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an active member of Jewel Heart, a Tibetan Buddhist meditation and study
group based in Ann Arbor, Michigan.
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Introduction

ou’ve been thinking about starting your own business, but until now, it’s

been just a dream. After all, you're a busy person. You have a full-time job,
whether it’s running your home or working outside your home. Or perhaps
you’ve been through some life-changing event and are ready to take off in a
new direction. Then the economy took a turn for the worse, and you were
understandably reluctant to make a big career change.

Well, [ have news for you: Now is the perfect time to turn your dream into
reality by starting your own online business. Individuals just like you are
making money and enriching their lives by operating businesses online.
The clock and your location are no longer limiting factors. Small business
owners can now work any time of the night or day in their spare bedrooms,
local libraries, or neighborhood coffee shops. And there are new ways of
making money online, such as starting a blog or starting a full-time business
on eBay, which are becoming more viable all the time.

If you like the idea of being in business for yourself, but you don’t have a partic-
ular product or service in mind at the moment, relax and keep yourself open
for inspiration. Many different kinds of commercial enterprises can hit it big
on the Internet. Among the entrepreneurs I interviewed for this book are a
woman who sells her own insect repellent, a mapmaker, a woman who provides
office services for the medical community, a housewife who sells sweetener
and coffee on eBay, a sculptor and painter, a young man who started selling
electronics online at age 16, and several folks who create Web pages for other
businesses. With the help of this book, you can start a new endeavor and be
in charge of your own cyberbusiness, too.

Vou Can Do It!

What’s that? You say you wouldn’t know a merchant account, profit-and-loss
statement, or clickthrough advertising rate if it came up to you on the street
and introduced itself? Don’t worry: The Internet (and this book) level the
playing field, so a novice has just as good a chance at succeeding as MBAs
who love to throw around business terms at cocktail parties.

The Internet is pretty much an accepted part of the business landscape these

days. Whether you’ve been in business for 20 years or 20 minutes, the keys to
success are the same:
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v Having a good idea: If you have something to sell that people have an
appetite for, and if your competition is slim, your chances of success are
hefty.

v Working hard: When you are your own boss, you can make yourself
work harder than any of your former bosses ever could. But if you put in
the effort and persist through the inevitable ups and downs, you will be
a winner.

v~ Preparing for success: One of the most surprising and useful things I
discovered from the online businesspeople that I interviewed was that if
you believe that you will succeed, you probably will. Believe in yourself
and proceed as though you’re going to be successful. Together with your
good ideas and hard work, your confidence will pay off.

If you're the cautious type who wants to test the waters before you launch
your new business on the Internet, let this book lead you gently up the learn-
ing curve. After you're online, you can master techniques to improve your
presence. This book includes helpful hints for doing market research and
reworking your Web site until you get the success you want. Even if you
aren’t among the lucky small business owners who make a fortune by con-
necting to the Net, the odds are very good that you will make new friends,
build your confidence, and have fun, too.

The Water’s Still Fine

When I first started revising this new edition in the fall of 2004, | was excited
to find that new business opportunities were springing up again after some
lean years. eBay is booming. Other well-known Web-based service providers
like Yahoo!, PayPal, and Amazon.com are enabling entrepreneurs to start up
new businesses. Bloggers are taking the Internet by storm, and some are
making a regular source of income from their online diaries. Google and
Overture are making it easier than ever to gain advertising revenue.

As the Web becomes more of a way of life and broadband Internet connections
become widespread, doing business online becomes more of a real possibility.
Still, you may have reasonable concerns about the future of e-commerce for
the very entrepreneurs this book seeks to help — individuals who are starting
their first businesses on the Web. Your fears will quickly evaporate when you
read this book’s case studies of my friends and colleagues who do business
online. They’re either thriving or at least treading water, and they enthusiasti-
cally encourage others to jump right in — the water’s fine.

This is still a great time to start an online business. People who are getting into

e-commerce today have advantages over those who started out three or four

years ago. Simply put, both consumers and businesses are smarter. “There

are more experts in the field so that it is easier to make things happen,” says

Sarah-Lou Reekie, an online entrepreneur I profile in Chapter 13. “The world
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is far more au fait and switched on to the Web. The percentage of people able
to competently order is far higher. People aren’t as nervous as they were to
put through credit cards. After an amazingly short time, the Web has changed
from an unknown and somewhat scary medium to something as easy as ABC
for most users.”

“I feel the best time to start an online business is when you are positioned to
begin. I do not feel that there is an advantage/disadvantage to waiting for a
‘better time’ to start,” says Mark Cramer, whose own online business and
Web site are profiled in Bonus Chapter 1 on this book’s Web site (located at
www.dummies.com/go/onlinebusinessfd).

Where This Book Is Coming From

Online business isn’t just for large corporations, or even just for small busi-
nesses that already have a storefront in the real world and simply want to
supplement their marketability with a Web site.

The Internet is a perfect venue for individuals who want to start their own
business, who like using computers, and who believe that cyberspace is the
place to do it. You don’t need much money to get started, after all. If you
already have a computer and an Internet connection and can create your
own Web pages (which this book will help you with), making the move to
your own business Web site may cost only $100 or less. After you're online,
the overhead is pretty reasonable, too: You may pay only $10 to $75 per
month to a Web hosting service to keep your site online.

With each month that goes by, the number of Internet users increases exponen-
tially. To be precise, in early 2004 Neilsen//NetRatings released data indicating
that more than 74 percent of the U.S. population had access to the Internet at
home. The Pew Internet & American Life Project reported that 39 percent of
adults who surf the Internet do so with a broadband connection. We have now
reached that critical mass where most people are using the Internet regularly
for everyday shopping and other financial activities. The Internet is already
becoming a powerhouse for small businesses.

So why wait to fall behind your competition? The goal of this book is to help
you open your fledgling business on the Internet now. Let this book guide you
through the following steps:

v Preparing a business plan, defining your target market, and setting goals

v Purchasing the hardware and software you need to run your business

v Making your Web pages content rich and interactive

v Reaching your customers through multiple marketplaces such as eBay,
Yahoo!, Amazon.com, and your own Web site
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v Marketing to customers around the world
v~ Creating a secure environment for shopping and receiving payments online

v Keeping your business records and observing legal requirements

How to Use This Book

Want to get an overview of the whole process of going online and be inspired
by one man’s online business success story? Zip ahead to Chapter 1. Want to
find out how to accept credit card payments? Flip ahead to Chapter 12. Feel
free to skip back and forth to chapters that interest you. I've made this book
into an easy-to-use reference tool that you will be comfortable with, no matter
what your level of experience with computers and networking. You don’t have
to scour each chapter methodically from beginning to end to find what you
want. The Net doesn’t work that way and neither does this book!

If you're just starting out and need to do some essential business planning, see
Chapter 2. If you want to prepare a shopping list of business equipment, see
Chapter 3. Chapters 4 through 10 are all about the essential aspects of creating
and operating a successful online business, from organizing and marketing
your Web site to providing effective online customer service and security.
Later chapters get into advertising, legal issues, and accounting. The fun
thing about being online is that continually improving and redoing your pre-
sentation is easy. So start where it suits you and come back later for more.

What This Book Assumes

This book assumes that you have never been in business before but that
you’re interested in setting up your own commercial site on the Internet. I
also assume that you're familiar with the Internet, have been surfing for a
while, and may even have put out some information of your own in the form
of a home page.

It also assumes that you have or are ready to get the following:
v A computer and a modem: Don’t worry, Chapter 2 explains exactly what

hardware and software you need.

v Instructions on how to think like a businessperson: | spend a good
amount of time in this book encouraging you to set goals, devise strate-
gies to meet those goals, and do the sort of planning that successful
businesspeople need to do.
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v~ Just enough technical know-how: You don’t have to do it all yourself.
Plenty of entrepreneurs decide to partner with someone or hire an
expert to perform design and technical work. This book can help you
understand your options and give you a basic vocabulary so that you
can work productively with the consultants you hire.

What's Where in This Book

This book is divided into six parts. Each part contains chapters that discuss
stages in the process of starting an online business. There’s also an Internet
Directory that you can access through this book’s Web site; it presents an

up-to-date list of resources that are essential for any online businessperson.

Part I: Strategies and Tools
for Vour Online Business

In Part [, I describe what you need to do and how you need to think in order to
start your new online business. The first chapter follows the story about how
a business started by a graphic artist-turned mapmaker has grown into an
Internet success story. Subsequent chapters also present case studies profiling
other entrepreneurs and describing how they started their online businesses.
Within these pages is where I also describe the software that you need in
order to create Web pages and perform essential business tasks, along with
any computer upgrades that will help your business run more smoothly. You
also discover how to choose a Web host and find exciting new ways to make
money online.

Part II: Establishing Your Online Presence

Even if you use an online service that isn’t technically part of the Web, such as
America Online, you need to create a Web site — a series of interconnected
Web pages that everyone in cyberspace can view with a Web browser. As far
as online business is concerned, the Web is where it’s at. This part explains
how to create a compelling and irresistible Web site, one that attracts paying
customers around the world and keeps them coming back to make more pur-
chases. This part also includes options for attracting and keeping customers,
making your site secure, and updating and improving your online business.
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Part I11: Successful Online Business Models

Some of the most exciting new aspects of starting a business online are ways
to generate sales revenue that don’t involve setting up your own Web site
from scratch. Instead of going it alone, you sign up with one of the many well-
established business marketplaces on the Web that enables individuals just
like you to create storefronts or sell individual items. You find out about cre-
ating storefronts on Amazon.com, Yahoo!, PayPal, and CafePress.com, among
other venues. You also discover the ins and outs of starting a business on eBay,
a marketplace that has changed lives and is quickly changing the landscape
of online business.

Part IV: Running and Promoting
Your Online Business

Your work doesn’t end after you put your Web site online or start to make a
few sales. In fact, what you do after you open your cyberdoors for business
can make the difference between a site that says “Wow!” and one that says
“Ho-hum.” In this part, [ describe cost-effective marketing and advertising
techniques that you can do yourself to increase visibility and improve cus-
tomer satisfaction. You discover how to make the shopping experience a
smooth one for your customers, how to accept payments, and how to pro-
vide good customer service. You also find out about new ways to increase
visibility with search services such as Google.

Part U: The Necessary Evils:
Law and Accounting

This part delves into some less-than-sexy but essential activities for any online
business. Find out about general security methods designed to make commerce
more secure on the Internet. [ also discuss copyrights, trademarks, and other
legal concerns for anyone wanting to start a company in the increasingly
competitive atmosphere of the Internet. Finally, you get an overview of basic
accounting practices for online businesses and suggestions of accounting tools
that you can use to keep track of your e-commerce activities.

Part Ul: The Part of Tens

Filled with tips, cautions, suggestions, and examples, the Part of Tens pre-
sents many tidbits of information that you can use to plan and create your
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own business presence on the Internet, including ten hot new ways to make
money on the Web.

An Online Feature: The Starting an Online
Business For Dummies Internet Directory

If you're running your online business in your off hours or between other
activities, you don’t have time to scour the Web for help. Not to fear: You can
find everything you need in this directory. It’s a collection of links to Web sites
and other Internet resources of special interest to individuals starting an online
business — especially if you're working alone or at home and need to find
people to help you. Access it at www.dummies.com/go/onlinebusinessfd.
(On the Web site you'll also find Bonus Chapter 1, which details ten ways of
ensuring online success.)

Conventions Used in This Book

In this book, I format important bits of information in special ways to make
sure that you notice them right away:

v+~ In This Chapter lists: Chapters start with a list of the topics that I cover in
that chapter. This list represents a kind of table of contents in miniature.

+ Numbered lists: When you see a numbered list, follow the steps in a spe-
cific order to accomplish a given task.

v+~ Bulleted lists: Bulleted lists (like this one) indicate things that you can
do in any order or list related bits of information.

1 Web addresses: When [ describe activities or sites of interest on the World
Wide Web, I include the address, or Uniform Resource Locator (URL), in a
special typeface like this: http://www.wiley.com/. Because the newer
versions of popular Web browsers, such as Netscape Navigator and
Microsoft Internet Explorer, don’t require you to enter the entire URL, this
book uses the shortened addresses. For example, if you want to connect
to the Wiley Publishing site, you can get there by simply entering the fol-
lowing in your browser’s Go To or Address box: www.wiley.com.

Don’t be surprised if your browser can’t find an Internet address you
type or if a Web page that’s depicted in this book no longer looks the
same. Although the sites were current when the book was written, Web
addresses (and sites themselves) can be pretty fickle. Try looking for a
missing site by using an Internet search engine. Or try shortening the
address by deleting everything after the .com (or .org or .edu).
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Icons Used in This Book

Starting an Online Business For Dummies, 4th Edition, also uses special graph-
ical elements called icons to get your attention. Here’s what they look like and
what they mean:

This icon points out some technical details that may be of interest to you.
A thorough understanding, however, isn’t a prerequisite to grasping the
underlying concept. Non-techies are welcome to skip items marked by this
icon altogether.

This icon calls your attention to interviews I conducted with online entrepre-
neurs who provided tips and instructions for running an online business.

This icon flags practical advice about particular software programs or about
issues of importance to businesses. Look to these tips for help with finding
resources quickly, making sales, or improving the quality of your online busi-
ness site. This icon also alerts you to software programs and other resources
that I consider to be especially good, particularly for the novice user.

This icon points out potential pitfalls that can develop into more major prob-
lems if you’re not careful.

This icon alerts you to facts and figures that are important to keep in mind as
you run your online business.

We've in It Together

Improving communication is the whole point of this book. My goal is to help
you express yourself in the exciting new medium of the Internet and to remind
you that you're not alone. I'm a businessperson myself, after all. So | hope that
you’ll let me know what you think about this book by contacting me. Check out
the For Dummies Web site at www.dummies.com. You're also welcome to con-
tact me directly if you have questions or comments. Visit my personal Web
page at www.gregholden.com or send e-mail to me at greg@gregholden.com.
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Part|

Strategies and
Tools for Your
Online Business

The 5th Wave By Rich Tennant
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“As a Web site designer I mnever thought
I'd say this, but I don't think your
site has enough bells and whistles.”
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In this part . . .

Wlat all does starting an online business involve?
In this part, [ answer that question with a brief

overview of the whole process. The following chapters
help you set your online business goals, draw up a blue-

print for meeting those goals, and explore new ways to
market your goods and services.

And just as dentists prepare their drills and carpenters
assemble their tools, you need to gather the necessary
hardware and software to keep your online business
running smoothly. So, in this part, I discuss the business
equipment that the online store owner needs and suggest
ways that you can meet those needs even on a limited
budget.

Let the step-by-step instructions and real-life case studies
in this part guide you through the process of starting a
successful business online.
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Chapter 1
Opening Your Own Online

Business in Ten Easy Steps

In This Chapter

Finding a unique niche for your business

Identifying a need and targeting your customers

Turning your Web site into an indispensable resource

Finding more than one way to market your business

Evaluating your success and revising your site

Step

Sarting an online business is no longer a novelty. It’s a fact of life for individ-
uals and established companies alike. The good news is that e-commerce
is here to stay and thriving once again. Not only that, but the steps required to
conduct commerce online are well within the reach of individuals like you and
me who have no prior business experience. New software and services make
creating Web pages and transacting online business easier than ever. Even

online businesses that were floundering a few years ago have figured out how
to work smarter and more successfully. All you need is a good idea, a bit of

start-up money, some computer equipment, and a little help from your friends.

One of my goals in this book is to be one of the friends who provides you with
the right advice and support to get your business online and make it a suc-
cess. In this chapter, [ give you a step-by-step overview of the entire process
of starting an online business.

