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Preface






It used to be that if you wanted to start a business selling products to customers, you needed to open a brick-and-mortar retail store. This represented a huge commitment in time and money, not to mention significant risk. Operating a traditional retail store also meant catering to a group of customers from a narrow geographic area while competing with mass-market superstores. In addition to maintaining regular business hours, staffing the store with employees, and typically being required to sign a long-term lease for retail space, if you made any wrong decisions, it could easily lead to the business failing and personal financial ruin.


Now, thanks to the internet, just about anyone can start an online business. An ecommerce business can be operated from virtually anywhere (if an internet connection is available), and just about anything that could be sold at retail can be sold online. Most important, you face significantly lower startup costs, less of a time commitment, and far less risk.


In fact, with today’s technology, you could theoretically create and launch an online business in days or weeks—not months—and depending on what you plan to sell, the startup costs might be in the hundreds or thousands of dollars, as opposed to the hundreds of thousands of dollars (or more) needed to open a traditional retail store.


Ecommerce platform Shopify published a report in January 2022 titled “The Future of Commerce Trend Report: 2022,” which noted that businesses have been forced to deal with more change in the past two years than in the previous 20. For the ecommerce business operator, this represents a potential opportunity, because more consumers than ever are now willing and able to shop online.


However, Shopify’s report also noted that many challenges and changes still lie ahead, especially when it comes to product shortages, increased shipping times and costs, and higher online advertising costs. It stressed the importance of not just creating a website to sell products, but to build an interactive online community for your customers. This can be done using tools offered by Shopify, as well as various social media platforms. This trend is being referred to as “social commerce,” as opposed to “ecommerce.”


One of many important lessons that can be learned from this report is that “People are more willing than ever to buy from brands that resonate with them because of geography, company values, or sustainability.” This makes it more important than ever for an online business operator to build their brand, company, and products around a strong, relatable, and attention-grabbing story that target customers will relate to. We will explore this concept in later chapters of the book. For example, in Chapter 5 “Creating Your Online Store,” the concept of developing a brand around your business is explained.





Some Benefits to Operating an Online Business



People of all ages (starting as young as their early teens), from all walks of life, and from all over the world have discovered that operating an ecommerce business can be a highly lucrative part-time or full-time business opportunity with virtually limitless potential. Starting an online business allows you to become your own boss, set your own work schedule, work from your home (or an office), and potentially reach a global audience.


Unlike a traditional retail store, an ecommerce business is available to customers 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, regardless of where they’re located (provided you’re willing and able to ship your physical products to customers located outside your home country).


By 2024, eMarketer and Insider Intelligence predict that ecommerce sales worldwide will reach $6.7 trillion. According to Shopify, back in 2019 online purchases represented just 13.6 percent of all product purchases by consumers, but by 2021 the figure had reached 19.5 percent. By 2024, it’s predicted to reach at least 21.8 percent. While online purchasing continues to be used by more and more U.S. consumers, this is a global phenomenon. In 2020, Latin America had the highest growth of retail ecommerce sales, followed by North America, Europe, and Asia.


Out of all the countries on earth, however, China represents the largest pool of consumers who shop online. As of 2022, Chinese consumers were responsible for $2.8 trillion in online sales, compared to the U.S., which was responsible for $843 billion.


Shopify predicts that by 2024, there will be more than 2.14 billion consumers worldwide who regularly shop online. Obviously, not all these people will be a prospective customer for your business, but even a tiny percentage of them represents a huge potential market that your website can appeal to.








Ecommerce Offers Tremendous Opportunity



As an online business operator, it’ll be your responsibility to identify a niche target audience for your products out of the ever-growing population that’s willing and able to shop online and then learn how to reach that audience to drive them to your website. It’ll then be your job to convert visitors to your website into paying customers and later convert those customers into repeat customers.


A traditional website conveys information to a visitor through text, photos, video, graphics, animations, sound, and other multimedia content. An ecommerce website does much the same thing, but its purpose is to showcase products for potential customers and then offer an interactive shopping cart that allows them to quickly select and pay for them using a credit card, debit card, or electronic payment service. An ecommerce website can be accessed through an internet-connected desktop computer, laptop, smart-phone, tablet, and sometimes other devices, such as a smart watch, smart speaker, or smart TV.


