
Chapter 3 

TYPES OF SIDE HUSTLES 
This chapter breaks down each type of side hustle with background 
information to help you get started. Here you can learn what to expect with 
each category, such as general compensation and basic guidelines.  

MYSTERY SHOPS 

Mystery shopping can be a really fun source of income. While signing up 
with different companies can be tedious at first, the payoff is rewarding. 
You will have unlimited opportunities to earn money. 

When broken down in the simplest form, you can earn money mystery 
shopping the following ways: 

• Reimbursement 

• Reimbursement + Shop Fee 

• Reimbursement + Shop Fee + Bonus 

• Shop Fee 

• Shop Fee + Bonus 

These are all the different methods of payment and it’s important to 
understand the differences between each. 

Reimbursement  

Some mystery shops do not pay a shop fee. Instead, they will offer payment 
in the form of reimbursement. This payment method is most commonly 
used when mystery shopping restaurants, bars, and entertainment. 



For example, this can include a meal, tickets to an amusement park or a 
trip to the museum. Mystery shop companies are hoping that this incentive 
is enticing, and for many shoppers this is sufficient.  

For example, if a dinner for two costs $100 or tickets for a family of four to 
the amusement park is $400, then many mystery shoppers are happy to be 
reimbursed this expense. In some situations, free vouchers are provided 
ahead of time so the shopper does not have any out of pocket expenses. 

For smaller scale mystery shops, reimbursement can cover the cost of a 
purchase. In most retail settings, a small purchase is required to complete 
the mystery shop. 

Mystery shop companies will often cover the expense of an item up to a set 
amount, and you will be able to select an item of your choice that you get to 
keep. 

For example, if you are shopping at a clothing store, one of the 
requirements might be to make a purchase. Often times, you will be 
authorized to make a purchase up to $20 on the item of your choice. If you 
spend anything over this amount, you will only be reimbursed for $20 
toward your purchase. 

Shop Fee 

A shop fee is a payment for completing a mystery shop. Not all mystery 
shops require purchases so a shop fee is provided instead. Many companies 
will provide a shop fee in addition to reimbursement.  

Shop fees can vary and are determined by how long the shop will take to 
complete, the type of shop, and how in depth the report is for submittal. 

I have completed many mystery shops that have paid shop fees between $7  
and $30 in shop fees.  



Bonus 

A bonus is an extra incentive to complete a mystery shop. You will generally 
see a bonus being offered at the end of each month if a shop has not already 
been reserved by a shopper.  

I typically try to schedule mystery shops with bonuses. This is a great 
incentive and provides additional income without doing any additional 
work. I tend to start looking for mystery shops after the 15th of each month 
as companies start offering bonuses as incentives.  

The longer a mystery shop remains open and not reserved by a mystery 
shopper, the better the chance the bonus will increase. I have often seen 
bonuses between $5 to $25 offered as extra incentives for shoppers to 
complete a mystery shop. 

Payment 

Payment varies by company. Typically payments, whether they are 
reimbursements and/or shop fees, are dispensed the following month. 

For example, if I complete a shop on February 10, I will be paid mid to end 
of March. If I complete a shop on February 25th, I will still receive payment 
mid to end of March. 

This is generally true for most mystery shop companies. The reasoning is 
because after you submit a report, the report has to be reviewed by the 
mystery shop company and then given to the target company that asked for 
the report.  

Payment type 

Mystery shops pay via direct deposit, physical check or PayPal.  



Panel Studies 

Panel studies are one of the best ways to make extra income. They are on 
the higher end pay scale and are very rewarding. Panel studies can be 
conducted online, in person, or via webcam.  

Panel studies can be completed individually or in a group setting. When I 
have completed a panel study in person, I have been: 

• In an individual setting 
• With a small group of 2-3 people 
• Around a table with 9-10 people 
• In a large room with 20 other people, but working individually 

The length of a study can vary greatly. In-person and webcam studies are 
generally conducted in one sitting and can last anywhere from 30 minutes 
to two hours.  

Online panel studies can range from one sitting via webcam to an online 
daily “check in” system that lasts for a week.  

Generally, the more in depth the panel study, the higher the compensation. 

Panel studies can vary by type: 

• Medical studies 
• Retail products 
• Food and beverage products 
• Shopper experience 

Panel studies may be conducted by (for example): 

• College graduates who have been awarded grants to conduct research 
• Market research companies on behalf of brands 
• Medical professionals on behalf of pharmaceutical companies 

In order to qualify for a panel study, you have to meet the requirements of 
the researchers. When applying for a panel study, you first complete a 



short, pre-screening questionnaire.  If your answers meet the requirements, 
you will be able to move forward.  

You will be able to tell what the panel study is about prior to completing the 
pre-screening questionnaire.  

I can generally eliminate certain panel studies based on the subject. For 
example, if I receive an invitation to participate in a study about children’s 
eating habits, I will disregard the study as I don’t have children. 

When it comes to payment, I have completed panel studies with a wide 
range of compensation.  

Payment 

I have been paid between $15-$50 for in-person studies that have lasted 15 
to 30 minutes.  

For an in-person “round table discussion,” I have been paid between $100 
and $200 for 1 to 2 hours of my time. 

With online and webcam studies, I have been paid between $75 and $400 
for 1 to 5 hours of my time. 

Payment Type 

Panel studies typically pay via prepaid debit card or cash. I have yet to 
complete any studies that involved direct deposit or a check.  



Cell Phone Apps 

Cell phone surveys are generally a quick way to make money without 
having to purchase a product. 

Each task involves visiting stores such as supermarkets and drugstores. 
Using the app, you answer a series of questions and take photos of specific 
products.  

For example, this might include documenting the price of a gallon of milk, 
or looking for a diaper display in the store and taking a photo.  

Most tasks take between 5-15 minutes, or as quickly as you can navigate the 
store. 

Once a task in complete, you submit the information through the app. 
Within 12-72 hours, payment is released via direct deposit or a PayPal 
account. 

Payment 

I have found that payment varies greatly depending on location and 
demand.  

In areas with a higher population and higher density of shoppers in urban 
areas, I have seen a 5 minute survey go for as little as $4 per task. In more 
rural areas, I have seen the same survey go for as much as $17.  

As a general rule, I do not make any special trips or do anything out of the 
ordinary when completing a cell phone app survey. If I know I will be going 
to a specific store in advance, I will then look for a survey to complete. I 
have typically lived in urban environments and have found the payments 
too small to justify a special trip, but a nice additional benefit if I am going 
anyway. 

Payment type 

Cell phone apps and surveys pay via PayPal or direct deposit. 



Analytical Studies 

Analytical research opportunities are completely different than mystery 
shops and panel studies, but worth mentioning. 

With an analytical research company, you are exchanging your internet 
search history in exchange for payment. This entails downloading an app 
onto your phone, tablet, or laptop, or installing an extension into your 
internet browser. 

Payment 

The payments are small, typically between $1-3 per week. The benefit of 
this study is that payment is ongoing and you don’t have to do anything, 
except browse the internet as you normally would. 

This is an easy way to earn up to $12 a month or $144 a year without doing 
any work.  

Similar to other studies, there is no limit to how many companies you sign 
up with.  

Payment Type 

Payments are distributed weekly or bi-monthly via direct deposit or in the 
form of rewards points that can be redeemed in gift cards. 

I have actively participated in a couple of these programs the past year. I 
generally tend to forget I get paid for this until I am reminded by email that 
I have received a payment into my bank account or PayPal account!