1: Identify a Need

“The best of anything hasn’t been done yet,” says John Moen, the successful
e-businessperson profiled in this chapter. “The Web isn’t over. Someday some-
one is going to invent a better Wal-Mart, and there’s going to be a bigger and
better store. As the technology changes, someone is going to create a business
online that makes people say, ‘Holy cow, that’s cool.””
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Part I: Strategies and Tools for Your Online Business

E-commerce and the Web have been around for a decade now. But new prod-
ucts and ways to sell them are being identified all the time. Think of the things
that didn’t exist when the first Web sites were created: MP3s, wireless modems,
DVDs, eBay. Consider my brother Mike: As I write this book, I am helping him
create his own online business, Ip2cdsolutions, Inc. Like many entrepreneurs,
he reached a simple conclusion: “If [ want this product so badly, I bet a lot of
other people do, too.” What he wanted was to convert his scratchy old records
to clean and repackaged CDs. He spent thousands of dollars on computer hard-
ware and software, and he got really good at audio restoration. Now he wants
to make money by doing the same for others. Will he succeed because he has
me to help him? [ don’t think success is guaranteed. It depends on you —
your energy, dedication, and enthusiasm. You follow the progress of his site
in this and subsequent chapters.

Your first job, accordingly, is to get in touch with your market (the people
who’ll be buying your stuff or using your services) and determine how you can
best meet its needs. After all, you can’t expect Web surfers to patronize your
online business unless you identify services or items that they really need.

A hotbhed of commerce

Statistically, the Internet is a hotbed of 1~ eMarketer (www.emarketer.com/

commerce — and it just keeps getting hotter.
Listen to what the experts are saying:

v~ BizRate (www.bizrate.com)reported that

Report.aspx?b2c_us_jul04)cites The
U.S. Department of Commerce’s numbers
indicating that e-commerce sales in the

online shoppers spent $8.6 billion during the
2003 Christmas season, 24 percent more
than the year before. The top categories in
terms of sales were computer hardware,
electronics, and entertainment. However,
the categories that saw the strongest growth
were food and wine (up 58 percent over the
year before), gifts and flowers (up 56 percent),
and apparel (up 38 percent).

Statistics Canada (www.statcan. ca), the
Canadian government's central statistical
agency, recently reported that e-commerce
sales in Canada in 2003 rose for the fourth
year in a row, jumping 40 percent from $13.7
billion in 2002 to $19.1 billion in 2003.

U.S. reached $56 billion in 2003, compared
with $44.3 billion in 2002. Nearly one-third of
2003 sales occurred in the holiday shopping
season in the fourth quarter.

v Jupiter Research (www. jupiter
research.com)predicts that online sales
of apparel and accessories, excluding shoes
and jewelry, will reach $7.5 billion in 2004,
from $6.2 hillion the previous year. By 2008,
the number should hit$12 billion, accounting
for 4.9 percent of all apparel sales.

Check out the Starting an Online Business For
Dummies, 4th Edition, Internet Directory on this
book’s Web site (located at www.dummies.
com/go/onlinebusinessfd) for links to
sites where you can gather fast facts and back-
ground information on doing business online.
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Chapter 1: Opening Your Own Online Business in Ten Easy Steps

A\

Getting to know the marketplace

The Internet is a worldwide, interconnected network of computers to which
people can connect either from work or home, and through which people can
communicate via e-mail, receive information from the Web, and buy and sell
items by using credit cards or other means.

Many people decide to start an online business with little more than a casual
knowledge of the Internet. But when you decide to get serious about going
online with a commercial endeavor, it pays to get to know the environment in
which you plan to be working.

One of your first steps should be to find out what it means to do business
online and to determine the best ways for you to fit into the exploding field of
electronic commerce. For example, you need to realize that the Internet is a
personal place; that customers are active, not passive, in the way they absorb
information; and that the Net was established within a culture of people shar-
ing information freely and helping one another.

Some of the best places to find out about the culture of the Internet are the
newsgroups, chat rooms, and bulletin boards where individuals gather and
exchange messages online. Visiting discussion forums devoted to topics that
interest you personally can be especially helpful, and you’re likely to end up
participating. Also visit commerce Web sites, such as eBay, Amazon.com, or
other online marketplaces, and take note of ideas and approaches that you
may want to use.

“Cee-ing” what's out there

The more information you have about the “three Cs” of the online world, the
more likely you are to succeed in doing business online:

1 Competitors: Familiarize yourself with other online businesses that
already do what you want to do. Don’t let their presence intimidate
you. You're going to find a different and better way to do what they
already do.

v Customers: Investigate the various kinds of customers who shop online
and who might visit your site.

v Culture: Explore the special language and style people use when they
communicate.
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’ 4 Part I: Strategies and Tools for Your Online Business

As you take a look around the Internet, notice the kinds of goods and services
that tend to sell in the increasingly crowded, occasionally disorganized, and
sometimes-complex online world. The things that sell best in cyberspace
include four Cs:

v Cheap: Online items tend to be sold at a discount — at least, that’s what
shoppers expect.

v Customized: Anything that’s hard-to-find, personalized, or unique sells
well online.

v Convenient: Shoppers are looking for items that are easier to buy online
than at a “real” store, such as a rare book that you can order in minutes

\\J

from Amazon.com (www.amazon.com), or an electronic greeting card
that you can send online in seconds (www.greeting-cards.com).

1 Contentrich: Consumers go online to quickly read news stories that are
available by subscription, such as newspapers and magazines, or that
exist online only, such as Web logs (blogs) and electronic publications

(ezines).

Visit one of the tried-and-true indexes to the Internet, such as Yahoo! (www .
yahoo.com), or the preeminent search service Google (www.google.com).
Enter a word or phrase in the site’s home page search box that describes the
kinds of goods or services you want to provide online. Find out how many
existing businesses already do what you want to do. Better yet, determine

what they don’t do, and set a goal of meeting that specialized need yourself.

Mapmaker locates his online niche

John Moen didn’t know a thing about computer
graphics when he first started his online business,
Graphic Maps, in 1995. He didn‘t know how to
write HyperText Markup Language (HTML), the
set of instructions used to create \Web pages. (Not
too many people in 1995 did.) But he did know a lot
about maps. And he heard that setting up shop
on the Web was “the thing to do.” He scraped
together $300 in start-up costs, learned to create
some simple Web pages without any photos
(only maps and other graphics), and went online.

Atfirst, business was slow. “l remember saying
to my wife, ‘You know what? We had ten page
views yesterday.” The Graphic Maps site (www .
graphicmaps.com) was averaging about 30
page views per day when Moen decided to do

something that many beginners may find coun-
terproductive, even silly: He started giving away
his work for free. He created some free art
(called clip art) and made it available for people
to copy. And he didn't stop there: He began
giving away his knowledge of geography. He
answered questions submitted to him by school-
children and teachers.

Soon, his site was getting 1,000 visits a day. Today,
he reports, “We are so busy, we literally can't
keep up with the demand for custom maps.
Almost 95 percent of our business leads come
from the Web, and that includes many interna-
tional companies and Web sites. \Web page traffic
has grown to more than 3 million hits per month,
and banner advertising now pays very well.”
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John now has six employees, receives many
custom orders for more than $10,000, and has
done business with numerous Fortune 500 com-
panies. To promote his site, John gives away free
maps for nonprofit organizations, operates a daily
geography contest with a $100 prize to the first
person with the correct answer, and answers
e-mail promptly. “I feel strongly that the secret
onthe Webh is to provide a solution for a problem,
and for the most part, do it free,” he suggests.
“Ifthe service is high quality, and people get what
they want. . . they will tell their friends and all will
beat a path to your URL, and then, and only then,
will you be able to sell your products to the world,
in a way you never imagined was possible.”

Moen created a second site called worldatlas.
com (www.worldatlas.com,as shown here)
thatis devoted to geography. That site generates
revenue from popup and banner ads that other
companies place there because so many people
visit. “Itis not unusual to have 20 million impres-
sions on that site and hundreds of thousands of
geography questions a month from teachers and
students who need an answer to a geography
question,” says Moen.

Chapter 1: Opening Your Own Online Business in Ten Easy Steps

When asked how he can spare the time to answer
questions for free when he has so much paying
business available, he responds: “How can you
not? | normally work 12-hour, and sometimes 16-
or 18-hour days. If some little kid, some student,
comes home from school, and says, ‘Grandpa, |
need to find out what's the tallest mountain in
North America, and he does a search on Google
that directs him to go to worldatlas.com, we will
try to answer that question.”

His advice for beginning entrepreneurs: “Find
your niche and do it well. Don‘ttry to compete with
larger companies. For instance, | can't compete
with Microsoft or Rand McNally, but | don't try
to. Our map site, graphicmaps.com, is one of the
few custom map sites on the Web. There is no
software yet available today that will do auto-
matic mapping for a client. If you need a map for
a wedding or for your office, we can make you
one. | fill some needs that they don't fill, and |
learned long ago how to drive business to my
site by offering something for free. The fact is
that if you have good ideas and you search for
clients, you can still do well on the Web.”
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Part I: Strategies and Tools for Your Online Business

Figuring out how to do it better

After you take a look at what’s already out there, the next step is to find ways
to make your business stand out from the crowd. Direct your energies toward
making your site unique in some way and providing things that others don’t
offer. The things that set your online business apart from the rest can be as
tangible as half-price sales, contests, seasonal sales, or freebies. They can
also involve making your business site higher in quality than the others.
Maybe you can just provide better or more personalized customer service
than anyone else.

What if you can’t find other online businesses doing what you want to do?
Lucky you! In electronic commerce, being first often means getting a head start
and being more successful than latecomers, even if they have more resources
than you do. (Just ask the owners of the online bookstore Amazon.com.) Don’t
be afraid to try something new and outlandish. It just might work!

Step 2: Determine What
Vou Have to Offer

Business is all about identifying customers’ needs and figuring out exactly
what goods or services you're going to provide to meet those needs. It’s the
same both online and off. (Often, you perform this step before or at the same
time that you scope out what the business needs are and figure out how you
can position yourself to meet those needs, as I explain in the earlier section
“Step 1: Identify a Need.”)

To determine what you have to offer, make a list of all the items you have to
put up for sale, or all the services that you plan to provide to your customers.
Next, you need to decide not only what goods or services you can provide
online, but also where you’re going to obtain them. Are you going to create
sale items yourself? Are you going to purchase them from another supplier?
Jot down your ideas on paper and keep them close at hand as you develop
your business plan.

The Internet is a personal, highly interactive medium. Be as specific as possi-
ble with what you plan to do online. Don’t try to do everything; the medium
favors businesses that do one thing well. The more specific your business,
the more personal the level of service you can provide to your customers.
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Step 3: Come Up with a
Cyberbusiness Plan

\\J

The process of setting goals and objectives and then designing strategies for
attaining them is essential when starting a new business. What you end up
with is called a business plan. A good business plan applies not only to the
start-up phase, but also to a business’s day-to-day operation. It can also be
instrumental in helping a small business obtain a bank loan.

Drawing up a business plan

To set specific goals for your new business, ask yourself these questions:

v Why do you want to start a business?

v Why do you want to start it online?

1 What would you want to buy online?

v What would make you buy it?
These questions may seem simple. But many businesspeople never take the
time to answer them. And only you can answer these questions for yourself.
Make sure that you have a clear idea of where you’re going so that you can

commit to making your venture successful over the long haul. (See Chapter 2
for more on setting goals and envisioning your business.)

To carry your plan into your daily operations, observe these suggestions:

v Write a brief description of your company and what you hope to accom-

plish with it.

v Draw up a marketing strategy. (See Chapter 15 for tips.)

v Keep track of your finances. (See Chapter 17 for specifics.)
Consider using specialized software to help you prepare your business plan.
Programs such as Business Plan Pro by Palo Alto Software (www.palo-alto.
com) lead you through the process by asking you a series of questions as a
way of identifying what you want to do. The program retails for $99.95. I also

refer you to Business Plans For Dummies, 2nd Edition, by Paul Tiffany and
Steven D. Peterson (Wiley).
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If you set aside part of your home for business purposes, you are eligible for
tax deductions. Exactly how much you can deduct depends on how much
space you use. (For example, [ have a nine-room house, and one room serves
as my office, so I am able to deduct one-ninth of my utility bills and other
housing costs. The deduction is based on floor space, but my office takes up
about one-ninth of the total square footage in my house.) You can depreciate
your computers and other business equipment, too. On the other hand, your
municipality may require you to obtain a license if you operate a business in
a residential area; check with your local authorities to make sure that you're
on the up and up. You can find out more about tax and legal issues, including
local licensing requirements, in Chapters 16 and 17 of this book.

Step 4: Assemble Your Equipment
and Set Up Shop

One of the great advantages of opening a store on the Internet rather than on
Main Street is money — or rather, the lack of it. Instead of having to rent a
space and set up furniture and fixtures, you can buy a domain name, sign up
with a hosting service, create some Web pages, and get started with an invest-
ment of only a few hundred dollars, or perhaps even less.

In addition to your virtual storefront, you also have to find a real place to do

your business. You don’t necessarily have to rent a warehouse or other large
space. Many online entrepreneurs use a home office or perhaps a corner in a
room where computers, books, and other business-related equipment reside.

Finding a host for your Web site

Although doing business online means that you don’t have to rent space in a
mall or open a real, physical store, you do have to set up a virtual space for
your online business. You do so by creating a Web site and finding a company
to host it. In cyberspace, your landlord is called a Web hosting service. A Web
host is a company that, for a fee, makes your site available 24 hours a day by
maintaining it on a special computer called a Web server.

A Web host can be as large and well known as America Online, which gives
all its customers a place to create and publish their own Web pages. Some
Web sites, such as Yahoo! GeoCities (geocities.yahoo.com) or Tripod
(www.tripod.lycos.com), act as hosting services and provide easy-to-use
Web site creation tools as well. When my brother decided to create his Web
site, he signed up with a company called Webmasters.com, which charges
him about $14.95 per month and offers many features, including the form
shown in Figure 1-1 that enables you to create a simple Web page without
having to type any HTML.
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|
Figure 1-1:
Take the
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choose an
affordable
Web host
that makes it
easy for you
to create
and maintain
your site.
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In addition, the company that gives you access to the Internet — your
Internet service provider (ISP) — may also publish your Web pages. Make
sure that your host has a fast connection to the Internet and can handle the
large numbers of simultaneous visits, or hits, that your Web site is sure to
get eventually. You can find a detailed description of Web hosting options in
Chapter 3.

In Chapter 2, I describe two methods for selling your wares online that
don’t require a Web site — online classifieds and auctions. But most online
businesses find that having a Web site is indispensable for generating and
conducting sales. And hosts like America Online and Yahoo! make it easier
than ever to create your own site, as [ discuss in Chapter 3.

Assembling the equipment you need

Think of all the equipment you don’t need when you set up shop online: You
don’t need shelving, a cash register, a parking lot, electricity, fire protection
systems, a burglar alarm . . . the list goes on and on. You may need some of
those for your home, but you don’t need to purchase them especially for
your online business.
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For doing business online, your most important piece of equipment is your
computer. Other hardware, such as scanners, modems, and monitors, are
essential, too. You need to make sure that your computer equipment is up
to snuff because you’re going to be spending a lot of time online: answering
e-mail, checking orders, revising your Web site, and marketing your product.
Expect to spend anywhere between $1,000 and $6,000 for equipment, if you

don’t have any to begin with.

It pays to shop wisely and get the best setup you can afford up front so that

you don’t have to purchase upgrades later on. (For more suggestions on
buying business hardware and software, see Chapter 2.)

Choosing business software

For the most part, the programs you need in order to operate an online
business are the same as the software you use to surf the Internet. You do,
however, need to have a wider variety of tools than you would use for simple

information gathering.

