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Preface 
The purpose of this e-book is not to tell you everything you need to do to run an e-shop 

but instead to start you thinking in the right way about the journey you are about to 

start.  The points here are designed to make you realise much of what is involved in 

owning an e-commerce site and make you think about each of them in turn.   

The information is based on the many years our lead trainer has in building, designing, 

developing and adapting customers’ e-commerce systems. 
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E-commerce websites 
It’s important to go into any venture eyes wide open.  This document is designed to clue 

you up on the reality of setting up and running an online shop.  There are a variety of 

things to consider even before you start to buy products or appoint a web designer. 

Things to know before you start: 

• It won’t be a quick job 

• It takes time and perseverance on your part 

• It won’t sell itself – you have to work at marketing the site and your new business 

• Choose your products wisely; for example decide if you are going to sell low 

value high quantity or high value low quantity 

• Know how much it will cost to receive and deliver the goods and how you will get 

them to the customer 

• How will you get the information needed for the site, e.g. photos, product 

descriptions 

• Will you be able to provide this information in the form/format needed by the 

web developer/website? 
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A quick job? 
It isn’t a quick job setting up a site in order to sell online.  It takes time to research the 

right products – you don’t want to sell just anything.  It takes time to settle on the right 

name and the right branding – you want to look good don’t you?  Then there’s writing an 

effective product description for each and every product – the better the description the 

easier it is to sell the products. It needs to be a unique description – don’t rely on the 

description from your supplier, it doesn’t cut it with Google.  Then of course it takes 

time for Google to discover how wonderful your new site is and list it in the search 

engine results pages (SERPs). 

Once the site is set up the work doesn’t stop there – you still have to continue to market 

the site to your new prospects and your existing customers.  And I’m not talking once a 

week either – you need to be doing your marketing every day. 

Then of course there is packing and shipping the goods. When all those lovely orders 

start rolling in there are the trips to the post office or the calls to the courier service.  

Even more time, but stick at it and you’ll get there. 
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Marketing 
Marketing an online store isn’t easy, it’s hard work and it’s an ongoing task.  You can 

market to existing customers much cheaper and easier than trying to get new 

customers all the time.  But you have to start somewhere and that somewhere is 

actually getting your first customer.  Like everything, you need to have a plan to make it 

all work effectively.   A proper ‘online marketing’ plan will keep you focused and allow 

you to concentrate your efforts in the right way. 

The difference in marketing an online shop from a bricks and mortar shop is that you 

don’t get passing trade so you have to work even harder to get those people to come 

visit.  First rule is know your target market and not just ‘what’ they are buying but ‘why’ 

they are buying it.  Everybody buys something for a reason and you need to know the 

reason why people are going to buy your product and buy it from you rather than 

somebody else. For example, if you sell green widgets then you need to know why 

people buy green widgets.  So, if your green widgets are normally used to prop the door 

open then perhaps your customers are looking for ‘door stops’ rather than green 

widgets.  Their problem is that the door keeps shutting and they get locked out – your 

green widgets solve that problem for them.  So you have three ways to market to these 

people: 

• Buy Green Widgets 

• Stop your Door closing 

• Don’t get locked out again 

 This is where that great product description comes in.  

It’s no good relying on the description your supplier gives for the products – it’s about 

being unique and you can bet that those supplier descriptions appear on a lot of other 

websites already – like your competitors’ sites. 

That brings us to another point – the need to know your competitors well. Understand 

who links to their website, what prices they are selling for, how good their product 

descriptions are and of course how well they currently rank in Google and for what 

terms.  If you are going to compete then you need to understand the game and know 

your competition well – but of course they can change the goal posts from time to time.  

Then there’s outside factors, like Google, who can change the whole game. 

You have to do a better job than your competition and know what will make you 

different.  Don’t compete on price as it’s a battle you are unlikely to win, especially 

against established players.   You have to be different, give better service, look after the 
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customer, offer them an experience they just can’t get anywhere else – they need a 

reason to come back to you again and again, so give them one.  

Make sure your special offers are attracting business and not costing you money.   

