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Introduction

Back in the 1960s, it was said that opinions were like Volkswagens: Everybody had one. Fast-forward 40 years to today. When it comes to the future of e-commerce, it’s no different. It seems everyone is trying to sell something on the Internet. But what about the facts?

Some day, in the early part of the twenty-first century, the e-commerce landscape will contain either hundreds of thousands of e-commerce sites or just a few Wal-Mart–type sites competing for the attention and dollars of online consumers. As attractive as it might be to think that Wal-Mart will rule the Internet, as it seems to rule any community where it sets up shop, it just ain’t gonna happen. This includes current Goliaths like Amazon.

Consumers like choices. They enjoy their personal freedom to choose. To think that they would sheepishly allow one merchant to fill all their needs is whistling in the dark.

Okay, then. What will the future of shopping online look like?

What was it that Dennis Hopper said? “The ’90s are gonna make the ‘60s look like the ’50s”? We’re past the ’90s now, but the thinking still applies. We’ve had a resurgence of “retro” these last several years, and the Net is adding its own line to Hopper’s quote. The Internet will make the recent turn of this century look more like the turn of the last. This will add up to a resurgence of the nineteenth century, but this time on a global scale.

In short, we’re becoming a planet of shopkeepers. That will change the face of e-commerce. Fueling this change is Yahoo!, which is paving the way to the future of consumer choice with the Yahoo! store program.

Now, making money to augment your income using a part–time e-commerce business is not easy. Making an entire living from your online business is even more difficult. Making money on the Net is not easy. To paraphrase an old investment quote, if you want to make a small fortune in e-commerce, start with a large one. Just look at the many dot-bombs that have crashed and burned over the last four or five years.

Why is it so difficult to make a living online?

There are a variety of reasons, and they come in all sizes. There’s the cost of building and maintaining a full-blown e-commerce site. Web servers, database servers, email servers, and a host of software applications are only the start of long laundry list of expense items. Then, there are the personnel—programmers, Web designers, IT specialists, businesses developers, marketers, and customer service and warehouse people. Finally, there’s warehousing and shipping the products themselves. The money needed to run a successful online business flows like a river: You need money to create it, maintain it, and then advertise and promote it.

This is where the Yahoo! store program can help.

The Yahoo! stores have grown into one of the largest online shopping destinations on the Web today. The nearly 20,000 Yahoo! stores have a 71% reach among online consumers, the highest on the Web. In May 2005, there were 21,317 searches for the phrase “Yahoo! store,” according to Yahoo! search marketing. Many of these stores have become so successful that they have grown from small “mom and pop” or part-time businesses to full-time businesses.

When a business becomes a full-time operation, a whole new set of skills and knowledge is needed to operate a Yahoo! store like a true e-commerce business. This book gives part-time business owners that advanced skill set and knowledge so they can customize their Yahoo! stores and move to the next level of making a living from a Yahoo! store.

A small to medium-size business can save thousands of dollars in programming and marketing costs by building on and customizing an existing Yahoo! store. Yahoo! provides a booklet with instructions on how to market a Yahoo! store, but it is very limited. The booklet also doesn’t provide strategies, tips, or comprehensive marketing tools to grow a Yahoo! store into a full-time business. Although it offers basic customization instructions, it does not cover advanced features for turning more visitors into customers.

This book shows you how to take the standard Yahoo! store to the next level by customizing the Yahoo! storefront to take full advantage of the successful e-commerce strategies and tactics in use today. In short, this book shows you how to set up and run a true full-time business.

Who Should Buy This Book

Unlike our first book, Launching Your Yahoo! Business, which was for those who wanted to dip their toe into the e-commerce ocean, this book is for a small to medium-size part-time business or a current full-time business that needs the skills and knowledge to set up and run a true full-time business and take advantage of the successful e-commerce strategies and tactics in use today.

You might already have a standard Yahoo! store and want to customize it and evolve it into a full-time business. Or you might have an online business idea and want to leap into the e-commerce water with both feet and create a full-time online business. Either way, this book can steer you in the right direction to succeed at making a living with the Yahoo! store program.

What’s in This Book

First, this book informs the reader how to customize a Yahoo! store using the basic elements of the Yahoo! store Catalog Manager, including how to architect an e-commerce website. It then deconstructs three different types of Yahoo! stores, showing how they are formed and how they sell the products or services they offer. An entire section covers how to position a Yahoo! store, acquire customers, retain those customers, and monetize the traffic to the store. Finally, this book shows how to set up the necessary accounting and operations systems to successfully run a business, and how to acquire and hire the necessary staff.

Sidebars

In addition to the basic information in the text, Succeeding at Your Yahoo! Business includes several sidebars that include defined terms, tips, warnings, and directions to Web resources.

The “Yahoo! Talk” sidebar describes the different terms Yahoo! uses when describing its store technology and procedures. Understanding these terms will help you better comprehend the instructions and concepts in the text.

The “Warnings” sidebar alerts you to mistakes you might make when setting up and launching your Yahoo! store. By avoiding these mistakes or misunderstandings, you will be able to establish your Yahoo! store without having to repeat steps or make time-consuming changes.

The “Tips” sidebar helps you set up, launch, and manage your Yahoo! store in a more efficient manner and helps you save time and money.

The “Web Resources” sidebar points you to valuable resources on the World Wide Web that will help you manage and market your Yahoo! store.

Finally, we have established a website at www.myecommercesuccess.com to inform you of the latest developments in the Yahoo! store. The Net moves fast; to stay ahead of the game, you need to keep up-to-date on not only the new developments with Yahoo! store but also the newest development in e-commerce. We suggest that you visit our website frequently. In addition, throughout this book, you will see sidebars labeled “Free Informative Article” that offer free valuable articles on the My E-Commerce Success website for you to download after you register on the website. You can register by visiting www.myecommercesuccess.com and using the ISBN 0-7897-3534-2 of this book. Besides the free articles referenced in the “Free Informative Article” sidebars, we offer a periodic eCommerce Management Newsletter on managing and marketing your e-commerce storefront to keep you abreast of the latest developments in e-commerce.

Let’s get started and let a thousand shopkeepers bloom!


Part I. Yahoo! Store to the Next Level

1 Can You Make a Living from Your Yahoo! Store?

2 Plan to Succeed

3 Architecting Your Online Storefront


Chapter 1. Can You Make a Living from Your Yahoo! Store?



In This Chapter

• What a virtual business entails

• Important things to consider when deciding on a full-time business

• Building a professional e-commerce site for success




For a small entrepreneur, the true test of succeeding in the world of e-commerce is whether you can make a living at it. Some have done well with a small part-time Yahoo! Store (especially if they followed the advice in our first book, Launching Your Yahoo! Business [Que, 2006]). Others have a physical (brick-and-mortar) business that is already successful and provides a full-time living but does not have an online presence (clicks) to extend that success (bricks and clicks).

If you’re in either one of these camps—and we assume that you are because you purchased this book—it’s decision time. Are you ready to quit that full-time job and take the risks incurred in building a professional real-time business? If you have a storefront in the physical world, do you know what it takes to offer, market, and fulfill orders for merchandise and requests for services online?

What Does a Virtual Business Involve?