Keeping track of your inventory

It's easy to overlook inventory and setting up
systems for processing orders when you are
just starting out. But as Lucky Boyd, an entre-
preneur who started MyTexasMusic.com and
other Web sites, pointed out to me, you need to
make sure you have a “big vision” early in the
process of creating your site. In his case, it meant
having a site that could handle lots of visitors
and make purchasing easy for them. In other
cases, it might mean having sufficient inventory
to meet demand.

Having too many items for sale is preferable to not
having enough. “We operated on a low budgetin
the beginning, and we didn’t have the inventory
that people wanted,” one entrepreneur com-
mented. “People online getimpatient if they have
to wait for things too long. Make sure you have
the goods you advertise. Plan to be successful.”

Many online businesses keep track of their inven-
tory by using a database that's connected to their

Web site. When someone orders a product from
the Web site, that order is automatically recorded
in the database, which then produces an order
for replacement stock.

In this kind of arrangement, the database serves
as a so-called back end or back office to the
Web-based storefront. This is a sophisticated
arrangement that's not for beginners. However,
if orders and inventory get to be too much for you
to handle yourself, consider hiring a Web devel-
oper to set up such a system for you. If you're
adventurous and technically oriented, you can
link a database to a Web site by using a product
such as FrontPage or Dreamweaver. For more
information about these products and how they
work, check out FrontPage 2003 For Dummies,
by Asha Dornfest, and Dreamweaver MX For
Dummies, by Janine Warner and lvonne Berkowitz
(both by Wiley).
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Because you’re going to be in the business of information providing now, as
well as information gathering, you need programs such as the following:

1 A Web page editor: These programs, which you may also hear called
Web page creation tools or Web page authoring tools, make it easy for
you to format text, add images, and design Web pages without having
to master HTML.

v Graphics software: If you decide to create your business Web site your-
self, rather than find someone to do it for you, you need a program that
can help you draw or edit images that you want to include on your site.

v~ Storefront software: You can purchase software that leads you through
the process of creating a full-fledged online business and getting your
pages on the Web.

v Accounting programs: You can write your expenses and income on a
sheet of paper. But it’s far more efficient to use software that acts as a
spreadsheet, helps you with billing, and even calculates sales tax.

Step 5: Find People to Help Vou
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Conducting online business does involve relatively new technologies, but
they aren’t impossible to figure out. In fact, the technology is becoming more
accessible all the time. Many people who start online businesses learn how to
create Web pages and promote their companies by reading books, attending
classes, or networking with friends and colleagues. Of course, just because you
can do it all doesn’t mean that you have to. Often, you're better off hiring help,
either to advise you in areas where you aren’t as strong or simply to help you
tackle the growing workload — and help your business grow at the same time.

Hiving technical experts

Spending some money up front to hire professionals who can point you in the
right direction can help you maintain an effective Web presence for years to
come. Many businesspeople who usually work alone (myself included) hire
knowledgeable individuals to do design or programming work that they would
find impossible to tackle otherwise.

Don’t be reluctant to hire professional help in order to get your business
online. The Web is full of development firms that perform several related
functions: providing customers with Web access, helping to create Web sites,
and hosting sites on their servers. The expense for such services may be con-
siderable at first. The programming involved in setting up databases, creating
purchasing systems, and programming Web pages can run over $10,000 for
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particularly extensive Web sites, but they can pay off in the long term. Choose
a designer carefully, and check out sites they’ve done before. Tell them your
business plan, and spell out clearly what you want each page to do. Another
area where you may want to find help is in networking and computer mainte-
nance. You need to know how to do troubleshooting and find out how to keep
your computers running. Find out if you have a computer expert in your
neighborhood who is available on short notice.

If you do find a business partner, make sure that the person’s abilities bal-
ance your own. If you're great at sales and public relations, for example, find
a writer or Web page designer to partner with.

Gathering your team members

Many entrepreneurial businesses are family affairs. For example, a husband-
and-wife team started Scaife’s Butcher Shop in England, which has a successful
Web site (www. jackscaife.co.uk). A successful eBay business, Maxwell Street
Market, is run by a husband-and-wife team as well as family members and neigh-
bors: The husband does the buying; the wife prepares sales descriptions; the
others help with packing and shipping. John Moen found some retired teachers
to help answer the geography questions that come into his worldatlas.com
site. The convenience of the Internet means that these geography experts
can log on to the site’s e-mail inbox from their respective homes and answer
questions quickly. (For more about John Moen and his Web site, see the
“Mapmaker locates his online niche” sidebar, earlier in this chapter.)

Early on, when you have plenty of time to do planning, you probably won’t
feel a pressing need to hire others to help you. Many people wait to seek help
when they have a deadline to meet or are in a financial crunch. Waiting to seek
help is okay — as long as you realize that you will need help, sooner or later.

Of course, you don’t have to hire family and friends, but you must find people
who are reliable and can make a long-term commitment to your project. Keep
these things in mind:

1 Because the person you hire will probably work online quite a bit, pick
someone who already exhibits experience with computers and the
Internet.

v Online hiring practices work pretty much the same as those offline: You
should always review a résumé, get at least three references, and ask for
samples of the candidate’s work.

v Pick someone who responds promptly and courteously and who provides
the talents you need.

v If your only contact is by phone and e-mail, references are even more
important.
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Who are the people in your neighborhood?

Try to find an expert or helper right in your own
neighborhood or town. In my own case, | work
with a graphic designer who lives right around
the corner from me, and he uses a consultant
who lives across the street from him. Ask around
your school or church, as well as other social
venues. Your neighbors may be able to help you

Businesspeople who provide professional
services also commonly recommend other con-
sultants in the course of e-mail communications.
Don't work in a vacuum. Participate in mailing
lists and discussion groups online. Make con-
tacts and strike up cooperative relationships
with individuals who can help you.

with various projects, including your online
business . .. and your online business just may
be able to help them, too.

Step 6: Construct a Web Site

\\J

Although you can make a living buying and selling full time on eBay, a Web
site is still likely to be the focus of your online business. Fortunately, Web
sites are becoming easier to create. You don’t have to know a line of HTML in
order to create an effective Web page yourself. Chapter 5 walks you through
the specific tasks involved in organizing and designing Web pages. Also, see
Chapter 6 for tips on making your Web pages content-rich and interactive.

Make your business easy to find online. Pick a Web address (otherwise known
as a URL, or Uniform Resource Locator) that’s easy to remember. You can
purchase a short domain-name alias, such as www.company . com, to replace

a longer one like www.internetprovider.com/~username/companyname/
index.html. If the ideal dot-com (. com) name isn’t available, you can choose
one of the newer domain suffixes such as .biz. See Chapter 3 and Chapter 8
for more information on domain name aliases.

Make your site content-rich

The textual component of a Web site is what attracts visitors and keeps

them coming back on a regular basis. The more useful information and com-
pelling content you provide, the more visits your site will receive. By compelling
content, I'm talking about words, headings, or images that induce visitors to
interact with your site in some way. You can make your content compelling in
a number of ways:
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v Provide a call to action, such as “Click Here!” or “Buy Now!”

v Explain how the reader will benefit by clicking a link and exploring your
site. (“Visit our News and Specials page to find out how to win 500 frequent
flyer miles.”)

v Briefly and concisely summarize your business and its mission.

v Scan or use a digital camera to capture images of your sale items (or of
the services you provide) as I describe in Chapter 5, and post them on a
Web page called Products.

“‘QN\BEI? Don’t forget the personal touch when it comes to connecting with your cus-
& tomers’ needs. People who shop online don’t get to meet their merchants in

person, so anything you can tell about yourself helps to personalize the process
and put your visitors at ease. For example, one of Lucky Boyd’s primary goals
for his MyTexasMusic.com site is to encourage people to become members
so they are more likely to visit on a regular basis. His photos of music fans
(see Figure 1-2) personalize the site and remind visitors that they are members
of a community of music lovers. Let your cybervisitors know that they’re
dealing with real people, not remote machines and computer programs.

[ &7 Fan Pics at MyTexasMusic.com - Microsoft Internet Explorer ==
File Edit View Favorites Tools Help w
fcdress ] Rkt ffwnan mybesasmusic, comyFans! =
. TEXAS w&» r
Browse our sital | v
Lucky Boyd,
Jay Johnson,
Annie
Benjamin
|
Figure 1-2:
Personalize
your busi-
ness to
connect

Get FREE Stuff

with cus- |l

tomers
online.
|

g‘] FREE weekly E-zina! Just sign up boday! & Internet
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Figure 1-3:
Through
careful
planning
and design,
the Graphic
Maps site
maintains a
consistent
look and
feel, or
graphic
identity, on
each page.
|
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Peeking in on other businesses’ Web sites — to pick up ideas and see how
they handle similar issues — is a natural practice. In cyberspace, you can
visit plenty of businesses that are comparable to yours from the comfort of
your home office, and the trip takes only minutes.

Establishing a graphic identity

When you start up your first business on the Web, you have to do a certain
amount of convincing. You need to convince customers that you are compe-
tent and professional. One factor that helps build trust is a graphic identity. A
site with an identity looks a certain way. For example, take a look at Figure 1-3,
as well as Figure 1-4 later in this chapter. Both pages are from the Graphic
Maps Web site. Notice how each has the same white background, the same
distinctive and simple logo, and similar heading styles. Using such elements
consistently from page to page creates an identity that gives your business
credibility and helps viewers find what they’re looking for.

] Graphic Maps custom maps and graphics for any application worldwide - Microsoft Internet Explorer B|=]]
File Edit View Favorites Tools Help »
 address | @] Bttp: fewese. graphicmaps comfeustmaps Hem i 2l
Gﬁ:phm : 3
aps
Eam o

v
Custom Maps
Comrmercial & Corporate
PowerPaint

Resl Estate

Fetail & Tourism

web Sites

Word & WordPerect
Clip Art (custom)

i '

Clip Art (free)

A Large Selection

we craate customn graphics and maps
. for any application
Geography Quiz vorldyide!

450 Daily Prize =
Map of the Week
Take & Look
WorldAtlas.com
an atlas of maps, flags,
aeography facks and more,

on most every destination Search our Site - Here!
on the planet!

NETAIl € L
&) © Interne:
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Step 7: Set Up a System
for Processing Sales

Many businesses go online and then are surprised by their own success.
They don’t have systems in place for finalizing sales, shipping out purchased
goods in a timely manner, and tracking finances and inventory:.

An excellent way to plan for success is to set up ways to track your business
finances and to create a secure purchasing environment for your online cus-
tomers. That way, you can build on your success rather than be surprised by it.

Providing a means for secure transactions

Getting paid is the key to survival as well as success. When your business
exists only online, the payment process is not always straightforward. Make
your Web site a safe and easy place for customers to pay you. Provide differ-
ent payment options and build customers’ level of trust any way you can.

Although the level of trust among people who shop online is increasing steadily,
some Web surfers are still squeamish about submitting credit card numbers
online. And beginning businesspeople are understandably intimidated by the
requirements of processing credit card transactions. In the early stages, you
can simply create a form that customers have to print out and mail to you
along with a check. (The Graphic Maps site is successful without having an
online credit card system; clients phone in their orders.)

When you are able to accept credit cards, make your customers feel at ease
by explaining what measures you're taking to ensure that their information is
secure. Such measures include signing up for an account with a Web host that
provides a secure server, a computer that uses software to encrypt data and
uses digital documents called certificates to ensure its identity. (See Chapters 7
and 12 for more on Internet security and secure shopping systems.)

Becoming a credit card merchant

The words electronic commerce or e-commerce bring to mind visions of online
forms and credit card data that is transmitted over the Internet. Do you have
to provide such service in order to run a successful online business? Not nec-
essarily. Being a credit card merchant makes life easier for your customers, to
be sure, but it also adds complications and extra costs to your operation.
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The traditional way to become a credit card merchant is to apply to a bank.
Small and home-based businesses can have difficulty getting their applica-
tions approved. Alternatively, you can sign up with a company that provides
electronic “shopping cart” services and credit card payments online to small
businesses. See Chapter 12 for suggestions.

If you do get the go-ahead from a bank to become a credit card merchant, you
have to pay it a discount rate, which is a fee (typically, 2 to 3 percent of each
transaction). You sometimes have to pay a monthly premium charge of $10 to
$25 as well. Besides that, you may need special software or hardware to accept
credit card payments.

In the early stages of your business, you may find it easier to take orders over
the phone. Remember that most of your customers probably don’t have a
second phone line for Internet access, however. They have to disconnect from
the Internet to call and place their orders. Also invite them to send you an
e-mail message that provides contact information and states what they want
to order. Then if your business takes off, you can present your sales records
to the bank and be more likely to get your merchant application approved.
See Chapter 12 for more on electronic commerce options for your business.

N To maximize your sales by reaching users who either don’t have credit cards
or don’t want to use them on the Internet, provide low-tech alternatives, such
as toll-free phone numbers and fax numbers, so that people can provide you
with information by using more familiar technologies.

After much searching, Lucky Boyd signed up with a company called
Goemerchant (www.goemerchant.com), which provides him with the payment
systems that many online shoppers recognize when they want to make a pur-
chase. First, there’s a shopping cart — a set of pages that acts as an electronic
“holding area” for items before they are purchased. Next, there’s a secure way
for people to make electronic purchases by providing online forms, where
people can safely enter credit card and other personal information. The note
stating that the payment area is protected by Secure Sockets Layer (SSL)
encryption tells people that, even if a criminal intercepts their credit card
data, he won'’t be able to read it.

QNING/ Safeguarding your customers’ personal information is important, but you

Y also need to safeguard your business. Many online businesses get burned by
bad guys who submit fraudulent credit card information. If you don’t verify
the information and submit it to your financial institution for processing,
you’re liable for the cost. Strongly consider signing up with a service that
handles credit card verification for you in order to cut down on lost revenue.
See Chapter 7 for more on these and other security issues.
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Keeping your books straight

What does “keeping your books” mean, anyway? In the simplest sense, it
means recording all financial activities that pertain to your business, including
any expenses you incur, all the income you receive, as well as your equip-
ment and tax deductions. The financial side of running a business also entails
creating reports, such as profit-and-loss statements, that banks require if you
apply for a loan. Such reports not only help meet financial institutions’ needs,
but also provide you with essential information about how your business is
really doing at any given time.

You can record all this information the old-fashioned way, by writing it down
in ledgers and journals, or you can use accounting software. (See Chapter 17
for some suggestions of easy-to-use accounting packages that are great for
financial novices.). Because you’re making a commitment to using computers
on a regular basis by starting an online business, it’s only natural for you to use
computers to keep your books, too. Accounting software can help you keep
track of expenses and provide information that may save you some headaches
at tax time. And after you've saved your financial data on your hard drive,
make backups so that you don’t lose information you need to do business.
See Chapter 7 for ways to back up and protect your files.

Step 8: Provide Personal Service

The Internet, which runs on wires, cables, and computer chips, may not seem
like a place for the personal touch. But technology didn’t actually create the
Internet and all of its content; people did that. In fact, the Internet is a great
place to provide your clients and customers with outstanding, personal cus-
tomer service.

In many cases, customer service on the Internet is a matter of being available
and responding quickly to all inquiries. You check your e-mail regularly; you
make sure you respond within a day; you cheerfully solve problems and hand
out refunds if needed. By helping your customers, you help yourself, too.

You build loyalty as well as credibility among your clientele. For many small
businesses, the key to competing effectively with larger competitors is by
providing superior customer service. See Chapter 13 for more ideas on how
you can do this.

Sharing your expertise

Your knowledge and experience are among your most valuable commodities.
So you may be surprised when I suggest that you give them away for free. Why?
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It’s a “try before you buy” concept. Helping people for free builds your credi-
bility and makes them more likely to pay for your services down the road.

