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How To Become A Secret Shopper

Introduction: Unlocking the World of Mystery Shopping

Have you ever strolled through a store and mentally noted every detail—the greeting from the sales
associate, the cleanliness of the aisles, the speed of checkout? If you enjoy observing and evaluating
customer service, you may already possess the core skills needed for a unique side hustle. The
question how to become a secret shopper is one that many curious consumers ask, but few fully
understand the process. Mystery shopping, also known as secret shopping, offers a legitimate way to
earn extra income, receive free products or services, and even influence the quality of the brands you
love. This comprehensive guide will walk you through every step, from understanding the industry to
landing  your  first  paid  assignment.  Whether  you  are  a  retiree  looking  for  flexible  work,  a  student
wanting to make money in your spare time, or a professional seeking supplementary income, the path
to becoming a secret shopper is more straightforward than you might think—provided you know
where to start and how to avoid common pitfalls.

What Exactly Is a Secret Shopper?

A secret shopper, also referred to as a mystery shopper, is a person hired by a company or a third-
party market research firm to pose as a regular customer. Their mission is to evaluate the quality of
service,  product  displays,  staff  behavior,  and  overall  customer  experience.  The  feedback  provided
through detailed reports helps businesses identify strengths, correct weaknesses, and improve their
operations.  This  practice  is  widespread  across  retail  stores,  restaurants,  hotels,  banks,  car
dealerships, and even online services. When you learn how to become a secret shopper, you are
essentially training to become a confidential  quality assurance agent for the consumer market.  It  is
not a get-rich-quick scheme, but rather a genuine part of the business intelligence ecosystem that
pays for your honest observations.

Common Myths vs. Reality

Before diving into the steps, it is important to dispel some myths. Many believe that secret shoppers
get lavish free vacations or that anyone can sign up and earn hundreds of dollars per assignment. The
reality  is  more  grounded.  Most  tasks  pay  a  modest  fee  (often  between  $5  and  $20)  plus
reimbursement for a product or service—like a free meal or a free hair cut. High-paying assignments
do exist, but they usually require advanced skills, specific demographics, or complex reports. Also, be
aware that legitimate mystery shopping companies will never ask you to pay a fee to register or
receive offers.  If  someone asks for  money upfront,  it  is  a  scam. Keeping these realities in  mind will
help you approach the industry with clear expectations.

Step-by-Step Guide: How to Become a Secret Shopper

Step 1: Assess Your Skills and Suitability

Not everyone is cut out for mystery shopping. The best secret shoppers share certain traits: attention
to detail, strong memory, excellent written communication, punctuality, and a neutral demeanor. You
must  be  able  to  recall  specific  interactions—what  the  employee  said,  how  long  you  waited,  the
cleanliness of the restroom—without taking notes in plain sight. If  you are comfortable following
precise  instructions  (e.g.,  "order  a  medium coffee with  soy  milk  and ask  for  a  refund for  a  fictional
complaint"), then you are a good candidate. Also, you need to be reliable; companies depend on you
to complete assignments on time and submit accurate reports. Evaluating your own schedule and
willingness to follow directions is the first step in how to become a secret shopper.

Step 2: Research Legitimate Mystery Shopping Companies

Once  you  are  confident  that  you  can  handle  the  responsibilities,  the  next  step  is  to  find  legitimate
companies to work with. Avoid random ads on social media or search engines that promise instant
riches. Instead, visit reputable industry associations like the Mystery Shopper Providers Association
(MSPA) which maintains a list of accredited providers. Some well-known companies that frequently
hire include:

Market Force Information
IntelliShop
Secret Shopper (a division of Sinohu)
Aeryes
Second to None
Diamond Mystery Shoppers
BestMark

Create a list of 5–10 companies that operate in your region. Read their websites, understand their
payment methods, and check if they require a profile. Most importantly, never pay a registration fee.
Legitimate companies make money by selling their evaluation reports to clients, not by charging
shoppers.

Step 3: Create a Professional Shopper Profile

When you register with a mystery shopping provider, you will fill out a detailed profile. This includes
your demographic information (age, gender, income level, etc.), your geographic location, and your
preferences (types of stores, times of day, etc.). Be honest and thorough. Companies often look for
specific demographics to match their client needs. For example, a luxury car dealership might want
shoppers over 40 with a certain income level; a fast-food chain might need teenagers or families.
Completing your profile accurately increases the number of assignments you receive. Also, provide a
professional-sounding email address and keep your contact information updated. This is a critical part
of how to become a secret shopper that many beginners overlook—your profile is your résumé.

Step 4: Search and Apply for Assignments

After your profile is approved, you can browse available assignments through the company’s portal or
receive  email  notifications.  Assignments  appear  with  details:  location,  date  and  time  window,
reimbursement  amount,  fee,  and  specific  instructions.  Read  the  job  description  carefully  before
applying.  Some  tasks  require  you  to  visit  a  specific  store  during  certain  hours;  others  may  involve
calling a customer service line or browsing a website.  Apply only for tasks you can realistically
complete. If you accept an assignment and then cancel last minute, you risk losing your shopper
status with that company. Many beginners start with simple, low-paying jobs (like a fast-food lunch
evaluation) to build a reputation before moving to more complex assignments like luxury retail audits.

