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Intro
Why You Should Sell Online

The online retail market is booming globally — and shows no signs of slowing down. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, e-commerce sales hit 
$453.5 billion last year, and Forrester Research estimates that online shopping will reach $590 billion by 2020, accounting for about 15 percent of 
the total retail economy.

An online shop opens up your small business to people who live outside your local area — from the next state over to the other side of the globe — 
and lets customers shop for your wares 24 hours a day, seven days a week. If you already own a brick-and-mortar store, selling online can give you 
an added competitive advantage, provide better services to your customer base, open the door to new business and bring in more revenue.

In the following pages, you’ll learn about how your small business can launch a thriving e-commerce 
component and grow your business on the web. We’ll cover:

• How to evaluate viability and set up shop on the web
• Tips for creating a satisfying experience for online shoppers
• Ways to effectively market an online store to win more sales
• Areas where you can cut costs to help you maximize profits

This ebook is full of tips and links to our 
Small Business Smarts blog to help you 
get your online business rolling toward a 
thriving future.

Happy reading!
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Chapter 1
Setting Up Shop

So you are ready to launch your own online store. Good decision. There’s a 
lot of money to be made selling products online, but knowing how to get your 
e-commerce businesses rolling can be tricky.

To get you started and ready to open your digital doors to the world, here are a 
few best practices for building, marketing and maintaining your online store.

Testing the viability of how a product will perform online is one of the 
most crucial aspects of launching an e-commerce site. 

Just because a product flew off the shelves in your brick-and-mortar 
store doesn’t necessarily mean there will be demand for it on the web. 
A fashion brand, for instance, may have had great success selling very 
tailored dresses in a boutique, but generalized clothing cuts and one-
size-fits-all options tend to sell better online.

Evaluate online viability

Do the research

Customers’ shopping behavior is 
different online than in a brick-
and-mortar store. To find out 
whether there will be demand 
for your product, you’ll need 
to do some market testing. 
Consider conducting a focus 
group, surveying potential 
customers, and consulting with 
experienced online shoppers or 
retail experts.

Narrow your focus

Remember that trying 
to sell everything to 
everyone is impossible, 
and this is a common 
killer of e-commerce 
sites. Narrow your focus, 
and promote your hero 
products first. Then 
expand your offerings as 
your business grows.
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Start by analyzing 

other businesses 

that sell similar 

products or services, 

and plan how to 

differentiate and 

improve upon their 

online offerings.

Figure out who your target customer is so you can tailor 

your e -commerce website to their needs. If you already 

have a website connected to Google Analytics, study your 

metrics to learn the demographics of your site’s visitors. 

You should also research consumer buying habits and use 

big data to better understand your market.

Finally, zero in on the financials of your online business. 

What are your expenses? How much income can you 

reasonably anticipate and what are your key milestones? 

Creating realistic projections will help you illustrate 

expected growth and where the growth is coming from.

Create a business plan

For your e -commerce site to reach its goals, you must be strategic from the 
get-go. Even if you already have a successful brick-and-mortar store, adding an 
online shop is essentially creating a new business within a business, so you’ll 
need to create a separate business plan.

But don’t worry. A robust roadmap for your online shop probably isn’t 
necessary. Starting with a simple, three-pronged approach can help you build a 
lean startup strategy for your e-commerce site:

Selecting e-commerce software that is customer-friendly and easy to maintain 
is essential to your online store’s success. Different solutions offer a wide 
variety of options — everything from website hosting and design to an online 
storefront, payment processing and merchant tools. 

But no matter which type of vendor you elect to work with, make sure you vet 
them properly. Start by creating a document, called a request for proposal (or 
RFP), that outlines all the facts about your organization, what you want your 
online store to accomplish and a list of must-have requirements.

Carefully vet vendors
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Build an optimized website

Search engine optimization (SEO) for e-commerce sites is 
critical. It’s your most powerful tool for making your small 
business website discoverable to customers. In most cases, 
the majority of visitors to an e-commerce site will come from a 
search engine like Google or Bing. 

