Do you do comparison shopping for the
things you buy? (Answers will vary.)

b. Why might a person not do comparison shop-
ping, or not do it all the time? (Answers will
vary.  Comparison shopping may seem to
be too time-consuming; people sometimes
know exactly what they want and where to
buy it; etc.)

6. Distribute copies of Reading 17.1 from the
Student Workbook.  Have the students do the
reading. Discuss the advantages and disadvan-
tages of comparison shopping. Write the follow-
ing statement on the board:

“Comparison shopping is more important for
expensive, complex products than for inex-
pensive, simple products.”

Ask: How does this statement relate to the 
advantages and disadvantages we have 
discussed? Are the advantages and disadvan-
tages the same when we are talking about
shopping for expensive, complex products?
(Comparison shopping may well be more
important in buying a computer than, say,
in buying a celebrity magazine or a package
of chewing gum. In the case of the com-
puter, the costs of a bad decision might be
great; in the other cases, differences
among products and prices might be small,
so that weighing them might not be worth
a great deal of the shopper’s time.)

7. Remind the students of the concept of 
“opportunity cost.”  It refers to the next-best 
alternative a person gives up in making a 
decision. Ask: How does the concept of oppor-
tunity cost relate to decisions about comparison
shopping?  (The opportunity cost of 
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comparison shopping is the time, and some-
times the money, comparison shopping
takes. This time and money could be used in
other ways. Comparison shopping for sim-
ple, inexpensive things, therefore, may not
seem worthwhile. Generally, however, the
benefits shoppers gain from careful shop-
ping are worth more than the time and
money given up.)

8. Explain that the students soon will have an
opportunity to demonstrate their ability to get
value for their money.  However, they must first
learn a strategy to use in comparison shopping.
Display Visual 17.1. Discuss the steps as 
follows.

• Identify what you want.  This may seem ob-
vious, but writing down exactly what you want
helps you avoid the impulse to buy things on
the spur of the moment or to buy something
that is low on your list of priorities.  

• Determine how much you can spend or
want to spend.  You know how much money
you have budgeted for purchases. Determine
how much you can spend, within your
budget, and stick to your decision.  It’s very
easy to rationalize spending only a few dollars
more than you intended to.  However, if you
do this with every item you purchase, you will
eventually have to do without something you
want when your money runs out.

• Find out what products or services are avail-
able in your price range. Determine the price
range you can afford, and look at the options in
that price range.  Don’t look at more expensive
options that are out of your price range; they
may tempt you to buy an item you cannot 
afford.

• Choose the features you would most like
to have. List the features that are important
to you—size, color, style, materials, etc.—so
that you can compare the products in your
price range by reference to these features. 

• Use the decision-making grid to analyze
the alternatives.  This will help you analyze
the products in your price range that have the

features you desire.  Display Visual 17.2,
which shows a completed decision-making
grid for someone considering the purchase of
a DVD player.  Follow these steps in using the
grid:

a. List the alternatives along the side of the
left-most column—in this case, the various
brands of the DVD player.

b. List the features that you want along the
top of the grid. These include universal re-
mote, high definition, Blu-ray media,
MPEG compatible, Dolby sound.

c.  If a product you are considering has the 
feature, place a plus sign (+) in the appro-
priate cell.  If the product does not have the
feature, place a minus sign (-) in the appro-
priate cell.

d. Tally the plusses for the respective prod-
ucts to determine which one would be the
best choice, according to this analysis.  

• Watch for hidden costs. Before making a
final choice, look for any hidden costs associ-
ated with the alternatives you are consider-
ing, especially the alternative that is most
attractive to you.  These costs might include
delivery costs, special taxes or surcharges, re-
quired accessories, or club membership.
High hidden costs may encourage you to se-
lect a product other than your first choice.

• Make your choice. Decide on what you want,
and stick to your decision.  After using the good
or service, determine whether it was a wise
choice.

9.  Arrange for the students to practice compari-
son shopping. Divide the class into groups of
three or four.  

• Assign each team one of the products below.
Have the students choose the store, newspa-
per, or online ads featuring their consumer
item.  Use suggested budget limits or any rea-
sonable budget limits for stores in your area.

