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Welcome to the world of eBay, Amazon and ecommerce



[image: image] This is the latest incarnation of a book I first wrote back in 2004 – but don’t worry, you haven’t picked up an old, repackaged volume. This new edition is so up to date it’s sizzling and it’s completely revised and revamped. In a very real sense, it’s a totally new book. The information on eBay has been entirely overhauled and pretty much half the book is entirely new. Rest assured, though, I’ve kept the best bits that thousands of readers over the years have found immensely useful, as well as adding lots, lots more.


One feature that I hope you’ll find of particular use are the ‘Inside Information’ sections peppered throughout the book. These give you a real insight into certain aspects of eBay, Amazon or ecommerce and often have my personal spin on them. There are also dozens of ‘Tips’ – nuggets of advice that are vital to smooth your way and improve your experience.


Whichever way you approach making money online, there’s no better way to learn than from what others have done. Whether they succeeded or failed, you can learn from their story. That’s why the book includes a selection of case studies about people who are already trading, most of which are brand new for this edition.


There’s just one thing to remember: all the screengrabs, facts, figures, web addresses and prices are current as I write. However, the web changes fast, so by the time you read this book they may well have changed too. If something has altered don’t worry, as you should be able to find the latest information by searching Google.


WHY READ THIS BOOK? >


My aim in this book is to take you on a journey to making money online. I start small, by showing you how to dip your toe into the relatively gentle nursery pool of eBay. There you’ll learn the basics of selling online, sourcing products that sell profitably, compiling listings that contain all the information buyers need to buy from you and much more. You’ll also get the low-down on packaging and sending items, getting the best postage deals and building an efficient and profitable operation.


The business you spawn on eBay will help you tackle the mighty Amazon. While this represents a huge ecommerce and commercial opportunity, it’s a daunting place to do business for the beginner, but you’ll have the advantage of already having honed your skills. I explain how you can plug into Amazon, find more customers and sell ever more efficiently with multichannel software and other valuable tools and services.


Where you choose to set sail for next is up to you. You could explore other marketplaces on the web and peddle your wares there, or you could take on the choppy waters of Google and establish your own trading post by creating a webstore and promoting it with Adwords, thus being able to pocket all the takings yourself rather than shelling out chunks of your hard-earned cash on selling fees. The great joy of having your own website is that you’re your own master, but with that freedom comes responsibility.


If you want to build a truly dynamic business that’s firing on all cylinders, you need to be selling on every available and relevant platform. That’s where this book is unique – it’s the only guide available that’s aimed squarely at the British entrepreneur who wants to build a multichannel online business. I give you information on alternative websites like Rakuten (sometimes called Play.com), which is developing some interesting options for SMEs, and fast-growing options such as Etsy and Notonthehighstreet.com.


What is more, I consider the international possibilities that exist for anyone who cares to have a go at trading successfully with buyers abroad. It’s astonishing how few eBay and Amazon sellers actually do sell overseas when doing so represents such a massive opportunity.


This book also looks at the myriad of tools and services on the market that can help you build a better business – for your online presence, but also for your day-to-day operations. There are many different suggestions about software and widgets you can get your hands on to improve your business. I also offer tons of inside information garnered from my years working in ecommerce. I’ll also suggest some more generic, but vital, skills you may want to develop, whether that’s taking an interest in web marketing, becoming adept at web analytics, or getting to know about the laws that govern business and how to manage your business more efficiently.


So everything is here: Master eBay. Take on Amazon. Build a webstore. Explore the various different ways to sell. Continually seek to refine and improve your business. Become the captain of your own successful, profitable and rewarding ecommerce business. All of that and more is why you need this book.


ALL ABOUT YOU >


I will guide you on the journey from being a novice seller to becoming a confident online trader and will set you well on the way to becoming a profitable multichannel online business. Nevertheless, it’s simply not possible – or even desirable – to shepherd you click by click through the entire process of selling online. To this end, I’ve made some assumptions about your existing skills and expertise.