If you believe the hype of an Internet business on TV and in the print media, you think that all e-commerce entrepreneurs are multimillionaires. You’ve probably seen testimonials like this:

It’s like having my own “Internet vending machine” making money for me while I watch TV, play with my kids, vacation. . .even while I sleep!” —Alice Mitchell, satisfied customer of Click & Grow Rich


Well, folks, it’s just not that easy. As in any business venture, succeeding in e-commerce takes work—lots of work, and lots of sweat, to boot. Creating a successful business online has about the same odds of succeeding at creating a business in the physical world. More often than not, those businesses fail. In addition, starting an e-commerce venture and being successful at it offers a whole new set of challenges. Running an online business is not easy. If you are operating a part-time business online, you are aware of this fact.



Free Info

Download the free informative article “Flying Under the Radar” at www.myecommercesuccess.com.




True, if you are successful, many of the challenges of a physical business are not present in a virtual business. You don’t need to spend money on expensive brick and mortar. Your store is open 24 hours a day and 7 days a week, internationally. The need for actual salespeople is dramatically reduced or eliminated. If you drop-ship your products from a distributor or manufacturer, you don’t need a lot of warehouse space.

That doesn’t mean a virtual business is all wine and roses. You might not pay rent for a physical storefront, but you need to pay someone to host your store’s website. Those salespeople you don’t need are replaced by customer service reps answering questions on the phone and responding to emails. As for customer service, that is even more important and will take up more of your time than a physical storefront.

It all comes down to this: You can make your online business succeed, but it takes work.



Tip: Sourcing Products

A great resource for products to buy at wholesale prices is Wholesale World (www.wholesale-world.us). You’ll find an extensive list of wholesale-supply companies in many popular product categories. The company also offers helpful advice on how to buy goods wholesale at www.wholesale-world.us/retailers.php, and maintains a list of manufacturers that are willing to drop-ship products at www.wholesale-world.us/drop-ship.php.




Important Areas to Consider

It goes without saying that running a full-time online business will take more time, more money, and more energy than you are expending now in your current business endeavors. Perhaps you established a Yahoo! store for “fun” or as a hobby, or to earn a little extra cash. Maybe you have dreams of becoming a successful entrepreneur and just dipped your toe into the e-commerce ocean to see if you liked it and could succeed. Or perhaps you’ve heard how you can use the Internet to expand your physical-world business beyond the limitations of your local market.

In any case, if you truly want to run a full-time business on the Net and have decided to control your own destiny, you should ask yourself the following questions.

Do You Really Want to Have a Full-Time Business?

Are you willing to drop other time-consuming activities, such as your full-time job, to do it? Do you have a passion for the business idea that you chose? One reason new businesses fail is that the owner lacks passion for his or her company vision. Like a strong passion, what was done for “just fun” or as a hobby will now be all-consuming. Your long days as an employee will seem short compared to the time needed to run a full-time business.

You must also consider your goals. What are they? To create a small family business with a decent income that will be passed on to your heirs? Or perhaps to use your business as an investment in the future, hoping to sell it to much larger company and retire early on the proceeds? Or do you have dreams of an IPO and seeing your company name up in lights on NASDAQ?



Web Resource: Are You Suited to Own a Business?

Fill out the Business Challenge Questionnaire at www.avantrex.com/business/bizquest.html to see if you are really suited to own your own business. The Avantrex people will analyze your responses and contact you with their suggestions. The questionnaire takes only a few minutes.




If you have a service business, can its expansion actually hurt the business? Expanding or increasing the products you sell offers the security that you have control over the quality and quantity of your merchandise. But if you have a service business, will you be able to hire additional people who can provide the same level of service that your service company is currently known for? You need to hire not just any people to sell and ship your merchandise, but hire the right people to maintain your high level of service.

Are You Prepared to Hire a Staff of People to Help?

Up to this point, you might have had family members or friends help you “on the side” with your part-time business. But a full-time business has employees, not family and friends. That means taking on an entirely new set of responsibilities, including hiring, payroll, and tax collecting. Don’t forget the laundry list of local, state, and federal government rules and regulations that pertain to running a full-time business: withholding and unemployment taxes, Medicare and Social Security withholdings, and a host of government rules and safety regulations. Of course, if you have the budget for it, you can outsource many of these duties. For a small part-time and even full-time business, however, that option can get expensive.

Hiring people can have both a positive and negative effect on your business (see Chapter 22, “Finding and Hiring”): positive if you hire the right people, negative if you don’t. Up to this point, you were probably the CEO, buyer, marketing manager, and customer service rep all rolled into one. But if you expand your business to full-time and it succeeds, you will need to hire people to replace you in those responsibilities. If you choose the wrong people, your business can suffer; worse yet, you could find yourself having to micro-manage every aspect of your company instead of doing your job of growing the business.

Do You Have the Capital to Grow Your Business?

Growing a business takes money. That little space in the corner of your house or basement that you used as your office will not do if you plan to go “big time.” You’ll need a real office away from the house and any and all distractions. You might consider, as a start, one of the many business centers available today where you can rent a separate office space but use the shared secretarial and receptionist services, have access to office machines, and even have the use of a conference room.

You’ll also need to consider other overhead costs, such as warehouse space, advertising and marketing costs (marketing on the Internet is not free, although is can be lower in cost than in the brick-and-mortar world), and professional expenses if you plan to use an accounting service to track and manage your growing business. If you plan to take your existing small business online, you have a whole new set of cost considerations, such as creating a customized online store that reflects your current business, hosting your website, managing your database and inventory, and providing top-notch customer service in a virtual world. That’s not even mentioning the challenges of search-engine marketing, email marketing, and a host of other promotional tools.

Are You Prepared to Write That Formal Business Plan?

Now that your business has a track record, it’s time to dust off your original business idea and assumptions, and compare them to reality. Don’t believe that just because you took the time to lay out a business plan at the start of your business that you don’t need to revisit it now that you have a successful part-time business under your belt. A business plan is a living, breathing document that is always in transition. You should update it periodically, especially if you plan to take your part-time business full-time or if you plan to venture into the virtual world with your physical-world business. Plan your work and work your plan.

You might find that new factors have entered the equation and that you must modify and flesh out your business plan. Remember, a business plan is not a destination, but a roadmap to success; it’s a way to monitor your business assumptions and make changes to it along the way.

If you decide that establishing a full-time business will require additional capital, a formal business plan is necessary to approach funding sources for money, whether those sources are investors or a bank loan. That means complete financials, including a proforma, cash-flow and income statements, and a balance sheet. Even if you are not seeking funds, a proforma and cash-flow statement that are well thought out will tell you the amount of money you will need to operate your business. Many part-time businesses are expanded using savings, second mortgages, lines of credit, and credit cards.

The point of answering these questions is not to throw a wet blanket on your enthusiasm, but to help you decide whether you are ready to jump feet first into what can become a time-consuming and capital-intensive situation. Normally, if you want to succeed in e-commerce, it takes money, time, more money, technical skills, more money, marketing and operational know-how, and still more money.

But there is good news—and it’s not saving 15% on your auto insurance.

