
  

What Is a VPN?  

VPN stands for virtual private network. It creates an encrypted connection—often described as a 

tunnel—between your device and a VPN server operated by your employer, an organization, or a 

commercial VPN company.  

Without a VPN, your internet traffic ordinarily travels from your device through a home router, 

cellular carrier, hotel, coffee shop, or other network before reaching your internet service 

provider and the websites you visit. With a VPN, the first portion of that journey is redirected 

through the encrypted connection to the VPN company’s server. From there, the traffic continues 

to its destination.  

This changes what different parties can see. The local network and internet provider can see that 

you connected to a VPN, but they generally cannot see the websites reached through that 

connection. The website sees the VPN server’s internet address rather than your home internet 

address.  

The arrangement provides real benefits, but it also moves trust from one company to another. 

Your internet provider sees less of your activity, while the VPN provider occupies a privileged 

position through which that activity passes.  

Do You Really Need a VPN?  

Advertisements for virtual private networks make some extraordinary promises. A VPN will 

supposedly make you anonymous, conceal everything you do, defeat hackers, protect your 



identity, stop tracking, secure public Wi-Fi, and unlock entertainment from anywhere in the 

world.  

A good VPN can provide useful privacy and security. It can also solve several practical 

problems. What it cannot do is transform an ordinary computer into an invisible fortress. Before 

paying for one, it helps to understand exactly what a VPN protects, where that protection ends, 

and who must be trusted in the process.  

Two Different Kinds of VPN  

The term VPN commonly describes two services with different purposes.  

A Workplace VPN  

A company, university, or government agency may provide a VPN so employees can reach 

internal systems while away from the office. The VPN creates a secure path into the 

organization’s private network, allowing authorized users to open files, applications, printers, 

and other resources that are not available to the general public.  

A workplace VPN is intended primarily to protect the organization and its information. It should 

not be treated as a personal privacy service. The employer or network administrator may be able 

to monitor activity passing through it.  

A Commercial Privacy VPN  

A commercial VPN is sold directly to consumers. It usually routes internet activity through 

servers in various cities or countries, conceals the user’s ordinary internet address from websites, 

and limits what the local network or internet provider can observe.  

This is the kind of VPN promoted in podcasts, online videos, television commercials, and 

technology websites. It is also the kind most likely to be surrounded by exaggerated claims.  

What a VPN Genuinely Does  

It Protects Traffic on the Local Network  

A properly configured VPN encrypts traffic between your device and the VPN server. This 

makes it considerably more difficult for someone operating or monitoring a hotel, airport, 

convention center, or coffee-shop network to examine your activity.  

This protection is less revolutionary than it once was because most reputable websites now use 

HTTPS encryption. HTTPS protects the contents exchanged between your browser and the 

website, even without a VPN. Someone monitoring the network might see that you visited a 

particular domain, but should not be able to read the password, credit-card number, medical 

form, or private message sent through an encrypted site.  



A VPN adds another layer by concealing more of that destination information from the local 

network. It can be worthwhile when using a network you do not trust, although HTTPS has made 

ordinary public Wi-Fi substantially safer than VPN advertising often suggests.  

It Hides Browsing Destinations From Your Internet Provider  

Your home or cellular internet provider occupies an excellent position for observing online 
activity. A VPN prevents the provider from easily seeing which websites you reach through the 

encrypted connection.  

The provider can still see that you connected to a VPN, when the connection occurred, how long 

it lasted, and how much information traveled through it. The VPN provider may then be able to 

see much of what the internet provider no longer can.  

This is not invisibility. It is a transfer of visibility.  

It Changes Your Apparent Internet Location  

Websites normally see the internet address of the VPN server rather than the address assigned to 

your home or mobile connection. If you connect through a server in another city or country, 

websites may believe you are located there.  

This can reduce simple location tracking based on internet addresses. It may also allow travelers 

to reach services that work differently in different regions or to access information blocked on a 

local network.  

The apparent location is not always convincing. Websites can also use GPS, nearby Wi-Fi 

networks, account information, payment details, cookies, and other signals to determine where 

someone actually is.  