You’re a confident computer user


Whether you’re accessing the web with a PC or a Mac, or even an iPad or a smartphone, everything in this book assumes that you’re a confident and competent user of computers and the web. This doesn’t mean you’re Bill Gates or a total whizzkid, just that you have a reasonable feel for what you’re doing with your device.


This is important for a couple of reasons. First, such is the variety of computers, web browsers and apps you might be using that it would be impossible to describe specific steps that are relevant and useful for everyone. Doing so would also be quite dull and make the book far too long. In addition, eBay, and other websites, look different depending on how you access them. As a result, I’m going to trust you to work out many of the simpler things for yourself.


The second reason is that as I’ve already noted, the details change. Websites move stuff around and out-of-date instructions are actually more confusing than none at all. So some of the screengrabs will be different from what you actually see, but the key is not to panic and to apply the general principles I’m sharing with you.


You’ve mastered online buying


My second assumption is that you’ve registered on eBay, made some bids and Buy it Nows, had some sort of introduction to Feedback and also managed to discover My eBay. Buying on eBay will also mean that by the time you start selling, you have some feedback points (which are vital) and a sound notion of the eBay basics. If you’ve identified that there’s an opportunity to make money on eBay and Amazon, you may already be an accomplished online buyer – but if you’re not, it’s time to up your skills.


For instance, it’s very important to buy as well as sell on eBay because it teaches you much about the nuances and complications of the marketplace. It’s not that eBay is particularly complex, but there is a huge amount you need to know about and buying is a great way to find your eBay sea-legs. In fact, all through this book I’ll be urging you to ‘carry on buying’, because it enables you to look through a customer’s eyes and assess what’s good practice and what isn’t.


As you develop your ecommerce business, make sure you keep an eye on what competitors and others are doing well. I like to buy regularly from a variety of retailers and sellers, including Amazon and eBay, and I treat it as research. I like to see what companies big and small are doing to maximise the ecommerce opportunity and it’s often fascinating to see what they’re doing right – and wrong.


You have an adventurous spirit


Fortune favours the brave. The most important assumption I’m making about you is that you have buckets of keenness and that you’re willing to roll up your sleeves, get your hands dirty and have a go. I can show you how to make your ecommerce business work, but only you can actually do it.


Someone who has never made a mistake has never made anything – and that includes money. This book is part manifesto, part handbook and part roadmap, all rolled into one.


There are no prizes for shyness or timidity and embarking on anything new is always a bit daunting. Nevertheless, the rewards are real and they can be yours if you’ve got zeal and enthusiasm.


AND ALL ABOUT ME >


My experience with ecommerce began in 1999 when I was part of the team that founded eBay in the UK. By then eBay had made an enormous splash in the US, although in the UK it was almost unknown and, if truth be told, was treated with a fair amount of suspicion. The internet was still an exciting but largely unexplored frontier for most people back then.


I started off recruiting sellers to the eBay marketplace and worked mainly on attracting sellers of stamps and coins to put their wares on the online bazaar. We never imagined that in the years to come the auction site would become a regular part of British life.


I stayed with eBay as it grew from obscure infancy into one of the biggest, most visited and profitable web businesses in the world. Over that time ecommerce developed, and eBay changed too. The company bought PayPal, which made paying for items at home and abroad immeasurably easier. And the arrival of Buy It Now meant that eBay wasn’t just about auctions any longer. Buyers could choose to bag a bargain then and there. In fact, BIN has proved so successful that more items sell that way on the site than via auctions these days.


Since I left eBay in 2006, I’ve maintained my relationship with ecommerce and I’ve watched as it’s become about much more than simply eBay. I make a living by writing and as a digital marketing adviser and I’ve acted as an ecommerce consultant to businesses large and small, from giants like BT to tiny start-ups. It’s small businesses that are genuinely my passion and I find helping a small business transform and grow hugely rewarding. SMEs don’t have deep pockets or the ability to mount big campaigns, so you need to burst onto the ecommerce scene on a shoestring. That’s why everything I suggest in this book is possible to achieve and usually inexpensive.


I’m also editor of a blog and news site called Tamebay.com and my colleague Chris and I write daily about all aspects of eBay, Amazon, ecommerce and small business. We bring you the breaking news as well as bags of advice to help you run a successful ecommerce business. In doing this I’ve broadened my knowledge of ecommerce, learnt tons more about how Amazon works and really immersed myself in the industry.