As an up-and-coming ecommerce business operator, it’s essential to keep up-to-date on the latest consumer and technology trends. For example, mobile ecommerce continues to experience major growth worldwide. This means that more and more consumers are doing their online shopping from mobile devices, such as smartphones and tablets. At least through 2024, business research firm Insider Intelligence forecasts that the percentage of consumers who shop online using their mobile devices will increase at a 25.5 percent compound annual rate.


Virtually any physical product traditionally sold in a retail store can also be sold online. In addition, an ecommerce website can be used to sell services or digital products (ebooks, audiobooks, videos, NFTs, software, mobile apps, etc.) that get purchased and downloaded by the customer, as opposed to physical products that get shipped to them through the mail.


As you’ll discover shortly, however, while just about anything can be sold online by a small ecommerce business operator, not everything will generate sales and allow them to earn a profit. Before you invest the time, effort, and money required to launch an online business, it’s essential that you focus carefully on what you’ll be selling, who you’ll be selling to, what competition already exists, and whether your product ideas are viable. That’s the focus of Chapter 3, “What Can Be Sold Online.”


What makes starting and operating an ecommerce business so attractive to so many people is that if you rely on an ecommerce turnkey solution, you don’t need to become a tech-savvy website designer or programmer to create a professional-looking and highly functional ecommerce website that will appeal to your target audience. If you know how to use email, navigate the web, and use a word processor, you already have the basic skill set you need to create and operate an online business.








Shopify Is a Powerful Ecommerce Turnkey Solution



As the name suggests, an ecommerce turnkey solution is a set of tools available to online business operators that were created by programmers, website designers, graphic artists, and other professionals to make starting an ecommerce website easy even for nontechnical people. Using an ecommerce website template (or “theme”), an online business operator simply needs to add details and artwork related to their products and company, often using a drag-and-drop user interface, to create a professional and easy-to-use website, with no programming required.


Many companies now offer ecommerce turnkey solutions to online business operators and entrepreneurs. To get started with one of them requires a very small financial investment and no long-term commitment. How much time it’ll take you to create and launch your ecommerce site will vary greatly, however, depending on a wide range of factors that we’ll be exploring shortly. However, creating and operating this type of business involves far less risk than opening and operating a traditional retail store.





What Is Shopify?



Originally launched in 2006, Shopify has become one of the world’s most popular and successful ecommerce turnkey solutions, offering products, services, and support to more than 1.75 million online business operators of all sizes from about 175 countries. Shopify offers the tools and resources most business operators need to create, launch, market, and manage a successful ecommerce business. Most of these tools and services are highly customizable and relatively easy to use, with a minimal learning curve associated with them. A startup ecommerce business operator can begin using the Shopify platform for as little as $29 per month (as of 2022). For all these reasons, Shopify is considered one of the world’s leading ecommerce platforms, with a U.S. market share of 23 percent as of the end of 2021.


However, while Shopify is the primary focus of Ultimate Guide to Shopify, it’s important to understand that this service is not your only option, and that the decision about which ecommerce turnkey solution you choose should be based on a wide range of factors, such as what you’ll be selling, who you’ll be selling to, the scalability you’ll need as your business grows, your level of technical expertise, and the collection of tools and pricing that you require.


You should also understand that the author and publisher of the Ultimate Guide to Shopify are in no way affiliated with Shopify. The goal of this book is to offer you an unbiased resource that will include a comprehensive introduction to the Shopify platform and eventually help you launch a successful online business. Keep in mind that technology and consumer buying habits change continuously, and that the Shopify platform continues to evolve and expand, with updates as well as new products and services designed to give online business operators the tools they need to manage a successful ecommerce business.


Moving forward, know that people from all walks of life have operated and continue to run successful ecommerce businesses using the Shopify platform. But the more knowledge, education, and experience you have, whether it’s from running a traditional business or an online business, the bigger advantage you’ll have over your competition. As you’ll see, simply creating a professional-looking website that nicely showcases your products is just one piece of the ecommerce puzzle you’ll need to master.


Operating a successful online business will require you to juggle a wide range of tasks: bookkeeping, sales, inventory management, customer service, writing/editing, advertising, marketing, promotions, product photography, product shipping, and public relations. You’ll also need to become an expert on whatever it is you plan to sell and learn how to pinpoint, and successfully reach, your niche target audience.


Sure, you’ll be able to learn some of these skills as you go. You can also hire experts to help you along the way. But regardless of what you plan to sell, or whom you plan to sell it to, it’s essential to establish a stable foundation for your online business. Thus, the stronger your skill set is at the start, the greater your chances of success will be.











