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Buying clothing online can sometimes feel like a gamble, but what happened to you sounds especially misleading.  Unfortunately, this type of situation is becoming increasingly common and is widely recognised as a form of retail scam.  Many shoppers are drawn in by professional-looking websites, convincing branding and attractive prices, only to receive products that are poor quality and completely different from what was advertised.

In cases like yours, companies often present themselves as UK-based businesses by using British-sounding brand names, UK web addresses or even fake postal information.  Some go further by using AI-generated product photos or fabricated stories about the company’s background to appear more trustworthy.  However, the products are frequently shipped directly from overseas manufacturers and can bear little resemblance to the images shown online.

A major warning sign is exactly what you experienced: being told that returns must be sent to China or another overseas location at your own expense.  International return shipping can be extremely costly, sometimes costing almost as much as the item itself.  Many customers decide it simply is not worth paying the fee, which is exactly what these companies rely on.  By making refunds difficult and expensive, they can keep customers’ money while avoiding accountability.

Another issue is that when sellers operate from outside the UK, enforcing UK consumer protection laws becomes far more complicated.  Although companies may market directly to British consumers, recovering money or taking legal action can be difficult if the business is based overseas.

To avoid falling victim to similar scams in future, it is important to do some research before buying from unfamiliar retailers. Check independent review websites and search engines rather than relying solely on testimonials displayed on the company’s own website.  Be cautious of heavily discounted prices, “closing down sales” or deals that seem far cheaper than those offered by established retailers.  If something looks too good to be true, it often is.

You should also be wary of social media adverts, as many scam retailers rely heavily on targeted advertising to attract customers quickly.  Take a close look at product images as well. AI-generated images can sometimes appear overly polished or contain unusual distortions, inconsistent textures or unrealistic details.  Delivery information can also reveal a lot.  A company claiming to be UK-based should not usually have unusually long delivery times that suggest products are being shipped internationally.

If you paid by debit or with a credit card, you may still be able to recover your money.  Debit card users can ask their bank to initiate a chargeback claim.  Credit card customers may also be able to use chargeback for purchases under £100.  If the item cost between £100 and £30,000 and was purchased using a credit card, you can request a Section 75 claim, which offers stronger legal protection.

Finally, reporting these businesses is important.  Complaints to organisations such as the Competition and Markets Authority, Citizens Advice Consumer Service and the Advertising Standards Authority can help authorities investigate misleading traders and potentially prevent others from being caught out in the same way.

Citizens Advice Mid Suffolk can provide in depth advice on this issue and much more, including debt, finances, employment, benefits and family/relationships.  You can contact them by phone on 01449 676060, visit in person at Milton House, 5 Milton Road South, Stowmarket IP14 1EZ or use the contact form at midsuffolkcab.org.uk/contact-us.  Opening hours are Monday-Thursday 9.30am – 3.30pm and Friday 9.30am – 12.30pm.
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