Home theater system ($1,500 budget)

Laptop computer ($800 budget)
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Used car ($5,000 budget)

Flat screen TV ($800 budget)

Refrigerator ($900 budget)

• Distribute copies of Exercise 17.2 from 
the Student Workbook, which includes a 
decision-making grid for the students to use
in analyzing the various options and making a
decision.

• To gather information about the product that
they have been assigned, the students may
read the advertising that you have supplied
and/or do comparison shopping on the Inter-
net or in the local community.

• When the students have completed their de-
cision-making activity, have them present
their choices and explain how they arrived at
their choices to the class.

10.  Turn to the topic of hindrances to good de-
cision making. Explain that even carefully-made
decisions sometimes fail to satisfy consumers.
This happens for various reasons.  Sometimes
the consumer has not been well informed.
Sometimes the consumer will have felt pres-
sured into making a decision against his or her
better judgment.

11.  Distribute copies of Exercise 17.3 from the
Student Workbook. Choose three students to
perform the play, Poor Mrs. Amos. Tell the class
to follow along as the play is performed, paying
particular attention to the tactics used by the
salesman.  When the students have performed
the play, discuss the questions found at the end
the exercise.  

Answers to Exercise 17.3

1. The salesman intimidated Mrs. Amos by
comparing her yard to her neighbors’
yards.  He told her many of her peers use
the lawn service.  He trivialized the cost of
the service.

2. If Mrs. Amos was uncomfortable with
his tactics, she should have hung up the
phone.

3. Mrs. Amos continued to stay on the
phone because she was polite; she did not
want to appear rude; she was trusting.

12. Explain that the cost of lawn service may 
be relatively small, but the items offered by 
telephone sales people are often costly.  Many
people have been “talked out of” very large
amounts of money to buy everything from land
to securities to insurance policies.  This practice
isn’t limited to telephone sales, however.  
Consumers can walk into a sales office to buy
cars, large appliances, or vacation homes and
become just as intimidated.

13. Turn to a different example. Distribute
copies of Exercise 17.4 from the Student Work-
book.  Choose four students to perform the
play, The Worm Has Turned. The four students
will play Mr. Allen, Tina Allen, the salesman, and
the sales manager.  The sales manager has no
speaking part.  Place the salesman, Mr. Allen,
and Tina Allen around a desk.  Place the sales
manager in a corner of the room.  Quietly in-
struct the sales manager and the salesman to
pantomime an argument in the corner when the
script calls for the salesman to meet with the
sales manager.

14.  When the play has been performed, discuss
the questions from the exercise sheet. 

Answers to Exercise 17.4

1. The salesman tried to be very friendly
with Tina and her father by asking Tina if
she had just received her license; he dis-
cussed his own teenagers; he kept telling
Tina and her father how much he liked
them; he told them he would go to the
manager on their behalf.

2. The salesman tried to pressure Tina and
her father by indicating that there was an-
other customer coming in to buy the car.

3. Answers will vary, but the students will
probably think Tina was going to succumb
to the pressure.
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4. Tina did the right thing. She and her
dad had a budgeted amount for the car
they would buy, and they stuck to their
budget.

15. Warn the students about other types of con-
sumer pitfalls they should avoid. Distribute
copies of Reading 17.2 and have the students
do the reading.  Engage them in a discussion of
examples of these practices that they may have
observed.  Share your own observations about
such practices. 

16. Explain that various federal, state, and local
laws have been enacted to protect consumers
against fraud and other illegal sales practices.
There are also not-for-profit organizations con-
sumers can consult before buying a product or
when they are having problems with a product
already purchased.  Tell the students that they
can find websites for consumers by searching
online for “consumer protection.”  

17. In addition, the students can protect them-
selves in the following ways:

• Ask friends about their experiences with a
given store or sales office.

• Before making a purchase, consult the Better
Business Bureau (BBB).  You can call or visit it
online at http://www.bbb.org.  The BBB keeps
lists of consumer complaints against stores and
sales offices.  The BBB works with consumers
and stores or sales offices to deal with com-
plaints.  The BBB can offer you information BE-
FORE you buy.

• Your state’s Attorney General’s office accepts
consumer complaints.  It will work with the
consumer and the store or sales office to deal
with complaints.  It may also prosecute stores
and sales offices if illegal practices are sus-
pected.

• The Federal Trade Commission (FTC, at
http://www.ftc.gov) acts by authority of fed-
eral laws to protect consumers.  