Offering ‘how to’ guides about using your products can be a cheap way to add value 

without costing you a penny. 
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BEFORE YOU START 

Choosing what you are going to sell 
Choosing the right product to sell online can mean the difference between success and 

begging your old boss for your job back.  If you are going to sell large heavy items online 

then you really have to consider how you’re going to get them to your customer – 

perhaps selling cars online to a worldwide audience isn’t the best bet.  But maybe 

selling penny sweets in singles isn’t the best idea either. 

Another consideration is supplier reliability and order fulfilment. Can you get hold of the 

product you intend to sell, in the quantities you want to sell, at a price you can make a 

profit at? It’s no good trying to sell products which can’t be supplied to you in enough 

quantity; you need to be able to fulfil the orders your customers place.  You need to get 

a good price from your supplier so that you can add a reasonable percentage increase 

to reach your final price. It is no good selling a product at £50 and only making £2 per 

sale – you aren’t going to cover your overheads very effectively. 

Is there a demand for your product or can you create one?  Can you convince people 

that they really cannot live without your product – like Apple did with the iPad.   

Is the market for your product sustainable?  Are people going to buy one then never 

need another or is it consumable and they keep needing to buy more naturally.   
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Getting the goods to the customer 
Shipping the goods sounds easy enough doesn’t it, yet there are difficulties in deciding 

the shipping price for an online shop.  You need to have a definitive set of rules for 

calculating shipping charges.  When somebody phones you to buy that swanky little 

dress, posted to Jersey you can quickly work out in your head that it’s going to cost them 

about a tenner.  If they only want a saucy postcard then the cost will be just a few 

pounds.  But having an online store means you can’t be making these decisions – the 

system has to.  Your e-store has to be able to definitively calculate the shipping cost for 

each and every item without your intervention.  You don’t want to have to add in a 

different shipping cost for each and every product – especially if you are selling 

thousands of small items and adding new ones on a regular basis – believe me, you 

don’t.   

So you need to be able to tell the e-shop how to calculate the shipping for itself.  

Perhaps you know the weight of each item and can have price bands based on weight 

e.g. under 5kg is £1.50 and over 5kg is £10.  You might prefer to cost your shipping 

according to price – so items under £20 cost £5 to ship but items over £20 cost £4 to 

ship.  Or you could have straight shipping by number of items so 1 item costs £3.50 and 

each subsequent item costs an additional £1.   

Most people who open their first e-shop don’t think enough about shipping costs and 

this becomes a headache later on.  Deciding to sell large pieces of delicate furniture 

sounds great as there isn’t much competition.  However there is a very good reason why 

this is normally confined to the big stores and large independents.  Finding a courier or 

haulier to ship your goods can be easy enough – until they find out that they are dealing 

with delicate glassware. For example, many couriers will just simply decline to ship this 

type of furniture and others will charge very high prices and won’t even guarantee 

they’ll get it there in one piece. 

If you are lucky enough to have your own delivery mechanism then great – but make 

sure these costs are reflected in your price. 

Of course you can always offer free shipping and ease part of the headache but 

remember to add the shipping into your retail price, by doing this you have to consider 

if it will push your retail price above what your customers are prepared to pay.  
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Taking Payments 
This brings us nicely into a new chapter on the important part of actually getting the 

money.  If you own a bricks and mortar shop then taking payments is relatively simple, 

cash, debit or credit card please!  You would already have a merchant account with your 

bank and know how many transactions you will take based on average footfall.  If you 

don’t already have these set up then you need to consider if you need them. 

An Internet Merchant Account (IMA) is different from a standard Merchant Account and 

you may find your bank makes you have both kinds – one to process the Credit Card the 

payment was made on, the other to transfer those funds into your Business Bank 

Account . 

In order to trade online you need to have a bank account – what type of bank account 

depends on how you will be taking payments.  The general options for taking online 

payments are: 

• Specialist Online Payment providers like Paypal, ApplePay and Worldpay 

• Your high street bank where your Business Account is held 

• Commercial payment providers like SagePay and SecureTrading 

Other types of payment provider will spring up in the future. They all want your money. 

They all offer the same thing – taking your payments from your website securely so you 

don’t take the risk.  Obviously the Payment Provider taking the risk comes at a cost and 

that’s where charges come into play. 

You may be charged a set-up fee for the last two groups on top of a monthly payment. 

The first group are ‘pay per transaction’.  Transaction fees range from a small 

percentage plus a few pence to larger percentages per transaction – I’ve seen these as 

high as 5.5%.  So you have to factor that into your prices too.  

