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  3  THE ETIQUETTE OF BUYING AND SELLING ONLINE

Introduction
Are you hoping to sell 
your once-loved items 
online, or grab yourself  
a bargain, without paying 
high street prices?

How do you do it easily 
and avoid some of the 
pitfalls that can lead 
people to find the  
buying and selling  
process awkward?

This guide will give you 
simple, practical tips 
to make your online 

marketplace experience 
effortless, whilst also 

making it more rewarding 
for everyone involved.
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In today’s fast-moving world, people are 
constantly looking to upgrade, upcycle or 
recycle items they no longer need or use.  
The rise of online marketplaces has made  
this easy, and with a phone in your hand  
you’re just a few clicks away from a bargain.  

Indeed, scouring online marketplaces for something you love  
can provide unexpected thrills. Classified sites can offer a 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to purchase a rare gem, be  
it a classic car or an original work of art.

They also present the chance to cash in on your attic equity. 
Your pre-loved bookcase can easily find a home at a local 
nursery or you can pass on your toddler’s baby-clothes to 
another parent knowing it’s appreciated both in terms of 
practicality and price. 

The possibilities (and items with potential) are endless.

However, while we’re all getting more and more used to the 
anonymous online transaction, in the growing resale economy, 
we ultimately have to come face-to-face with everyday people 
like me or you. 

Yet research has revealed that us Brits, despite being bold  
and brilliant in so many ways, all get a bit awkward when it  
comes to the likes of meeting, bartering and closing the deal.

Well, it doesn’t need to be that way.Gavin Presman 
Expert Negotiator
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Gavin Presman is an international trainer, 
speaker and insight coach, supporting 
individuals and teams in producing 
extraordinary results in their business  
and personal lives. Gavin runs workshops for 
the How To Academy and is the author of two 
best-selling business titles, Negotiation,  
how to craft agreements that give everyone 
more (2016, Ikon) and How to sell with  
complete confidence (2017, Macmillan).

Gavin is a Master Practitioner of NLP, a Master 
Trainer and EMEA Partner for Lumina Learning, 
a Graduate and Former Coach on Landmark 
Educations Curriculum for Living, and a 
graduate of both the One Thought and Insight 
Principle’s Professional Institutes. He also has 
a law degree from Liverpool University. 

This guide is brought to you by Gumtree 
in collaboration with Gavin Presman 
and the How to Academy. It will help  
you to overcome any discomfort or 
uncertainty about using classified sites 
and online marketplaces and will ensure 
you get through the whole process –
from first post to last payment - in a 
simple and confident way.

We hope you find it helpful.
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Check out other ads online

The first thing you should do before you start 
seriously searching or selling online is to check 
out what others are doing. Look at how items 
are being described, and the level of detail in 
the description, as well as what pictures and 
evidence are being provided to give buyers 
confidence. You will see that there is a range 
of ways in which people present, list and price 
their stuff.

Find out what makes an 
item attractive

You’ll notice that certain aspects of a product 
will have the most impact on the price. It may 
be the age of the item, the condition (e.g. the 
screen on a phone), or the number of previous 
users. You can make up your own mind about 
what you think looks most appealing, but 
you’ll probably agree with Gumtree’s in-
house experts who tell us that ads with more 
descriptive details and pictures simply sell more.

Set a price that’s reasonable  
and realistic

Use your research to set a price that you 
think is both reasonable and allows you some 
room to manoeuvre if needs be. If you are 
uncomfortable with the idea of bargaining 
over the price in any way, then make that 
decision now, so you can be clear in your ad 
later. Certain items, like cars of a certain age, 
may be more likely to have the suffix o.n.o. (or 
nearest offer), while other items might say ‘no 
offers’ to indicate the seller won’t deviate from 
the advertised price, so bear that in mind when 
deciding on your own pricing. 

If you want to be flexible, then now is the time 
to consider what items or variables you would 
be prepared to include or exclude, subject to a 
final agreement. The more flexible you can be, 
the easier it will be for you to get a great price 
and a happy buyer. Think about the items that 
accompany the object you are selling (chargers, 
accessories etc). Do you want to sell them 
separately, or would it be better to list them 
altogether and get yourself a better price? 