When your business is online, you can easily communicate what you know
about your field and make your knowledge readily available. One way is to
set up a Web page that presents the basics about your company and your
field of interest in the form of Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs). Another
technique is to become a virtual publisher/editor and create your own newslet-
ter in which you write about what’s new with your company and about topics
related to your work. See Chapter 13 for more on communicating your exper-
tise through FAQs, newsletters, and advanced e-mail techniques.

My brother was skeptical when I recommended to him that he include a page
full of technical information explaining exactly what equipment he uses and
describing the steps involved in audio restoration. He didn’t think anyone
would be interested; he also didn’t want to give away his “trade secrets.” Au
contraire, mon frere! People who surf the Internet gobble up all the technical
details they can find. The more you wow them with the names and model num-
bers of your expensive equipment, not to mention the work you go through to
restore their old records, the more they’ll trust you. And trust will get them
to place an order with you.

Making your site a go-to resource

Many ontrepreneurs (online entrepreneurs) succeed by making their Web
sites not only a place for sales and promotion but also an indispensable
resource, full of useful hyperlinks and other information, that customers
want to visit again and again. For example, the Graphic Maps Web site,
which I profile earlier in this chapter, acts as a resource for anyone who

has a question about geography. To promote the site, John Moen gives
away free maps for nonprofit organizations, operates a daily geography con-
test with a $100 prize to the first person with the correct answer (shown in
Figure 1-4), and answers e-mail promptly. “I feel strongly that the secret on
the Web is to provide a solution to a problem and, for the most part, to do it
for free,” he suggests.

The MyTexasMusic site (www.mytexasmusic.com) uses the concept of mem-
bership to strengthen connections with customers. The main purpose of the
site is to make money by selling the works of Texas musicians, as well as tickets
to concerts. But in order to make money, you need to give people a reason to
visit your site on a regular basis.
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|
Figure 1-4:
This site
uses free
art, a mailing
list, and
daily prizes
to drum up
business.
|
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The site encourages music lovers and musicians to become members: They
provide information about who they are and where they live, and they create
their own username and password, so they can access special content and
perform special functions on the site such as selling their own CDs or posting
song clips online. For an online business, knowing the names and addresses
of people who visit and who don’t necessarily make purchases is a gold

mine of information. The business can use the contact information to send
members special offers and news releases; the more frequently contact is
maintained, the more likely those casual shoppers will eventually turn into
paying customers.

The concept of membership also builds a feeling of community among cus-
tomers. By turning the e-commerce site into a meeting place for members
who love Texas musicians, those members make new friends and have a
reason to visit the site on a regular basis. Community building is one way in
which commerce on the Web differs from traditional brick-and-mortar selling,
and it’s something you should consider, too.

Another way to encourage customers to congregate at your site on a regular

basis is to create a discussion area. In Chapter 13, I show you how to provide
a discussion page right on your own Web site.
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Becoming a super e-mailer

E-mail is, in my humble opinion, the single most important marketing tool that
you can use to boost your online business. Becoming an expert e-mail user
increases your contacts and provides you with new sources of support, too.

The two best and easiest e-mail strategies are the following:

v Check your e-mail as often as possible.

v Respond to e-mail inquiries immediately.

Additionally, you can e-mail inquiries about comarketing opportunities to other
Web sites similar to your own. Ask other online business owners if they will
provide links to your site in exchange for you providing links to theirs. And
always include a signature file with your message that includes the name of
your business and a link to your business site. See Chapter 13 for more infor-
mation on using e-mail effectively to build and maintain relations with your
online customers.

Note: I'm encouraging you to use e-mail primarily for one-to-one communica-
tion. The Internet excels at bringing individuals together. Mailing lists and
newsletters can use e-mail effectively for marketing, too. However, I'm not
encouraging you to send out mass quantities of unsolicited commercial e-mail,
a practice that turns off almost all consumers and that can get you in trouble
with the law, too. You can read about a spammer who was sentenced to nine
years in prison under the state of Virginia’s anti-spam law at www.pcworld.
com/news/article/0,aid,118493,00.asp.

Step 9: Alert the Media
and Everyone Else

In order to be successful, small businesses need to get the word out to the
people who are likely to purchase what they have to offer. If this group turns
out to be only a narrow market, so much the better; the Internet is great for
connecting to niche markets that share a common interest. (See Chapter 15
for more on locating your most likely customers on the Internet and figuring
out how best to communicate with them.)

The Internet provides many unique and effective ways for small businesses

to advertise, including search services, e-mail, newsgroups, electronic mail-
ing lists, and more.
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Listing your site with Internet
search services

How, exactly, do you get listed on the search engines such as Yahoo! and Lycos?
Frankly, it’s getting more difficult. Many of the big search services charge for
listings. But some let you contribute a listing for free, though there’s no guar-
antee if or when you’ll see your site included in their databases.

You can increase the chances that search services will list your site by
including special keywords and site descriptions in the HTML commands for
your Web pages. You place these keywords after a special HTML command
(the <META> tag), making them invisible to the casual viewer of your site.
Turn to Chapter 15 for details.

John Moen and Lucky Boyd have both created multiple Web sites for different
purposes. One purpose is to reach different markets. Another is to improve
rankings on search engines such as Google: by linking one site to several other
sites, the site is considered more “popular” and its ranking rises. See Chapter 15
for more on this and other tips on getting listed by Internet search engines.

Reaching the entire Internet

Your Web site may be the cornerstone of your business, but if nobody knows
it’s out there, it can’t help you generate sales. Perhaps the most familiar form
of online advertising are banner ads, those little electronic billboards that
seem to show up on every popular Web page that you visit.

But banner advertising can be expensive and may not be the best way for a
small business to advertise online. In fact, the most effective marketing for
some businesses hasn’t been traditional banner advertising or newspaper/
magazine placements. Rather, the e-marketers who run those businesses
target electronic bulletin boards and mailing lists where people already dis-
cuss the products being sold. You can post notices on the bulletin boards
where your potential customers congregate, notifying them that your services
are now available. (Make sure the board in question permits such solicitation
before you do so, or you'll chase away the very customers you want.)

This sort of direct, one-to-one marketing may seem tedious, but it’s often the
best way to develop a business on the Internet. Reach out to your potential
customers and strike up an individual, personal relationship with each one.

Chapter 15 contains everything you need to know about advertising with
mailing lists, newsgroups, and even traditional banner ads.
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Step 10: Review, Revise, and Improve
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For any long-term endeavor, you need to establish standards by which you
can judge its success or failure. You must decide for yourself what you con-
sider success to be. After a period of time, take stock of where your business
is, and then take steps to do even better.

Taking stock

After 12 months online, Lucky Boyd took stock. His site was online, but he
wasn’t getting many page views. He redid the site, increased the number of
giveaways, and traffic rose. Now, he wants to make music downloads available
on his site; he’s preparing to redo all of his Web pages with the Hypertext
Preprocessor programming language (PHP).

HTML is a markup language: It identifies parts of a Web page that need to
be formatted as headings, text, images, and so on. It can be used to include
scripts, such as those written in the JavaScript language. But by creating his
pages from scratch using PHP, Lucky Boyd can make his site more dynamic
and easier to update. He can rotate random images, process forms, and
compile statistics that track his visitors by using PHP scripts, for instance.
He can design Web pages in a modular way so they can be redesigned and
revised more quickly than with HTML, too.

When all is said and done, your business may do so well that you can rein-
vest in it by buying new equipment or increasing your services. You may
even be in a position to give something back to nonprofits and those in need.
The young founders of The Chocolate Farm (www.thechocolatefarm.com)
set up a scholarship fund designed to bring young people from other coun-
tries to the United States to help them find out about free enterprise. Perhaps
you’ll have enough money left over to reward yourself, too — as if being able
to tell everyone “I own my own online business” isn’t reward enough!

Money is only one form of success. Plenty of entrepreneurs are online for
reasons other than making money. That said, it is important from time to
time to evaluate how well you’re doing financially. Accounting software,
such as the programs that I describe in Chapter 17, makes it easy to check
your revenues on a daily or weekly basis. The key is to establish the goals
you want to reach and develop measurements so that you know when and if
you reach those goals.
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Updating your data

Getting your business online now and then updating your site regularly is
better than waiting to unveil the perfect Web site all at one time. In fact,
seeing your site improve and grow is one of the best things about going
online. Over time, you can create contests, strike up cooperative relation-
ships with other businesses, and add more background information about
your products and services.

Consider The Chocolate Farm, which is still owned and operated by Evan and
Elise MacMillan of Denver, Colorado. The business was started when Elise
was just 10 years old and Evan was 13. They began by selling chocolates with
a farm theme, such as candy cows; these days, they focus more on creating
custom chocolates — sweets made to order for businesses, many of which
bear the company’s logo. Evan, who manages the company’s Web site, now
updates it from his college dorm room in California. He and his sister oversee
the work of 50 full- and part-time employees.

Businesses on the Web need to evaluate and revise their practices on a regu-
lar basis. Lucky Boyd studies reports of where visitors come from before they
reach his site, and what pages they visit on the site, so he can attract new
customers. Online business is a process of trial and error. Some promotions
work better than others. The point is that it needs to be an ongoing process
and a long-term commitment. Taking a chance and profiting from your mis-
takes is better than not trying in the first place.
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Chapter 2

Choosing and Equipping
Your New E-Business

In This Chapter

Envisioning your own successful online business
Understanding your options: sales, services, auctions, hike!
Making your cybershop stand out from the crowd
Obtaining or upgrading your computer hardware
Assembling a business software suite

Sarting your own online business is like rehabbing an old house —
something I'm constantly doing. Both projects involve a series of
recognizable phases:

v~ The idea phase: First, you tell people about your great idea. They hear
the enthusiasm in your voice, nod their heads, and say something like,
“Good luck.” They’'ve seen you in this condition before and know how it
usually turns out.

v The decision phase: Undaunted, you begin honing your plan. You read
books (like this one), ask questions, and shop around until you find just
the right tools and materials. Of course, when the project is staring you
down in your own workshop, you may start to panic, asking yourself
whether you're really up for the task.

v The assembly phase: Still determined to proceed, you forge ahead. You
plug in your tools and go to work. Drills spin, sparks fly, and metal moves.

v~ The test-drive phase: One fine day, out of the dust and fumes, your mas-
terpiece emerges. You invite everyone over to enjoy the fruits of your
labor. All of those who were skeptical before are now full of admiration.
You get enjoyment from your project for years to come.
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If rehabbing a house doesn’t work for you, think about restoring an antique
auto, planning an anniversary party, or devising a mountain-climbing excur-
sion in Tibet. The point is that starting an online business is a project like
any other — one that you can understand and accomplish in stages. Right
now, you're at the first stage of launching your new cyberbusiness. Your
creativity is working overtime. You have some rough sketches that only a
mother could love.

This chapter helps you get from idea to reality. Your first step is to imagine
how you want your business to look and feel. Then you can begin to develop
and implement strategies for achieving your dream. You've got a big advan-
tage over those who started new businesses a few years ago: You've got
plenty of models to show you what works and what doesn’t.

As you travel along the path from idea to reality, you must also consider prop-
erly equipping your online business — just like you would have to equip a
traditional, brick-and-mortar business. One of the many exciting aspects of
launching a business online, however, is the absence of much overhead (that
is, operating expenses). Many non-cyberspace businesses must take out loans,
pay rent, remodel their storefronts, pay license fees, and purchase store fix-
tures. In contrast, the primary overhead for an online business is computer
hardware and software. Although it’s great if you can afford top-of-the-line
equipment, you’ll be happy to know that the latest bells and whistles aren’t
absolutely necessary in order to get a business site online and maintain it
effectively. But in order to streamline the technical aspects of connecting to
the online world and creating a business Web site, some investment may be a
wise and profitable idea.

Don’t rush into signing a contract to host your online business. I've encoun-
tered experienced businesspeople who prepaid for a year’s worth of Web
hosting with nothing else yet in place. Be sure that you know your options
and have a business strategy, no matter how simple, before you sign anything.

Mapping Out Your Online Business

How do you get to square one? Start by imagining the kind of business that is
your ultimate goal. This is the time to indulge in some brainstorming. Envi-
sioning your business is a creative way of asking yourself the all-important
questions: Why do [ want to go into business online? What are my goals?
Table 2-1 illustrates some possible goals and suggests how to achieve them.
By envisioning the final result you want to achieve, you can determine your
online business goals.
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Table 2-1 Online Business Models

Goal Type of Web Site  What to Do

Make big bucks Sales Sell items/gain paying advertisers

Gain credibility Marketing Put your resume and samples of your

and attention work online

Promote yourself Personal Promote yourself so that people will hire
you or want to use your goods or services

Turn aninterestinto  Hobby/special Invite like-minded people to share your

a source ofincome interest passion, participate in your site and gener-

ate traffic so that you can gain advertisers

Looking around

There’s no need to feel that you have to reinvent the wheel. Your ultimate
destination can be the best source of information on how to get there. Some-
times, spending just half an hour surfing the Net can stimulate your own
mental network. Find sites with qualities you want to emulate. Throughout
this book, I suggest good business sites you can visit to find good models to
follow.

Because you are not unlike your target audience, your likes and dislikes have
value. Keep a low-tech pencil and pad of paper handy each time you surf for
ideas. Make a list as you go of what you find appealing and jot down notes on
logos, designs, and text. That way, you’ll have raw data to draw upon as you
begin to refine what you yourself want to do.

Making your mark

The Web and other parts of the online world have undergone a population
explosion. According to Internet Systems Consortium’s Domain Survey
(www.isc.orq), in January 2004, 233.1 million computers that hosted Web
sites were connected to the Internet, compared with 171.6 million the year
before. Twenty percent of those computers host Web addresses that end
with the commercial (. com) designation.
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As an ontrepreneur (online entrepreneur), your goal is to stand out from the
crowd — or to “position yourself in the marketplace,” as business consultants
like to say. Consider the following tried-and-true suggestions if you want your
Web site to be a go-to place:

v Pursue something you know well. Experience adds value to the infor-
mation that you provide. In the online world, expertise sells.

v Make a statement. On your Web site, include a mission statement that
clearly identifies what you do, the customers you hope to reach, and
how you're different from your competitors.

v Give something away for free. Giveaways and promotions are surefire
ways to gain attention and develop a loyal customer base. In fact, there
are entire Web sites devoted to providing free stuff online, like iWon
(www.iwon.com) or WebStakes (www.webstakes.com). You don’t have
to give away an actual product; it can be words of wisdom based on
your training and experience.

v Find your niche. Web space is a great place to pursue niche marketing.
In fact, it often seems that the quirkier the item, the better it sells. Don’t
be afraid to target a narrow audience and direct all your sales efforts to
a small group of devoted followers.

v Do something you love. The more you love your business, the more time
and effort you're apt to put into it and, therefore, the more likely it is to be
successful. Such businesses take advantage of the Internet’s worldwide
reach, which makes it easy for people with the same interests to gather
at the same virtual location.

Scan through the list of Inc. magazine’s (www. inc.com) Top 500 privately held
companies, and you find many examples of businesses that follow all the afore-
mentioned strategies. The 26-year-old CEO of the number 2 company for 2004,
uSight (www.usight.com), almost closed his company in its second year
before finding his niche: a do-it-yourself Web site application called uBuilder.
Go Daddy (www.godaddy . com) switched from Web building software to
domain name registration and became number 8 in 2004. High Point Solutions
(www.highpt.com), the top-ranked company in /nc. magazine’s 500 List for
2001, was started by two brothers who skipped college and began the busi-
ness in their home in Sparta, New Jersey. The company focuses on a niche:
helping a small but very satisfied group of corporate customers iron out the
logistical details of buying network hardware. They find good prices on new
and used equipment and deliver products fast.