THE ECOMMERCE OPPORTUNITY >


It’s nearly twenty years since buying online was introduced (eBay and Amazon both launched in 1995, although history doesn’t record the date of the first online transaction) and more than a decade since doing so became a widespread, normal activity. And Britain leads the way when it comes to buying online – over £1000 a year, by head of population more than any other country in the world. Not even the Americans, Germans or Japanese spend more. In fact, pundits predict that 25% of all consumer spending in Britain will be online by 2015.


There are lots of reasons for this. Napoleon denigrated the English as merely ‘a nation of shopkeepers’, and we have a trading mentality that could well be the result of being an island people. But our commercial nous and love of a bargain are actually real advantages in the fast-paced and cut-throat world of internet retailing. The UK also has a highly developed consumer culture, internet coverage is pretty much 100%, access to credit cards and debit cards is nearly universal and there is also a strong infrastructure. It goes without saying that an effective postal service and a competitive courier market for bulkier goods are vital to the success of ecommerce.


Ecommerce comprises everything that’s sold online. That includes your weekly grocery shop, which many households have been doing online for years and represents a significant chunk of the UK online spend. However, for the purposes of this book two ecommerce giants are of particular interest: eBay and Amazon.


Despite eBay’s fame and familiarity, lots of people don’t have a sense of how big the site actually is. To give you an idea of its scale, try to imagine a real-life market of the same size. If eBay UK were a market, it would have 16 million visitors every month. There would be 10 million items up for sale from millions of people and nearly 200,000 businesses.


Globally, eBay is even bigger. It operates in more than 40 countries and has more than 200 million members across the planet. Quite simply, it is the biggest marketplace in the world, trading billions of pounds’ worth of merchandise every year. Even so, there’s still room for you.


As for Amazon, it’s difficult to know exactly how big it is. We know it’s the biggest online retailer in the world, but the company reveals little about the extent of its own sales compared to those by sellers on the site. Amazon also doesn’t provide country-by-country numbers, but what we do know is that Amazon UK is considered a serious competitor to the High Street. Businesses like HMV, Comet and small bookshops all cite Amazon as the key to their troubled times (even if they may be said to be looking for a scapegoat). Even firms that have successfully surfed the wave of growth in ecommerce, such as John Lewis and Argos, are critical of Amazon’s power.


Considerations about particular websites aside, what can be said with certainty is that ecommerce is huge, it continues to grow and, moreover, it continues to grow faster than the UK economy in general. Indeed, the most heartening aspect of ecommerce over the past five years or so of global economic meltdown has been the surprising health and vigour of online sales. Even in times when the national economy has been in recession and retail spending retracting, ecommerce has expanded with double-digit growth. Each Christmas selling season has been bigger (sometimes much bigger) than the year before for more than a decade and that shows no signs of slowing.


That’s why I’m optimistic and bullish about the future. In so many ways the internet is rewriting the rules of business so that truly novel opportunities have opened up – and people who might never have dreamed of a career in retail or business can take advantage.


WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR >


There are countless ways to make eBay and ecommerce work for you whatever your situation, but this book is especially designed for some specific groups.


Aspiring small traders


One activity that eBay in particular is very good for is generating a bit of income on the side. Now, that can mean different things to different people. It could be that you just want to sell on a few bits here and there to generate a modicum of extra cash; or you could be after something more substantial to supplement their main income.


Earning cash this way is particularly good for retired people – I know plenty of over-70s who find that the challenge of ecommerce keeps them sharp and they enjoy the extra money. It’s also an option suited to young mums who need the flexibility of being their own boss but don’t want to go back into work full time. A small eBay operation can easily fit around the kids and anyone with young children can always do with a little extra dough.


Young people and students are another group who can benefit from plugging into eBay like this. Selling this way fits brilliantly around studies and social life and bright young things will often have their finger on the pulse of new trends and emerging fashions, which means they have an advantage in understanding what sells. If I was a student now, I wouldn’t be taking a bar job on minimum wage, I’d be selling on eBay.