As a buyer you should check the different 
listings to see what items are included, and  
what you may be able to ask for.

Step 1
Research

https://www.gumtree.com/cars


Make a list of things you want 
to ask beforehand so that 
you don’t forget anything.

Gumtree super user

Find examples of what you want 
online

Look and see what features are 
advertised and decide what you  
need vs what’s nice to have

Agree a target price for your item, 
based on the list of features that  
you want

Decide whether you want to agree  
a price in advance, or bargain face  
to face

Find out who else is selling items the 
same or similar to yours

Discover what makes an ad more 
attractive, and what features of an 
item the best ads show off

Set a realistic price, allowing room 
for bargaining if you want

 

Tips for buyers:

Tips for sellers:
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Now that you’ve done your research, you 
need to go ahead and post your item, or start 
browsing for the item that you want to buy.

Follow the AIDA formula for a 
great ad

Professional copywriters use a simple formula 
to create ads that sell off the page. 

Attention:
• Have a headline that stands out

Interest: 
• Build interest in the item by showing  

through words and pictures exactly  
what is being sold

Desire: 
• Sell the benefits of the item with personal 

and descriptive language

Action: 
• Encourage the reader to take the next  

step (call me to view / click to bid / mail me 
to see more pictures)

As a buyer you are looking to get as much 
information as possible from an ad, while also 
evaluating how useful the item will be for you. 
This is why, when you are writing an ad, you 
need to take into account the words of US 
advertising giant, Marshall Goldsmith: 

“Never sell a product, sell the  
idea behind a product.”

As a seller, talk about the benefits that the 
item brought to you. Get personal in telling the 
reader how you used the item, and what you 
liked about it. As you read ads, you’ll notice why 
this approach is so effective. 

It’s also worth taking the time to ensure spelling 
and grammar is accurate so the ad is easy to 
read and avoids potentially putting off users 
who might distrust mis-spelled ads.

Step 2
Advertise

Examples:

The bike has 12 gears, so 
I’ve always found it easy 
to cycle around the city, 
especially where it’s hilly.

I love the sunroof, 
because it brings the  
air in on a sunny day.

The battery lasts up to 
10 hours, which is ideal 
because I can be out all 
day and don’t need to 
charge it until I get home.



Most importantly, include as many pictures of 
the item as you can. If there are any faults, even 
minor ones, take a picture and show them clearly. 
Not only will this avoid unnecessary haggling later, 
it will build the buyer’s confidence that you are 
telling the truth about the condition of the item, so 
they are more likely to want to buy from you. Don’t 
use pictures of the item that you’ve found online, or 
ones taken from a brochure or website – people 
want to see the item itself. 

As a buyer, it’s always worth keeping a copy of the 
ad – this could be helpful when it comes to viewing 
the item and making sure it matches the original 
description.

Look for detail in the adverts, and  
for sellers who clearly know about 
the item

Ask for pictures of any item - or  
part of an item - you want to see

Check the buyer’s profile, and if they 
have one look at their rating, how 
long they have been on the platform 
and response rates

Tips for buyers:

Follow the AIDA formula, never 
forgetting that the headline gets  
a buyer’s attention

Give details, and stress the benefits  
in a personal way

Add as many photos as possible, 
making sure you capture your 
picture with good lighting and colour 
contrast. Remember, ‘a picture says  
a thousand words’

Tips for sellers:
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Step 3Step 3
Connect

There is a saying in the world of sales that  
rings true whether you are selling online or 
face-to-face: 

“People buy people first.”

This is why successful buyers do their best to 
make a personal connection with the seller 
in any way that is appropriate ahead of 
purchasing the item. So, if you can get in some 
communication early, it will help you create a 
stress-free sale. Taking the time to pose polite 
questions, or respond quickly to queries, will  
put you front of mind and increase your 
chances of getting what you want. As a buyer,  
if you have a series of questions, then it may  
be easier to make a phone call.  

If you are buying an item ask as many 
questions as you want that have not been 
answered in the advert, that way you know 
exactly what you need to know about the 
item that you are buying. If you are the 
seller, always make sure you answer any 
questions that are asked about the item  
and always be honest.