10 Common Issues Related to Running an Online Business



As you begin your quest to become an ecommerce entrepreneur and launch your own online business, it’s essential to start off with realistic expectations. The following are just some of the misconceptions people commonly have when they decide to start a business online:




	Operating an ecommerce business is a get-rich-quick scheme. It’s not!


	Even if you choose the perfect products/services to sell and create an amazing website, just publishing a website online will not automatically lead to sales, profits, and great wealth. One of the costliest aspects of running an online business (and one that requires a significant time commitment as well) is advertising, marketing, and promoting your business to generate a steady flow of traffic (visitors) to your website.


	Realistically, it could take weeks, months, or even a year (possibly longer) before your online business becomes profitable.


	Regardless of what you choose to sell or who you identify as your target audience, you’re going to have a lot of competition from other businesses, both brick-andmortar and online.


	Operating an ecommerce business is an actual business (not a hobby). It will require a significant time and financial commitment, but you should not quit your existing job until you know your new business can generate the profit needed to sustain itself and provide you with a salary. As a legal business entity, you will need to pay taxes and maintain accurate financial records.


	Not all online businesses succeed. In fact, many fail. By reading this book, however, you will learn how to avoid many of the most common pitfalls people encounter as they launch and begin operating an ecommerce business using the Shopify platform.


	While the Shopify platform is powerful, constantly evolving, and widely used, it may not be the right choice for your specific business. No single solution or set of tools is ideal for everyone. Once you determine what you want to sell and who your target audience will be, it’s your job to research the tools that are best suited to your needs, budget, and skill set.


	Choosing to use the Shopify platform will not replace the need for you to make your own business decisions. There will be plenty of important decisions to make upfront and then moving forward. Mistakes could become time-consuming and costly, and result in the failure of your operation in the long run. As with any business, creating a proper business plan, doing plenty of research, and making sure you don’t cut necessary corners to save time and money will be essential.


	Online businesses run themselves. No! This is a common misconception! You will need to constantly update and manage your website, promote and advertise your business, keep your customers happy, and handle a wide range of responsibilities that will ensure your business operates smoothly. While you can set your own schedule and potentially run your online business on a part-time basis, it will never become a “self-running” or “fully automated” venture.


	You can’t sell low-cost, imported junk to customers at a high profit margin and expect to grow a profitable business. Whether it’s through social media, product ratings/reviews, business ratings/reviews, or word-of-mouth, if you attempt to rip off consumers, misrepresent or lie about your products, or mislead your customers in any way, your reputation will quickly be tarnished, and you’ll see your sales grind to a halt. As a small business operator, you should offer your customers top-quality products, top-notch customer service, and an overall quick-and-easy online shopping experience.











It All Starts with a Great Idea!



To become a successful ecommerce entrepreneur, you need a great idea regarding what you want to sell and whom you want to sell it to. As you’ll discover, you need to come up with one or more products or services that are in demand, have a decent profit margin, are easily sourced or manufactured, and do not have an insane amount of competition.


Ideally, you also want evergreen products that are not seasonal or fad-based, and that have a growing niche customer base that you can easily and affordably identify and reach.


In other words, as a small, independent online business operator, you cannot compete with Target, Walmart, Costco, Amazon, mall chain stores, popular franchises, or any other mass-market seller when it comes to commonly used products or services. Your best chance for success lies in selling unique or unusual items to a niche audience that you can easily target with your marketing efforts.


Once you have identified both the products and/or services to sell and the target audience you plan to sell them to, only then should you start designing and planning your ecommerce website. As one of the world’s leading ecommerce platforms, there’s a good chance that Shopify will provide the tools and services you need both now and in the future, which is why reading the Ultimate Guide to Shopify is a good first step toward getting your online business started.


In addition to helping you quickly get acquainted with the Shopify platform, this book includes 10 exclusive in-depth interviews with Shopify experts and experienced online business operators who have achieved success using Shopify. In these interviews, you’ll discover real-world advice and strategies that will help you achieve success and learn how to avoid common mistakes that other ecommerce entrepreneurs have made before you.


Consider these experts to be your mentors. While you’ll likely never meet or interact with them in person, you can still learn a lot from their experiences as you move forward with your own business venture. In addition to these interviews, this book is full of helpful tips, free (and low-cost) resources, and detailed advice that’ll help you navigate the often-overwhelming world of ecommerce.


