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In recent years the privacy software business has taken off in earnest, and no longer do the best VPN services seem like they're just for geeks in V for Vendetta masks lurking on the darkweb. Now, you'll find them on tens, if not hundreds of millions of devices worldwide. But what is a VPN to begin with?In essence, a virtual private network (VPN for
short) allows remote users to securely connect to a private server from any location. That often includes employees on the road or working from home, who can use VPNs to securely connect to the office network from their laptops. Large companies with offices spanning multiple locations also use VPNs to ensure a secure and universal network for all
office sites.However, it's not just businesses that use VPNs. Consumer VPN services like ExpressVPN and NordVPN have boomed in the last decade, and their ability to unblock restricted streaming content, anonymize your online activity, and spoof your virtual location mean that there are countless VPN uses you may never have considered.The
purpose of VPNslIt's worth considering which kind of VPN you're interested in before considering the purpose. A business VPN like the one you may use at work (or when working from home) is an essential tool for connecting disparate users to a single Intranet and accessing restricted files. It will have specialized tools to allow teams to work well
together like dedicated IPs and a central management system, but you won't want to use it for more recreational reasons.A consumer VPN - the ones you'll likely see advertised in YouTube videos and on TV - are optimized for personal use. That means while you won't be able to connect to particular restricted Intranets, you probably won't be wanting
to, either.The purpose of a consumer VPN is primarily to provide the user with privacy and security online, allow access to sites that are blocked by your Internet Service Provider (ISP) or government, and change region on Netflix to watch exclusive content for free. This is done by rerouting your Internet connection away from your ISP's servers and
through the VPN's own servers. There are multiple benefits to this, but the three most important reasons are to hide your activity from your ISP (which is likely to log any suspicious activity), change your IP address so that your activity can't be linked back to you by other websites, and to change your apparent location.In short, a VPN can make you
appear to be a totally different person online. That helps to avoid ad trackers, access different content that may be blocked by your ISP, and ensure all your browsing can't be linked back to you.What is a VPN: VPN protocolsDue to the secure nature of VPNs, they use a number of protocols that encrypt data traffic. This is especially important because
data is being transmitted over a public network between two remote locations.Protocols used by VPNs include IP Security (IPSec), Secure Sockets Layer (SSL), Transport Layer Security (TLS), Point-to-Point Tunneling Protocol (PPTP), Layer 2 Tunneling Protocol (L2TP), OpenVPN, Internet Key Exchange (IKEv1 and IKEv2) and WireGuard.In modern
VPN services, you'll primarily be using OpenVPN and WireGuard, with the latter becoming more popular by the minute thanks to its excellent speeds and great security. Mobile VPN services will also often use IKEv2 thanks to the fact it copes with unstable connections more effectively.In all protocols, both endpoints — your computer, smartphone or
router, and the VPN server — use a "handshake" method of authentication. To successfully initiate this connection, the connecting computer must share a key that matches the required parameters for the receiving location.Visiting Japan? You'll need a Japan VPNThe advantages of VPNConsumer VPNs have a huge amount of advantages. You'll be
able to access sites like torrent repositories that may be blocked by your ISP. If you're in a country like China or the UAE, you'll be able to sidestep government restrictions. You'll be able to watch shows on Netflix that aren't available in your country, and even access country-specific services you pay for like Hulu and HBO Max if you're out of your
home country.What's more, if you take the right precautions alongside using the VPN (for example, browsing in Incognito mode and not entering personal data), you can also avoid linking yourself to any activity you'd prefer to keep totally private.The disadvantages of VPNIt's well-known that many VPNs do have an impact on performance. That's
almost inevitable thanks to the fact that you're essentially making your connection travel further. However, if you pick a fast VPN you won't notice much of a difference at all.If you choose to try out a free VPN, you'll also be subjected to certain limitations. For example, you may have a data limit, and almost invariably you won't be able to access
streaming site - plus, free services often aren't as secure as paid ones.It's also worth noting that on rare occasions you may be faced with CAPTCHA tests on some sites when using a VPN. This is because a VPN's IP addresses are shared between users, and some sites may detect 'unusual' activity. In our experience, however, this is fairly unobtrusive
and is preferable to the unprotected alternative.Finally, it's essential you make sure to sign up for a reputable VPN provider - taking your pick from any of our guides is a good place to start. If you choose to go with a lesser service (especially, for example, a free Android VPN) you may be putting yourself in danger of having your data stolen and
leaked.Is a VPN enough?For many people, a VPN will offer enough functionality to get more out of the web and stay safe online. It'll get access to more streaming content, stop ad trackers collecting your data, and keep you safer by encrypting your traffic on public Wi-Fi.However, if you're looking for true web privacy, there are a number of other