Gumtree super user

When you do connect, whether in writing or on the phone, let the other party 
know the reason for your interest, or why you are selling the item. Buyers will 
want to know that you are not getting rid of the item because it is useless, and 
sellers are likely to prioritise the buyer who gives reasons that resonate. 

An example conversation could be:

Buyer: 

Dear Wizard Eyes, Your EC2000 
Broomstick looks really nice, thanks 
for putting so many photos up, and 
for showing the mods you have 
added, the speed wings particularly 
look very effective. My son is going 
to Wizard School next year and so 
we are keen for him to be able to 
join the Flying team. Do you think 
this model would be suitable for a 
beginner? Could you post a picture 
of the stirrup hitches so we can 
see if we think his little feet will fit? 
Thanks in advance, Penelope.

Seller: 

Dear Penelope, Thanks for your 
note. My daughter used this 
broomstick for four years at Wizard 
School. It will be perfect for a 
beginner as the speed mod can 
be disabled until the user is more 
experienced. The original manual 
says it will fit any child from 8-14, 
heights 70cm-180cm. Any other 
questions, do ask. PS: We do also 
have a Yr 1 Flying uniform if you 
are interested. Happy to speak on 
the phone if you have any more 
questions. All the best, Wizard Eyes.
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Keep it on the platform 

Some online marketplaces are able to monitor 
communication that goes through the channel to 
maintain the safety of its users in the case of an 
issue. That’s why it’s always best to keep all your initial 
messaging on the platform rather than ‘taking it 
offline’ by going straight to swapping mobile numbers 
or email addresses. It protects both parties and makes 
reporting anything out of the norm much easier.

Checking ID

Bear in mind that users of online platforms might 
want to see verification of who they are dealing with 
before they are happy to meet and make a sale. Some 
platforms will do this for you, and therefore you can use 
their profile pages as a verification tool. If you feel at 
all uncomfortable about a transaction, you have every 
right to ask for verification of the other person’s identity 
before you proceed.

11  
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Clearly setting out 
expectations before 
you arrange to meet 
will make the whole 
selling experience 

more comfortable for 
both parties.

Cash or transfer?

The best thing to do at this stage is to ask the 
other person what would be best for them in 
terms of collection and payment. If they request 
payment in cash, you may want to arrange a 
way of seeing the item first, and subsequently 
go to a public place to withdraw the cash.  Don’t 
carry large sums of money when meeting up 
– if you want to buy an item, agree a price in 
advance and only take the necessary amount.

Never send payment before you have  
seen the item you are going to collect  
in case it’s not what it was described  
to be/pictured etc.

Gumtree super user

If they want payment via bank transfer, it could 
be an idea to wait with the buyer for the money 
to clear before passing over the item.

At this stage, it’s also a good idea to test the 
water over any flexibility on price or terms. If 
you ask at this stage in a friendly way you will 
give the other person the opportunity to let you 
know their position early, and avoid any time 
wasting later on. Simple questions, politely put, 
will suffice.

Examples:

If I like the item and we are able to arrange 
for you to get cash on the day, would you be 
open to an offer on the final price?

If I was able to arrange for collection 
before the weekend, would you be prepared 
to accept £xxx as the final price?

As a seller, you will have decided in your initial 
research what you are willing to accept as 
a final price. Don’t feel pressured to accept 
anything you are not happy with. Be prepared 
to say ‘no’ to the sale, even if you didn’t 
specifically mention in the advert that you are 
not open to offers (“no offers”). 

Similarly, as a buyer, while you can always ask 
if the price is open to negotiation, you should 
respect the seller’s final decision, especially  
if they have made it clear they are not open  
to offers.



Establish early contact with the seller 
and ask polite questions

Be respectful of the seller’s terms, 
including the price you’ll pay and how 
the seller would like to be paid

Make sure you check if the price is 
open to negotiation before you go in 
with an offer

Tips for buyers:

Answer questions as quickly as 
possible and be open to talk on  
the phone

Share your expected price and how 
you want to be paid

Tell the prospective buyer the 
benefits you’ve had from the item

Be prepared to respond to every 
enquiry, even if it’s to say the item 
is sold or there is other interest – 
there’s nothing worse than a lack of 
response!