Especially as the world’s population learns how to navigate the post–COVID-19 landscape, the ongoing reliance people have developed on online shopping over the past few years will not diminish anytime soon. If you can provide your customers with an online shopping experience that’s quick, easy, risk-free, and competitive on price, while offering a superior customer-service experience, top-quality products, and fast shipping, you’ll be well on your way to building a viable and profitable ecommerce business using the tools offered by Shopify.


The primary goal of the Ultimate Guide to Shopify is to help you navigate the road ahead, as you develop and flesh out the idea for your online business and then invest the time, energy, money, and resources needed to make it a reality and succeed using the Shopify platform.


After reading this book, you should be able to determine whether your idea is viable, understand the steps you need to take to create and manage a successful ecommerce website, determine what additional help you may need, and recognize how Shopify can help you save time and money as you get your business venture off the ground.
















CHAPTER 1

Introduction to Shopify







If you have one or more products you wish to sell online, you’ll need to create a website with ecommerce capabilities, which means that in addition to containing a description and photos of the products being sold, the website will need to be integrated with a shopping cart function, giving it the ability to accept orders and process payments.


You have a wide range of options when it comes to creating a professional-looking ecommerce website with all the features and functionality you’ll need. The most costly and complicated option is to create and program a website from scratch, launch it online, and then promote it to your potential audience. This requires you to have web programming and graphic design skills, not to mention the wherewithal to operate a business.





An Ecommerce Turnkey Solution Offers an Easy Way to Launch Your Online Business



A more cost-effective approach is to take advantage of an ecommerce turnkey solution, using a well-established and reputable service provider. This option requires no programming whatsoever, and while some basic graphic design skills will be useful, they’re not essential. When you use an ecommerce turnkey solution, all the tools you need to create, publish, and manage your ecommerce website are provided to you via an online service. All you need to do is pick a template (or theme) for your website, add the content you need (often using drag-and-drop functionality), and then use the premade tools to publish and manage your site.


Because you’re customizing a preexisting website template that was designed by professional programmers and graphic artists, all you need to do is supply the assets that will be featured on your website, such as your company logo, product descriptions, and product photos. (We will discuss how to do this in Chapter 5, “Creating Your Online Store.”) You will typically have a wide selection of templates/themes to choose from, so you should choose one that complements what you’re selling and to whom you’re selling it.


In most cases, you’ll also have access to a vast array of optional features and functions (in the form of apps) that you can add to your ecommerce website (again, with no programming required). You’ll need to look these options over and decide which of them you want to use—remembering to keep your website as user-friendly and clutter-free as possible.


When creating your ecommerce website, every decision should be made with your intended customers in mind. Remember that your website visitors will have a very short attention span, so if they can’t find what they want quickly, they will simply click away from your site and probably never return.


Thus, your goal should always be to provide the fastest, easiest, most convenient, and most reliable shopping experience possible—without including anything that could distract or confuse visitors to your website. The more you know the intended target audience for your products and the better you understand their shopping habits and needs, the easier it’ll be to create a website that truly caters to them.


It’s important to understand that no single formula, website design, or sales approach works for all products being sold to all customers. Your products need to be carefully curated, and when someone visits your website, everything they see, hear, and experience must cater specifically to their wants and needs.


To accomplish this, you must pinpoint the target audience for your products, understand the online shopping habits of this niche audience, and then cater every aspect of your website’s design to them by choosing the most appropriate ecommerce turnkey solution and using the tools they offer to their utmost advantage.








You Have Numerous Ecommerce Turnkey Solution Options



Shopify is a proven ecommerce platform that’s relatively easy-to-use, affordable, scalable, and constantly evolving to offer online sellers the tools and functions they need to capitalize on the latest consumer online buying trends, while ensuring compatibility with all the latest computers, web browsers, smartphones, and tablets. Shopify offers everything you need to design, publish, and manage your ecommerce business for a flat monthly fee that ranges between $29 and $299, depending on the service plan you select.