steps you should take to ensure you're staying anonymous.First of all, use Incognito or private browsing mode. That means your history will not be saved, and, depending on your settings, cookies will be disabled. Plus, you won't be automatically signed into websites, which is an easy way of linking your fresh IP straight back to you.Beyond that, using
Tor Browser is even more secure, and for ultimate untraceability you may want to consider using the Tails OS. With each step you'll find usage becomes more and more inconvenient, so it's worth considering just how private you need to be.As always, though, you - the user - are the weakest link. If you're not careful about inputting personal
information, no matter how well-protected your connection is you can be discovered. That won't be a huge issue for most, but no matter what precautions you take to secure your connection, you need to match that with your own diligence and common sense.In a nutshell - what is a VPN?If you're an individual looking for anonymity and freedom
online, a VPN is an excellent addition to your toolbox. While it can't provide absolutely everything in terms of online security, it's a great starting point and, realistically, is all most people need.Plus, added bonuses like accessing restricted Netflix content and spoofing your location can be super useful and just plain fun to play about with - so for just
about anyone who regularly goes online, we highly recommend picking one up.Which VPN do we recommend? A VPN, or virtual private network, is a gateway into an online world that you would otherwise be locked out of. It allows you to go online, anywhere in the world, and appear to be somewhere else. You can even appear to be someone else too,
since your online identity is kept totally anonymous. What does all that get you?Lots. A VPN can be used to offer security when connecting to potentially threatening Wi-Fi networks, accessing torrents on P2P networks, getting unlocked Netflix while abroad and even saving money on flights. We've taken a look at the best VPN services but that doesn't
mean much unless you know what it can actually be used for. Here's everything you need to know about what a VPN service can do for you.A VPN gives you securityOnline safety can be important, especially with the amount of information about ourselves that's shared just by logging into a website using our phones. That's not just location but details
about who you are and even what you like. It can mean potentially harmful entities can get access to your private data and even your banking details.To make sure you stay anonymous and your information is kept safe, a VPN is ideal. This will give you an IP address on one of its servers, anywhere in the world, making you appear to be that ID and in
that place. All that means your data can't be accessed and you're kept secure.This is particularly useful when travelling and connecting to open Wi-Fi like at hotels and airports. These can be open to attack and leave you exposed, so by using a VPN you can ensure you can stay safe online. You can use a VPN on lots of devices including Android,
Windows, Mac, iOS, routers, gaming consoles, and more.If you want to access US Netflix abroad, BBC iPlayer outside the UK or Hulu when travelling in Europe, you'll need a VPN. These services lock their content to the country they're in, meaning if you go outside of that place you won't get access. Since a VPN can make you appear somewhere else,
it's easy to access that content.Say you're away from the US on vacation in Europe where Hulu isn't available but you want to catch the latest episode of your favorite show. Fire up the VPN, select a server in the US then open Hulu and you're online - it's that simple.Get cheap flights using a VPNThis is a less-known advantage of VPNs. Since flight
sales websites use cookies to track you, they can put prices up based on certain details about you - like where you're booking them from or what computer you're using. This isn't proven but in testing it's been found that using a VPN allows you to shop around to find a cheaper price.Granted this will probably only save you a small chunk but it could
make a difference, especially if you fly regularly.Use a VPN for torrentingWhile torrenting on a P2P network isn't illegal, downloading copyright content using a torrent client is illegal. We don't condone this but we also understand that sometimes you may not be clear on the ownership rights of what you're downloading. Or perhaps you already own
the rights but lost the digital copy and need to get it again. Either way you could be targeted by media companies to find your location and charge you.By using a VPN that is torrent capable - as not all are - you are able to download torrents with anonymity safe in the knowledge you won't get into trouble. In this case we recommend a service with
DNS leak protection to make sure you're truly safe and secure in a state of anonymity.Our favorite VPNWe are big fans of ExpressVPN for several reasons, including its reliability, speed, and customer support. It's a bit more expensive than some of the competition, but you are also getting a much more well-rounded client that works when you need it
the most. The price is well justified, so be sure to give it a shot today!ExpressVPNIf you haven't already signed up for a VPN, ExpressVPN may be your best bet. Give it a try today!See latest price at ExpressVPN (opens in new tab)Be sure to check out our running list of the best VPN deals so that you can get the best price for yourself when signing up
for a new VPN.We test and review VPN services in the context of legal recreational uses. For example:1. Accessing a service from another country (subject to the terms and conditions of that service).2. Protecting your online security and strengthening your online privacy when abroad.We do not support or condone the illegal or malicious use of
VPN services. Consuming pirated content that is paid-for is neither endorsed nor approved by Future Publishing.
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