The Yahoo! store program can dramatically reduce the cost of creating a full-time customized online business—and help you succeed at it. Succeeding in a full-time online business has to do with professionalism. The chapters that follow will show you how to create a fully professional and customizable Yahoo! store and help you succeed in the world of e-commerce.

Building a Professional E-Commerce Site for Success

The saying goes that on the Internet, nobody knows you’re a dog. That’s fine only if your small business can project a professional-looking one—and that takes some work.

The basic Yahoo! store that you’ve built using Yahoo! Store Editor, or the free site you set up for your offline business through one of the free Web communities, such as Yahoo! GeoCities, can carry your full-time small business only so far. To succeed on a full-time basis using a Yahoo! business, you need to customize your online storefront to reinforce your company’s brand.

Branding

The design of your e-commerce site holds the key to company branding. The importance of branding cannot be stressed enough. It’s the starting point of any successful company, online or offline. Is your brand a description of your company? Or of you? Shoppers could care less about who you are; they want to know what you can do for them.

What we’re describing here, of course, is a company’s unique selling position (USP). The USP is the company brand, and the company brand is its USP. We spoke of the USP and its importance in our first book, Launching Your Yahoo! Business. Your company brand is your identity—who you are, what you can provide customers, and how you differentiate your business from the competition.



Web Resource: What’s Your Branding IQ?

Take the five-minute Branding Test at www.chadwickcommunications.com/brandiq to find out if you put your brand first at your company.




Good online branding encompasses a storefront that is customer-friendly in both design and content. Easy-to-understand site navigation has content and visitor interaction that promotes the sale of your product or service. The “look and feel” of your storefront should communicate the correct message about your company and your offerings to your target customers. This can be accomplished using the customizing features available through the Yahoo! store program and through carefully architecting your website.

Taking time to design, or architect, your website on paper and put your USP into your website from the start will go a long way in creating a professional and successful promotional vehicle for selling your goods or services.

Promotion

“Early to bed, early to rise. Work like a dog and advertise.” Funny, but true. A good understanding of online marketing, and translating that understanding into a solid online marketing plan, is very important if you want to succeed with your full-time Yahoo! business.

A professional online business requires a professional marketing plan that describes how to position a business in the digital marketplace, acquire and retain customers, and, most important, make money from customers. Your comprehensive marketing plan is the vehicle that promotes your company’s brand.

Management and Operations

Even if your business is termed “small,” you are faced with the organizational challenges of any full-time business. These include your day-to-day operations of inventory control, customer service, employee relations, recruiting and hiring the proper people, payroll, benefits, and key personnel training.



Web Resource: Do You Know How to Properly Manage a Company?

The ACOA website offers a detailed Business Management Questionnaire at www.acoa.ca/e/business/practices/page01.shtml that will help you shed light on your management practices and strategies.




Obviously, to run a full-time business, you need personnel other than yourself. You also need a management team to supervise your staff as it grows with your business. Employee relations and leadership qualities are just as important in a small business owner as they are in the CEO of a large company. In addition, how you recruit, hire, pay, and offer benefits to your employees will affect the success of your full-time business. Collecting and reporting city, state, and federal taxes also comes into play when you have employees.

As for customer relations, there is no face-to-face or real-time interaction with customers when running an online business. Current technology can help with some of this, but “pressing the flesh” of a customer is still many years off. That means your business must try doubly hard to create a solid relationship with customers and prospects.

Legalities and Funding

Capital drives business. If you are going to build a full-time professional business, acquiring capital will become a necessary component of your business plan. The formal business plan (see Write a Business Plan in No Time [Que, 2005] by Frank Fiore) that you will need to create for your professional business will require, at the very least, a three-year financial projection of revenue and expenses, called a proforma. The proforma helps you build a budget for your small business that you can use to manage your cash flow.

Your business plan should also describe not only what your funding needs are, but how and where you will acquire the funds. The exercise of writing a formal business plan will be a great help in not only raising capital for your business (even if you self-fund your business), but managing it as well.

When you become a small business, it’s also time to rethink your business structure. Should you incorporate or remain a sole proprietor? If you do incorporate, what form of corporation is best?

The questions of branding, marketing, operations, funding, and more are covered in the upcoming chapters. In the next chapter, we look at the most important components of a formal plan.


Chapter 2. Plan to Succeed



In This Chapter

• How to choose a business identity

• How to establish a legal identity

• How to define your market in your business plan

• How to manage your business in your business plan

• How to detail your capital requirements




E-business “has become just business,” said Louis Gerstner, the CEO of IBM. And he’s right. If you think that doing business online is different from doing business offline, you’re making a mistake. Planning a formal full-time business requires a formal business plan. In this chapter, we discuss the most important components of a formal plan and what they contain.

Your formal plan must include who you are and what you sell; how you’ll market your product or service; how you’ll manage your company’s people, time, and events; an estimate of how much funding you will need to launch, grow, and run your business; and where you plan to find the funds to do it.

We do not have room in this book to show you how to write a complete business plan (we cover only the most essential parts of the formal plan in this chapter), so we refer you to another book by Que that is an excellent no-nonsense tool for writing business plans: Write a Business Plan in No Time (Que, 2005) by Frank Fiore.

Choosing a Business Identity: Who R U?

Naming a business can be both fun and frustrating. You might have a great name in mind for your company but find that it is already taken. If so, you’ll need to be creative. A name that’s catchy or cute could seem fine in the beginning, but these types of names can be misleading. Of course, there are exceptions—Amazon and eBay, for example.

Still, if chosen properly, your company name can be a powerful promotional tool in your marketing tool box. Or, if you’re not careful, it can create a misleading or even unpleasant image in a potential customer’s mind. Keep these things in mind when naming your business:



Free Info

Download the free informative article titled “The RAF and ROI” at www.myecommercesuccess.com.




• Don’t be tempted to make up some odd name. Sure, it worked for Amazon and eBay, but why take the chance of identifying your business with a nom de plume that butchers the English language or leaves consumers scratching their heads over what you sell? Amazon, eBay, and Cingular have names that do not reflect their business, but they have the marketing clout to create name recognition in the consumer’s mind. Don’t make potential customers see your name and ask, “What in the world does that mean?”

• Catchy is fine—cute is not. Remember, you want to project a professional image for your business. Boo.com might be a good name for a Halloween shop, but not an apparel store. (And yes, Boo.com was the name of very large online apparel store that imploded during the dot-com crash.) Be careful of your spelling, too. Is it easy to spell or easy to understand? Does it make sense? For example, Accompany.com was another dot-com business. Imagine this conversation between a sales rep at Accompany and a customer:

“This is Accompany calling.

“A company? What company?”

“Accompany.”

Tricky spellings are also hard to look up online or in the phone book. This could harm your attempts at getting top placement in Net directories, such as Yahoo!. Don’t make the mistake of placing aaa or any As in the front of your name. It might work for taxi companies, but not for consumers trying to remember the name of your online business. Finally, try to keep your name short; it’s easier to remember. You’re running an online business, not a law firm.

• Name yourself for growth. That unique selling position you have honed down to a very specific market and product might not make a very good business name. For example, the name Joe’s Music Store would limit business. Some day, Joe might want to add videos, DVDs, and e-books to his product line. Joe’s Entertainment Outlet might be a better name to start with. Make your business name open-ended and flexible for growth. Also, stay away from trendy names. Tie-dyed T-shirts might be making a comeback, but it would be better to name your T-shirt store Al’s T-Shirts than Al’s Groovy Sixties T-Shirts.