Shopify is not your only option, however, when it comes to choosing an ecommerce turnkey solution. Depending on what you’re selling, whom you’ll be selling to, your level of comfort with technology, and the features and functions you need to incorporate into your website, many other ecommerce turnkey solutions are available to you as an online seller. Some of these include:




	
Etsy: www.etsy.com/sell?ref=ftr



	
GoDaddy: www.godaddy.com/websites/online-store



	
Network Solutions: www.networksolutions.com/website/e-commerce-website-builder



	
Square Online: https://squareup.com/us/en/online-store



	
Web.com: https://www.web.com/website-builder-landing



	
Wix eCommerce: https://www.wix.com/ecommerce/website



	
WordPress: https://wordpress.org






Each of these services offers a slightly different collection of features, functions, and tools, along with its own selection of templates or themes. Before choosing a platform, it’s important to determine your objectives, and to decide what features and functionality your website will need on the front and back end.


Etsy, for example, is an online shopping community designed specifically for selling handcrafted items, and it provides an easy way to launch an online store if you’re a painter, sculptor, jewelry maker, knitter, or other type of crafter. The rest of the services listed above offer tools for anyone to sell just about anything online—whether you have one product or a vast catalog of products with each item available in a variety of sizes and colors.








10 Things to Look for When Choosing an Ecommerce Turnkey Solution



As you’re evaluating what each platform offers to online merchants and business operators, pay attention to the following 10 issues:




	How long the service has been operating online and what its reputation is among sellers and consumers


	The features and functions offered for designing, publishing, and managing all aspects of your online business


	How easy the service and its tools are to use, both for you (the online merchant) and your customers. If, say, the checkout process takes too long or is too complicated, you’ll wind up losing business.


	The number and quality of the themes or templates you can choose from. Your website must look professional and have zero bugs, and you must be able to customize whichever template or theme you choose in order to properly brand your business and showcase your products.


	The level of customer service and support offered by the ecommerce platform (and third-party experts), so that when you run into any type of question or technical issue, you can get it answered or resolved quickly


	The upfront and ongoing fees you’ll be charged per month and/or per sale, including all payment processing fees


	The level of technical know-how needed to use the service and the learning curve associated with it


	The ability to scale your website as your business grows, without having to switch platforms


	The security and privacy tools and features automatically included in the platform


	The assurance that your website will support all hardware platforms and web browsers and will adapt automatically to whatever hardware or software your visitors are using. Your site’s shopping experience should be flawless, whether someone is using a full-size computer monitor, a tablet, or their smartphone to purchase your products.





The best way to determine which ecommerce platform is best for your business is to do your research. Visit a handful of popular platforms, review the services they offer, and look at some sample websites that run on those platforms. Next, determine who your top competitors will be once you launch your business, and try to determine what ecommerce platform they are using.


When visiting the websites of your potential competitors, do so as a customer and make a purchase. As you go through the purchasing process, pay attention to its strengths and weaknesses. What does each competitor’s website do well? What problems or questions do you encounter as a customer? What ways could you improve on the experience with your own website? Doing this will help you define the consumer experience you’re striving to achieve with your own website and help you narrow down your search for an ecommerce turnkey solution that offers the tools to provide that experience, as well as a professional appearance to every aspect of the site.








Shopify Offers Many Options to Business Operators



As we delve deeper into Shopify’s offerings, you’ll see that this platform not only offers scalable ecommerce solutions suitable for any size business, but also a vast selection of tools and resources to help you build your brand; create an online presence; manage your store; and establish the foundation for you to sell via your website, through a Shopify Buy Button incorporated into your social media posts, in person, or through Google Shopping, Walmart Marketplace, eBay, and other platforms.


Shopify also provides integrated tools to help you market and promote your business through email, online advertising, and online chats/text messaging, as well as tools to handle the back end of your business, such as payment processing, shipping, inventory management, and handling returns and refunds. Shopify also supplies you with comprehensive and real-time analytics that allow you to track every aspect of your business, including the interactions people have while using your website.




DROPSHIPPING IS AN OPTION, BUT IT MIGHT NOT BE A GREAT ONE


You also have the option to quickly set up relationships with dropshippers and then create a website to sell products that you never actually take possession of. In other words, you can sell products online and have a third-party dropshipper handle all the order fulfillment and inventory management—for a fee.


Creating an ecommerce business using the dropshipping model is possible with Shopify, but as you’ll discover, it’s not always the wisest route, especially if you’re hoping for long-term success as an online business. Dropshipping requires you to rely heavily on one or more third parties to maintain inventory and fulfill your orders. Should something go wrong, you have little control over rectifying the situation and being able to make your customers happy.


