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Main focus of activity: 

 To understand the impact of the internet on commerce in the UK. 

Learning objectives: 

 To be able to debate the pros and cons of e-commerce. 

 To understand how the internet funds ‘free’ services. 

 To understand consumer rights when shopping online and how to minimise risk. 
 

Links to curriculum aims:   

 Literacy: write clearly, accurately and coherently, adapting their language and style in and for a 
range of contexts, purposes and audiences  

 Literacy: use discussion in order to learn; they should be able to elaborate and explain clearly 
their understanding and ideas  

 Literacy: are competent in the arts of speaking and listening, making formal presentations, 
demonstrating to others and participating in debate.  

 Computing: use search technologies effectively, appreciate how results are selected and 
ranked, and be discerning in evaluating digital content 
 
 

Activity outline: Discussion and background  

Use the 10 - Shop Till You Drop resource page 

Twenty years on from its invention, the World Wide Web is transforming almost every aspect of our 
lives. Commerce has colonised the web - with web users paying for what appear to be 'free' sites and 
services in hidden ways. 

Discuss with the children who has bought things online or whose family has. Ask if they have noticed 
(they may be too young!) a change in their or their parents shopping habits since using the internet. 
Could do a research task here on attitudes to shopping – design a questionnaire and use it for 
homework to analyse changes in attitudes since the advent of the web. Have they noticed any changes 
on the high street – can these be attributed to the internet or just general economic changes.  

Discuss the concept of ‘free’ in regards to the internet. What is free?  

Watch the BBC Virtual Revolution clip and interviews regarding the gathering of data from by companies 
on the internet and how they use it. Discuss Google – how they developed the business model that has 
come to dominate today's web, offering lots of highly attractive, overtly free web services, including 
search, maps and video, that are in fact funded through a sophisticated and highly lucrative advertising 
system which trades on what we users look for. Discuss how web advertising is evolving further to 
become more targeted and relevant to individual consumers. Recommendation engines, pioneered by 
retailers such as Amazon, are also breaking down the barriers between commerce and consumer by 
marketing future purchases to us based on our previous choices. Go to Amazon and Google to show 
how this works looking at search with advertising matching search terms and similar items etc. 
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On the surface, the web appears to have brought about a revolution in convenience. As companies start 
to build up databases on our online habits and preferences, what does this mean for our notions of 
privacy and personal space in the 21st century. This makes shopping and search experiences easier and 
helps us. Does convenience outweigh privacy? Are they concerned or happy for their personal data to 
be gathered and used?  

 
Possible Activities: 
 Activity 1: Design a questionnaire on shopping habits and attitudes looking at pre and post internet 

to ask their parents/grandparents etc. 

 Activity 2: Debate and write an essay on the nature of privacy on the internet. Be able to see the 

viewpoint of individuals who want their privacy protected and also the convenience of targeted 

advertising and recommendations. Show an understanding that if something appears to be free 

there will generally be a cost. 

 Activity 3: Discuss internet security for purchasing – credit card fraud, fraudulent sites etc. Design a 

poster with basic rules for online shopping. ‘How to avoid being ripped off.’ 

 
Plenary:  
Look at some of the recent scandals involving big internet retailers – (corporate tax avoidance, hike in 
fees to marketplace retailers, anti-competition practices (forcing sellers to not sell anywhere else at 
lower price)), Google (book scanning for Google books – piracy issues, street view privacy issues). 
Discuss ethics of these practices and implications for smaller businesses. What would the effect be on us 
as consumers if there were no small businesses? Risks of ordering from smaller businesses compared to 
large (credit card fraud – not sure if business is genuine etc.)? 
 
Possible Extension/independent  or homework learning activity: 

 Take questionnaire home to survey attitudes to the internet in terms of shopping habits and 
how they may have changed over the last few years.  

 Research activity into top internet retailers – can they find out information and present in terms 
of customers, turnover etc. 

 
Resources 
 
Videos:  

 The BBC Series Virtual Revolution is a fantastic resource for this topic. Chris Anderson and Doug 

Rushkoff are particularly relevant to this topic: see link - 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/virtualrevolution/interviews.shtml 

 Programme 3 in the series(‘The Cost of Free’) is most relevant here : 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p010tx2y 
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Links: 

 BBC website for the Virtual Revolution episode 3 – the cost of free: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p010tx2y 

 BBC website from Virtual Revolution series with Interviewee clips: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/virtualrevolution/interviews.shtml 

 Office of Fair Trading study of internet shopping: http://www.oft.gov.uk/news-and-
updates/press/2010/131-10 (from 2010) http://www.oft.gov.uk/OFTwork/markets-work/internet 
(from 2006) 

 WHICH guide to consumer rights (includes online information): http://www.which.co.uk/consumer-
rights/problem/i-want-to-return-something-bought-online-/  
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