These seven tweaks to your site can make all the difference 
when it comes to customers finding your business.

If you are selling products that are 
available elsewhere, take the time 
to rewrite the product descriptions 
provided by the manufacturer. 
Sure, it’s faster to use the original 
product text, but that means a large 
body of the content on your site 
is identical to that of any number 
of other sites — and that’s bad for 
your rankings.

Each page on your e-commerce site 
has a meta description that tells 
search engines what’s on the page. 
These meta descriptions are what 
appear in search results. If you don’t 
include them, Google will downrank 
your page.

It’s also important to pay 
special attention your 
site’s home page, which 
has the highest ranking 
potential. Make sure your 
home page is optimized 
for search terms you’re 
targeting. This page will 
do more heavy lifting than 
product pages buried 
deep in your site.

Pages with too little 
text are viewed as low 
value by search engines 
and can hurt your site’s 
rankings. Every page, 
including category pages, 
should have at least 300 
words. Can’t think of 
what to include in your 
content beyond the 
product description? Try 
addressing shoppers’ 
top questions, share 
customer testimonials or 
recommend other, related 
products on your site.

Google prioritizes sites that contain images, but using photos that are 
too large can backfire if they make your site slow to load. Before you add 
photos to your site, reduce the file size so your images can load quickly 
for shoppers. Remember, the issue here is the file size, not the size of the 
picture itself. It’s fine to use images that look big on the page, as long as 
they are optimized for the web.

Avoid duplicate content 
(even in product descriptions)

Reduce the file size of photos
Remember your meta descriptions

Prioritize your home page

Include enough text on 
the page
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Each of your products should have 
a unique page on your site. This 
will increase its chances of ranking 
in search results. Also, when a 
product is temporarily out of stock, 
don’t take the page down. Instead, 
make it clear on the page that the 
product is currently unavailable, 
until it’s back in your inventory. 
The page won’t be removed from 
search results until the next time 
Google indexes your site, and 
seeing an error page could confuse 
or turn off potential customers. 

HTTPS is the secure version of HTTP 
and means that communications 
— such as those that include your 
customer’s credit card number — 
are encrypted. Google has confirmed 
that HTTPS websites are given 
priority over non HTTPS websites. 
As more sites convert, e-commerce 
stores that don’t have HTTPS are 
more likely to fall behind in rankings.

Create dedicated product pages Use HTTPS

While there are a number of website design and SEO tactics you can implement yourself, the 
success of your e-commerce business depends on customers finding your site. If you’re not 

confident of all the ins and outs of what customers want from a small business website, you may 
want to consider hiring an agency to help get you set up.
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Chapter 2
Optimizing the Customer Experience

“Customer experience” encompasses every interaction customers have with 
your small business, from following your store on social media and browsing 
your site, to making a purchase and becoming a loyal fan of your brand.

While brick-and-mortar shops are able to interact and engage with customers 
face-to-face, an online store has to find other ways to go above and beyond in 
order to build a connection with consumers. Here are a few tips on providing a 
superior customer experience for your e-commerce patrons.

Understand the customer journey

As a small business 
owner, learning how 
your customers get 
from points A to B along 
their path to purchase 
can help you improve 
their experience 
with your brand and 
create loyal customers 
for life. Creating a 
customer journey map 
can help you better 
understand the process 
your customers go 
through when making a 
purchase decision.

Here are a few tips 
for mapping out the 
customer journey for 
your online business.
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A customer journey map outlines your 
typical customer’s experience with your 
business — from their first interaction 
with your brand, through purchase, and 
hopefully toward a long-term relationship. 
To get a full picture of your average 
customer’s experience, seek input 
from various points of view, including 
potential customers, retail experts and 
other e-commerce brands. This will 
help minimize bias and keep you from 
overlooking important details.