• Make sure your name is available. The best place to find out is through your state government. Find the department or agency that handles trade names, such as the (state) Corporate Commission, and do a search on the business name you want to see if it’s available. The name will have to be available if you want to open a business account under it. Also, check the Internet. Do a search on Google.com using the name you chose, and see what search results come up.

Licenses and Permits

Your next step is to get legal. After you have chosen your name, it’s time to look into permits and licensing. Find out if you can even have a business. If you will run your business from your home, do any rules or restrictions in your community will prevent it? These are called CC&Rs (covenants, conditions, and restrictions). You also need to find out about zoning laws.

Your city and state will probably require you to get a business license. You will need to fill out their forms detailing the type of business you are, where the business is located, who is running it, and more. If you plan to sell retail items, you’ll also have to get a seller’s permit, sometimes called a transaction privilege license. After all, the state, county, and city want their sales taxes, and you have to collect them.

Finally, set up your DBA, which stands for “doing business as.” This is your official and public registration of a business name. It enables you to conduct business under a name other than or in addition to your company’s legal name. The business can be a sole proprietorship, partnership, corporation, or limited liability company (LLC). If you have multiple businesses, you can also create multiple DBAs under the same entity. Banks will also require you to file a fictitious business name before you can open a bank account to deposit checks under that name.



Warning: Get That DBA

Getting a DBA (doing business as) is not a bad idea. Why? It protects the name of the business that you chose. Your business could be sailing along nicely without a DBA when some other businesses decide to use it. If you haven’t filed for a DBA and they did, you could be forced to change your name. That can get expensive and become a detriment to the business you already have built.




Establishing a Legal Identity

After you’ve established your business name, it’s time to consider the legal identity of your business. You have several choices, depending upon the type of company you want, tax considerations, and the necessity of outside funding. We take a look at each one here so you can review their advantages and disadvantages as they apply to your particular business situation.

Basically, five legal types of businesses exist:

• Sole proprietorship

• Partnership

• Subchapter S corporation

• C corporation

• LLC corporation

Sole Proprietorship

If you’re starting and running a business all by yourself, a sole proprietorship is one you might choose. The advantage of establishing a sole proprietorship is that it’s inexpensive and simple. There are no papers to sign or file with the government. Legally, by just being in business, your company is considered a sole proprietorship.

The sole proprietorship is not a legal entity. It simply refers to a person who owns the business and is personally responsible for its debts. A sole proprietorship can operate under the name of its owner, or it can do business under a fictitious name, such as Bob’s Auto Repair. The fictitious name is simply a trade name; it does not create a legal entity separate from the sole proprietor owner.

To be ready for business, a sole proprietor needs only register his or her name and secure local licenses. A distinct disadvantage, however, is that the owner of a sole proprietorship remains personally liable for all the business’s debts. So, if a sole proprietor business runs into financial trouble, creditors can bring lawsuits against the business owner personally. If such suits are successful, the owner must pay the business debts with his or her own money, automobile, savings, and home.



Tip: Tax Consequences of Your Choice

Keep in mind that your company type has tax and financial and legal liability consequences. Choose the one that best fits your personal situation.

This book is in no way intended to provide or suggest legal or accounting advice, written or implied. Before you make any decisions regarding the type of corporation that is right for you, your type of business, and the state in which you operate, we strongly urge you to seek professional counsel.




Here’s another thing to keep in mind. Whether or not you take the earnings out of the business for living expenses, you are personally taxed on the income. Of course, you can deduct your business expenses on your personal tax returns.

Partnership

Going it alone can be a scary endeavor. That’s why many businesses are formed under a partnership. If you have a partner in your new business but don’t want to incorporate, the partnership form of business might be the way to go. The advantage of a partnership is that it’s simpler and less expensive to establish than setting up a corporation. You and your partner (or partners) retain personal liability for the actions of your business, and you are not shielded from a personal tax on the business earnings, although you can deduct your percentage of the business expenses.

Incorporation

The last form of business entity is the corporation, and it comes in three types:

• C corporation

• Subchapter S corporation

• LLC (limited liability corporation)

If personal liability and tax issues are of concern, then you should consider forming a corporation of some type. A corporation is considered a legal entity. In the vernacular of the field, a corporation creates a veil between you and the corporation that protects you personally from any of its legal activities. Notice the word legal: A corporation will not protect its members if the business performs an illegal act. If that happens, the members and/or executive team of the corporation can be sued or taken to court—and jailed. The recent ENRON, TYCO, and WorldCom debacles are a prime example. This is called piercing the corporate veil.

Let’s look at the C corporation.

Forming a C corporation limits your personal liability for business debts, and the earnings of the corporation do not pass directly into your personal tax return. Being a legal entity, the C corporation pays salaries and taxes and deducts expenses like any other entity or “person.” The shareholders pay personal income tax only on money that is paid to them as salary, bonuses, or dividends (income). But running a corporation is not cheap, and it takes work. Meetings must be held, minutes recorded, tax forms filed, and so on; it all takes time away from running your business. In addition, you must pay separate income taxes, both state and federal.

A lighter version of the C corporation is the Subchapter S corporation. The S corporation is a corporation and gives you the limited liability of a corporate shareholder. The difference is that as a corporate shareholder, you pay taxes in the same way a sole proprietor or a partner does.

Finally, there’s the LLC (limited liability corporation).

Since the establishment of the LLC as an alternative C corporate entity, the S corporation has lost much of its appeal and has been replaced in most cases by the LLC.

The LLC is a combination of the best parts of a C corporation, a sole proprietorship, and a partnership. What makes it so desirable is that it includes limited personal liability, as with a C corporation, but, as with partnerships and sole proprietorships, the LLC is not a separate taxable entity. The tax situation for an LLC is the same as for a partnership or sole proprietorship: Business earnings and losses are reported on the owner’s personal income tax return.



Web Resource: Learn More About Legal Entities

There is little space in this book to go further into the forms of legal entities for companies. The Nolo website (www.nolo.com) is a great resource for information on the different forms of business entities and how to form them.




Your Marketing Plan

An important part of a formal business plan is the section that describes how you plan to market your business. All of your promotion, advertising, and marketing plans are contained in this section. This section also describes your USP (unique selling position) and how you plan to position your company in the marketplace.

The business of business is selling something. That something is the product or service that you plan to offer to the marketplace. This is the prime objective of your plan. You might say that this is where the rubber meets the road in your business plan.

Product or Service Description

In your plan, you will want to state not only what you plan to sell, but also why consumers will buy it. Look at this section as your chance to clearly explain what you sell, along with its features and benefits, and discuss what needs or problems they address in the marketplace.

One important thing to remember is that your reader might not be nearly as versed in your product or service or the industry you are in. That means you have to describe your product simply and in detail. That includes not only a description of the product or service, but what industry you will sell within and the average cost of the product. It also includes the sourcing of your product. Who will you buy it from? If you are writing an internal plan, this is an opportunity to review your sourcing strategy and whether you can get earn a better profit by improving the sourcing of your product. Also, detail in your plan whether the product you sell requires any additional support and how you will provide it. (All products do.)