Evaluating commercial Web sites

How is your business the same as others? How is it different than others? These
are questions your customers will be asking, so you may as well start out by
asking them also. Commercial Web sites — those whose Internet addresses

end with . comor .biz — are the fastest-growing segment of the Net. This is
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the area you’ll be entering, too. The trick is to be comfortable with the size and
level of complexity of a business that’s right for you. In general, your options are

1 A big commercial Web site: The Web means big business, and plenty of
big companies create Web sites with the primary goal of supplementing
a product or business that’s already well known and well established. Just
a few examples are the Ragu Web site (www.ragu.com), the Pepsi World
Web site (www.pepsiworld.com), and the Toyota Web site (www.toyota.
com). True, these commercial Web sites were created by corporations
with many thousands of dollars to throw into Web design, but you can
still look at them to get ideas for your own site.

v A mid-size site: Many a small business of ten to twelve employees makes
good use of the Web to provide customer service, disseminate informa-
tion, and post a sales catalog. | describe many of these functions in my
book Small Business Internet For Dummies (Wiley). Some features that
mid-size companies use, such as a Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)
page or a sales catalog, may be useful to you. Look at the Golfballs.com
site (www.go1fballs.com) for good ideas.

v~ A site that’s just right: There are no prerequisites for prior business expe-
rience that guarantee success on the Web. It’s also fine to start out as a
single person, couple, or family. In fact, the rest of this book is devoted
to helping you produce a very fine homegrown entrepreneurial business.
This chapter gets you off to a good start by examining the different kinds
of businesses you can launch online and some business goals you can
set for yourself.

Flavors of Online Businesses
Vou Can Taste Test

If you're easily overstimulated, you may feel like you need blinders as you
comb the Internet for ideas to give your online business a definite shape and
form. Use the following brief descriptions of online businesses to create cat-
egories of interest and then zero in on the ones that will be most useful to you.

Selling consumer products

Leading Internet research firm Forrester Research (www.clickz.com/stats/
markets/retailing/article.php/3390571) predicts that total e-commerce
sales in the U.S. will grow from $144 billion in 2004 to $316 billion in 2010. The
online marketplace is a great venue if you have products to sell (such as auto
parts, antiques, jewelry, or food). The Web has always attracted those looking
for unique items or something customized just for them. Consider taking your
wares online if one or more of the following applies to you:
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v Your products are high in quality.

v You create your own products; for example, you design dishes, make
fudge, or sell gift baskets of wine.

v You specialize in some aspects of your product that larger businesses
can’t achieve. Perhaps you sell regional foods, such as Chicago deep-
dish pizza or live lobsters from Maine.

Ice cream may not be good for my waistline, but I often go to the Web site
of Ben and Jerry’s (www.benjerry.com) just to drool. These guys are entre-
preneurs just like you, and I like their Web site as well as their products. It
focuses on the unique flavors and high quality of their ice cream, as well as
their personalities and business standards.

So ¢’mon in; the water’s fine. The key is to find your niche, as many small-but-
successful businesses have done. Use your Web space to declare your love for
your products (and, by implication, why your customers will love them, too).

Hanging out your professional services

Either through a Web site or through listings in indexes and directories, offer-
ing your professional services online can expand your client base dramatically.
It also gives existing clients a new way to contact you: through e-mail. Here are
just a few examples of professionals who are offering their services online:

1 Attorneys: Immigration attorney Kevin L. Dixler is based in Chicago.
Through his Web site (www.dixTer.com), he can reach individuals
around the world who want to come to the United States.

v~ Psychotherapists: Carole Killick, a music psychotherapist, has a simple,
nicely designed Web site (www.ecTipse.co.uk/pens/killick) that
explains her work and the courses she teaches.

v Physicians: Dr. Peter J. Dorsen, a physician in Minneapolis, Minnesota,
has a Web site (www.housecalldocs.com) that explains what he does
that sets him apart from other doctors: His practice is based entirely on
making “house calls.”

1 Consultants: Experts who keep their knowledge up-to-date and are will-
ing to give advice to those with similar interests and needs are always in
demand. Consultants in a specialized area often find a great demand for
their services on the Internet. The Yahoo! consulting page is crowded
with fields in which online consultants are available:

dir.yahoo.com/business_and_economy/business_to_business/
consulting
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We're busy people who don’t always have the time to pore over the fine print.
Short and snappy nuggets of information will draw customers to your site
and make them feel as though they’re getting “something for free.” One way
you can put forth this professional expertise is by starting your own online
newsletter. You get to be editor, writer, and mailing-list manager. Plus, you get
to talk as much as you want, network with tons of people who are interested
enough in what you have to say to subscribe to your publication, and put
your name and your business before lots of people. Judy Vorfeld (profiled in
Chapter 6) puts out a regular newsletter called Communication Expressway
that supplements her online business site (www.ossweb.com), as do Marques
Vickers and many of the other online businesspeople [ mention in this chapter.

Selling your expertise

The original purpose of the Internet was to share knowledge via computers,
and information is the commodity that has fueled cyberspace’s rapid growth.
As the Internet and commercial online networks continue to expand, informa-
tion remains key.

Finding valuable information and gathering a particular kind of resource for
one location online can be a business in itself. People love to get knowledge
they trust from the comfort of their own homes. For example, students and
parents are eager to pay someone to help them sort through the procedures
involved and the data required to apply for college. (See educational consultant
Cornelia Nicholson’s Web site, www.colTegecounselor.com, for example.)

Other online businesses provide gathering points or indexes to more specific
areas. Here are just a few examples:

v Search engines: Some businesses succeed by connecting cybersurfers
with companies, organizations, and individuals that specialize in a given
area. Yahoo! (www.yahoo.com) is the most obvious example. Originally
started by two college students, Yahoo! has practically become an Internet
legend by gathering information in one index so that people can easily
find things online.

v Links pages: On her “Grandma Jam’s [ Love to Win” sweepstakes site,
(www.grandmajam.com), Janet Marchbanks-Aulenta gathers links to cur-
rent contests along with short descriptions of each one. Janet says her
site receives as many as 22,000 visits per month, and generates income
through advertising and affiliate links to other contest Web sites. She says
she loves running her own business despite the hard work involved with
keeping it updated. “The key to succeeding at this type of site is to build
up a regular base of users that return each day to find new contests —
the daily upkeep is very important,” she says.
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v Personal recommendations: The personal touch sells. Just look at
About.com (www.about.com). This guide to the online world provides
Web surfers with a central location where they can locate virtually
anything. It works because real people do the choosing and provide
evaluations (albeit brief) of the sites they list.

There are a number of ways that resource sites such as these can transform
information into money. In some cases, individuals pay to become members;
sometimes, businesses pay to be listed on a site; other times, a site attracts
so many visitors on a regular basis that other companies pay to post adver-
tising on the site. Big successes — such as About.com — carry a healthy
share of ads and strike lucrative partnerships with big companies, as well.

Opportunities with technology
or computer resources

What could be more natural than using the Web to sell what you need to get
and stay online? The online world itself, by the very fact that it exists, has
spawned all kinds of business opportunities for entrepreneurs:

v Computers: Some discount computer houses have made a killing by
going online and offering equipment for less than conventional retail
stores. Being on the Internet means that they save on overhead,
employee compensation, and other costs, and they are able to pass
those savings on to their customers.

v~ Internet Service Providers: These are the businesses that give you a
dialup or direct connection to the Internet. Many ISPs, such as Netcom
or UUNET, are big concerns. But smaller companies — such as YourNET
Connection (www.ync.net), which is based in Schaumburg, Illinois, and
offers free online Web training for its customers, are succeeding, as well.

v Software: Matt Wright is well known on the Web for providing free
computer scripts that add important functionality to Web sites, such
as processing information that visitors submit via online forms. Matt’s
Script Archive site (worTdwidemart.com/scripts) now includes an
advertisement for a book on scripting that he coauthored, as well as a
Web postcard system for sale and an invitation to businesses to take out
advertisements on his site.

Being a starving artist without the starving

Being creative no longer means you have to live out of your flower-covered van,
driving from art fairs to craft shows. If you're simply looking for exposure and
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feedback on your creations, you can put samples of your work online. Consider
the following suggestions for virtual creative venues (and revenues):

v Host art galleries. Thanks to online galleries, artists whose sales were
previously limited to one region can get inquiries from all over the world.
Art Xpo (www.artxpo.com) reports thousands of dollars in sales through
its Web site and aggressive marketing efforts. The personal Web site cre-
ated by artist Marques Vickers (www.marquesv.com), has received world-
wide attention; see Figure 2-1. (The upcoming sidebar, “Painting a new
business scenario,” profiles Vickers’ site.)

v+~ Publish your writing. Blogs (Weblogs, or online diaries) are all the rage
these days. The most successful are generating ad revenue. To find out
how to create one yourself, check out Blogger (www.blogger.com).

v Sell your music. Singer-songwriter Michael McDermott sells his own
CDs, videos, and posters through his online store (www.michael-
mcdermott.com).

\J . , L
) You can, of course, also sell all that junk that’s been accumulating in your
basement, as well as your relatives’ and family members’ junk, on eBay; see
Chapter 10 for more information on this exciting business opportunity.
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Marketing One-to-One to Vour Customers

After you review Web sites that already conduct the sorts of business ventures

that interest you, it’s time to put your goals into action. First you develop
marketing strategies that are well suited to expressing your unique talents
and services. That will encourage customers to explore your business and

place orders with you.

Does anyone still really believe that cyberspace is a place where millions of
lonely, disconnected people interact without really getting to know one
another? Your marketing strategy will debunk that myth. The fact is that
online communities are often close-knit, long-standing groups of people who
get to be great friends. The best way to promote your business is to commu-
nicate with people as individuals. The Web, newsgroups, and e-mail enable

you to accomplish this goal in ways that other media can’t match.

Painting a new business scenario

Marques Vickers is an artist based in Vallejo,
California. Through his self-named Web site
(www.marquesv.com), as well as 15-20 “mini-
sites,” he markets his own painting, sculpture, and
photography, as well as his books on marketing
and buying fine art online. He first went online
in November 1999 and spends about 20 hours a
week working on his various Web sites. His sites
receive anywhere from 25,000 to 40,000 visits
per month.

Q. What are the costs of running all your Weh
sites and doing the associated marketing?

A. Out of pocket expense is approximately $29
monthly for a Web site hosting and Internet
access package. New domain name registra-
tions and renewals probably add another $250
since | own more than 20 domain names.

Q. What would you describe as the primary
goals of your online business?

A. My initial objective was to develop a person-
alized round-the-clock global presence in order
to recruit sales outlets, sell directly to the public,
and create a reference point for people to access
and view my work. | also have an intuitive sense
that an online Web site presence will be a mar-
keting necessity for any future visual artist and
a lifelong exposure outlet. Having an online pres-
ence builds my credibility as a fine artist and
positions me to take advantage of the evolution
of the fine arts industry, too.

Q. Has your online business been profitable
financially?

A. Absolutely — but make no mistake, achieving
sales volume and revenue is a trial-and-error
process and involves a significant time commit-
ment. I'm still perfecting the business model and
it may require years to achieve the optimum
marketing plan.
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Q. How do you promote your site?

A. With the Internet, you are layering a collec-
tive web of multiple promotional sources.
Experimentation is essential because recogni-
tion is not always immediate but may ultimately
be forthcoming since postings in cyberspace
are often stumbled across from unforeseen
resources. | try multiple marketing outlets includ-
ing paid ad positioning services such as Overture
and Google, bartered advertising space, and
reciprocally traded links. Some have had moder-
ate success, some unforeseen and remarkable
exposure. Unlike traditional advertising media
that have immediate response times, the Internet
may lag in its response. It is a long-term com-
mitment and one that cannot be developed by
short-term tactics or media blitzes.

Q. Do you create your Web pages yourself or do
you work with someone to do that?

A. I'mtoo particular about the quality of content
to subcontract the work out. Besides, | know
what | want to say, how, and am capable of fash-
ioning the design concepts | want to integrate.

Chapter 2: Choosing and Equipping Your New E-Business

The rectangular limitations of HTML design
make color a very important component and the
very minimal attention span of most Web viewers
means that you'd better get to the point quickly
and concisely. The more personalized, timely,
and focused your content, the more reason an
individual has to return to your Web site and
ultimately understand your unique vision of what
you're trying to create. A Web site is an unedited
forum for telling your version of a story and a
means for cultivating a direct support base.

Q. What advice would you give to someone
starting an online business?

A.Don't hesitate one minute longer than neces-
sary. Read substantially and from a diverse
selection of sources on the subject. Subscribe
to ezines on related subject matter and query
the Webmasters of sites that impress you with
their content. Go to informational seminars; ask
questions. Experiment with marketing ideas and
by all means, consider it a lifelong project. The
Internet is continuing to evolve and the oppor-
tunities have never been more prevalent.

Focus on a customer segment

b5

Old-fashioned business practices, such as getting to know your customers as
individuals and providing personal service, are alive and well in cyberspace.
Your number one business strategy, when it comes to starting your business
online, sounds simple: Know your audience.

What’s not so simple about this little maxim is that, in cyberspace, it takes
some work to get to know exactly who your customers are. Web surfers don’t
leave their names, addresses, or even a random e-mail address when they visit
your site. Instead, when you check the raw, unformatted records (or logs)

of the visitors who have connected to you, you see pages and pages of what
appears to be computer gobbledygook. You need special software to inter-
pret the information, such as the program WebTrends.
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How do you develop relationships with your customers?

v Get your visitors to identify themselves. Have them send you e-mail
messages, place orders, enter contests, or provide you with feedback.
(For more specific suggestions, see Chapter 6.)

+* Become an online researcher. Find existing users who already pur-
chase goods and services online that are similar to what you offer.
Visit newsgroups that pertain to what you sell, search for mailing
lists, and participate in discussions so that people can find out more
about you.

v Keep track of your visitors. Count the visitors who come to your site
and, more important, the ones who make purchases or seek out your
services. Manage your customer profiles so that you can sell your exist-
ing clientele the items they’re likely to buy.

v Help your visitors get to know you. Web space is virtually unlimited.
Don’t be reluctant to tell people about aspects of your life that don’t
relate directly to how you hope to make money. Consider Judy Vorfeld,
who does Internet research, Web design, and office support. Her Web
site (www.ossweb.com) includes the usual lists of clients and services;
however, it also includes a link to her personal home page and a page
that describes her community service work. (See Figure 2-2.)
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I recommend doing your own Internet research so that you can find out more
about the culture of the online world: how the most successful Web sites look
and feel, and how many Web sites use a hip, techno-savvy tone when present-
ing information.

After you get to know your audience, job number two in your marketing strat-
egy is to catch their attention. You have two ways to do this:

v Make yourself visible. In Web-space, the problem isn’t so much that
potential customers are surfing right past your site. Rather, your task
is simply making them aware that your site exists at all. You do this by
getting yourself included in as many indexes, search sites, and business
listings as possible. Chapter 14 outlines some strategies for listing your-
self with search engines, and Chapter 15 describes publicity options on
other parts of the Web. You can also do a bit of self-promotion in your own
online communications: John Counsel of the Profit Clinic (www.profit
clinic.com) appends this interesting teaser, followed by a link to his
Web site, to his e-mail messages:

"90% of all small business owners are PRE-PROGRAMMED to
FAIL. Are you one of them? Find out now with our Quick
Quiz"

v Make your site an eye-catcher. Getting people to come to you is only
half the battle. The other half is getting them to shop after they're there.
Consider the importance of combining striking images with promotions,
offering useful information, and providing ways for customers to interact
with you. (See Chapters 5 and 6 for details.)

Boost your credibility

Marketing task number three is to transfer your confidence and sense of
authority about what you do to anyone who visits you online. Convince people
that you're an expert and a trustworthy person with whom to do business.

In this case, customers have reasons to be wary. The Web has been around
only since the mid '90s, so everyone is a relative newcomer to online com-
merce and there are some who are dishonest. Here, too, you can do a quick
two-step in order to market your expertise.