Get multiple perspectives

Does a customer’s engagement 
begin when they first visit your 
website, when they search for certain 
keywords in Google, or when see one 
of your social media ads? Wherever 
you choose to start measuring 
engagement is up to you, but experts 
recommend starting your map at 
the earliest point possible. You can 
always go back and make changes 
later.

Begin at the beginning

Remember, your customer’s journey 
isn’t over when the order is made. The 
shopper still has to get the product in 
a timely fashion and be satisfied with 
their purchase. Once the transaction is 
complete, think of how you can ensure 
your customers are happy and keep 
coming back.

Don’t stop at the sale

The next step is to create a timeline 
of a customer’s typical interactions 
with your brand, mapping each step 
from awareness to purchase (and 
beyond). Understanding what the 
customer is feeling at each stage will 
help you see things from his or her 
point of view.

Create an emotional timeline

Next, step back and look at the areas 
that can slow down or stop a sale from 
happening, then brainstorm how you can 
improve those touch points to make the 
purchase as easy and enjoyable as possible. 
It could be as simple as creating a FAQ or 
brushing up on your email skills. Or it may 
require a more in-depth approach, such as 
updating an internal process or refreshing 
your site layout.

Focus on high-friction areas

Think of focusing on the customer experience as karma for your business. If you do right by 
your customers, they’ll do right by you. Evaluating all possible points of interaction allows you to 
design the customer’s experience in a way that ensures they are satisfied with your brand — at 
any point in their journey.
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The most common 
reason customers change 

their mind about a purchase is 
the price. To evaluate your pricing 

strategy, see what other stores 
charge for similar items and 

ask shoppers what they 
would be willing 

to pay for that 
product.

Your prices
are too high

A tedious checkout process is 
a fast way to get customers to shop 

elsewhere. Avoid asking tedious, unnecessary 
questions just to get more information on your 

shoppers. The more simplified and streamlined you can 
make the online checkout process, the better.

Your checkout 
process is tedious

Your shipping charges 
aren’t transparent

Your site isn’t mobile friendly

Your product descriptions
 are vague

1

2

4

Writing thorough product descriptions can take a huge chunk of time. But 

without enough details, customers may be wary of going through with a purchase. Your 

product descriptions should answer any questions your customer 

might have.

Make sure customers don’t have to scroll through long pages 
or manually tap into many different fields when paying 
on a mobile device. Each obstacle a shopper 
faces makes it less likely he or she will 
complete the purchase. Plus, a 
mobile-friendly website 
will boost your SEO 
ranking.

People don’t like to be surprised 
by shipping charges, so be honest 

about your policy upfront — before 
shoppers get to the checkout page. 

Unexpected fees and lengthy 
delivery estimates 

will likely drive 
customers away.

3

5

5 Reasons Shoppers Abandon 
Online Shopping Carts
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Send better post-purchase emails

When customers buy a product on your e-commerce site, they typically expect to receive a few automated emails about the transaction, including an 
order confirmation and shipping notification, and maybe a post-purchase survey. These emails each serve a specific purpose. But what if they could do 
more?

Open rates for transactional emails are typically higher than any other emails your  business sends. Here are a few tips on getting more marketing 
mileage out of your  post-purchase communications.

Consumers are very interested in the 
status of their orders, so make sure 
the transactional details come first, but 
don’t stop there. Consider including an 
exclusive deal or time-sensitive coupon 
code to bring the customer back to your 
online store for another purchase.

Get to the point — then offer a deal
Have one call to action

Promoting a few additional products that may be of interest to the buyer is another 
tactic you can use in post-purchase emails. But don’t go overboard pushing upsells and 
recommendations. Just make sure the promotion is relevant and not random.

Make sure you give the buyer one clear 
way to take action when they read your 
email. Recommending products to check 
out, asking for a review on Google or 
Yelp or directing them to a relevant blog 
post can keep the buyer engaged with 
your brand.