Tip: Product or Service Fundamentals

Consider these fundamental characteristics of your product or service when creating your unique selling position. How many of them does your product or service meet?

• Does it save time or money?

• Does it offer large savings?

• Is it exclusive?

• Does it provide convenience?

• Can you deliver it faster?

• Will you provide better service?

• Is it easier, economical, or simpler to use?

• Does it reduce upkeep, or is it easy to keep up?

• Will it have long life?




On the other hand, if you’re providing a service, tell the reader what the service is and why you can provide it. Professional service companies, such as law or medical offices, consulting firms, accountants, and design companies, provide services by employing people. A computer-networking company that offers access to the Internet or a telephone company provides a service by owning and maintaining a network infrastructure.

Don’t omit the specific problem your product or service addresses and how that problem is solved. Keep your answers specific and measurable, and show a benefit to the buyer. Here’s the hard part: Answer these questions in just one sentence that anyone can understand it. Test it on your spouse, family, friends, and neighbors; ask them what they think it means.



Tip: Buying Motivations

Consider these buying motivations of your product or service when creating your unique selling position. How many of them does your product or service meet?

• Pride of appearance

• Pride of ownership

• Desire for prestige

• Desire for recognition

• Desire to imitate

• Desire for variety

• Desire for safety

• Desire to create

• Desire for security

• Desire for convenience

• Desire to be unique




Above all else, remember that your unique selling position is not about you or about your business—it’s about your customers’ problems and how you solve them. You need to speak to the needs of the consumer you are targeting.

Defining Your Market Segment: Targeting the Customer

A target market is a group of prospective customers with a set of common characteristics that are distinguishable from other types of customers. Your job is to understand and describe these common characteristics in your plan and tell how you will make those potential customers your own. You might have more than one target customer. For instance, maybe you are an accountant who has both business and individual clients. Or perhaps you manufacture computers for the home, business, and educational markets. You need to explain these customers in their own unique way.

Keep this in mind: Don’t explain why your target market needs you. Explain how you plan to meet their needs.

Customer Types

The type of customer you sell to, especially if you plan to sell online, is one way to categorize your target market.

Some customers are looking for convenience, want to save time, and are primarily impulse shoppers. For these customer types, convenience is prized over price. That’s the target market of convenience stores, such as 7/11 and Circle K. Then, there are the window-shoppers. They’re willing to take their time when making a purchase. They like to have as much information as possible before making a purchase.

Other types of customers are those who are drawn only to brand names and who are very brand conscious. Selling off-brand products will not fly with this group of customers. Finally, there are bargain shoppers who are interested only in a good deal. They are looking to buy products and services at a discount or they are keen comparison-shoppers looking for the lowest price.

Customer Motivations

Describing the buying motivations of your customer is another way to define your target market.

First, of course, is the product or service motivator—the need to satisfy with merchandise and services. Your unique selling position is designed to meet a specific product or service motivational need. Second is the information motivation—the need to know. Your target market might be customers who are information addicts and who need to know the latest financial, celebrity, or sports news. Third is the entertainment motivator—the need to be entertained.

For an online business, there is one other motivation: the need to connect with others. The Internet is well suited to meeting this motivational need of community, and many businesses have developed along those lines. One example is iVillage, at www.ivillage.com, a website for women. Another is ePinions, at www.epions.com, a consumer opinion site on products and services from A to Z.

Describing the Competition

There’s no escaping competition in life. That goes double for business. The business environment is very competitive, more so now than ever before. A reader of your plan will want to know who your competitors are, how they compete with you, and how your business is positioned to compete with them.

Pick a dozen or so of your nearest competitors and start a file on them. Find examples of their advertising and promotion materials and their pricing strategy, and toss them in a file folder. Check current and back issues of the Yellow Pages to see if your competitors are increasing, decreasing, or maintaining their promotional exposure. Also, check their websites; search Yahoo! news, website ads, and specials; and sign up for a competitor’s newsletter.



Web Resource: Competitive Research Resources

The Internet is filled with resources that can help you find your competition and provide you with the necessary information to evaluate them. You can draw on media sources, Web directories, and competitive intelligence services.

Here are just a few:

• The U.S. Web100, www.metamoney.com/usIndustryListIndex.html.

This site lists the top 100 companies in the U.S., in more than 50 industry categories cataloging more than 400 of the Fortune 500 U.S. corporations with websites.

• Hoover’s Business Links, www.hoovers.com/free/.

This is a directory of more than 15,000 business-related websites, divided into seven major categories. Hoover’s editors select the links based on timeliness, quality, and ease of use.

• CI Seek, www.bidigital.com/ci/.

This site offers the Competitive Intelligence Resource Index, a search engine and categorical listing of sites related to competitive intelligence. Categories range from associations to software, with books, companies, documentation, education, jobs, and publications in between.

• Business.com, www.business.com/.

This is a business search engine and directory, including company and industry profiles, news, financials, statistics, and, most important, competitive analysis.

• Dun & Bradstreet, www.dnb.com/.

This is the granddaddy of all company information.




This is not the place in your plan to toot your own horn. In other words, describe your competition from an objective and unbiased perspective. Analyzing and describing your competition is a double-edged sword. At first, it might seem a dubious addition to your business plan. Why tell the reader you have competition at all?

Here’s why: Many first-time business-plan writers don’t realize that investors want to know whether there are other profitable and successful businesses in your marketplace. It could help convince an investor to fund you, and you will have a proven market. If your technology, distribution, or USP is better, you’ve built a good case for success.

Managing Your Business

It’s not just what you do in your business, but also who is going to do it and when you plan to have it done. That is, what are your plans to manage the people, time, and events of your business?

For example, what kind of organizational structure will your company have? Who does what in your company, what various responsibilities does each have, and what tasks are assigned to each of them? Within the divisions of your company, how many of your team are executives, managers, and key personnel? This is often more important to someone who is considering investing large sums of high-risk money into your venture. The first thing they ask is, “Will it work?” Then, it’s “Can you (and the team you assembled), actually do it?”



Warning: Think Twice About Employing Family and Friends

Don’t make the mistake of placing unqualified friends or family in key management positions. You’re running a professional business, and your management team should reflect that professionalism.




Your Organizational Structure

When deciding your organizational structure, keep these tips in mind:

• List all the tasks that need to be done in your company. Keep the description as broad as possible: administration, sales, marketing, operations, customer service, public relations, production, research and development, and so on.

• Organize these tasks into departments.

• Detail the roles and responsibilities of each of these departments.

• Include the names of those who will fill these positions. If you don’t have specific people yet, describe the position’s responsibilities and the type of expertise and experience necessary.

Finally, the organizational form of your business affects your organizational structure and the human resource requirements of your company. There are differences in how you describe your personnel team based on whether your company is a sole proprietorship, partnership, or corporation.

If you’re a sole proprietorship, you are the management team. This section should describe the abilities and expertise you bring to the new business, the areas in which you will need help, and how you’ll get that help.

For example, if you’re lacking in marketing, will you bring on a consultant to help you with your advertising plan? Will you hire a bookkeeper or use an outside accounting service to keep your books? Will you store and ship your products, or will you use a third-party fulfillment service?