Tips for sellers:
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Setting boundaries at this early stage is  
key – you don’t want someone turning up at  
your house to view an item at 10pm at night,  
and likewise you don’t want to interrupt 
someone when they’re in the middle of 
entertaining guests.

Keep your initial contact on the original 
platform, then once you have agreed to  
meet up for a sale share the relevant contact 
details so you can agree the details.

It’s worth also being aware that some of the 
biggest concerns that cause buyers and sellers 
to worry or get frustrated in advance of 
meeting is that the other party will arrive late 
or not turn up at all.

Send a text the night before, and again when 
you leave. This will make the seller more 
confident that you are definitely going to  
turn up.

Ask the buyer how they are planning to get to 
you and offer any local advice on the best way 
to make their journey stress-free. If you want 
to make the buyer feel more comfortable, do all 
you can to help them to get to your place easily. 
You may want to offer to meet them close by if 
it’s difficult to find, or you can help by sending 
them a map and/or concise instructions.

Step 4
Arrange to meet 

This step is simple: make an arrangement that 
you know both parties are happy with. Clearly 
establish the boundaries and don’t leave room 
for surprises. If you are going to transact on 
the doorstep, then give a reason why so the 
buyer will still feel comfortable. 

Treat it as you would a date. If you don’t feel 
100% comfortable, bring a friend. If you’re  
not comfortable meeting someone at your or 
their home, arrange to meet in a public space  
if possible.

Try and make sure you have somebody 
with you at the transaction. Primarily for 
safety, but also because they could spot 
any defects that you may have missed on 
inspecting your purchase or think of any 
important questions that you might have 
forgotten to ask.

Gumtree super user



Agree a place to meet that you are 
happy with

Set a time and get the seller’s details 
so you can confirm

Send a text to confirm the day before, 
and as you are leaving

Tips for buyers:

Be clear about where you are 
meeting, picking a place where the 
buyer will feel welcome

Agree a time and send your phone 
number, so the buyer can contact you

If you don’t get confirmation, 
message again in order to avoid 
spending time waiting 

Tips for sellers:

My last transaction was selling a 
TV wall mount. I arranged to meet 
the buyer in the car park of a local 
supermarket. Thought it might take 
away a little of the awkwardness. 

Gumtree super user
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Step 5
Meet

Note:  
Many buyers try at this stage 
to rubbish the item, hoping 
they’ll get a better price.  
This breaks rapport and  
makes the seller less likely 
to bargain with you to your 
advantage. Wait until you have 
examined the item fully before 
you start to point out any 
issues that weren’t clear  
from the original photos.

This stage seems to be where we reach peak 
awkwardness. Remember this isn’t a first date, 
so don’t worry too much about impressing 
them – build a nice rapport and then focus on 
the product in question. The interesting thing 
is that this is where research shows we feel 
most challenged, so everything you can do at 
this stage to make the other party feel more 
comfortable will make for an easier and more 
pleasant experience.                                                                                         

For starters, put the other party at ease with 
a simple phrase of welcome. Compliment their 
house, the street, the item, them being on time 
– there are lots of ways you can warm up a 
conversation. Ask questions about the item, 
getting as much information as possible without 
wasting too much time.

Be nice and friendly even if you have had 
a stressful journey – after all, you are 
entering someone’s home. Have a bit of small 
talk, too – weather, driving down, nice house, 
etc. You never know, you may want to buy 
something else from them in the future!!

Gumtree super user

Make the process easy and clear

Explain clearly the process you’ve agreed, 
or you want to follow. If you need to examine 
the item, ask their permission to do so, saying 
what you are looking for, being sure not to do 
anything without asking if it’s okay first. The 
clearer you are when you first meet about how 
you’d like the process to go, the less chance 
there will be of stress or misunderstanding.

We are not saying here that everyone needs 
to be James Corden, and crack a load of great 
jokes, but being yourself and paying attention to 
the other person will give you an advantage.

 

 
This is a lovely street, have you been 
here long?

What a lovely walk from the station,  
the food looks good in your local,  
do you go there a lot?

That’s a gorgeous dog / cat. What 
are they called?

Wow, the (item) looks even better 
than I thought!