For Paypal, probably still the most popular provider, you may be paying as little as £0.88 

for a £20 transaction where you could be paying as much as £1 on top of a fixed 

monthly fee of maybe £30 from a commercial payment provider or bank.  If your 

average transaction is £150 then fees could rise to £5.30 with Paypal and £7.30 from a 

high street bank. 

You can get deals where you can have x number of transactions included in a monthly 

tariff without incurring an additional percentage per transaction.  It’s definitely worth 

shopping around and getting the best deal for your particular business.  The important 

thing is to factor the charges into your prices and not be left with too little profit to 

make selling online cost effective. 
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If you choose an option like Paypal then you will just need a business bank account to 

receive the funds.  This will need to be separate from your personal account (for tax 

purposes).  Paypal don’t charge to transfer your money into your account if you transfer 

amounts over £50.  If you use a high street bank to take payments then you may well be 

expected to have a proper Internet Merchant Account (IMA) even if you already have a 

standard Merchant account. 

So you need to consider price per transaction but also number of transactions per 

month before finally choosing your payment provider.  This is where working out your 

projected cash flow comes in handy from your business plan. 
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YOUR SITE – THE ‘TECHIE’ PART: 

Decide who will do all the work! 

Choosing the right store software 
Choosing the right software to run your store is very important. You need to consider 

your ‘absolute must haves’, your ‘nice to haves’ and your ‘would be a good add on but 

not strictly necessary’. 

The must haves. 

So let’s start with the ‘must haves’. You must be able to easily add new products to your 

store – well that’s a given really. You also need to be able to easily group those products 

into categories to make them easy to find for the visitor. 

But you also need to be able to update your products, prices will change and things will 

go out of stock or out of favour so a flexible back end system is a must have too. 

You have to be able to see all the details of orders placed and access the customer 

information to be able to fulfil that order.   

The nice to haves and other stuff. 

But there are some really useful extra functions (called functionality) you will want once 

your store is live.  You’ll want to change delivery prices, have special offers or sales (or 

both) and maybe have discounts for special groups of people (family, friends, members, 

etc.). 

Consider how people shop – by manufacturer, by size, by colour. For some products it is 

very important to the buyer to be able to shop by size where others it may be irrelevant.  

Do you want your customer to be able to shop by brand, shop by size or refine their 

search by colour?  If you are selling clothing then shop by size becomes a really neat 

nice to have. Think about what need your product is fulfilling and you may decide to 

include ‘shop by’ types to your must have list. 

You should consider if you can cross sell products, if they buy a battery operated toy 

could you easily cross sell the batteries? Can your chosen package cope with this easily? 

How about up-selling?  Customers who bought this product also bought product x. 

But why stop there? Would you like to be able to print out your invoice straight from 

your admin system, or a packing slip if the item is a gift.  Would it be good to be able to 
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add extra pages to the site too – ones that aren’t products – like your terms and 

conditions, privacy statement and cookie policy.  Some are mandatory and are legal 

requirements such as your Cookie Policy. You may want to have ‘how to’ pages on using 

your products to entice your customers to visit more often.  What about a nice blog too?  

All these things boost your marketing efforts. 

Think about the overall customer experience.  You don’t want something tedious or 

frustrating. Consider how simple the checkout process needs to be in order for your 

customer to pay for the goods quickly and smoothly.  Can you deal with the process of 

credit card refunds? What is your policy relating to return of goods?  Are you aware of 

the UK distance selling regulations? 

There is so much to think about when choosing a piece of software but don’t think that 

just because it costs more that it’s better.  I’ve seen very expensive shopping cart 

packages which don’t hold a candle to free software like Woocommerce (WordPress) or 

Magento. 

Another thing to consider when choosing software is how easy it is to rebrand the basic 

package to your branding – can you do it yourself (if you want to) or do you absolutely 

need to have a professional on-board.  You need your store to look great and you may 

not necessarily have the skills to achieve this – so outsource it to somebody who can, 

believe me it’s worth the money just to preserve your hair! 