Promote other products (but don’t go overboard)

When your customer has made a 
purchase, the next step is to ensure they 
get better acquainted with your brand 
so they come back and order again. 
Invite the customer to connect with your 
brand on social media or personalize 
their experience with coupons on their 
birthday or purchase anniversary. 

Foster the relationship
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Promoting a few additional products 
that may be of interest to the buyer 
is another tactic you can use in post-
purchase emails. But don’t go overboard 
pushing upsells and recommendations. 
Just make sure the promotion is relevant 
and not random.

Consider free shipping

Free shipping has 
been shown to boost 
overall conversions 
for e-commerce 
businesses, but not 
every e-commerce 
business can afford 
to offer free shipping 
all the time — and 
depending on what you 
sell, that may be okay. 
When thinking about 
if free shipping makes 
sense for your business, 
here are a few things to 
take into account.

Do the math. Before deciding to offer free shipping, do the 
math to see how it will affect profits. Instead of jumping into 
a free shipping policy for your whole site, run a test during a 
special time of year or a holiday and see if the incremental sales 
exceeded the added expense.

Leverage it as a promotional opportunity. If offering free 
shipping all the time is too expensive, consider offering it at 
certain times, such as weekend sales or for special promotional 
events. Some businesses will offer free shipping only when 
customers reach a certain purchase point, say, $50. If you go this 
route, make sure to thoroughly test to determine the threshold 
for ensuring a profit.

The need for speed. As a general rule, when you’re supplying 
free shipping, you shouldn’t make the customers wait a long 
time for their orders to arrive. Shoot for delivery within the two 
to four day range, which is still an acceptable turnaround for the 
majority of retailers in the market.

Thinking long term. Also think of free shipping as an 
investment in your customer relationships. While you may incur 
additional costs on the front end by covering shipping costs, the 
lifetime value of a loyal customer may be worth the expense.
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Chapter 3
Winning More Sales

E-commerce is flourishing as more people choose to do their shopping online, but a booming market is also a crowded one. With so much competition, e-commerce retailers 
have to offer an excellent shopping experience to attract consumers’ attention.

Whether you’re just building your e-commerce store or looking to improve your existing store, here are a few tips to help your store win more sales.
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Improve your website content

Getting online shoppers engaged with your brand takes more 
than just selling the right products at the right price. You’ve 
got to build a connection with your target audience and give 
them the information they need to make an informed buying 
decision. In order to do that, your e-commerce site must have 
plenty of content designed to convert browsers into buyers.

Create helpful general website content

Outstanding, original content on your online store’s website will bring in your targeted demographic and convince them to purchase from you. Start with creating articles, 
videos and other pieces of content that help shoppers make better purchase decisions at your store.

For example, if you sell healthy snacks, a downloadable cheat sheet titled “The Complete Guide to Gluten-Free Snacks” might help customers with a gluten allergy find 
exactly what they’re looking for. You might also put out a related blog post with a title like “9 Ingredients You Didn’t Know Had Gluten,” which will can help generate traffic 
to your website.

Focusing conversion-focused content will help make sure that everyone visiting your website knows exactly what you’re about and help move them toward a purchase.

Improve your e-commerce copywriting

Look at the content within your e-commerce store — the words and phrases 
you use in your product titles and descriptions. Because you want these 
pages to show up in search results, be sure to include keyword terms that 
reflect user intent.  

In addition to optimizing your e-commerce copy for search, also think about 
how the words and phrases you use in product descriptions and calls to 
action can influence shoppers psychologically. By using action-oriented copy, 
online retailers can set “goals” for consumers and play into their desire to 
feel powerful. 

For example, imagine you sell personal care products in your online store 
and are promoting a new antiperspirant. A strong, goal-oriented title like 
“Put an end to sweat marks!” will likely perform better than the softer, more 
sensory-focused “Feel fresh without sweat marks.” Why? Because it makes 
the shopper feel more empowered to overcome his or her problem — with 
the help of your product.