It Can Slow Your Internet Connection  

A VPN may reduce internet speed because every connection must be encrypted and routed 

through an additional server before reaching its destination. The slowdown depends upon the 

distance to that server, the VPN protocol, server congestion, the quality of the provider, and the 

speed of the user’s original connection.  

Connecting through a distant country usually produces more delay than using a nearby server.  

Webpages may load more slowly, video may pause, and video calls can become less responsive. 

The VPN software also requires some processing power, although routing and server delays are 

usually more noticeable than the work performed by a modern Mac or PC.  

A premium VPN may advertise extraordinary speeds, but no VPN can eliminate the additional 

distance and processing it introduces. Some connections suffer very little; others become 

irritatingly slow.  



It Can Cause Websites to Block You  

A VPN can interfere with websites that rely upon location or regard concealed internet addresses 

as suspicious. Banks, retailers, streaming services, government sites, search engines, and fraud 

prevention systems may block the connection, demand repeated verification, display endless 

CAPTCHAs, or refuse to provide service.  

The problem arises partly because hundreds or thousands of customers may share the same VPN 

internet address. If some of them send spam, attempt fraud, scrape websites, or violate a service’s 

rules, the address can acquire a bad reputation. Innocent users connecting through that server 

may then be treated as suspicious.  

Location masking can create additional confusion. A bank may wonder why a customer who 

ordinarily signs in from Colorado suddenly appears to be in Germany. A store may display the 

wrong prices or refuse delivery. Search results and local information may come from the wrong 

region, while streaming companies routinely block addresses associated with VPN services.  

Changing to a nearby server, temporarily pausing the VPN, or using split tunneling may solve 

these problems. Split tunneling allows selected applications or websites to bypass the VPN while 

everything else continues through it. Even so, a privacy tool that repeatedly blocks ordinary 

activities or noticeably slows the connection may create more inconvenience than protection. 

Those are perfectly reasonable grounds for deciding not to use one.  

It Can Provide Secure Remote Access  

VPNs are particularly valuable when connecting to a workplace, home network, or other private 

system from a distant location. In this situation, the VPN is not merely hiding an internet 

address. It is creating a protected doorway into resources that are intentionally unavailable to the 

public.  

This remains one of the technology’s most important and legitimate uses.  

What a VPN Does Not Do  

It Does Not Make You Anonymous  

Anonymity means that activity cannot readily be connected to a particular person. Changing an 

internet address does not accomplish that.  

If you sign in to Google, Facebook, Amazon, Microsoft, or another account, the company knows 

who you are regardless of the VPN address. Websites may also recognize browser cookies, 

tracking pixels, advertising identifiers, device characteristics, screen dimensions, installed fonts, 

language settings, and other clues.  



A phone may reveal its location through GPS even while its internet traffic passes through a 

VPN. Purchases reveal shipping and payment information. Search and browser histories may 

remain stored in online accounts or on the device.  

The VPN company itself may receive your real internet address, account information, email 

address, payment details, connection times, and technical information about the device. A VPN 

can reduce some forms of tracking, but it does not erase identity.  

People with a serious need for anonymity require more specialized tools and careful operating 

practices. The Tor network is designed to distribute trust among several relays so that no single 

relay sees both the user and the final destination. Even Tor cannot protect someone who 

voluntarily reveals an identity through logins or personal behavior.  

It Does Not Stop Cookies or Browser Fingerprinting  

A VPN changes the internet address visible to websites. It does not automatically remove 

existing cookies or prevent new ones from being stored. Advertising companies can continue 

recognizing the same browser after its internet address changes.  

Browser fingerprinting goes further by combining characteristics of the device and software into 

a reasonably distinctive profile. The operating system, browser version, screen size, time zone, 

language, fonts, graphics hardware, and other properties may help identify a returning visitor.  

Privacy-focused browser settings and tracker-blocking tools address these techniques more 

directly than a VPN does.  

It Does Not Protect You From Scams  

A VPN cannot determine whether the person sending a message is honest. It cannot prevent 

someone from believing a fraudulent technical-support warning, romance story, investment 

opportunity, government threat, or prize announcement.  