• The National Consumer League maintains a
website for reporting incidents of telephone
and Internet fraud.  This site is located at
http://www.fraud.org.

CLOSURE 

Use the following questions to review the 
lesson.

• The first step in a decision about a purchase
is to identify what you want.  Why is this step
so important? (It forces you to define ex-
actly what you want.  By defining your
wants, you avoid impulse buying.)

• The second step is to determine how much
you can spend.  Why is this step so impor-
tant?  (By setting a firm budget for the
item, you can avoid being lured into
spending more than you want to spend.)

• The third step is to find out what products 
or services are available in your price range.
Why is this step so important? (In order 
to be a well-informed consumer and get
exactly what you want, you have to seek
out options that are available to you.)

• The fourth step is to choose the features you
would like to have.  Why is this step so impor-
tant? (This helps you to make comparisons
among products, and it increases the 
likelihood that you will be happy with 
your decision.)

• The fifth step is to analyze the alternatives 
according to the features that you want, using
a decision-making grid.  Why is it important
to analyze the alternatives? (To determine
which choice is best for you, according to
the features you have specified.) 

• The sixth step is to watch for hidden costs.  
Why is this step so important? (You don’t
want the final cost of your purchase to 
exceed your budget.)

• What is the seventh step? (It is to make your
choice.)

• How would you describe “bait and switch”
selling? (This is an illegal practice where
the consumer is lured into a store to pur-
chase a bargain-priced product only to
be told the product is “sold out,” and
then steered toward a pricier item.)
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• Can you give any examples of deceptive 
pricing? (Many possible answers—e.g.,
stores may offer a “special value,” hoping
to persuade the consumer that something
is on sale at a reduced price when it actu-
ally is not.)  

• Can you give any examples of deceptive 
advertising?  (Many possible answers—
e.g., an advertisement may fail to disclose
the fact that a bargain is available only
when a related product is purchased at its
normal price.)

• If you are considering a purchase, how can you
know you are dealing with a reputable store or
sales office? (Ask other people about their
experiences with the store or sales office.
Consult the Better Business Bureau or
other consumer-advocacy organizations in
your community.)

ASSESSMENT 

Distribute copies of Lesson 17 Assessment.
Assign the students to complete the assess-
ment, working independently. Tell them to
choose a small item (under $75) they would like
to purchase and follow the procedures they
learned in this lesson.  Answers will vary accord-
ing to the good or service selected and the cri-
teria (features) used to evaluate the alternatives.

EXTENSION

It is a good idea to check with the Better Busi-
ness Bureau when contemplating a repair, a re-
model, or a major purchase of any kind. Place
the students in small groups and have them visit
the Better Business Bureau website at
http://www.bbb.org. Instruct them to find the
office nearest them by using their zip code or by
using the directory. Instruct them to click on the
“Type of Business” tab. Enter a business type
such as payday loans or auto repair. Have the
students choose a business and take notes on
the type of information that is provided.  
Challenge the students to find a business with
complaints. Have them report on the type of

complaints the Better Business Bureau has 
received and whether the complaints were 
resolved.
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1. Identify what you want.

•  Set your priorities. •  Avoid impulse buying.

2. Determine how much you can spend or want to spend.

•  Develop a budget and stick to it.

3. Find out what products or services are available in your 
price range.

•  Check store ads. •  Consult consumer magazines.

•  Ask your friends. •  Visit online vendors.

4. Choose the features you would most like to have.

•  List specific characteristics/features the goods/services 
must have and features that it would be nice to have 
(optional).

•  List the characteristics/features you definitely do not want.

5. Use the decision-making grid to analyze the alternatives.

•  Use + for alternatives that have a desired feature, 
– for alternatives without the feature.

•  Tally the plusses to determine best choice.

6. Watch for hidden costs.

•  Check the sales tax. (Sales tax varies by community.)

•  Check for delivery costs or costs of required accessories.

7. Make your choice.

Major Steps in Deciding What to Buy
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Decision-making Grid for a DVD Player

Feature 1
Universal
Remote

Feature 2
high 
definition

Feature 3
Blu-ray
Media

Feature 4
MPEG
compatible

Feature 5
Dolby
Sound

Total
Points

Item 1

+ _ _ + + 3

Item 2

+ _ _ _ + 2

Item 3

+ _ + _ _ 2

Item 4

+ + + + _ 4

Features

Alternatives