“ Think about how the words and phrases you use 
in product descriptions and calls to action can 
influence shoppers psychologically. 
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Communicate visually

Being thoughtful about 
your online store’s 
aesthetics can create 
a positive mood and 
sense of intrigue for your 
shoppers. The design of 
your e-commerce site can 
directly impact customers’ 
perception of your brand 
— and their decision to 
make a purchase.

Is the design of your website effectively persuading 
customers to purchase from you, or could a few minor 
tweaks give you a boost in sales? The only way to know 
what’s working on your e-commerce site (and what’s 
not) is to experiment. 

A/B testing pits two approaches head to head against 
each other to see which works better. On your website, 
you can test two different versions of the same prod-
uct page to see which one works better — such as a 
call-to-action button that reads “shop now” versus “buy 
now” or changing the color of your headline text. 

Just remember, test only one thing at a time and leave 
the other page as a control in the experiment. Mak-
ing multiple changes between your two designs can 
muddy your results, and you won’t know which change 
actually had the greatest impact on the conversion.

In online shopping, the success of your business 
depends on how well customers can visualize your 
product without seeing it in person. Posting plenty 
of well-taken photos on your product pages help 
shoppers feel that your site is trustworthy and your 
products are genuine. 

The quality of your website images reflect the quality 
of your brand, so make sure your product photos are 
not pixelated or out of focus. Include pictures from a 
variety of angles so customers get a full view of the 
product, and if it makes sense, record a short video of 
the item in action.

Test your designPost great photos and videos
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Leverage social proof

Including customer reviews and testimonials on 
your e-commerce site can help build an emotional 
connection to your small business and boost online 
sales. According to a 2017 BrightLocal survey, 
consumers read an average of seven reviews 
before they decide to place their trust in a business.

Allowing customers to leave 
reviews on your products increases 
your brand’s legitimacy in the 
public’s eye and helps shoppers 
make a decision about what to 
purchase. In addition, customer 
reviews can help you make better 
business decisions. For instance, 
products with a lot of high-ranking 
reviews can can be promoted in 
marketing campaigns as “customer 
favorites,” or target certain 
customers for follow-up purchases 
based on their feedback.

Include product reviews

One of the best ways to win 
consumers’ trust in your online 
store is by getting your satisfied 
customers to talk about their 
positive experience with your 
brand and including it on your 
website. Sharing these personal 
stories of real customers can help 
build an emotional connection to 
your small business and win 
more customers.

Share customer testimonials

Bad reviews happen, and seeing a negative comment from a 
customer can hurt. But what you do next can make the difference 
between losing more customers and improving your business’ 
reputation. If a customer is angry about the service provided 
by your business, do your best to make amends, whether that 
means sending them a refund or giving them a hefty discount on 
a future purchase. But don’t stop there — learn from the mistake. 
Could your internal processes be improved to keep this from 
happening for future customers?

Negative product reviews can also help you identify items that 
result in low customer satisfaction — which can negatively impact 
their view of your brand. If a lot of customers seem to share the 
same complaint, you may want to remove the product from your 
inventory and replace it with another option.

Accept negative feedback — and learn from it
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Chapter 4
Marketing Effectively

There’s no cookie- cutter formula to ensure success for an e -commerce website. 
But being creative with every aspect of your online business and taking 
experimental approaches to sales and marketing can go a long way to help build 
a strong customer base for your brand. Here are a few suggestions to help you 
reach your target market.

Get smart about social media

Social media 
marketing is a key 
part of any small 
business’ sales 
strategy — and 
critical to running an 
e-commerce store. 
Why? Because it 
targets your audience 
where they are 
already hanging 
out, consuming 
content and 
looking for product 
recommendations. 