Document your credentials

Feature any honors, awards, or professional affiliations you have that relate
to your online work. If you're providing professional or consulting services
online, you might even make a link to your online résumé. Give details about
how long you’ve been in your field and how you got to know what you know
about your business.
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If these forms of verification don’t apply to you, all is not lost. Just move to
the all-important technique that I describe next.

Convince with must-have information

Providing useful, practical information about a topic is one of the best ways to
market yourself online. One of the great things about starting an online busi-
ness is that you don’t have to incur the design and printing charges to get a
brochure or flyer printed. You have plenty of space on your online business
site to talk about your sales items or services in as great detail as you want.

Most Internet service providers give you 20MB (megabytes, that is) or more
of space for your Web pages and associated files. Because the average Web
page occupies only 5 to 10K (that’s kilobytes) of space not counting the
space taken up by images and multimedia files, it’ll take a long time before
you begin to run out of room.

What, exactly, can you talk about on your site? Here are some ideas:

v Provide detailed descriptions and photos of your sale items.
v Include a full list of clients you have worked for previously.
v Publish a page of testimonials from satisfied customers.

v Give your visitors a list of links to Web pages and other sites where
people can find out more about your area of business.

v Toot your own horn: Explain why you love what you do and why you’re
so good at it.

Ask satisfied customers to give you a good testimonial. All you need is a sen-
tence or two that you can use on your Web site.

A site that contains compelling, entertaining content will become a resource
that online visitors bookmark and return to on a regular basis. Be sure to
update it regularly, and you will have fulfilled the dream of any online busi-
ness owner.

Customer to customer contact:
Everyone wins

A 16-year-old cartoonist named Gabe Martin put his cartoons on his Web site,
called The Borderline. Virtually nothing happened. But when his dad put up
some money for a contest, young Gabe started getting hundreds of visits and
inquiries. He went on to create 11 mirror sites around the world, develop a
base of devoted fans, and sell his own cartoon book.
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Cybersurfers regularly take advantage of freebies online by, for example,
downloading shareware or freeware programs. They get free advice from
newsgroups, and they find free companionship from chat rooms and online
forums. Having already paid for network access and computer equipment,
they actually expect to get something for free.

Your customers will keep coming back if you devise as many promotions,
giveaways, or sales as possible. You can also get people to interact through
online forums or other tools, as I describe in Chapter 6.

In online business terms, anything that gets your visitors to click links and
enter your site is good. Provide as many links to the rest of your site as you can
on your home page. Many interactions that don’t seem like sales do lead to
sales, and it’s always your goal to keep people on your site as long as possible.

See Chapters 5 and 6 for instructions on how to create hyperlinks and add
interactivity to your Web site. For more about creating Web sites, check out
Creating Web Pages For Dummies, 7th Edition, by Bud E. Smith and Arthur
Bebak (Wiley).

Be a player in online communities

You may wait until the kids go off to school to tap away at your keyboard in
your home office, but that doesn’t mean that you really are alone. Thousands
of home-office workers and entrepreneurs just like you connect to the Net
every day and share many of the same concerns, challenges, and ups and
downs as you.

Starting an online business isn’t only a matter of creating Web pages, scan-
ning photos, and taking orders. Marketing and networking are essential to
making sure that you meet your goals. Participate in groups that are related
either to your particular business or to online business in general. Here are
some ways that you can make the right connections and get support and
encouragement at the same time.

Be a newsgroupie

Newsgroups are discussion groups that occupy an extensive and popular part
of the Internet called Usenet, as well as appear on America Online and other
online services. Many large organizations such as universities and corpora-
tions run their own internal newsgroups, too.

Businesspeople tend to overlook newsgroups because of admonitions about
spam (unsolicited messages sent by people trying to sell something to news-
group participants who don’t want it) and other violations of Netiquette (the set
of rules that govern newsgroup communications). However, when you approach
newsgroup participants on their own terms (not by spamming them but by

TEAM LING - LIVe, Informative, Non-cast and cenuine !

49



50 Part I: Strategies and Tools for Your Online Business

A\

answering questions and participating in discussions), newsgroups can be a
wonderful resource for businesspeople. They attract knowledgeable consumers
who are strongly interested in a topic — just the sorts of people who make
great customers.

A few newsgroups (in particular, the ones with biz at the beginning of their
names) are especially intended to discuss small business issues and sales.
Here are a few suggestions:

V¥ misc.entrepreneurs

v biz.marketplace.discussion

v biz.marketplace.international.discussion
v biz.marketplace.services.discussion

¥ alt.business.home

v alt.business.consulting

v alt.business.franchise

v aol.commerce.general

The easiest way to access newsgroups is to use Google’s Web-based direc-
tory (groups.google.com). You can also use the newsgroup software that
comes built into the two most popular Web browser packages, Netscape
Communicator and Microsoft Internet Explorer. Each browser or newsgroup
program has its own set of steps for enabling you to access Usenet. Use your
browser’s online help system to find out how you can access newsgroups.

Be sure to read the group’s FAQ (frequently asked questions) page before you
start posting. It’s a good idea to lurk before you post — that is, simply read
messages being posted to the group in order to find out about members’ con-
cerns before posting a message yourself. Stay away from groups that seem to
consist only of get-rich-quick schemes or other scams. When you do post a
message, be sure to keep your comments relevant to the conversation and
give as much helpful advice as you can.

The most important business technique in communicating by either e-mail or
newsgroup postings is to include a signature file at the end of your message.
A signature file is a simple text message that newsgroup and mail software
programs automatically add to your messages. A typical one includes your
name, title, and the name of your company. You can also include a link to
your business’s home page. A good example is Judy Vorfeld’s signature file,
shown in Figure 2-3. (Chapter 13 tells how to create your own signature file.)
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Be a mailing list-ener

A mailing list is a discussion group that communicates by exchanging e-mail
messages between members who share a common interest and who have
subscribed to join the list. Each e-mail message sent to the list is distributed
to all the list’s members. Any of those members can, in turn, respond by
sending e-mail replies. The series of back-and-forth messages develops into
discussions.

The nice thing about a mailing list is that it consists only of people who have
subscribed to the list, which means that they really want to be involved and
participate.

An excellent mailing list to check out is the Small and Home-Based Business
Discussion List (www.talkbiz.com/bizlist/index.html). This list is
moderated, meaning that someone reads through all postings before they
go online and filters out any comments that are inappropriate or off-topic.
Also, try searching the Topica directory of discussion groups (www.lists.
topica.com). Click Small Business (under Choose from Thousands of
Newsletters and Discussions) to view a page full of discussion groups and
other resources for entrepreneurs.

The number of groups you join and how often you participate in them is up
to you. The important thing is to regard every one-to-one-personal contact as
a seed that may sprout into a sale, a referral, an order, a contract, a bit of
useful advice, or another profitable business blossom.
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It’s not a newsgroup or a mailing list, but a Web site called iVillage.com (www .
ivillage.com) brings women together by providing chat rooms where they
can type messages to one another in real time, as well as message boards
where they can post messages. (Men, of course, can participate, too.) Experts
(and some who just claim to be experts) often participate in these forums.
The work-from-home section (www.ivillage.com/work) is a good one for
online entrepreneurs like you.

Add ways to sell and multiply your profits

Many successful online businesses combine more than one concept of what
constitutes electronic commerce. Chapter 8 discusses ways to sell your goods
and services on your Web site, but the Internet offers other venues for pro-
moting and selling your wares.

Free income for your Web site

You can make money on your Web site without having anything to sell. Some
sites will pay you for building your page with them or linking to them. You
find out more in Chapter 4, but here are some quick suggestions:

v+ We'll pay you to join: Usually, you pay a membership fee to join some-
thing. But if you build your Web site on Tripod (www.tripod.lycos.com)
and get enough visits, they’ll pay you cash through a program called
Builder Bucks.

v Lucrative links: If you become a member of Yahoo! GeoCities (www .
geocities.yahoo.com) and locate your Web site there (see Chapter 3),
you can join the Pages that Pay Affiliate Program, in which you make
links to specified business Web sites. You receive commissions for each
visitor who goes to the business’s Web site from yours. Amazon.com
(www.amazon.com) has had a similar program for years.

Selling through online classifieds

If you're looking for a quick and simple way to sell products or promote your
services online without having to pay high overhead costs, consider taking
out a classified ad in an online publication or a popular site like Craigslist
(www.craigslist.org).

The classifieds work the same way online as they do in print publications:
You pay a fee and write a short description along with contact information, and
the publisher makes the ad available to potential customers. However, online
classifieds have a number of big advantages over their print equivalents:
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v Audience: Rather than hundreds or thousands who might view your ad
in print, tens of thousands or perhaps even millions can see it online.

v Searchability: Online classifieds are often indexed so that customers
can search for particular items with their Web browser. This makes it
easier for shoppers to find exactly what they want, whether it’s a
Precious Moment figurine or a Martin guitar.

v Time: On the Net, ads are often online for a month or more.

1 Cost: Some sites, such as Commerce Corner (www.comcorner.com), let
you post classified ads for free.

On the downside, classifieds are often buried at the back of online magazines
or Web sites, just as they are in print, so they’re hardly well-traveled areas.
Also, most classifieds don’t make use of the graphics that help sell and pro-
mote goods and services so effectively throughout the Web.
¥ Classifieds are an option if you're short on time or money. But don’t forget
that on your own online business site you can provide more details and not
have to spend a cent.

Selling via online auctions

Many small businesses, such as antique dealerships or jewelry stores, sell
individual merchandise through online auctions. eBay and other popular auc-
tion sites provide effective ways to target sales items at collectors who are
likely to pay top dollar for desirable goodies. If you come up with a system
for finding things to sell and for turning around a large number of transac-
tions on a regular basis, you can even turn selling on eBay into a full-time
source of income. See Chapter 10 for more about starting a business on eBay.

Easyware (Not Hardware)
for Vour Business

Becoming an information provider on the Internet places an additional burden
on your computer and peripheral equipment. When you’re “in it for the money,”
you may very well start to go online every day, and perhaps hours at a time,
especially if you buy and sell on eBay. The better your computer setup, the
more e-mail messages you can download, the more catalog items you can
store, and so on. In this section, I introduce you to many upgrades you may
need to make to your existing hardware configuration.
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) Some general principles apply when assembling equipment (discussed in

this section) and programs (discussed in a subsequent section, “Software
Solutions for Online Business”) for an online endeavor:

v Look on the Internet for what you need. You can find just about every-
thing you want to get you started.

v Be sure to pry before you buy! Don’t pull out that credit card until you
get the facts on what warranty and technical support your hardware or
software vendor provides. Make sure that your vendor provides phone
support 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Also ask how long the typical
turnaround time is in case your equipment needs to be serviced.

“\gN\BEI? If you purchase lots of new hardware and software, remember to update your
& insurance by sending your insurer a list of your new equipment. Also consider
purchasing insurance specifically for your computer-related items from a
company such as Safeware (www.safeware.com).

The right computer for your online business

You very well may already have an existing computer setup that’s adequate
to get your business online and start the ball rolling. Or you may be starting
from scratch and looking to purchase a computer for personal and/or busi-
ness use. In either case, it pays to know what all the technical terms and
specifications mean. Here are some general terms you need to understand:

v Gigahertz (GHz) and megahertz (MHz): This unit of measure indicates
how quickly a computer’s processor can perform functions. The central
processing unit (CPU) of a computer is where the computing work gets
done. In general, the higher the processor’s internal clock rate, the
faster the computer.

+ Random access memory (RAM): This is the memory that your computer
uses to temporarily store information needed to operate programs. RAM
is usually expressed in millions of bytes, or megabytes (MB). The more
RAM you have, the more programs you can run simultaneously.

v Synchronous dynamic RAM (SDRAM): Many ultrafast computers use
some form of SDRAM synchronized with a particular clock rate of a CPU
so that a processor can perform more instructions in a given time.

v Double data rate SDRAM (DDR SDRAM): This is a type of SDRAM that
can dramatically improve the clock rate of a CPU.

v Auxiliary storage: This term refers to physical data-storage space on a
hard drive, tape, CD-RW, or other device.
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v Virtual memory: This is a type of memory on your hard drive that your
computer can “borrow” to serve as extra RAM.

v Network interface card (NIC): You need this hardware add-on if you
have a cable or DSL modem or if you expect to connect your computer
to others on a network. Having a NIC usually provides you with Ethernet
data transfer to the other computers. (Ethernet is a network technology
that permits you to send and receive data at very fast speeds.)

The Internet is teeming with places where you can find good deals on hardware.
A great place to start is the CNET Shopper.com Web site (shopper.cnet.com).
Also visit the auction site uBid.com (www.ubid.com).

Processor speed

Computer processors are getting faster all the time. Don’t be overly impressed
by a computer’s clock speed (measured in megahertz or even gigahertz). By
the time you get your computer home, another, faster chip will already have
hit the streets. Just make sure you have enough memory to run the types of
applications shown in Table 2-2. (Note that these are only estimates, based
on the Windows versions of these products that were available at the time of
this writing.)

Table 2-2 Memory Requirements
Type of Application Example Amount of RAM Recommended
Web browser Internet Explorer 32MB
Web page editor Macromedia 128MB
Dreamweaver
Word processor Microsoft Word 136MB (on Windows XP)
Graphics program Paint Shop Pro 256MB
Accounting software Microsoft Excel 8MB (if you are already running

an Office application)

Animation/Presentation =~ Macromedia Flash  128MB

The RAM recommended for the sample applications in Table 2-2 adds up to a
whopping 688MB. If you plan to work, be sure to get at least 512MB of RAM —
more if you can swing it. Memory is cheap nowadays, and the newer PCs will
allow you to install several GB (that’s gigabytes) of RAM.
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Hard drive storage

Random access memory is only one type of memory your computer uses; the
other kind, hard drive, stores information, such as text files, audio files, pro-
grams, and the many essential files that your computer’s operating system
needs. Most of the new computers on the market come with hard drives that
store many gigabytes of data. Any hard drive with a few gigabytes of storage
space should be adequate for your business needs if you don’t do a lot of
graphics work. But most new computers come with hard drives that are 60GB
or larger in size.

CD-RW/IDUD+RW drive

Although a DVD and/or CD recordable drive may not be the most important
part of your computer for business use, it can perform essential installation,
storage, and data communications functions, such as installing software and
saving and sharing data. A growing number of machines are now being made
available with a digital versatile disc (DVD) drive. You can fit 4.7GB or more
of data on a DVD+RW, compared with the 700MB or so that a conventional
CD-RW can handle.

Be sure to protect your equipment against electrical problems that can result
in loss of data or substantial repair bills. At the very least, make sure that
your home office has grounded three-prong outlets and a surge suppressor. A
common variety is a five- or six-outlet strip that has a protection device built
in. Also consider the option of an uninterruptible power supply (UPS), which
keeps devices from shutting off immediately in the event of blackouts. The
PowerCard by Guardian On Board (www.guardian-ups.com) is available at
most computer retail outlets, and costs about $149.

Building an online presence:
It's an ongoing process

Judy Vorfeld, who is profiled in Chapter 6, needs
to update her computer hardware regularly even
though she works in the editorial field rather
than a more technically oriented profession. As
far as equipment goes, Judy estimates that each
year she spends about $800 to $1,000 on com-
puter hardware and $350 on software related to
her business. She has two networked desktop
computers, a Pentium 3 and Pentium 4, which

she upgrades as needed. She has a CD/DVD
burner on her main computer, and backs up her
files on DVDs. Her 6-Ib. laptop, which she uses
whenever she travels, has a CD-RW/DVD-ROM
drive, and 256 MB of RAM. For software, she
uses the Web page editor Macromedia HomeSite
to create Web pages, Paint Shop Pro to work
with graphics, and Microsoft Word for most of
her book editing.
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Monitor

In terms of your online business, the quality or thinness of your monitor
doesn’t affect the quality of your Web site directly. Even if you have a poor-
quality monitor, you can create a Web site that looks great to those who visit
you. The problem is that you won’t know how good your site really looks to
customers who have high-quality monitors.