If a user voluntarily sends money, reveals a password, provides a verification code, or allows a 

criminal to control the computer, the VPN may simply provide an encrypted connection to the 

scammer. The same limitation applies to phishing. A VPN can protect the connection used to 

reach a fraudulent website, but it cannot make that website legitimate.  

It Does Not Stop Every Virus or Malicious Download  

Some VPN services include optional filtering for known dangerous websites, advertisements, or 

malicious files. Those features may help, but they are additions to the VPN rather than a 

fundamental property of the encrypted connection.  

A VPN does not make an unsafe attachment safe. It does not repair vulnerable software, inspect 

every download reliably, or replace operating-system updates and other protective measures.  



It Does Not Protect Accounts After You Log In  

Once you sign in to an account, that company knows which account is active. The VPN may 

conceal your ordinary internet address, but it does not prevent the service from recording 

searches, purchases, messages, viewing history, or other activities associated with the account.  

Strong, unique passwords and multifactor authentication provide far more protection against 

account takeover than a VPN.  

It Does Not Make Questionable Activity Legal  

Connecting through a server in another state or country does not exempt someone from laws, 

contracts, workplace rules, or a website’s terms of service.  

Streaming companies and other services actively identify and block many VPN servers. A VPN 

may occasionally reach geographically restricted material, but access can stop without warning. 

Bypassing a regional restriction may also violate the service agreement even when it violates no 

law.  

The Problem of Trust  

A VPN advertisement may say that internet providers, hotels, advertisers, and governments 

cannot be trusted. It then asks you to send nearly all your internet traffic through the advertiser’s 

own servers. That company now deserves careful examination.  

A “no logs” claim sounds reassuring but can mean different things. A provider might avoid 

recording browsing destinations while retaining connection times, bandwidth totals, device 

identifiers, or account information. Policies can change, companies can be sold, and corporate 

ownership may be difficult to untangle.  

Independent security audits and transparency reports are encouraging, but they are not magic 

guarantees. An audit examines particular systems at a particular time under an agreed scope. It 

does not prove that every future action will match the advertising.  

Before choosing a VPN, consider:  

• Who owns and operates the company?  

• Where is it legally based?  

• What information does it collect?  

• How long does it retain that information?  

• Has its privacy policy been tested by independent audits or legal cases?  

• Does it publish transparency reports?  



• Does it explain how it responds to government requests?  

• Does it use current, well-regarded VPN protocols?  

• Does it provide a kill switch if the protected connection fails?  

• Does it make realistic claims, or promise impossible anonymity?  

The more extravagant the advertising, the more skeptical you should become.  

Are Free VPNs Safe?  

Operating VPN servers around the world costs money. A free service must recover those costs 

somehow. Some reputable companies provide limited free plans supported by paying 

subscribers. Others may finance free service through advertising, data collection, restricted 

performance, or aggressive efforts to sell upgrades. A disreputable provider may have greater 

access to browsing information than the internet provider it replaces.  

A free VPN is not automatically dangerous, and a paid VPN is not automatically trustworthy. 

The business model matters. If a company offers unlimited worldwide VPN service without 

charging users, displaying advertising, or clearly explaining how the operation is financed, 

caution is warranted.  

VPNs and Public Wi-Fi  

For years, the standard advice was never to use public Wi-Fi without a VPN. That warning was 

appropriate when many websites transmitted information without encryption. Today, HTTPS 

protects most browser traffic, and modern applications commonly encrypt their own connections.  

A trustworthy VPN still provides useful protection on an unfamiliar network, particularly by 

hiding browsing destinations and protecting any traffic that is not otherwise encrypted. It can 

also reduce the risk posed by a dishonest or poorly configured hotspot.  

The VPN does not make the network harmless. A criminal can create a fake hotspot with a 

convincing name, direct users toward counterfeit login pages, or trick them into installing 

software. The safest habits remain confirming the correct network name, avoiding unexpected 

downloads, using HTTPS, keeping file sharing turned off, and using a cellular connection for 

particularly sensitive activity when practical.  