Unfortunately, 
business owners don’t 
have endless hours 
to spend promoting 
their online store on 
Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram and other 
social media, so you 
need to be smart 
and strategic with 
your social media 
marketing.
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Decide where to invest your time and money

The type of business you own should determine which platforms 
make the most sense to focus on for your social media strategy. A 
fashion boutique, for instance, will likely have better performance 
on Facebook and Instagram than a company that sells shower 
heads and sink faucets, but the home-goods brand may perform 
better on Pinterest or Houzz. 

At a minimum, set up profiles for your e- commerce site on all 
major social platforms and be consistent with your branding. Try 
to spend a couple hours a week testing various social platforms 
to see which are most responsive to your products, and invest 
your resources there.

Incentivize engagement

One way to incentivize your audience 
on social media platforms is by 
offering discount codes for first-time 
customers to your e-commerce store, 
or holding an online contest with a 
unique hashtag. Encourage buyers 
to share their favorite products 
from your store for a chance to win 
a free gift, and follow up by sending 
participants promotions based on 
their submissions.

Leverage video

If content is king, video content is king of kings, especially when it 
comes to being found by consumers. Not only does video do well 
in search, it gives your e-commerce business a face, which creates 
a more human impression. Product demos, how-to tutorials and 
customer testimonials are all great ways to get started producing 
relevant video content for your webstore.
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Create strategic partnerships

What is an  online influencer? Finding the right influencer Ways to collaborate

Online influencers will tweet, post, 
blog or create a video about your 
company or a product in your 
online store, helping increase 
brand engagement and even 
drive purchase decisions. These 
influencers can be massive 
promoters with huge social media 
followings or micro-influencers 
who have significant impact over a 
smaller, niche audience. 

While a micro-influencer may 
have a smaller following, they 
typically allow you to home in 
on a very specific audience and 
have more bandwidth to focus 
on providing the outcomes your 
brand is looking for.

To find the right influencer, 
first consider which platform 
is most important for you 
to target. Are you wanting 
to partner with a successful 
video blogger or someone 
who has a highly engaged 
Twitter or Facebook audience? 

The cheapest way to find 
influencers is by searching 
topics and hashtags on social 
media platforms to see who’s 
posting a lot to the audience 
you’re targeting. But don’t 
just look at their number of 
followers or views — study 
how engaged they are with 
their audience, and vice versa. 
You can also outsource your 
search to an agency that can 
help you find the perfect 
match for your campaign.

There are a number of ways to 
collaborate with an influencer, 
from a one-time payment for 
a tweet or product review to 
a longer-term arrangement 
such as a full-scale social 
media campaign or brand 
ambassadorship. It depends on 
your goals for the campaign, 
the influencer you’re working 
with and, of course, your 
budget.

Bartering might be another 
option, depending on what you 
can offer. Some influencers 
may be willing to help out in 
return for store credit or early 
access to coveted products.

Another great way to market your 
online store is by partnering with 
online influencers, who have a 
large following on social media. 
According to one survey, almost 
40 percent of Twitter users say 
they’ve made a purchase as a 
direct result of a Tweet from 
an influencer.

While you probably can’t afford 
to pay a huge celebrity to help 
promote your brand, hiring 
someone with social clout in your 
niche may be well within reach.
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Chapter 5
Maximizing Profits

New technology has also made it easier than ever to launch, market and 
manage an e-commerce business, but a climate ripe for success doesn’t 
eliminate the risk of failure. The success of an online retail store greatly 
depends on controlling costs and making wise business decisions. Here are a 
few things that are easy to overlook when sales are good, but can quickly sink 
an operation when sales start to dwindle.
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Price promotions strategically Promotions are an effective way to entice new customers to your online store. But a growth 
in sales volume doesn’t always equate to profits. Don’t get caught up in a discount frenzy 
for the sake of volume. Instead, learn how to price your promotions strategically so you still 
make a profit.

Explain why you’re discounting. In order to keep the value of your discounted products 
high in customers’ minds, make sure they know why the items are on sale. Online shoppers 
need to feel that your pricing policy isn’t arbitrary. The more the sale makes sense to the 
customer, the more likely they are to shop with you again.