On the other hand, if your business is a partnership, be prepared to discuss who the partners are and what experience and skills they bring to the business (include full resumes). You should explain how the different abilities of the partners complement the others’ and add to the success of the business.

If your business form is a corporation, you should list the offices of the corporation—president, vice president, secretary/treasurer—and the board of directors. In the directors’ bios, include information on their expertise, why they were chosen, their current stock distribution (ownership), and what they will contribute to the business.

Your Implementation Plan

How you implement your business venture is as important as the venture itself. This is done by conveying to the reader what your implementation plan will be. The value of a plan is measured in its implementation.

An implementation plan sets out the logical steps, or phases, you will need to go through to turn your business idea into reality. In other words, it converts your business plan into action.

Besides conveying your plan to a reader, an implementation plan provides a way of managing your people, time, and events to be completed within a given timescale. It also describes what future plans you will have for your business after initial success—a continued growth or exit strategy. Among other reasons, identifying future plans is one way of telling how you will stay competitive and one step ahead of the competition. In other words, it provides a snapshot of how you intend to set up your business and implement your plan over time.

Detailing Your Capital Requirements

The old saying goes, “It takes money to make money.” That doesn’t necessarily mean that it takes a lot of money, but it does take some. Some entrepreneurs believe that revenue and sales can handle all their money requirements and that they can fund the growth of their company out of profits. This is rarely the case. It always takes longer and costs more.

Substantial start-up costs can be involved when starting or expanding a new venture. Then, there are the cash flow considerations. If you’re selling a product, you will most likely have to pay for your inventory or the manufacturer of the product before you can generate enough sales to cover the costs of the product and your normal overhead. Same goes for a service company: You’ll have overhead and personnel costs to cover before you make your first sale.

In most cases, this means you will need money or investment capital right off the bat. So if you’re writing a business plan to raise investment capital (actually, even if you don’t), you’ll need to do the following:

• Decide how much money you’ll need in general and how you will use it (proforma).

• Decide on where you will acquire the funds you will need.

• If you have investors or are looking for a loan (through family, friends, or a 401[k], for example), decide how you plan to repay the loan or compensate the investors.

In addition, you should have a rough idea of how much money you will need for the following:

• Advertising and marketing

• Salaries and wages

• Office equipment

• Manufacturing equipment

• Physical plant expenses

• General operating expenses

A complete listing of all anticipated expenses is important. One line item can mean a huge unexpected expense. For a complete list of typical expenditures, see Write a Business Plan in No Time (Que, 2005) by Frank Fiore.

In your plan, describe these uses (and others) of the funds.

Getting the Dough

When it comes financing your business, you have to ask yourself a few important questions. How much do you need? What kind of financing is right for your business? Where will the funds come from? What will you be willing to give up for an investment in your company? Basically, start by asking yourself what kinds of financing you’re likely to need and what you’d be willing to accept in exchange.

Are you willing to give up a piece of your company for the money you need? How much? And are you willing to give up control? If you want to maintain control of your company, you’ll have to either give away less for less money, dip into your own pocket, or borrow the cash. If you borrow the money, how much can you afford? You’ll have to make payments on any loans. Your budget (proforma) can tell you what you can afford and how much you can pay back over a time.



Web Resource: What Kind of Financing Is Right for You?

The Business Owners Idea Café is an easy-to-understand source of information on company financing. At its website, you can educate yourself on the different kinds of financing a business. You can also test your own attitudes toward the consequences of using various funding sources. You can find the information on financing options and the quick attitude test at www.businessownersideacafe.com/financing/kind_of_financing.php.




Personal Funding Sources

The most obvious source of capital is your own pocket. Many a small company was started on personal savings, home equity loans, personal credit cards, and 401(k)s. Your credit cards are a ready source of unsecured loans. If your credit limit is $5,000 to $20,000 or more, you already have at your disposal a preapproved loan. Okay, so the interest rate is not great. But if you shop around (or just look in your mailbox), you’ll find many credit cards offering short-term introductory interest rates at a fraction of the rates credit cards normally charge.

You can also bank your home and get a home equity loan line of credit or a loan from the Small Business Administration (SBA). This is much easier than trying to get a business loan because your home is the collateral. Then, use the funds from the line of credit to invest in your business.

Money Borrowed from a Bank

Bankers are a nervous bunch. Unlike venture capitalists or individual investors, they avoid risk whenever possible. Including a well-thought-out business plan with your loan application considerably increases your chances of getting a loan. A formal business plan shows that you are serious enough to do formal planning. That’s a message bankers like to see.

Funding Through Equity Investors

Two types of equity investors exist: the angel investor and the venture capitalist. If you choose the venture capitalist, you need to decide the amount of control that you’ll surrender and the time spent finding the money rather than starting your business. Venture capitalists will most likely demand equal control of your business and input into managing your company.



Web Resource: Show Me the Money

The Web has many good sources of information on venture capital. For example, Capital Resource Library at www.vfinance.com has links to everything from how to locate a venture capital firm to details of security law and articles related to getting investors.




Angel investors, on the other hand, most often stay out of your business and act as guides and counselors. That’s why they’re called angels.

In the next chapter, we discuss why you should customize your Yahoo! store and whether you should do it yourself or hire an expert.


Chapter 3. Architecting Your Online Storefront



In This Chapter

• The difference between website development and e-commerce site development

• The three Cs of e-commerce

• The elements of a unique selling position




Long before carpenters assemble the framework, the plumbers lay the pipes, the electricians run the wires, and the dry-wallers and painters finish the job, the architect designed the plans for a retail storefront. It’s the same for an online store. In this case, however, the programmers and graphic designers build the store, and you must first architect your e-commerce site.

Architecting your e-commerce site is the first step of customization (and improving the performance of your Yahoo! store), and it happens long before you put mouse to pad and program your storefront. In this chapter, we discuss the basic elements that should be designed into your e-commerce website; in the next chapter, we show you how to “storyboard” your website pages.

Website Development Versus E-Commerce Site Development

There’s a big difference between developing a standard website and developing an e-commerce website. Not every Web developer is an e-commerce site developer. The difference between developing a standard website such as a personal home page and a corporate information site (what’s known in the trade as brochureware) is that the unique selling position (USP) of a business is designed into the e-commerce site while it’s being created.

Let’s explain. When creating a normal, noncommerce website, the developer works from a standard set of pages, such as a home page, an about page, a contact page, and content pages. When this same type of Web-development process is applied to an e-commerce site, the Web developer throws in the product or service pages and a shopping cart to store and process orders. How the e-commerce site will be marketed is an afterthought, examined after the e-commerce site is developed. The selling position is not built directly into the design of the site.



Free Info

Download the free informative article titled “Seven Sins Virtues of eCommerce” at www.easy-yahoo-commerceMyEcommerceSuccess.com.




In many cases, unless the Web developer has knowledge of selling, the site isn’t put together from an e-commerce standpoint: The home page is just a description of the company and its products. The product or service pages are not written with an eye to closing a sale. The copy of the different Web pages themselves is not optimized for search engines to find the site. Content and community pages are not used much outside the product or service pages to promote the products or services. Little attempt is made to exploit external marketing, and no internal marketing is used.