Five-to-niners


Many people have the ambition of starting a business but find that in the current difficult climate it’s not possible to quit the day job and start trading. That’s why part-time entrepreneurs – those who come home and work on their new business from 5pm to 9pm – are so attracted to ecommerce.


Their ultimate aim is giving up the employment drudge and ditching the boss, but by proving the concept of the business in their spare time, they can better understand what they need to do to succeed in the future while they still enjoy the security of a salary.


Businesses going from bricks to clicks


In web industry parlance, high street shops that people visit in person to purchase goods are called (deliberately dismissively) ‘bricks and mortar’ shops. So it makes sense that an established retail store that develops a web presence and sells online is called a ‘bricks and clicks’ business.


Such organisations have already sorted out many of the necessary logistics: they have a ready supply of goods to sell and they should benefit from a well-developed eye for consumer trends. They should also know all about stock and distribution, so theoretically all they need to achieve is to translate what they do in the shop to the environment of the web. Nevertheless, that’s not a smooth transition and in fact it’s harder than it sounds, so even established companies will find something of interest in this book.



Ecommerce entrepreneurs



Ecommerce entrepreneurs are business opportunists. They usually have some money behind them and are hungry and impatient to put it to work generating profits. Many entrepreneurs are attracted to ecommerce because there are relatively few barriers to entry and it’s possible to have an effective operation up and running from scratch in a matter of weeks.


The other facet of an ecommerce business that such people usually have is access to stock that needs to be sold. Their funds also enable them to get good deals, and better discounts, by bargaining with wholesalers and offering immediate cash payment.


What is more, the real advantage entrepreneurs have when they enter the fray of selling online is a clear mind. They’re driven by an uncomplicated urge to make money and thus they tend to be unsentimental and focused on results.


One thing I’ve observed over the years is that some other people who’ve started to sell online don’t have this drive. I recall one woman who said she’d always loved jewellery, so she opened an online shop selling some really nice pieces and was as happy as Larry for a year. The problem was that she wasn’t really concentrating on building a business, but rather was having a lovely time playing shop, surrounded by the shiny baubles she was selling. At the end of the year, she realised that she’d hardly made a bean. That’s the kind of mistake that entrepreneurs don’t make.


Established growth seekers


Every day’s a school day. And the final group of people I’ve thought a lot about as I’ve been writing this book are those who are already selling on eBay and Amazon and are keen to develop their business further to sell more and make more money. It’s impossible to know exactly how many businesses are already selling online, but I’d be surprised if it was fewer than 250,000.


If you’re already busy selling online and building your business, it’s a constant challenge to keep abreast of changes and developments. Whether it’s an overhaul of Royal Mail fees or a reorganisation of Amazon’s categories, such changes are disruptive. You can also benefit from dozens of tools and services to help you run your business more effectively – you just need to know what they are.


So even if you’ve been trading online for years, there’s plenty in this book that will help you and give you the inspiration to make a positive difference to your enterprise.


Without further ado, let’s start benefiting from the ecommerce opportunity by taking a long, hard look at how to make the most of eBay.





Part I | Mastering eBay and building a business



[image: image] When it comes to ecommerce, there’s only one place to start. eBay provides a low-investment, low-risk gateway for entrepreneurs interested in getting their share of the action. It offers access to a readymade global marketplace populated by 200 million buyers, as well as off-the-peg tools to help sellers promote, manage and develop their sales.


A VERY BRIEF HISTORY OF eBAY >


On Labor Day 1995, a Silicon Valley coder called Pierre Omidyar launched what was to become eBay onto an unsuspecting internet. Originally, it was called Auctionweb and soon it was attracting a small but loyal following of geeks who used it to trade collectables and tech equipment. The site was primitive and for Pierre it was a labour of love, not a business.


As it grew, Auctionweb started to attract attention. Soon his web service provider began charging him more to account for the huge leap in web traffic the site was taking. Reluctantly, Pierre started charging a few cents for the service and soon small payments flooded in. Pierre wondered if he had stumbled onto something special.


