Q: With business slower than usual it does seem like a good idea to check out possibly getting into e-commerce. I certainly have the time! I was hoping you could give me some steps to follow. Thanks –
Linda
A:  There are so many great things to be said about e-commerce that I am not sure where to begin, but let’s start with this one: E-commerce is, even today, a fairly new market; it has really been around for a little more than a dozen years. 
Being able to tap such a huge market at the relative start won’t happen again in our lifetimes. 
There remains a world of opportunity and untapped e-potential. Other benefits include easy access to global markets, having an automated and additional profit center open 24/7, a low cost of entry, and the ability to compete with larger companies.

Here’s how to jump in – 7 Steps.

Step 1: Notice what works: Whether it is eBay, Amazon, or your own favorite, e-commerce sites that succeed tend to do the same things right:

· They are attractive, intuitive, engaging, and easy to navigate
· They offer plenty of inventory
· They are easy to shop and check-out

· There are discounts and specials (coupons, free shipping, etc.)

· They offer great customer service
Step 2. Consider the competition. Who else sells what you want to sell? Take a look at the players both big and small. Buy some merchandise from them and ask yourself – what do they do right, and wrong, and how can it be it be improved?
Step 3. Pick your products: If you are in business and have products that you already sell, then adding them to your online store is easy: Take pictures of them, add them to your online catalogue (see below) and write some great copy.
If you don’t know what you want to sell, then consider your options. There are tons of wholesalers and distributors from which to choose. If you don’t know of any, I would suggest you surf over to my site – MrAllBiz.com – and check out the wholesale product search engine we offer. You can find wholesalers for just about any product you are looking for.
Note: The culture of the Web is one of discounts, keep that in mind, and remember that selling expensive items online is more difficult.

Step 4. Create a great site: You have about five seconds once someone finds your site to impress them enough that they will decide to poke around a bit and maybe buy something. That means your site must be graphically pleasing to the eye, unique, and useful.
Step 5. Consider drop shipping: What if you just want to get your feet wet and don’t want to spend a lot of money discovering whether this online universe is for you? Then check out drop shipping. Drop shipping is an arrangement between you and a wholesaler whereby you offer their products on your site but you don’t actually physically stock any inventory. If someone clicks and buys, notice is sent to you and the wholesaler, the wholesalers ships the product using your labels and logos, and you split the profit.

If you think this is a great way to get started, you are right. There are no products to buy and stock, no huge up-front costs, no labor expenses, etc. You can find drop shippers for most any product by doing an online search, or again, by typing “drop shipping” into the product search engine at my site.
Step 6. Build your store: There are two parts to your online store – the front end and the back end. The front end is what the world sees – your products for sale, specials, policies, and so on. The back end is what you see – inventory control, reports of what sells, etc. 
You will need to find an online partner / Web host to help you build your store. Their software will create both the front end and the back end. It will allow you to create thumbnails of your products as part of your overall online catalogue. 

What you want is a partner that offers

· Pre-designed, customizable templates
· Inventory support

· Easy acceptance of credit cards

· Search engine optimization
· Easy adding and subtracting of products

· Up-selling tools, coupons, gift certificates, etc.

· Real time stats and reports

· Secure transactions, and
· Plenty of support

Step 7. Handle sales: To be able to accept online sales, you will need a merchant account (an account with a credit card issuer) and / or the ability to accept PayPal payments. You will also need to be able to handle inquiries, returns, exchanges, and refunds. Don’t underestimate shipping and related costs either.
Plenty of other small businesses have made the leap to online success, and if they did it, so can you.

Today’s Tip: If you would like to know more, I recently did a webinar with my friends at AT&T called E-Commerce Essentials. You can watch it here.
