	


Introduction 


The United States offers a bewildering array of public services, from food shopping to photo developing. The term public services refers to services available to you, as a consumer, offered by private stores, corporations and companies, rather than by the government or by not-for-profit organizations. If you want any product or service in the United States, you will have to do some work to familiarize yourself with the choices. Products and services vary greatly in quality, accessibility, price and suitability. Because America is so free, and because, in many respects, it has an unplanned, market economy, you will have to become an informed consumer to get the greatest value out of the American system.

Department Stores 

Department stores were at one time the centerpieces of downtown shopping areas in major cities. During the 1970's and 1980's, however, many department stores failed because of changing economic conditions. Department stores are large, often with two or more floors, with separate departments for each type of item, each with a separate cashier. Most have a men's clothing department, several departments for women's clothing, departments for children's clothing, books and records, furniture, and many other items, such as toys. The showpiece of the department store is usually on the main floor as you walk in, the women's cosmetics and fragrances department. Most department stores sell goods under the store brand name as well as general merchandise. Different department stores sell different price and quality levels of goods. 


The Downtown Shopping Area 

The downtown areas of cities have traditionally featured department stores, specialty stores and some discount stores. In many cities, however, the inner areas have decayed while the best and most convenient shopping has moved to the suburbs. The centers of the largest and most vital cities, like New York, still have some department stores and many specialty stores, often extremely expensive and fashionable. Other areas of cities have stores selling low priced, low quality goods to low income people. 

Smaller towns and the business districts of suburban communities will have main streets filled with stores of various types. The largest store here might be the five and ten or a discount chain drug store. Depending upon the size of the town, you'll find one or more shoe and clothing stores, a hardware store, a beauty salon, perhaps a book/stationery store, a restaurant or two, and a variety of other types of retail establishments. 

Hours of Operation 

Stores vary in their hours. Most stores open between 8:00 am and 10:00 am in the morning and stay open until 5:00 pm to 6:00 pm Monday through Saturday. Depending on local laws, stores might be open Sunday for part of the day. American stores never follow the practice common in other parts of the world of closing for lunch. 

Some retailers will remain open until 9:00 or 10:00 pm several days a week, and many discount stores remain open late every day. It is common in shopping malls for all stores to remain open late several times a week or every weekday. Supermarkets usually remain open until 9:00 pm and convenience stores and restaurants often operate on a 24-hour-a-day basis. Note, however, that most banks close at 3:00 pm and most offices close at 5:00 pm. 

Information Sources 

The best reference source for information about buying goods or services is a personal referral: people who have themselves compared price and value and who can make a recommendation to you based on their own experience. If you seek recommendations this way, try to get several. The first person you ask may not be a very careful shopper, or may not be particularly price conscious. If you get an indication that a person was particularly pleased with the service he or she received, mark it down as a plus. For example, how easy is it to return or exchange a product? What if something goes wrong? What you're looking for is a story of a business that goes out of its way to please its customers. There are many. When you find one, use it, recommend it to others and let the business owners themselves know you appreciate them. 

If you do not have access to a personal recommendation, you will have to shop with extreme care. Compare prices carefully. Don't be too anxious to buy, especially if you feel you are being pressured by a salesperson. Regardless of what a salesperson may tell you, there is enough variety in the American economy to allow you to get the product you want elsewhere at the same price perhaps at a better price. Take your time. 

Shopping Malls 

Not Just for Shopping. A shopping mall is an enclosed shopping area, often strikingly designed to be a safe, pleasant place for the entire family to shop. There are some shopping malls in the inner cities, but usually you drive to a mall in the outer areas or suburbs, and park your car in a lot that may be as big as an airfield. You will spend several hours here. 

Uniformity. You can go into a mall anywhere in the United States and find exactly the same thing. The mall will have a few major department stores and hundreds of small specialty shops. The vast proportion of these specialty shops will be chain or franchise stores which will have identical signs and identical goods at identical prices anywhere you find them. There might be five shoe stores, twenty-five clothing stores, several toy and record stores, a pet store, a book store, and quite a few card and gift shops. There will also be a food section, perhaps a "food court" where you purchase food on trays from any of several food stands and eat at tables shared by all the restaurants. The mall might have a "five and ten cents" store, a supermarket, and a movie theater complex that may offer up to a dozen different films in separate theaters. 

Promotions. Malls often feature various promotions or theme events. Merchants selling a certain type of product or handicraft will set up temporary stands in the aisles. Because the mall is such an important part of American life, a great deal of socializing goes on there. Teenagers go to the shopping mall just to meet each other. 

One-Stop Lifestyle. The shopping mall is a convenient place to buy everything you need at once. For the newcomer to the United States it is also a wonderful place to observe American behavior, learn how Americans dress, talk and act, and, of course, to familiarize yourself with all the products and types of stores that sell them. Among the newer shopping malls, there is a growing trend toward offering more entertainment and less shopping. 

Strip Shopping Centers 

Strip shopping centers are smaller than shopping malls and are rarely enclosed. Their largest stores are discount or drug stores or supermarkets, with a few specialty stores. They are located on major roads with parking areas in front. In some suburban areas, strip shopping centers can adjoin each other making for non-stop stores for miles on end. Americans do a great deal of their average everyday shopping in strip shopping centers. 

Supermarkets 
The primary outlet for retail food in the United States is the supermarket. Supermarkets carry a large number of brands for each item. Often the items from coffee to packaged meats come in several sizes. In suburban areas supermarkets can be immense, with pharmacy departments, on-site bakeries, even aisles where you can buy motor oil and hardware. A truly giant supermarket might have a separate aisle for dog food and another for cat food. Small supermarkets in cities often offer less variety. In America, a trip to the supermarket can be a major expedition. Financially astute consumers often make shopping lists in advance, and take advantage of "cents-off" coupons and weekly specials. 

Supermarkets offer products under their own brand names as well as national brands. The supermarket brands cost less. Supermarkets also offer products in "generic" or "no name" packages, which cost even less. Often these products are exactly the same as the more expensive, nationally advertised brands. 