Ice breaker comfort phrases and questions:



Be friendly on arrival, confirm who 
you are, and be positive about the 
item

Be likeable – show your enthusiasm 

Be clear, tell them what you’d like to 
do next

Be sensitive – check and follow the 
house rules if invited in

Tips for buyers:

Thank them for coming out to meet 
you

Welcome them in, or make them 
comfortable where they are

Establish the process - let them know 
you are happy for them to examine 
the item etc

Tips for sellers:

When I arrive at the door I always ask 
if I should take my shoes off. Better to 
ask than get it wrong.                                                                     

Gumtree super user
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Step 6
Examine

If the buyer hasn’t owned the product before, 
be prepared to show them the basic features 
and how it works. If you cannot do this, because 
you never used it, or have forgotten, let them 
know early in the process. Don’t wait until they 
are at your doorstep to tell them it hasn’t been 
used for two years and has no battery charge - 
that’s a recipe for being asked for a discount on 
your agreed price.

If on arrival they discover a flaw that I had 
not previously seen and made me a reduced 
offer I might consider it. If I was prepared 
to take a near offer I would specify that in 
the advert. 

Gumtree super user

How much you can do at this stage depends 
on what you are buying and selling, and the 
clearer you are in advance, the easier it will  
be now.

While many of us feel awkward about checking 
the item in front of the other person, it’s a 
completely reasonable thing to do. Don’t be 
embarrassed about it. Always request or 
be prepared to show the item in its working 
condition, no matter if it’s a phone, washing 
machine or industrial equipment.

For example, in the case of a phone, you should 
have some simple checks you are going to do, 
e.g. inserting a SIM to check it is unlocked, 
opening apps to check the camera and other 
features. As long as you explain what you are 
doing, and get permission first, everyone will be 
comfortable here.

Print out the ad you responded to (or have 
it on your phone) so you can refer back to it 
for reference. 

Gumtree super user

https://www.gumtree.com/phones


Let them know what you are going 
to check for

Prepare questions in advance

Tips for buyers:

Tell your buyer if you don’t know 
anything about the item in advance

Expect them to look over the product

Tips for sellers:
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Trade, don’t haggle

There is an important difference between 
haggling and negotiating, and negotiation is a 
more successful tactic. When you haggle, you 
are not offering anything in return to make the 
deal sweeter – however, when you negotiate, 
you bargain and offer to throw something extra 
in (this could be an item, or a service you offer) 
to make the proposed deal more attractive.

To make this easy, be transparent about your 
position and stick to it. If you’ve made it clear 
that you are not open to offers, don’t let 
yourself be talked into it unless there is a good 
reason. The only reason for a discount would be 
that there is a defect that wasn’t listed, so if you 
do your homework and list everything correctly, 
you can be all clear at this point.

Step 7
The Negotiation

 
 
I don’t negotiate the price before I meet the 
person. The person obviously has to see the 
thing you’re selling before they can say if 
they think it is worth what you are offering. 
That’s why I always put on a fiver on the 
price first, because most people like to think 
they are getting a bargain and a small 
reduction makes them feel good and gets me 
the money I wanted in the first place.

Gumtree super user

If you are open to offers, or know that your 
buyer is, then use this stage to find yourself 
a mutually agreeable price. You may want to 
use research you’ve done to support your 
suggested price or offer them the convenience 
of getting the item sold right away to knock an 
extra tenner off. Ideally though, you’ll want to 
get a better deal than just price, so see if there 
are any other items they can throw in that will 
make it a win for you and enable them to get the 
price they want. Don’t be shy to ask either for a 
better price, or for extra items. The worst thing 
that can happen is that they say no.
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Examples of good negotiation:

If you give me the advertised price, 
I’ll give you a 15-minute lesson on 
how to use Android and save you 
time filing through YouTube.

If you give me the lock as well, I’ll 
give you the full price.

If you give me cash today / do a 
PayPal transfer immediately, then 
I’ll reduce the price by £X.

 

 
 
I met the seller in the evening – on the same 
day I saw the car, I paid a deposit to secure 
it. The seller needed the car for a couple 
more days until her new car arrived. I 
negotiated with the seller and got it a little 
bit cheaper. Super stuff.