Is Apple Private Relay a VPN?  

Apple’s iCloud Private Relay provides some VPN-like privacy but is not a full replacement for a 

conventional VPN. Private Relay primarily protects browsing through Safari and encrypts 

domain-name requests. Apple separates the process between two relays so that no single 



participant should see both the user’s identity and the websites being visited. It also replaces the 

user’s ordinary internet address with a temporary one.  

Unlike most commercial VPNs, Private Relay does not invite users to select an arbitrary country 

or route every application through a conventional VPN server. Its purpose is to improve privacy 

during ordinary Safari browsing rather than simulate a different worldwide location.  

For Apple users who mainly want to prevent straightforward tracking of Safari activity by 

network providers, Private Relay may provide much of the desired benefit without purchasing 

another service. It requires an iCloud+ subscription and is not available in every country.  

When a VPN Makes Sense  

A trustworthy VPN can be worthwhile when:  

• You frequently use hotel, airport, conference, or other unfamiliar networks.  

• You do not want your internet provider easily observing browsing destinations.  

• You need secure access to a workplace or private network.  

• You travel and must connect through networks subject to local monitoring or blocking.  

• You want websites to see a less precise internet-based location.  

• You understand the provider’s limitations and trust it more than the network being replaced.  

A VPN may provide little additional value when:  

• You browse mainly from a secure home network.  

• You already use HTTPS and privacy-conscious browser settings.  

• Your principal concern is phishing, fraud, malware, or account theft.  

• You expect complete anonymity.  

• You remain signed in to the same advertising and social-media accounts.  

• It causes slower browsing, interrupted video, or unreliable calls.  

• Important websites repeatedly block the connection or demand additional verification.  

• You are purchasing it only because an advertisement said public Wi-Fi is inherently 

catastrophic.  



A VPN Is One Tool, Not a Security System  

For most people, more important protective measures include:  

• Using strong, unique passwords stored in a password manager  

• Enabling multifactor authentication  

• Installing software and security updates  

• Recognizing fraudulent messages and websites  

• Limiting unnecessary application permissions  

• Using encrypted messaging for sensitive conversations  

• Maintaining reliable backups  

• Reviewing browser privacy settings  

• Locking and encrypting devices  

A VPN can complement these practices. It cannot replace them.  

The Bottom Line  

A VPN encrypts the connection between your device and a VPN server, limits what the local 

network and internet provider can observe, and replaces your visible internet address with the 

server’s address. Those are genuine and sometimes valuable benefits.  

It does not make you anonymous, erase cookies, stop browser fingerprinting, protect you from 

every malicious file, prevent account tracking, or recognize every scam. It may also slow the 

internet connection, interfere with location-sensitive services, and cause legitimate websites to 

treat the user as suspicious. Most importantly, it requires you to trust the VPN company with a 

privileged position in your online life.  

The right question is not, “Are VPNs good or bad?” It is, “What specific problem am I trying to 

solve, and is a VPN the right tool for that problem?”  

If the answer is clear, a reputable VPN may be worthwhile. If the answer is simply, “An 

advertisement frightened me,” keep your money until you understand what you are buying.  

Sources and Further Reading  

• Electronic Frontier Foundation: Choosing the VPN That’s Right for You  

• Electronic Frontier Foundation: Understanding and Circumventing Network Censorship  

https://ssd.eff.org/module/choosing-vpn-thats-right-you
https://ssd.eff.org/module/choosing-vpn-thats-right-you
https://ssd.eff.org/module/understanding-and-circumventing-network-censorship
https://ssd.eff.org/module/understanding-and-circumventing-network-censorship


• Apple Support: About iCloud Private Relay  

• Federal Trade Commission: Protecting Your Privacy Online  

• Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency: Secure Our World  

https://support.apple.com/en-us/102602
https://support.apple.com/en-us/102602
https://consumer.ftc.gov/features/protecting-your-privacy-online
https://consumer.ftc.gov/features/protecting-your-privacy-online
https://www.cisa.gov/secure-our-world
https://www.cisa.gov/secure-our-world
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