Consider progressive discounting. 
Progressive discounts can be an effective 
way to move time-sensitive merchandise, 
like fashion. Start at full price, then 
incrementally increase the discount 
over time. This strategy allows you to 
earn higher profits from customers who 
care about being one of the first to have 
an item, while allowing you to reward 
shoppers who are willing to wait.

Don’t go too low. Discounts should 
be set at a price low enough to draw 
in customers, but not so low that it 
impacts the perceived quality of your 
brand. To determine the right amount 
to discount, start by thinking about the 
level of quality customers associate with 
a particular product. For example, you 
can get a similar sales lift by knocking 30 
percent off a budget brand as you would 
by discounting a premium brand by just 
10 to 15 percent.

Never give it away for free. No matter how deep your discount goes, never give 
your products away for free. For instance, research shows that buy one, get one free 
deals risk devaluing your products, so rather than giving the extra item away for 
free, charge a nominal amount, like $1. 

Odd pricing. Pricing your discount 
just below a round number is another 
winning strategy for keeping profits 
high during a promotion. Not only does 
offering 39 percent off, instead of 40 
percent, keep an extra bit of cash in 
your pocket, it plays into customers’ 
naturally positive outlook on shopping 
during sales.

Play games of chance. Getting customers to play games for a discount will get 
them excited about your sale without reducing the perceived value of your products. 
Invite online shoppers to play games of chance, like entering a sweepstakes or 
spinning a digital prize wheel to “win” a discount.

5 Reasons Store 
Owners Mark 

Down Products

To match or beat 
competitors’ prices

To create excitment

To encourage purchases 
of picked-over stock

To clear out excess 
inventory at the end of 
a season

To phase out certain 
products or brands
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Plan for returns

With limitless choices online and increased ease and 
speed of purchase, more consumers are buying items 
they’re unsure about with the knowledge that they can 
always return them. For an e-commerce store, returns 
can cut into profits and impact your bottom line. Here’s 
how to assess how much online returns are affecting 
your business and how to reduce the burden.

Analyze how returns are really 
impacting your business

It may hurt every time you create 
a return shipping label (if you’re 
offering free or discounted returns) 
or take something back in store. But 
if you haven’t stepped back to look 
at what percentage of online sales 
are returned for your particular 
store, you’re not getting a complete 
picture. Don’t make a rash decision 
that penalizes 95 percent of your 
customers, when only 5 percent are 
causing problems.

Get your listings in order

Before changing your online return 
policy, take an audit of your listings 
online to try reduce the number of 
returns you get in the first place. 
Make sure your item descriptions are 
accurate and your photography reflects 
what the item looks like (after all, color 
discrepancies are a major reason items 
are returned). Add as many product 
measurements as you can. Heights, 
widths, depths and weights are essential 
for non-clothing products, when 
applicable. The more details, the better.
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Offer free shipping, but charge for returns

One way to offset the cost of returns is by offering free 
shipping to entice this 80 percent of buyers, but charge 
for return shipping. Or better yet, tie free shipping to 
a minimum purchase threshold. That way, even if the 
customer returns one item from the order, you’ve still 
made a sale from the other items.

Cap your return date

Another strategy to make online returns a little more 
bearable is to add a time limit to your policy. A 30-day 
return policy is still seen as reasonable to the majority 
of online shoppers. You can also mark certain products 
for final sale, such as end-of-season and holiday 
merchandise, as well as made-to-order goods.

Leniency is key

Though you’ll always have customers who abuse your return policy, to compete online, your business should be as generous as possible with returns. 
And remember, if you mess an order up or an item is defective and damaged, it is essential that your business take the item back and cover the 
shipping as a gesture of goodwill to avoid tarnishing your brand’s reputation.