We suggest you look at several different software packages, ask questions of different 

professional developers and talk to other online retailers.  Look at online forums and 

see what issues that software package caused to other sellers that have used it and 

decide if those problems are relevant to you.  All packages have good and bad points – 

choose one that matches most closely your individual requirements and that will allow 

for expansion and change as your business grows. 
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Choosing the right hosting and domain name 
The domain name you choose may be based on your company name or it may be just 

about what you do.  Virgin is a household brand and the logical choice for their domain 

name is virgin.com of course.  But B&Q is also a household name and their first domain 

name was diy.com – it’s what they do – or was it that somebody bought their 

BandQ.com domain name before them?  So think about how people are going to find 

you before you decide on a domain name.  And once you do, you need to check it is still 

available for you to register.  Then you must purchase and register it via any reputable 

domain name reseller such as Namecheap.com or Freeparking.co.uk. 

Any hosting package you choose must be capable of supporting your shop.  You should 

look for a Linux or UNIX hosting rather than a windows package unless your chosen 

software requires windows to run. If it does you may want to reconsider as UNIX and 

Linux hosting tend to be cheaper and tend to be less fraught with problems so easier to 

manage. 

Your package needs to include a database – all the best e-shop packages run from a 

database.  MySQL databases are the most common and probably the most practical for 

your needs. 

You should get a hosting package which comes with emails – at least 5 e mail addresses 

but don’t get hung up on ‘the more the better’.  This enables you to look more 

professional when your email address matches your web address. 

You need a reasonable amount of web space for your website to live in and additional 

space so it can grow but most decent packages have more than enough for your needs.  

If you think that 100 megabytes can hold around 30 music tracks and most hosting 

packages offer 10 gigabytes and more, you are unlikely to run short unless you have 

thousands and thousands of products with very large photos. 

With current prices you will be looking at around £60 +VAT per year although you may 

find your chosen professional can get you a discount on this price.  Domain name and 

hosting charges are ongoing so do budget for them each year.  You can often get a 

better deal if you buy for two years at a time or longer. 
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Choosing the right professional to work with 
It isn’t necessarily a case of choosing the best in their field but often a case of choosing 

a professional who you can work with successfully. 

Interview your professional.  Ask questions and see how comfortable they are with 

explaining the answers – they should speak your language.  Interview at least 3 and try 

to get at least one recommended by contacts if you can. 

Choose the professional based on a little bit of personal preference, if you feel that they 

understand you and you can work alongside them successfully then they should 

definitely go on the possible list.   

Get quotes and understand exactly what you are going to get for the money.  You need 

to be clear from the start about what you need and want the site to do and be able to 

do.  These are called your requirements and must be explained to a developer.  You 

need to be clear about what you are paying for and how far the support of the 

professional goes once you’ve gone live.  If the offer of ongoing support is forthcoming 

then maybe they should make your short list. 

Your ideal choice is somebody you can get along with, who understands your needs, 

speaks your language and offers the best price with lots of aftercare! 
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Other things to think about 
Set yourself goals, know exactly what you want and where you expect the business to 

go.  Planning is important at every stage of your business but particularly at the 

beginning.  You should know how you expect the business to grow and set interim 

goals. 

Be realistic about costs. It’s not just the initial building costs but on-going hosting and 

domain renewals, cost of changes, marketing and advertising costs and administration.  

Remember your time costs money too.  A lot of young businesses believe it is cheaper 

to do a job themselves.  This can be false economy.  Look at it this way – how much is 

your time worth in money, go on, give it a realistic value.  Now work out how long it will 

take you to complete that task.  If a professional can complete the task in a quarter of 

the time it takes you and their time is valued at twice yours it makes economic sense to 

outsource the work. 

Everything you include should add value to your site for your visitor.  Avoid including 

things which are just ‘pretty’.  Having images that show off your products to their best is 

essential.  Having lots of whizzy graphics that distract the eye is a bad idea – you want 

people to concentrate on buying from you. 

Develop a marketing plan and work it.  Lots of businesses develop a plan – then pop it 

in the draw and forget about it.  It only works if you work it. 

Measure your success or failure with any marketing stream – is it bringing results?  You 

need to know that what you are doing is working – otherwise why keep doing it?  So 

make sure you have something like Google Analytics installed on your shiny new site 

(it’s free) and that you learn how to check the figures it produces.  Then make sure that 

you check on a regular basis so you can make improvements to your marketing efforts 

to increase sales.  After all, the aim is to make money – especially after all your ‘up front’ 

outlay.  
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