Step 5: Complete the Visit and Take Unobtrusive Notes

The actual shopping trip is the fun part. You will need to act like a normal customer while mentally

collecting specific data points. For instance, you might be required to note the employee's greeting,
the time it took for someone to approach you, the cleanliness of the area, and how the transaction
was handled. Many companies allow you to take discreet notes on your phone or a small notebook
afterward. Do not let anyone see you writing down observations, as that could blow your cover. Some
assignments also require you to take secret photos (e.g., of a display or the store exterior) using a
smartphone. Follow the instructions exactly—if you are asked to purchase a specific item, do so and
keep the receipt for reimbursement.

Step 6: Write a Detailed, Objective Report

Within a short period after the visit (often 24–48 hours), you must submit an online report. This is
where your writing skills  come into play.  Write concisely,  factually,  and without emotional  bias.
Instead of "The cashier was rude," say "The cashier did not make eye contact, did not smile, and
ended the transaction without a goodbye." Use the rating scales provided (e.g., 1–10 for speed of
service). Be honest even if the service was poor—your feedback is meant to help improve. Always
double-check grammar and spelling. A well-written report builds your credibility and can lead to more
high-paying assignments. This step completes the core cycle of how to become a secret shopper.

Step 7: Get Paid and Build Your Reputation

Payment methods vary. Some companies pay by check, others via PayPal, and some reimburse you
first and then pay the fee separately. Payment timelines also vary; expect anywhere from two weeks
to 30 days after report submission. Keep a log of your assignments and payments. As you complete
more jobs and submit  quality  reports,  you may be invited to  exclusive assignments or  receive
bonuses. Many successful secret shoppers eventually work with multiple companies to maintain a
steady flow of tasks. The key is to remain reliable, attentive, and professional.

Tips for Success in Secret Shopping

Start Small and Local

When  you  first  learn  how to  become a  secret  shopper,  resist  the  temptation  to  apply  for  high-
paying, long-distance assignments. Instead, pick tasks that are close to your home or work routine.
This minimizes travel time and reduces stress. Simple assignments like evaluating a coffee shop or a
gas station convenience store are great for building confidence.

Be Organized and Punctual

Use a calendar to track deadlines for report submissions. Missing a deadline can result  in non-
payment or being removed from the shopper panel. Also, plan your visit carefully to avoid being late.
You must be on time to ensure the scenario you are supposed to evaluate is available (e.g., a specific
promotion that runs only during a certain hour).

Treat Every Assignment Like an Important Job

Some people view mystery shopping as play money, but companies rely on your data to make
business decisions. If you submit sloppy reports, you hurt both the client and your own reputation.
Maintain a high standard of objectivity, thoroughness, and clarity. Over time, you will  become a
preferred shopper who receives priority assignments and higher fees.

Network with Other Shoppers

Online  forums  and  social  media  groups  dedicated  to  mystery  shopping  can  be  goldmines  of
information. Shoppers share tips, warn about scams, and notify each other about new assignment
batches from reputable companies. Joining such communities can accelerate your learning curve and
help  you  avoid  mistakes.  Just  be  careful  not  to  reveal  proprietary  instructions  from  specific
assignments.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Falling for scams: Never pay to register, never pay for a "certification," and never give out
your bank details unless you are being paid via a secure platform. If it sounds too good to be
true, it probably is.
Ignoring instructions: Every assignment has a specific script or criteria. If you skip a
step—like not asking for a specific product by name—the report will be invalid.
Being too subjective: Your opinion matters, but only when backed by facts. Avoid vague
phrases like "the store was messy." Instead, describe what you saw: "Three shopping carts were
left in the aisle near the dairy section at 2:15 PM."
Overcommitting: It is easy to accept multiple assignments in one day, but quality may suffer.
Start with one or two per week until you find your rhythm.
Expecting to get rich: Mystery shopping is not a full-time income for most people. It is best
treated as a flexible side gig that offers free perks and modest pay.

Where to Find the Best Secret Shopper Jobs

Beyond the specific companies listed earlier, you can also find opportunities through job boards like
Indeed, but always verify the legitimacy by checking with the MSPA. Many shoppers also receive
referrals from friends already in the industry. Another strategy is to directly check the careers page of
major retailers or hotel chains; some operate their own in-house mystery shopping programs. For
example, Starbucks and Marriott have been known to hire independent evaluators. As you become
more experienced with how to become a secret shopper,  you will  develop a personal list of
reliable sources that offer frequent assignments in your area.

Conclusion: Start Your Secret Shopper Journey Today

Becoming a  secret  shopper  is  not  a  fantasy—it  is  a  legitimate,  flexible,  and often enjoyable  way to
earn extra money while getting a behind-the-scenes look at the businesses you visit. By following the
steps  outlined  in  this  guide—assessing  your  suitability,  finding  legitimate  companies,  creating  a
detailed  profile,  applying  thoughtfully,  performing  visits  accurately,  writing  objective  reports,  and
avoiding  common scams—you  can  successfully  enter  this  niche  field.  Remember  that  patience  and
consistency matter more than luck. Start with one small assignment, learn from the experience, and
gradually expand your opportunities. The question how to become a secret shopper now has a
clear answer, and the next step belongs to you. Sign up with a reputable provider, sharpen your
observational  skills,  and  begin  your  journey  as  a  valuable  voice  for  customer  experience
improvement.