“Though you’ll 
always have 
customers who 
abuse your return 
policy, to compete 
online, your 
business should 
be as generous 
as possible with 
returns.
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Save on shipping costs

Always 
double-check rates

Use exact-sized boxes Reuse boxes 
from deliveries

Choose the right tapeNegotiate with your 
shipping company

Combine packages

Shipping costs and speeds influence sales at e-commerce businesses. 
But offering free shipping comes at a cost. How do you meet 
customers’ expectations without giving up profits? Here are some 
smart ways to save time and money when shipping your products.
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Rates at shipping 
companies can vary 

widely. The cost to get 
a product to one place 
might be significantly 
higher at USPS than 
FedEx, depending on 
the distance and box 
size. While it might be 
easier to work with a 

single domestic carrier, 
comparing rates at 
all carriers for every 

shipment you make can 
save you money in the 

long run.

While rate shopping is the 
best way to save costs, 
creating an exclusive 

partnership with a single 
carrier can put you in 
a position to bargain. 

Estimate how much you 
plan to ship with that 

carrier in the upcoming 
year, then speak to your 
account representative. 
He or she will have the 
power to offer options 

and discounts. The more 
you plan to ship, the 

bigger the discount you 
can ask for.

Carriers usually charge 
significantly less to 

deliver one big box than 
two smaller boxes. If a 

customer orders 
multiple products, ship 

them together 
whenever possible.

When you’re busy packaging 
a day’s worth of orders, it 
might be tempting to grab 

whatever box is nearby 
to ship a product. But 

remember: The larger the 
box, the more you’ll pay for 

shipping — and for packaging 
materials to protect the 

items inside. Stock up on 
perfectly sized boxes for 

your most popular products 
and typical order sizes. 

Save odd-sized boxes from 
incoming shipments — they 
might come in handy when a 

strange order comes in.

If your online store has a 
lot of incoming shipments 
from online returns and 

you have the space, stash 
any reusable boxes and 

recycle for future outgoing 
shipments. Not only will 
you reduce the amount 

you’re spending on shipping 
materials, you’ll also avoid 

hauling costs to remove 
unwanted materials from 

your property. Just be 
sure to cover up any other 
company’s branding with 

brown cardboard craft 
spray paint first.

The way you seal boxes 
may impact your labor 

costs and the potential for 
damaged goods. Instead of 
using regular clear packing 
tape, consider investing in 
a craft tape machine that 

dispenses the exact amount 
of tape needed for a box.
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Conclusion

There’s a lot of money to be made selling 
products online, but getting started is the tricky 
part for most small business owners. But as you 
can see, stepping into the world of online retail 
doesn’t have to be scary or exceptionally difficult. 
It just requires a little planning, strategic thinking 
and careful execution to ensure your success. 

In this ebook, we’ve equipped you with tactics to 
help you launch your e-commerce site, organize 
(and optimize) your online business, win new 
business and more — and these are just a few 
ideas. Do research on what other innovative 
brands are doing, and come up with your own 
creative ideas.

Remember, after all is said and done, if you don’t 
take these concepts and apply them in your small 
business, your online store will never reap the 
benefits they can bring. So don’t rely on inertia 
and luck to keep moving your small business 
forward. Grab the reins, hold on tight and enjoy 
the ride to a more profitable future online.

About Commerce for NCR Silver

For more than 130 years, NCR has helped 
companies better connect, interact and transact 
with customers. With our cloud-based software, 
modern hardware and support services, NCR 
enables nearly 700 million transactions daily 
across retail, financial, travel, hospitality, telecom 
and technology, and small business. 

With Commerce for NCR Silver, merchants 
can launch their online business quickly and 
make time-sensitive updates with ease, without 
needing to hire a web developer or additional 
IT resources. Manage all aspects of your 
e-commerce website with tools that integrate 
seamlessly with the point-of-sale, enjoy access 
to live support agents 24/7 and easily access all 
the information and data you need to run you 
business efficiently and effectively.

Learn how Commerce for NCR Silver can help 
you start selling online at www.ncrsilver.com.
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