The Three Cs

Maintaining an e-commerce website is more than just selling a product or service. That is, there’s more than commerce in a well-thought-out e-commerce site.

A good e-commerce website contains the three Cs of e-commerce:

• Content —Selling products and services in a context relevant to your customers

• Community —Creating an online environment in which visitors and customers can interact

• Commerce —Creating revenue-generating streams for your storefront

That’s the e-commerce site equation. Content builds community, which establishes credibility, which generates sales.

Content: Turn Your Site into a Learning Fountain

Content is king on the Net. People use the Net to learn. That’s what drives visitors to a website. Content can consist of information and community participation—and even your e-commerce offers are considered content. Your site’s content—whether it is information, community participation, or a product or service offer—must be interesting enough to make visitors come to your site, stay, and keep coming back for more.

Keep in mind that your content does not have to be closely related to your product, but it should meet your prospective customers’ needs and desires. You need to make your Web store not only a place to buy things, but also a “Learning Fountain.”



Tip: Encourage Contributions

Offer a way for visitors to submit articles, to include their experiences on your site or in your newsletter. Not only do you get free help in building your site content, but you also gain long-term repeat visits from people whose content is included on your site.




That’s what Paul Siegel recommends. Siegel is an author, Internet marketing consultant, trainer, and speaker. He is the originator of the Learning Fountain, at www.learningfountain.com (see Figure 3.1), a website that influences visitors by helping them learn. He is known for saying, “A Learning Fountain is a website that attracts prospects—not merely visitors—by helping them learn. While learning, they linger and buy.”

Figure 3.1. Paul Siegel’s site is a great resource if you want to turn your site into a Learning Fountain.

[image: image]

Siegel divides content Learning Fountains into four types:

• Referrer

• Informer

• Advisor

• Context provider

The Referrer

No one knows the product or service you’re selling better than you do. So use this knowledge to help your visitors understand all aspects of the product or service you sell. You might not have all the information they need, but with a little research, you can create a directory of sites on the Net that can provide the information visitors need and refer them to it.

For example, suppose you sell computer products. You could provide on your site a long list of product reviews comparing one product you sell to another. That would be a very time-consuming task. So instead, you could refer visitors to sites that specialize in these reviews, such as ZDNet, at www.reviews-zdnet.com.com (see Figure 3.2).

Figure 3.2. ZDNet is chock full of reviews on personal electronics and computer gear.

[image: image]

But keep this caveat in mind: Be careful about where those sites send their customers. Many sites have reviews but also have links to preferred providers or AdWords ads to competitor sites with those products. Once someone goes off your site, you have no control over that person’s experience. One way around this potential problem is to get permission from the content site to “Reprint with Permission.” This way, your shoppers stay on your site.

Or suppose you sell tools for the do-it-yourself home improvement. You can refer visitors to ImproveNet, at www.improvenet.com, which then will direct customers to design ideas and project estimators.

The Informer

Providing regular updated information on your site that is of practical use to visitors will bring them to your site and generate repeat visits. Include access to the latest news and articles. YellowBrix, at www.yellowbrix.com, aggregates content from hundreds of different providers in categories such as top news and weather, sports news, business and finance, entertainment, and lifestyles.

The Advisor

To make a buying decision, many shoppers need advice. By making product advice available to your shoppers, you increase the possibility of making a sale. For advice to work, it must be trusted and credible.

A good example of this kind of advice is at Amazon.com. This site pioneered the concept of reader reviews for the books it sells. Anyone who has purchased and read the book being offered for sale can write a review. A peer review looks more objective to a potential customer and increases the possibility of a purchase. Shoppers trust other consumers’ opinions more than they trust the advertisers.



Tip: Consumer Opinions on Your Site Pay Off

According to Forester Research, 65% of community users rate the opinions of other consumers as important or somewhat important influences on their buying decision.




The Context Provider

Providing informational tools to shoppers to help them make a buying decision is another important content feature for your Web store. Consider giving the shopper the capability to solve a problem or determine a need in the context of your site using online tools, such as checklists, calculators, evaluators, and simulators.



Tip: Let Your Shoppers Find the Exact Time Around the World

If shoppers need to contact a merchant or order by phone, they should know which time zone you are in. Place a link to world times on your site and offer this service. Find it at www.worldtimeserver.com/current_time_in_DZ.aspx.




Context-specific information can be either product specific or shopping specific.

First, let’s look at the product-specific tools. Suppose you had a mortgage brokerage service on the Web. To help shoppers of your service make a buying decision, you might offer them a mortgage calculator on your site. They could calculate their monthly mortgage payment based on the type of mortgage they want, the interest rate, and any other options that would be available with the service.



Tip: Free Currency Converter

A great little service to add to your site is an international currency converter. This way, shoppers from anywhere in the world can determine the price of your products in their currency. Find it at www.xe.com/ucc/.




Your context-specific information need not be product specific. You could offer several shopping tools at your site to make the shopping experience for consumers more helpful. You could offer some useful general tools at your Web store, such as links to currency exchanges, international holiday listings, and a world time calculator.

Community: Building an Interactive Community

Siegel had one more important Learning Fountain: the Learning Community. People go online not just to be informed, but also to interact with other people. Filling this need at your Web store will help you turn shoppers into customers, and customers into repeat buyers.

Content can attract shoppers to your site. But to generate a continuous flow of repeat visitors, you need to provide access to an interactive community. Community is just as important as content when planning an e-commerce site. If done right, community features on your site will increase the number of page views per visit, giving you opportunities to offer more merchandise to your shoppers.

Establishing a Learning Community can help shoppers develop expertise by interacting with other shoppers who visit your site. Asking questions, discussing problems, raising issues, and enjoying the general camaraderie that develops in an interactive community breeds a kind of loyalty that is beneficial to the success of your Web store. And loyalty breeds repeat visits.

Another benefit of an interactive community is that it can add content to your site. Discussion boards and forums, chat rooms, and discussion lists can provide content by their very nature of generating information. For example, each day, you might post a short quote from one of your forums or discussion lists as fresh content to generate interest in a product or offer. This type of content can act as a traffic magnet, bringing continuous visitors to your site. Community-interaction devices, such as discussion boards and forums, chat rooms, and discussion lists, are also a great source for new product ideas and can improve your customer service, packaging, instructions, download process, and shipping methods.

You should include as many interactive community tools as possible on your website. The major tools of the interactive community are discussion boards or forums, chat rooms, discussion lists, newsletters, and, the new kid on the block, blogs. Yahoo! Small Business has integrated with two of the top blogging tools: Moveable Type and Word Press. Blogs focus on short bits of frequently updated topics, but they also foster community through comments. The blog owner also has some control by moderating comments before they’re posted, so this could be better than a wide-open forum or chat.

To choose a blogging tool and create a blog, follow these steps:

1. From the Business Control Panel, click the Web Hosting Control Panel link.

2. Scroll down and click the Start a Blog link.

3. Here, you can choose either Moveable Type or Word Press as your blogging tool (see Figure 3.3).

Figure 3.3. Yahoo! Small Business has integrated with two of the top blogging tools: Moveable Type and Word Press.