Gumtree super user

When you are bargaining, the most important 
thing is to know what your ‘walk away’ point 
is, whatever side you are on. This is the lowest 
price you will accept. You don’t need to tell the 
other person this, but if you are clear it will be 
easier for you to negotiate a deal. Don’t make it 
personal – even if you’ve travelled a long way, 
if you don’t accept the price advertised, you 
can’t expect the other person to go below their 
bottom line without good reason, or exchange.
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A note about cash – and cash counting

It’s also okay to do a quick check to see if the 
cash is real. The most common indicator that 
bank notes are genuine is the watermark – if 
you hold the notes up to the light, you should be 
able to see the Queen’s portrait. The printed 
lines, colours and detailed images on all notes 
should be sharp and free from smudges or 
blurred edges.

If paying by cash, have the correct amount  
with you to avoid needing change back from  
the seller (who may not have it).

Gumtree super user 

Lots of people love cash. Lots don’t. To save 
time and hassle, try and understand the other 
party’s position before you get there. There are 
easy ways to get money directly into someone’s 
account, so work out in advance what method is 
best. Many options are almost instant (PayPal, 
Paym, Ping), so don’t be afraid to ask for the 
method that suits best or accept a different 
price if the buyer or seller is looking to do it a 
different way.

I’d always get cash or go through PayPal, 
I would never give out my bank account 
details.

Gumtree super user

Research also shows that many people don’t 
feel comfortable counting cash out in front 
of the other person. But it’s okay to count the 
cash, and in fact better to do it to ensure the 
transaction is smooth. You should count it even if 
the other person has counted it in front of you.



Respect the seller if they say no, but 
don’t be afraid to ask for a discount

Don’t haggle, but negotiate by finding 
things to offer in return, whether they 
be physical items or other benefits 
like help with delivery

Pay in a way that’s comfortable for 
both of you

Tips for buyers:

Be clear about your bottom line and 
stick to it

Prepare to have items to trade to 
keep your price, or even increase it

Agree payment terms, and count 
your cash if that’s what you are using

Tips for sellers:
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A Final Word 
from the How To Academy

In this world of up-cycling and 
increased consumer choice, the 
rise of the online marketplace 
gives us all opportunities to trade 
with real people we connect with 
online. We all love a bargain,  
and we all have things we don’t 
need, so it is understandable  
that buying and selling through 
online marketplaces is going 
through the roof. 

Yet many Brits find some parts of the process 
awkward, overthink it or worry that things 
that are perfectly acceptable - like checking 
the item or asking for a discount - may cause 
offence or concern. 

So, if you would like to make it easy for yourself 
and others, you just need to respect the other 
person at every stage of the buying and selling 
process, so you can trade in comfort with as 
many as people as you can. Ask questions, 
confirm your understanding, and keep checking 
in with the other party – these are simple tips 
that will help you do more stress-free sales, and 
bring you better bargains.

As you have seen, buying and selling on online 
marketplaces can be easy and stress-free if 
you follow these seven simple steps and make 
clear what you want at every stage.

https://www.gumtree.com/content/upcycling-hub/


To make it extra easy, here are our top tips 
in one simple checklist to help avoid any 
awkwardness and get what you want,  
every time:

• Do your homework: work out a price that’s 
reasonable and realistic

• Advertise with impact and honesty: 
describe benefits and condition in words 
and pics

• Connect early: get in touch straight away 
and ask questions to build an understanding

• Mutually agree the meet up: pick a time, 
location and process everyone is happy with

• Don’t make it personal: be welcoming then 
focus on the product, not the person

• It’s not cheeky to check: Don’t be too 
embarrassed to look the item over or count 
out the cash in front of the other person

• Trade, don’t haggle: Find items to exchange 
rather than just focusing on price

Finally, here are some useful links to help you on 
your buying and selling journey: 

https://www.gumtree.com/

https://help.gumtree.com/s/

http://www.howtoacademy.com/ 

For customer service enquiries please contact  
@HelpMeGumtree on Twitter

For press enquiries, please contact Fergus 
Campbell, Head of Public Relations at Gumtree UK  

fcampbell@gumtree.com
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