Plus, if you sell products that are being shipped directly from China or another distant country, your customers will often place an order thinking it will be shipped and arrive within a few business days, only to discover it will instead take four to six weeks. This often results in canceled orders and can earn your business a negative reputation, leading to unfavorable ratings and reviews.


For these and other reasons that will be explored later in this book (see Chapter 3, “What Can Be Sold Online”), building an ecommerce business using a pure dropshipping model is seldom the best approach, and is therefore not one that we will spend much time on. Most of this book’s focus is on choosing the best products to sell online, determining and getting to know the target audience for those items, and then using Shopify to create the best possible ecommerce website. Another major focus is on helping you market, advertise, and promote your business through a cost-effective, well-planned, multifaceted approach, as well as to help you provide the best possible customer service.





Properly handling every aspect of planning, creating, publishing, managing, marketing, and customer service for your ecommerce business is essential. If you try to cut any corners or skip putting the necessary time, money, and resources into one or more of these areas, your chances of failure increase exponentially.


The good news is that you don’t have to accomplish all that on your own. Whenever you encounter something you don’t yet have the knowledge, skill set, or experience to handle, you have plenty of resources available to you (including individual Shopify Experts you can hire on a per-hour or per-project basis), which, if used correctly, will greatly improve your chances of success.








Establish Realistic Goals for Your Business



While it’s true that just about any type of product can be sold online, as a startup ecommerce business, you need to be very selective about what products you choose to sell. Chapter 3, “What Can Be Sold Online,” will help you pick the perfect products to sell, based on your ability to reach the target audience for those products, the existing competition, and the resources you have available.


Whatever you choose to sell, however, remember that starting an online business is not a get-rich-quick scheme. Realistically, it could take several months (if not longer) for you to begin generating a steady flow of traffic to your website. That traffic then needs to be successfully converted into paying customers—and enough of them to turn a profit.


Again, there’s no single formula to follow that’ll guarantee your success. However, you can follow proven steps to establish and manage your business correctly and avoid the most common pitfalls that could lead to costly mistakes or even the demise of your business. It all comes down to choosing the best products to sell, creating the best possible ecommerce website using the tools offered by Shopify, pinpointing your target audience, and learning how to successfully market your products to that audience while maintaining a positive online reputation.


Keep in mind that while you can theoretically create an ecommerce website and establish an online business presence in a matter of days for a very low startup cost, many other steps are required to establish the foundation for your business: choose what you’ll sell, get to know your audience, create the assets for your website (i.e., the content), customize the website theme or template, develop a marketing plan, set up your bookkeeping tools, establish your inventory, and get ready to start fulfilling orders. You can easily invest several weeks or months (working part time or full time) before you’re ready to publish your site online and begin welcoming visitors.


Also remember that you’ll have other startup costs, above whatever you’ll need to spend to create your website using Shopify. You’ll need to have the finances in place to advertise, promote, and market your business on an ongoing basis (before it begins to generate any revenue or profit) to drive a steady flow of traffic to your site.


How much you’ll need to cover your startup costs and handle the site’s advertising, marketing, and promotion will vary greatly, based on several factors that we’ll delve into shortly in Chapter 8. For now, just keep in mind that the base $29 per month startup cost to use Shopify is very misleading in terms of what it’ll cost you to get your business off the ground. You could easily spend several thousand dollars (or much more) during the startup phase of your business.








Avoid the Most Common Misconception About Operating an Online-Based Business



Without a doubt, the most common misconception related to starting an online ecommerce business is that if you invest just a few days to create a website and publish it online, people will automatically (and magically) discover your business and begin shopping from your site. Unfortunately, nothing could be further from the truth.


As you’ll discover, you must complete numerous steps before you’re ready to start accepting orders, and many of these steps have multiple subtasks that must be completed as well. Then, once your business is online and operational, it will require a significant and ongoing time investment from you: interacting with potential and existing customers, fulfilling orders, managing the website, handling customer-service issues, and juggling the other responsibilities associated with running a business (such as bookkeeping, inventory management, and marketing your business).


In every sense of the word, running an ecommerce business carries many of the same responsibilities (and requires the same core knowledge and skill set) as running any other type of business. From a technology standpoint, if you know how to do word processing and navigate the internet, you have what it takes to use the tools provided by Shopify, but you will need to tap many other skills and juggle many responsibilities to achieve success as an online business operator.