[image: image]



Yahoo! Talk: Business Control Panel

The Business Control Panel is another name for the Manage My Services page. It’s the hub where you can access your Store Manager, Web Hosting Control Panel, Domain Control Panel, and Email Control Panel.




Commerce: Adding Multiple Revenue Streams

The Net not only evolves quickly, but it also quickly evolves those that are on it. Take Yahoo!, for example. Only a short decade ago, it was a simple search engine. Then, it added email, games, investment information, white pages, and other services, and became a portal. In its latest incantation, it has added online store hosting and has evolved into a world-class e-commerce site.

Even e-commerce sites themselves have evolved. Amazon.com sold only books. Now, it’s chasing the e-commerce dream, selling movies, CDs, electronics, toys, games, and a variety of other products. And what dream is Amazon.com chasing? Multiple revenue streams, which go beyond simple product sales. Adding many of these streams to your site will leverage your site traffic and generate additional income.

Here are some possibilities for multiple revenue streams:

• Product or service sales income —This is the main revenue stream of your Web store. It’s what you built your e-business around, and it should be your prime focus. It’s the bread and butter of your business and should be your top priority.

• Advertising income —When you’ve built up traffic to your site, you can consider turning some of that traffic into revenue. Advertisers are always looking for ways to get their product or service message out to potential customers. They know that placing ads on websites that cater to shoppers who might buy their products is a wise way to spend their advertising dollars. Banner advertising can generate $5 to $75 CPM (cost per thousand per impression). That means you could earn anywhere from .005¢ to .075¢ each time an advertiser’s banner ad appears to your site visitors. It might not sound like much at first, but if thousands and thousands of your site visitors view an ad, the dollars add up fast.

• Referral income —Another income source is to refer your shoppers to another company’s website. These are the affiliate programs that we discussed earlier. You might consider referring your shoppers to a noncompetitive merchant in exchange for a paid click-through or a percentage of the sale. Income can vary from 5¢ to $1 per click-through, or from 5% to 20% of sales.

If you develop several of these income streams simultaneously, you can grow your site revenue beyond your product or service offers.

There’s a bonus attached to building community interactions on your e-commerce site: free refreshed content. And refreshed content attracts both shoppers and the eye of search engines that list you.

Your USP: Unique Selling Position

As explained before, what separates a standard website from an e-commerce website is that the USP is deliberately designed during the creation of the site. The USP takes into effect the three Cs and immediately tells the following to a shopper at your website:

• Portrays in consumers’ minds a compelling image of what your business will do for them that others cannot

• Gives consumers a distinct reason to buy from your company

• Gives your company a unique advantage over your competition

Advantage, reason, and image are your goals in creating a USP. Your USP creates the framework and lays the foundation for your compelling offer. Here’s another reason to have a good USP: It keeps your business pointed in the right direction by helping identify your target audience for marketing. An effective and distinctive USP is specific and measurable, and conveys a customer benefit.

In a way, every organization’s website is “selling” something: a product or service, information, membership for profit or nonprofit, or perhaps a political or social position.

So, put your mouse down, take out a pad and pencil, and answer the following questions as simply as you can. You’re not creating a corporate mission statement here, so keep your responses simple:

• Why is your business special?

• Why would someone buy from me instead of my competition?

• What can my business provide a consumer that no one else can?

• What’s the benefit to the consumer that I can deliver on?

Keep your answers specific and measurable, and show a benefit to the buyer. If you’re confused by what you offer your customers, visitors will be, too. FedEx and Dominoes Pizza are great examples: “When it absolutely, positively has to be there overnight” and “Hot, fresh pizza delivered in 30 minutes or less, guaranteed—or it’s free!”

The Four Ps and Your USP

You need to consider some additional aspects when fleshing out a USP. They’re called the four Ps:

• Pricing —If you’re going to compete on price, don’t just say you’re the lowest: Say why. For instance, perhaps you can sell at such a low price because of your ability to source product from the closeout industry, and you buy products at pennies on the dollar. Play up this uniqueness in your USP.

• Positioning —The Marines are looking for just a few good men—not all men, just a few. This is a great positioning statement because it makes the “business” of the Marines unique and differentiates them among the armed forces. Look for a similar positioning with your business. Perhaps your focus is gender based. Perhaps it’s age based. Sell to a unique segment of the population, not to all of it.

• Packaging —Consider repackaging a common product that others sell. For instance, consider the iMac. It’s just a PC, but look at the packaging. Not only did it sell, but it sold at a premium price! It also had two positioning statements with it: Get on the Internet in 20 minutes! and Think Different!

• Promotion —Look at the promotional possibilities of your product or service. Can you tie your product or service with a season or holiday? If so, you can benefit from the promotional activities and mind-share of consumers that already exist at that time of year.

Pulling It All Together

A marketable USP involves properly integrating the three Cs and four Ps, and communicating to customers what you will do for them. All the elements we’ve discussed, if done well, support each other and deliver a whole greater than the sum of the parts.

The content pages speak to your prospective customers’ needs and desires, providing grist for the conversational mill for your site community. There’s a bonus to this constantly refreshed content: Search engines find this type of content desirable when listing your website in search results. Content is one of the main criteria that search-engine spiders look for when ranking your site. Content generated especially from the community tends to have fresh text rich in keywords. The community interaction that you provide visitors to your site can help shoppers by allowing them to ask questions, discuss problems, and raise issues that can help you understand the needs of your target audience. This then breeds a kind of loyalty that is beneficial to the success of your business.

If promotion is one of the four Ps that you will use to identify your USP, the content pages of your site should reflect this. Similarly, the market niche you pick should enable shoppers to discuss with other shoppers the pluses and minuses of the product or service that fills that niche.

Above all else, remember that your USP is not about you or your business: It’s about your customer. One final thought: Whatever you promise in your USP, be sure you deliver on it. Don’t make the mistake of adopting a USP that you can’t fulfill.

In the next chapter, we discuss how to storyboard your e-commerce website.




End of sample
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Product pages must be created one by one.

You do not have a lot of products, and you
do not need a robust database upload to
add and edit your products.

You need to learn an HTML software tool to
develop the pages.

You might not be able to use future features
developed by Yahoo!, which was built
around RTML

You cannot use prebuilt advanced features
built by other RTML Yahoo! store developers,
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Pros

Cons

You've alieady been working in Catalog
Manager and Store Editor, and you don't
want your efforts to go to waste.

T you do not know RTML, you will need to
hire a company o programmer.

You want to continue to use the database
upload feature to dynamically create your
products and pages.

There are fewer RIML programmers and
companies than there are HTML program-
mers and companies.

You want to use the RTML advanced fea-
tures,

Not a lot of documentation on RTML exists.

You do not want to create product pages one
by one, as in using Web hosting,

You want to implement features, such as
breaderumbs, that can be generated on the
fly.
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Pros

Cons

This is an inexpensive way {0 customize
your site design.

This applies only to the design “look and
feel” it does not add advanced functionality.

Changing variables does not require techni-
<al capabilities

‘Some technical capabilities are needed to
‘add HTML headers and footers.

Most Web designers and developers can add
custom HTML headers and footers.

This might not give you the exact page lay-
out you require.
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