At the heart of eBay lie two key principles. One was that the market had to be as free as was possible. Existing marketplaces (stock exchanges or the oil market, for instance) benefited bigger players and established traders. Prices and conditions were fixed to favour vested interests. It was rarely possible for outsiders to compete fairly.


He also believed that prices were better set by buyers rather than sellers. After all, what is a fair market price other than what someone is readily willing to pay? This concept was central to Pierre’s affection for auctions. In an auction sellers are able to set the minimum price they are willing to accept and if someone thinks that is a fair price they will buy. If two or more people are willing to pay the price, or more, they bid against each other until the highest price they are willing to pay is established. The fair market price is set by buyers on the basis of what they think something is worth rather than by outside controls, cartels or vested interests.


The second touchstone of eBay’s ethos lies with the simple maxim, codified by Pierre as the most important of the eBay values: people are basically good. He saw it in the earliest days of eBay and it still lies at the core of eBay’s rules. It is manifested in the feedback system and also in the leap of faith that people have to take to trade with strangers online.


> 1995: Pierre Omidyar founds eBay in San Jose, California


> 1996: eBay introduces Feedback systems


> 1996: eBay hires first Customer Support rep, Jim Griffith


> 1998: Meg Whitman joins ebay as CEO


> 1998: The company goes public with the eBay IPO on the Nasdaq


> 1999: eBay buys alando.de, later becomes eBay Germany


> 1999: eBay.co.uk and eBay.au open for businesses


> 2001: eBay introduces Buy It Now feature


> 2001: eBay buys PayPal


> 2007: John Donohoe succeeds Whitman to become eBay CEO


eBAY TODAY IN A NUTSHELL >


eBay is now a marketplace where individuals and businesses sell to an online audience of about 15 million people a month in the UK. Global in scope, eBay helps you buy and sell too with people all over the world.


Sellers offer goods for sale using an online form to post pictures and a written description describing the goods for sale and buyers can either bid using an online auction system or buy instantly using the Buy It Now feature. Buyers judge the trustworthiness of sellers using a feedback system of user reviews. Some eBay sellers are accredited as Top-rated Sellers for delivering consistent good service and get better visibility in search and other perks.


Almost universally, buyers pay sellers using the online payments processor PayPal, which is owned by eBay. Sellers sometimes offer Free P&P to buyers, but if there are carriage costs they are typically covered by the buyer. Postage costs are detailed on the View Item particulars when the buyers examine the item.


Once payment is received by the sellers, the item is dispatched. Sellers pay listing fees to make their wares available for sale on eBay (but do look out for free listing promos!) and also pay a Final Value Fee commission on a successful sale. The listing fee and commission depend on the value of the goods sold and the category they were listed in. Both buyer and seller then leave feedback for their trading partner depending on how the trade went.


In the event of a sale going awry, buyers are covered by eBay Buyer Protection and sellers who get ripped off by a buyer (usually because of a dodgy payment) are protected too by PayPal.


Increasingly eBay is becoming an outlet for bigger retailers and high street names and is moving away from the ‘hobby sellers’ who were the mainstay in the past. But that said, many small businesses prosper on the site and there is still an army of individuals selling a few bits and bobs to turn a shilling.


It’s the nursery for any budding ecommerce entrepreneur for three key reasons.



BUILT FOR BEGINNERS >



Other marketplaces, especially Amazon, require you to have an established commercial operation up and ready at the get-go. You need to provide them with all manner of business bona fides and details when you register. eBay isn’t like that and is open to all. That means you can start selling very quickly indeed, and have your first items up for sale in minutes.


REPEATABLE SUCCESS >


If you can make it there, you’ll make it anywhere. As you strive for success on eBay, you’ll learn all the skills you’ll need elsewhere. Crafting superb listings that convert browsers into buyers, learning the labyrinth of postal services and couriers and even dealing with tricky customers are all vital skills and entirely transferable to wherever you sell online.


Learning the ropes on eBay is also good for honing your competitive skills and helping you understand that it’s a fairly cut-throat and relentless marketplace out there. eBay is very competitive and you’re fighting other sellers to get the attention of the buyers. It’s good practice.
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