Many of the skills and the knowledge you’ll need to run your business can be acquired as you go. However, the more experience you have running any type of business in the real world, and the more proficient you are at using social media and handling tasks like bookkeeping, the easier time you’ll have getting your business up and running. As for any skills you’re lacking, consider hiring specialized freelance help to provide the assistance you need to avoid making costly mistakes.








The World of Ecommerce Is Looking Brighter Than Ever Before



The startup costs for an online business continue to be significantly lower (and carry far less risk) than launching a traditional brick-and-mortar retail business, and more consumers than ever are shopping online—to the tune of a projected $5.55 trillion worldwide (including $875 billion in the U.S. alone) in 2022, according to research from Shopify.


According to dropshipping app company Oberlo, 27.2 percent of the world’s population are considered online shoppers as of 2021, and online shopping accounts for more than 18 percent of the world’s retail sales. It’s expected that this will grow to 22 percent of the world’s sales by the end of 2023.


With so many powerful tools at your disposal, and services like Shopify making it so easy to establish and manage an ecommerce business, there has never been a better time to launch your online business venture, provided that you do the proper research and acquire the right knowledge and skills before you start. The information in this book, including the advice you’ll receive from online business operators and experts, will serve as a reliable road-map to help you build a strong foundation for success.


As you move forward, start kicking around ideas for what you want to sell, to whom you want to sell it, what you want your ecommerce website to look like, and what website functionality you’ll need to create the ideal shopping experience for your customers. With these thoughts in mind, the next chapter will help you learn more about what the Shopify platform offers and how to start using it.


Then, once you understand what’s possible with Shopify, we’ll focus on your business: choosing the best products to sell; pinpointing your target audience; establishing your business; learning how to market, advertise, and promote your business; finding the expert help you need; providing superior customer service; and focusing on proven strategies for fulfilling your orders in a way that will make your customers happy (and allow you to earn a profit).




SHOPIFY EXPERT


Darrell WilliamsTransform a Shopify Store into a Profitable Business


Before growth marketing expert Darrell Williams started San Francisco–based Growth Hack Guides (https://growthhackguides.com), he worked for startups and digital marketing agencies at the senior leadership level. During his tenure at Shopify digital advertising agency BVA (Brand Value Accelerator), he helped multiple Shopify-based business operators launch, optimize, and scale their business ventures.


Williams created Growth Hack Guides (an online-based training program) to help aspiring entrepreneurs realize the path to success is not as hard as they might think. He believes that launching and scaling an online business becomes easier with expert guidance. This philosophy also inspired him to share his knowledge and advice through the interview you’re about to read.


Q: If someone wants to launch an online business, why is Shopify the platform they should use?


Shopify offers a lot of different customization options and plug-ins, so it’s much more versatile than many other ecommerce turnkey solutions.


It’s also a more manageable platform to use, especially for startup business operators who don’t know a lot about ecommerce or coding. If you happen to know how to code, Shopify is developer-friendly and offers advanced and robust tools that can give experienced online business operators much more control over every aspect of their website.


Q: One of the things that sets Shopify apart is the existence of the Shopify Experts network. Is this a resource that all startups should rely on?


Very few people have all the knowledge, experience, and skills needed to handle all aspects of establishing, designing, launching, managing, and promoting an ecommerce business.


For this reason, I strongly recommend that people determine their shortcomings and then seek out experts to help them along the way. The specialists who are registered with the Shopify Experts network have a high level of expertise and experience. The specialist can help startups take advantage of the more advanced functionality offered by Shopify.


Experts can help you understand product differentiation and how to create a recognizable brand around your business. However, when it comes to selling online, what you have to focus on once you have site visitors to your store is conversion rate, which is the percentage of visitors to your website that become paying customers.


Q: What should people understand about the startup costs associated with launching a Shopify-based business?


Using the Shopify platform requires a minimal startup cost. However, you may need to hire a graphic designer to create your company logo and then hire a professional photographer to take your product images.


In addition, a lawyer and an accountant are helpful to establish your legal business entity and bookkeeping. Then you’ll likely have manufacturing or inventory costs associated with your products.


To acquire site traffic, I highly recommend hiring an SEO (search engine optimization) professional first to start generating sales from search engines. By hiring an SEO professional, you can learn which keywords people type in to find your products. Then, once you have established search engine traffic, hire a PPC (pay per click) specialist to utilize the keyword data to run ads on Google. Then turn your attention to hiring a social media specialist.