Flat-panel LCD (liquid crystal display) monitors continue to be a hot item,
and they’re becoming more affordable, too. You've got a real choice between
a traditional CRT (cathode-ray tube) monitor and a flat LCD. Whether you
choose flat or traditional, the quality of a monitor depends on several factors:

1 Resolution: The resolution of a computer monitor refers to the number
of pixels it can display horizontally and vertically. A resolution of 640 x
480 means that the monitor can display 640 pixels across the screen
and 480 pixels down the screen. Higher resolutions, such as 800 x 600
or 1,024 x 768, make images look sharper but require more RAM in your
computer. Anything less than 640 x 480 is unusable these days.

v~ Size: Monitor size is measured diagonally, as with TVs. Sizes such as
14 inches, 15 inches, and up to 21 inches are available. (Look for a
17-inch CRT monitor, which can display most Web pages fully, and
which is now available for less than $200.)

v Refresh rate: This is the number of times per second that a video card
redraws an image on-screen (at least 60 Hz [hertz] is preferable).

Keep in mind that lots of Web pages seem to have been designed with 17-inch
or 21-inch monitors in mind. The problem isn’t just that some users (especially
those with laptops) have 15-inch monitors, but you can never control how
wide the viewer’s browser window will be. The problem is illustrated in the
page from the Yale Style Manual, one of the classic references of Web site
design (www.webstyleguide.com).

Computer monitors display graphic information that consists of little units
called pixels. Each pixel appears on-screen as a small dot — so small that it’s
hard to perceive with the naked eye, unless you magnify an image to look at
details close up. Together, the patterns of pixels create different intensities of
light in an image, as well as ranges of color. A pixel can contain one or more
bytes of binary information. The more pixels per inch (ppi), the higher a
monitor’s potential resolution. The higher the resolution, the closer the image
appears to a continuous-tone image such as a photo. When you see a monitor’s
resolution described as 1,280 x 1,024, for example, that refers to the number of
pixels that the monitor can display. Dot pitch refers to the distance between any
two of the three pixels (one red, one green, and one blue) that a monitor uses to
display color. The lower the dot pitch, the better the image resolution that you
obtain. A dot pitch of 0.27 mm is a good measurement for a 17-inch monitor.
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Fax equipment

A fax machine is an essential part of many home offices. If you don’t have the
funds available for a standalone machine, you can install software that helps
your computer send and receive faxes. You have three options:

v You can install a fax modem, a hardware device that usually works with
fax software. The fax modem can be an internal or external device.

v You can use your regular modem but install software that enables your
computer to exchange faxes with another computer or fax machine.

v You can sign up for a service that receives your faxes and sends them to
your computer in the body of an e-mail message. (For more information,
see the “Fax Services” section of the Internet Directory on this book’s
Web site.)

[ also recommend that you look into WinFax PRO by Symantec, Inc. (www .
symantec.com/winfax/index.htmT). Your Windows computer needs to be
equipped with a modem in order to send or receive faxes with WinFax.

If you plan to fax and access the Internet from your home office, you should
get a second phone line or a direct connection, such as DSL or cable modem.
The last thing a potential customer wants to hear is a busy signal.

Image capture devices

When you’re ready to move beyond the basic hardware and on to a frill, think
about obtaining a tool for capturing photographic images. (By capturing, I mean
digitizing an image or, in other words, saving it in computerized, digital format.)
Photos are often essential elements of business Web pages: They attract a
customer’s attention, they illustrate items for sale in a catalog, and they can
provide before-and-after samples of your work. If you're an artist or designer,
having photographic representations of your work is vital.

Including a clear, sharp image on your Web site greatly increases your chances
of selling your product or service. You have two choices for digitizing: a scan-
ner or digital camera. To decide which, read on.

Digital camera

Not so long ago, digital cameras cost thousands of dollars. These days, you
can find a good digital camera made by a reputable manufacturer, such as
Nikon, Fuji, Canon, Olympus, or Kodak, for $275-$600. You have to make an
investment up front, but this particular tool can pay off for you in the long
run. With the addition of a color printer, you can even print your own photos,
which can save you a pile in photo lab costs.
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A low-budget alternative

If you only want to get a computerized version
of a photo on your Web without investing in any
of the hardware that | mention here, not to
worry. Just call your local photo shop or copy
center. Many Kinko's Copies outlets, for exam-
ple, provide computer services that include
scanning photos. If you do your photo process-
ing through Kodak, you can have the images
placed online or on a CD. If you're a member
of America Online, you can get your photos
online through a program called “You've Got

Pictures” and delivered to a location that you
set up with AOL.

Wherever you go, be sure to tell the technician
that you want the image to appear on the Web,
so it should be saved in GIF or JPEG format.
Also, if you have an idea of how big you want
the finalimage to be when it appears online, tell
that to the technician, too. The person can save
the image in the size that you want so you don't
have to resize it later in a graphics program.

59

P Don’t hesitate to fork over the extra dough to get a camera that gives you
good resolution. Cutting corners doesn’t pay when you end up with images
that look fuzzy, but you can find many low-cost devices with good features.
For example, the Canon PowerShot A20, which I spotted for $279, has a reso-
lution of more than 2 megapixels — fine enough to print on a color printer
and enlarge to a size such as 5 x 7 inches — and a zoom feature. Megapixels
are calculated by multiplying the number of pixels in an image — for instance,
when actually multiplied, 1,984 x 1,488 = 2,952,192 pixels or 2.9 megapixels.
The higher the resolution, the fewer photos your camera can store at any one
time because each image file requires more memory.

Online material is primarily intended to be displayed on computer monitors
(which have limited resolution), so having super-high resolution images isn’t
critical for Web pages. Before being displayed by Web browsers, images must
be compressed by using the GIF or JPEG formats. (See Chapter 5 for more scin-
tillating technical details on GIF and JPEG.) Also, smaller and simpler images
(as opposed to large, high-resolution graphics) generally appear more quickly
on the viewer’s screen. If you make your customers wait too long to see an
image, they’re apt to go to someone else’s online store.

When shopping for a digital camera, look for the following features:
v The ability to download images to your computer via a FireWire or USB
connection

v Bundled image-processing software

v The ability to download image files directly to a memory card that you
can easily transport to a computer’s memory card reader

v An included LCD screen that lets you see your images immediately
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On the downside, because of optical filtering that’s intended to reduce color
artifacts — distortions of an image caused by limitations in hardware —
photos taken with digital cameras tend to be less sharp than conventional
35mm photos. Correcting this problem in a graphics program can be time
consuming. For high-quality close-ups on the cheap, try a scanner instead.

Digital photography is a fascinating and technical process, and you’ll do well to
read more about it in other books, such as Digital Photography All-in-One Desk
Reference For Dummies, 2nd Edition, by David Busch or Digital Photography For
Dummies, 4th Edition, by Julie Adair King (both by Wiley).

Scanners

Scanning is the process of turning the colors and shapes contained in a pho-
tographic print or slide into digital information (that is, bytes of data) that a
computer can understand. You place the image in a position where the scan-
ner’s camera can pass over it, and the scanner turns the image into a computer
document that consists of tiny bits of information called pixels. The type that
[ find easiest to use is a flatbed scanner. You place the photo or other image
on a flat glass bed, just like what you find on a photocopier. An optical device
moves under the glass and scans the photo.

The best news about scanners is that they’ve been around for a while, which,
in the world of computing, means that prices are going down at the same time
that quality is on the rise. The bargain models are well under $100, and I've
even seen a couple priced as low as $49.95 after a rebate.

A type of scanner that has lots of benefits for small or home-based businesses
is a multifunction device. You can find these units, along with conventional
printers and scanners, at computer outlets. [ have a multifunction device
myself, in my home office. It sends and receives faxes, scans images, acts as a
laser printer, and makes copies — plus it includes a telephone and answering
machine. Now, if it could just make a good cup of espresso. . ..

For more detail about scanners, check out Scanners For Dummies, 2nd
Edition, by Mark L. Chambers (Wiley).

Getting Online: Connection Options

After you purchase the computer hardware that you need, telephone bills are
likely to be the biggest monthly expense you’ll encounter in connection with
your online business. At least, they are for me: I pay for local service, long-
distance service, cell phone service, plus DSL service over my phone lines.

It pays to choose your telco (telephone company) connection wisely.
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A second phone line

Having a second line is pretty much a given if you plan to do business online
regularly. A cell phone will work fine for business purposes if you don’t want
to pay your telephone company’s fees for the extra land line. Because you’ll
be using your modem to dial the same one or two access numbers provided
by your Internet service provider, confirm with your telco that your Internet
access number is local so you don’t end up paying long-distance fees.

Ask your telco about a call pack so you can call one number a lot for the
same rate: 100 calls per month for a flat $10 fee, for example.

Beyond dialup

The best way to connect to the Internet is through a direct line, which means
that, rather than be connected to the Internet for the length of your modem’s
phone call, you're connected all the time. Besides freeing up a phone line, a
direct connection is typically light years faster than a dialup modem connec-
tion. Before you get your heart set on a high-speed Internet connection, check
to see whether these options are available in your area.

Cable modem

Cable modem connections offer a really attractive way to get a high-speed con-
nection to cyberspace. So go ahead and ask your local cable TV providers
whether they provide this service. Turmoil erupted when the largest cable
provider, @Home, ceased operations in early 2002. But other options, such

as AT&T Broadband Internet (www.attbroadband.com) and EarthLink
(www.earthlink.net/home/broadband/cab]le) provide high-speed Internet
access through affiliations with cable TV providers in many parts of the country.
In my neighborhood in Chicago, a company called RCN Chicago (rcnchicago.
com) offers Internet access via cable modem for $45.95 plus a $75 installation
fee that includes the cable modem device itself. AT&T Broadband Internet
(www.attbroadband.com), however, offers similar service for $39.95.

The advantages of having a cable modem connection are many: It’s a direct
connection, it frees up a phone line, and it’s super fast. Cable modems have
the capacity to deliver 4 or 5MB of data per second. In reality, of course, the
speed is going to be less than this because you're sharing access with other
users. Plus, you have to purchase or lease the cable modem itself, pay an
installation fee, and purchase an Ethernet card (if your computer doesn’t
already have one installed). But a cable modem is going to be far faster than
a dialup connection.
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\3
) You can find out which cable modem and DSL providers cover your area by

using the Service Availability tool provided by Cable-Modem.net (www.cable-
modem.net/gc/service_availability.html).

DSL

Wouldn't it be great if you could use conventional telephone lines to connect
to the Internet all the time? Wouldn't it be even better if the connection were
really fast — say, 100 times as fast as a 56 Kbps dialup modem?

If your telephone company offers its customers Digital Subscriber Line (DSL)
connections, these aren’t just pie-in-the-sky questions. DSLs “borrow” the
part of your phone line that your voice doesn’t use, the part that transmits
signals of 3,000 Hz (hertz) or higher. DSLs can upload (send) data to another
location on the Internet at 1.088 Mbps (megabits per second), and download
(receive) data at more than twice that rate: 2.560 Mbps.

DSL comes in different varieties. Asymmetrical Digital Subscriber Line (ADSL)
transmits information at different speeds depending on whether you're send-
ing or receiving data. Symmetrical Digital Subscriber Line (SDSL) transmits
information at the same speed in both directions. As DSL gets more popular,
it becomes more widely available and the pricing drops. As I'm writing this,
EarthLink DSL is available for $49.95 per month with free DSL. modem and
installation. Your local phone provider might offer DSL, too. In the Chicago
area, Ameritech has a DSL option for $49 per month plus $99 to purchase the
DSL modem.

Software Solutions for Online Business

One of the great things about starting an Internet business is that you get to
use Internet software. As you probably know, the programs you use online
are inexpensive (sometimes free), easy to use and install, and continually
being updated.

Although you probably already have a basic selection of software to help you
find information and communicate with others in cyberspace, the following
sections describe some programs you may not have as yet and that will come
in handy when you create your online business.

é@N?'EI? Don’t forget to update your insurance by sending your insurer a list of

> new software (and hardware) or even by purchasing insurance specifically
for your computer-related items from a company such as Safeware (www .
safeware.com).
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Anyone who uses firewall or antivirus software will tell you how essential
these pieces of software are, for home or business use. Find out more about
such software in Chapter 7 or in my book Norton Internet Security For Dummies
(Wiley). See Chapter 17 for suggestions of accounting software — other impor-
tant software you’ll need.

Web browser

A Web browser is software that serves as a visual interface to the images,
colors, links, and other content contained on the Web. The most popular such
program is Microsoft Internet Explorer, with Netscape Navigator (part of the
Communicator suite) coming in a distant second place.

Your Web browser is your primary tool for conducting business online, just
as it is for everyday personal use. When it comes to running a virtual store or
consulting business, though, you have to run your software through a few
more paces than usual. You need your browser to

1 Preview the Web pages you create

v Display frames, animations, movie clips, and other goodies you plan to
add online

v Support some level of Internet security, such as Secure Sockets Layer
(SSL), if you plan to conduct secure transactions on your site

In addition to having an up-to-date browser with the latest features, installing
more than one kind of browser on your computer is a good idea. For example,
if you use Microsoft Internet Explorer because that’s what came with your
operating system, be sure to download the latest copy of Netscape Navigator,
as well. That way, you can test your site to make sure that it looks good to all
your visitors.

Web page editor

HyperText Markup Language (HTML) is a set of instructions used to format
text, images, and other Web page elements so that Web browsers can correctly
display them. But you don’t have to master HTML in order to create your own
Web pages. Plenty of programs called Web page editors are available to help
you format text, add images, make hyperlinks, and do all the fun assembly
steps necessary to make your Web site a winner.
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In many cases, Web page editors come with electronic storefront packages;
QuickSite, which I discuss in Chapter 4, comes with Microsoft FrontPage
Express. Sometimes, programs that you use for one purpose can also help
you create Web documents: Microsoft Word has an add-on called Internet
Assistant that enables you to save text documents as HTML Web pages, and
Microsoft Office 98 and later (for the Mac) or Office 2000 or later (for Windows)
enables you to export files in Web page format automatically.

Taking e-mail a step higher

You’re probably very familiar with sending and receiving e-mail messages.
But when you start an online business, you should make sure that e-mail
software has some advanced features:

v Autoresponders: Some programs automatically respond to e-mail
requests with a form letter or document of your choice.

1 Mailing lists: With a well-organized address book (a feature that comes
with some e-mail programs), you can collect the e-mail addresses of visi-
tors or subscribers and send them a regular update of your business
activities or, better yet, an e-mail newsletter.

v Quoting: Almost all e-mail programs let you quote from a message to
which you’re replying, so you can respond easily to a series of questions.

v~ Attaching: Attaching a file to an e-mail message is a quick and convenient
way to transmit information from one person to another.

v~ Signature files: Make sure that your e-mail software automatically
includes a simple electronic signature at the end. Use this space to list
your company name, your title, and your Web site URL.

Both Outlook Express, the e-mail component of Microsoft Internet Explorer,
and Netscape Messenger, which is part of the Netscape Communicator suite
of programs, include most or all these features. Because these functions are
all essential aspects of providing good customer service, [ discuss them in
more detail in Chapter 13.

Discussion group software

When your business site is up and running, consider taking it a step farther
by creating your own discussion area right on your Web site. This sort of
discussion area isn’t a newsgroup as such; it doesn’t exist in Usenet, and

you don’t need newsgroup software to read and post messages. Rather, it’s a
Web-based discussion area where your visitors can compare notes and share
their passion for the products you sell or the area of service you provide.
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Programs such as Microsoft FrontPage enable you to set up a discussion area
on your Web site. See Chapter 13 for more information.