As you can see, the costs start to compound, but if you tackle each stage in the order I suggest, your sales should start to compound as well.


Q: Do you have any advice on how to choose what products to sell online or the number of products an online store should start off selling?


As a rule of thumb, I would advise people to start with no more than 10 products. You want to be selective when choosing what you’ll be selling and do research in advance to determine the demand.


The more you understand about your target audience, the easier it’ll be to diversify your products. You’ll also have an easier time reaching a niche audience with your advertising and marketing.


In the early stages, you can’t cast too wide of a net. Once your business launches, you’ll want to study the analytics regularly to make sure you fully understand who your customers are and what their level of engagement is when they visit each page or section of your website.


Q: What would you say is the biggest misconception people have when they’re first starting a Shopify-based ecommerce business?


The biggest misconception I see repeatedly is that people think if they create an ecommerce store, buyers will automatically discover their store and begin buying immediately.


There is also this misconception that once you do gain a customer, they’ll become a repeat customer. You’ll need to take steps to earn repeat business. One sale does not automatically equate to three more from that person in the future.


If your business model depends on you earning repeat business from customers, you need to offer a great product, an easy shopping experience, and superior customer service.


I recommend learning how to use an email marketing strategy to help generate repeat business and how to leverage email to boost your AOV (average order value).


Q: What are some of the ways an ecommerce business can use email as a marketing tool?


First and foremost, you have a lot of email marketing platforms at your disposal. Choose one that offers advanced customization options, but that’s relatively easy to use. For example, I often recommend a service called ConvertKit [https://convertkit.com] to my clients. It’s a low-cost email marketing tool that is ideal for startup ecommerce businesses with a few hundred subscribers. Still, it can quickly grow with your business once you have thousands or tens of thousands of subscribers.


The secret sauce with email marketing is creating different segmented email lists and focusing on the quality of content within your emails to your list. In addition, ensure your emails are easy to read quickly and include time-sensitive CTAs (calls to action) and provide incentives that the reader will perceive as valuable.


Always maintain an open dialogue with your customers, and make sure your emails are not perceived as annoying or intrusive. When it comes to using email marketing as a sales tool to generate business or repeat business, there is no set rule in terms of how frequently you should be sending out emails. A lot depends on what you’re selling, to whom you’re selling, and the approach you take with your email content.


Be careful that you don’t send emails too frequently or that the contents of your emails only offer a strong sales message without including information the recipients will perceive as informative. It’s essential to gauge your audience and test your email campaigns, especially as you’re learning about your audience and doing your best to cater to them.


Based on my experience, if you’re trying to reach consumers, email marketing works very well when the emails are sent midweek and late in the afternoon. However, you’ll often see less success if emails are sent on weekends or at the beginning of a week.


Remember that many people will be reading your emails from mobile devices, so format your emails to accommodate a smaller screen.


Q: In your opinion, what are some of the most essential core skills someone should have as they launch their ecommerce business using the Shopify platform?


I believe in the importance of understanding SEO, as well as how to conduct CRO (conversion rate optimization) analysis, running PPC ads as soon as you launch your business. You can learn these skills or hire experts to help you, but it is critical to understand your acquisition strategy. It’s also essential to understand the nuances of content creation. For example, when you launch a Shopify store, every aspect of your website should aim to educate your visitors about what you’re selling, in a way that’ll quickly convert those people into paying customers.


Q: Realistically, how long will it take for someone to come up with an idea for an ecommerce business and then launch it successfully?


There is no set timeline that works for every business. The advice I offer is to never rush any aspect of the process. Take your time. Test every part of your website, invest the time you need to create your content, do your research, and learn about your products and target customers.


Make sure every aspect of your website is easy to use and navigate, that everything works, that it contains nothing misleading or distracting, and that you proofread everything carefully. One of the first things you should do is create SMART goals. Setting goals is too vague. SMART goals are Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, and Time-based.


I am a firm believer that every ecommerce business should have a brand that resonates with the target customer. So start at why and not what. Everyone will know what you sell, but the key is focusing on why they should buy from you specifically.


Here is one last piece of advice that is very important. Since ecommerce stores use several images, make sure to use JPEG or WEBP image file formats. Also be sure to add image compression and an appropriate descriptive file name, caption, and metadata to each image when incorporating it into your website. In terms of scheduling and setting a time frame to launch your business, in most cases, you can go live with a new store in three to six weeks.
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