FTP software

FTP (File Transfer Protocol) is one of those acronyms you see time and time
again as you move around the Internet. You may even have an FTP program
that your ISP gave you when you obtained your Internet account. But chances
are you don’t use it that often.

In case you haven’t used FTP yet, start dusting it off. When you create your
own Web pages, a simple, no-nonsense FTP program is the easiest way to
transfer them from your computer at home to your Web host. If you need to
correct and update your Web pages quickly (and you will), you’ll benefit by
having your FTP software ready and set up with your Web site address, user-
name, and password so that you can transfer files right away. See Chapter 3
for more about using File Transfer Protocol.

Image editors

You need a graphics-editing program either to create original artwork for
your Web pages or to crop and adjust your scanned images and digital pho-
tographs. In the case of adjusting or cropping photographic image files, the
software you need almost always comes bundled with the scanner or digital
camera, so you don’t need to buy separate software for that.

In the case of graphic images, the first question to ask yourself is, “Am [
really qualified to draw and make my own graphics?” If the answer is yes,
think shareware first. Three programs I like are Adobe Photoshop Elements
(www.adobe. com), LView Pro by Leonardo Haddad Loureiro (www. 1view.com),
and Paint Shop Pro by Jasc, Inc. (www. jasc.com). You can download all these
programs from the Web to use on a trial basis. After the trial period is over,
you'll need to pay a small fee to the developer in order to register and keep
the program. Photoshop Elements costs $99, LView Pro version 2001 costs
$40; Paint Shop Pro costs $119 to download for Version 9 or $129 for a boxed
version.

The ability to download and use free (and almost free) software from share-
ware archives and many other sites is one of the nicest things about the
Internet. Keep the system working by remembering to pay the shareware
fees to the nice folks who make their software available to individuals like
you and me.
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Instant messaging

You may think that MSN Messenger, AOL Instant Messenger, ICQ, and PalTalk
are just for social “chatting” online, but instant messaging has its business
applications, too. Here are a few suggestions:

v~ If individuals you work with all the time are hard to reach, you can use a
messaging program to tell you if those people are logged on to their com-
puters. This allows you to contact them the moment they sit down to work
(provided they don’t mind your greeting them so quickly, of course).

v You can cut down on long-distance phone charges by exchanging instant
messages with far-flung colleagues.

1 With a microphone, sound card, and speakers, you can carry on voice
conversations through your messaging software.

MSN Messenger enables users to do file transfers without having to use FTP
software or attaching files to e-mail messages.

Backup software

Losing copies of your personal documents is one thing, but losing files related
to your business can hit you hard in the pocketbook. That makes it even more
important to make backups of your online business computer files. lomega
Zip or Jaz drives (www. iomega.com) come with software that lets you auto-
matically make backups of your files. If you don’t own one of these programs,
I recommend you get really familiar with the backup program included with
Windows XP or look into Backup Exec by VERITAS Software Corporation
(www.veritas.com).

TEAM LING - LIVe, Informative, Non-cast and cenuine !



Chapter 3

Selecting the Right Web Host

and Design Tools

In This Chapter

Choosing software to create and edit your Web pages

Finding a Web page shortcut with a template

Developing compelling content that attracts customers

Selecting a hosting service for your Web site

Transferring your Web site files to your hosting service

<MBER
%‘3“

ou can sell items online without having a Web site. But do you really

want to? Doing real online business without some sort of online “home
base” is time consuming and inefficient. The vast majority of online commer-
cial concerns use their Web sites as the primary way to attract customers,
convey their message, and make sales. A growing number of ambitious capi-
talists use online auction sites such as eBay (www.ebay.com) to make money,
but the auctioneers who depend on eBay for regular income often have their
own Web pages, too.

The success of a commercial Web site depends in large measure on two
important factors: Where it’s hosted and how it’s designed. These factors
affect how easily you can create and update your Web pages, what special
features such as multimedia or interactive forms you can have on your site,
and even how your site looks. Some hosting services provide Web page cre-
ation tools that are easy to use but that limit the level of sophistication you
can apply to the page’s design. Other services leave the creation and design
up to you. In this chapter, I provide an overview of your Web hosting options
as well as different design approaches that you can implement.

Plenty of Web sites and CD-ROMs claim that they can have your Web site up
and running online “in a matter of minutes” using a “seamless” process. The
actual construction may indeed be quick and smooth — as long as you’'ve
done all your preparation work beforehand. This preparation work includes
identifying your goals for going online, deciding what market you want to reach,
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deciding what products you want to sell, writing descriptions and capturing
images of those products, and so on. Before you jump over to Yahoo! Small
Business or Microsoft Small Business Center and start assembling your site,
be sure that you've done all the groundwork that I discuss in Chapter 2, such
as identifying your audience and setting up your hardware.

Getting the Most from Your Web Host

\\J

An Internet connection and a Web browser are all you need if you’re primarily
interested in surfing through cyberspace, consuming information, and shop-
ping for online goodies. But when you’re starting an online business, you're
no longer just a consumer; you're becoming a provider of information and
consumable goods. Along with a way to connect to the Internet, you need to
find a hosting service that will make your online business available to your
prospective customers.

A Web hosting service is the online world’s equivalent of a landlord. Just as
the owner of a building gives you office space or room for a storefront where
you can hang your shingle, a hosting service provides you with space online
where you can set up shop.

You can operate an online business without a Web site if you sell regularly on
eBay. But even on eBay, you can create an About Me page or an eBay store;
eBay itself is your host in both cases. (You pay a monthly fee to eBay in order
to host your store. See Chapter 10 for more information.)

A Web host provides space on special computers called Web servers that are
connected to the Internet all the time. Web servers are equipped with soft-
ware that makes your Web pages visible to people who connect to them by
using a Web browser. The process of using a Web hosting service for your
online business works roughly like this:

1. You decide where you want your site to appear on the Internet.

Do you want it to be part of a virtual shopping mall that includes many
other businesses? Or do you want a standalone site that has its own Web
address and doesn’t appear to be affiliated with any other organization?

2. You sign up with a Web host.

Sometimes you pay a fee. In some cases, no fee is required. In all cases,
you're assigned space on a server. Your Web site gets an address, or URL,
that people can enter in their browsers to view your pages.
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3. You create your Web pages.
Usually, you use a Web page editor to do this.

4. After creating content, adding images, and making your site look just
right, you transfer your Web page files (HTML documents, images, and
so on) from your computer to the host’s Web server.

You generally need special File Transfer Protocol (FTP) software to do
the transferring. But many Web hosts will help you through the process
by providing their own user-friendly software. (The most popular Web
editors, such as Macromedia Dreamweaver, will let you do this, too.)

5. You access your own site with your Web browser and check the con-
tents to make sure that all the images appear and that any hypertext
links you created go to the intended destinations.

At this point, you're open for business — visitors can view your Web
pages by entering your Web address in their Web browser’s Go To or
Address box.

6. You market and promote your site to attract potential clients or
customers.

Carefully choose a Web host because the host will affect which software you’ll
use to create your Web pages and get them online. The Web host also affects
the way your site looks, and it may determine the complexity of your Web

address. (See the “What’s in a name?” sidebar later in this chapter for details.)

If you have a direct connection to the Internet such as a DSL line and are
competent with computers (or if you have access to someone who is), you can
host your own site on the Web. However, turning your own computer into a
Web server is a lot more complicated than signing up with a hosting service.
(Your ISP may not allow you to set up your own server anyway; check your
user agreement first.) You need to install server software and set up a domain
name for your computer. You'll also have to purchase a static IP address for
your machine. (An IP address is a number that identifies every computer
that’s connected to the Internet, and that consists of four sets of numerals
separated by dots, such as 206.207.99.1. A static IP address is one that doesn’t
change from session to session.) If you're just starting a simple home-based
or part-time business, hosting your own Web site is probably more trouble
than you care to handle, but you should be aware that it’s an option. If you're
interested in becoming a Webmaster, check out Speakeasy (www.speakeasy.
net). This ISP encourages users to set up their own Web servers, and even
offers two static IP address with a DSL line for $59.95 per month.
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Finding a Web Server to Call Home

Hi! I'm your friendly World Wide Web real estate agent. Call me Virtual Larry.
You say you're not sure exactly what kind of Web site is right for you, and you
want to see all the options, from a tiny storefront in a strip mall to your own
landscaped corporate park? Your wish is my command. Just hop into my
2005-model Internet Explorer, buckle your seat belt, and I'll show you around
the many different business properties available in cyberspace.

Here’s a road map of our tour:

v Online Web-host-and-design-kit combos: Yahoo! Small Business
Merchant Solutions, Yahoo! GeoCities, and Microsoft Small Business
Center (formerly called bCentral), among others.

v America Online: My FTP Place and Hometown AOL.

v Electronic merchant CD-ROMs: ShopSite and WebSite Complete, to
name two.

v eBay: A site that lets its users create their own About Me Web pages and
their own stores.

v Auxiliary companies: These folks do something that doesn’t seem
directly related to e-commerce, but they let you build a store online, like
FedEx eCommerce Builder.

v An online shopping mall: You can rent a space in these virtual malls.

+* Your current Internet service provider (ISP): Many ISPs are only too
happy to host your e-commerce site — for an extra monthly fee in addi-
tion to your access fee.

v Companies devoted to hosting Web sites full time: These are businesses
whose primary function is hosting e-commerce Web sites and providing
their clients with associated software, such as Web page building tools,
shopping carts, catalog builders, and the like.

The first four options combine Web hosting with Web page creation kits.
Whether you buy these services or get to use them on the Web for free, you
simply follow the manufacturer’s instructions. Most of these hosting services
enable you to create your Web pages by filling in forms; you never have to
see a line of HTML code if you don’t want to. Depending on which service
you choose, you have varying degrees of control over how your site ulti-
mately looks.

The last three options (ISPs, online malls, and full-time Web hosts) tend to be

do-it-yourself projects. You sign up with the host, you choose the software, and
you create your own site. However, the distinction between this category and
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the others is blurry. As competition between Web hosts grows keener, more
and more companies are providing ready-made solutions that streamline the
process of Web site creation for their customers. For you, the end user, this is
a good thing: You have plenty of control over how your site comes into being
and how it grows over time.

If you simply need a basic Web site and don’t want a lot of choices, go with one
of the Kkits. Your site may look like everyone else’s and seem a little generic,
but setup is easy and you can concentrate on marketing and running your
business.

However, if you're the independent type who wants to control your site and
have lots of room to grow, consider taking on a do-it-yourself project. The sky’s
the limit as far as the degree of creativity you can exercise and the amount of
sweat equity you can put in (as long as you don’t make your site so large and
complex that shoppers have a hard time finding anything, of course). The
more work you do, the greater your chances of seeing your business prosper.

Web site homesteading for free

Free Web hosting is still possible for small busi-
nesses. If you're on a tight budget and looking for
space on a Web server for free, turn first to your
ISP, which probably gives you server space to set
up a Web site. You can also check out one of a
handful of sites that provide customers with host-
ing space for no money down and no monthly
payments, either. Rather than money, you pay in
terms of advertising: You may have to look at
ads or other things, but if you don’t mind, here are
some good deals you can enjoy:

v Netfirms (www.netf1irms.com): This site
places ads on your Web pages but gives
you 25MB of server space where you can
set up a business Web site for free and get
CGI processing for your forms, too. CGl
(Common Gateway Interface) provides a
way for a Web server to interact with an
application, such as a computer script, that
receives the information from a form and
processes it in a form that you can read
easily.

+~ Freeservers (www.freeservers.com):
In exchange for banner ads and popup ads,
which you are required to display if you set
up a Web site on one of its servers, and
Freeservers Special Offers, which are sent
to your e-mail address, this site gives you
several tools. You have the choice of two
free editors, add-ons (such as guest books
and hit counters), and an online Web page
building tool for creating your site — not to
mention 12MB of server space.

You can find more free Web hosting services on
Yahoo! here:

dir.yahoo.com/Business_and_
Economy/Business_to_Business/
Communications_and_Networking/
Internet_and_World_Wide_Web/
Network_Service_Providers/Hosting/
Web_Site_Hosting/Free_Hosting/

Be sure that the site you choose lets you set up
for-profit business sites for free.
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Installing software to build a Web site

A new class of Web sites has caught on to the concept of making things easy
and affordable for would-be ontrepreneurs (online entrepreneurs). These sites
act as both a Web host and a Web page creation tool. You connect to the site,
sign up for service, and fill out a series of forms. Submitting the completed
forms activates a script on the host site that automatically generates your
Web pages based on the data you entered.

In this section, [ show you how to set up a business Web site with Yahoo!
Store, a popular “kit” service. Many such sites are available, and investigating
all your options is always smart. Some other Web site creation packages are
available at the following sites:

v Yahoo! GeoCities (geocities.yahoo.com): Yahoo! GeoCities is a popu-
lar spot for individuals who want to create home pages and full-fledged
personal and business Web sites at a low cost. The site provides a free
hosting option that requires users to display ads on the sites they create.
If you want ad-free hosting, you can choose between GeoCities PLUS,
which offers extra storage for a $10 setup fee plus a $4.95 per month
hosting fee, or GeoCities PRO, which offers your own domain and e-mail
for a $15 setup fee plus $8.95 per month.

1+ AOL Hometown (hometown.aol.com): America Online hosts this Web
site where individuals can create their own Web pages for business or
personal use. A “neighborhood” within AOL Hometown, called Business
Park, is set aside for commercial sites, and an area within the Business
Park area hosts home-based businesses. (See the upcoming section,
“You’ve got business: Creating an AOL store,” for more information.)

Suppose you have some music CDs, photos, or artwork that can be printed
and sold on clothing. You've created the art or saved the photos as GIF or
JPEG image files, and you want to place them on products you can sell to
friends, family, or anyone who’s interested. A popular service called CafePress
(www.cafepress.com) makes it easy for you to create and sell such products
online for free. The hard part is deciding what you want to sell, how best to
describe your sales items, and how to promote your site. Getting your words
and images online is remarkably straightforward:

1. Connect to the Internet, start up your Web browser, and go to the
CafePress Free Store page (www.cafepress.com/cp/info/sell).
The Sell Stuff Online — Free Store page appears in your browser window.
2. Click the Start Selling Now button just beneath the introductory text.

The CafePress.com — Join page appears. Before creating a store, you
need to register with CafePress.
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Figure 3-1:
Presto!
You've
opened your
store, which
you can now
fill with mer-
chandise.
|

3. Assign yourself a username and password (if you haven’t done so
already). When you’re done, click Join Now.

The New Member Survey page appears.
4. Fill out the survey, and click Let’s Start Selling!
The Open a Shop page appears.
5. Click Open a Basic Shop.
The Welcome to CafePress.com Basic Shops! page appears.

6. Under the Shop Information heading, enter a short ID that will be
included in your store’s URL and a name for your store. Fill out the
rest of the options on the page if necessary, and click Submit when
you’re done.

The Welcome to CafePress.com Basic Shops! page appears. Click the
URL supplied for your new store so you can see that, although it’s
empty, it really exists (see Figure 3-1).

7. Close the new browser window that opened so you could inspect your
page and return to the Welcome to CafePress.com Basic Shops! page.

Click the Add Products to My Shop button at the bottom of the page.
The Your Account page appears.

8. Under the heading Shop Management, click Products.
The Products page appears.

] Greg's Books | CafePress - Microsoft Internet Explorer =
File Edit View Favorites Tools Help oy
Address 48] hetp: [fwewer, cafepress comfgregsbooks b a B
oy account | help | B cart: O itemns | checkous |
¥
cafepress i ol M —— endar by phans
Il toll-fi
| welcome | marketplace | books | music | politics t}ﬁ'ég?l iri’x | » open a shop (,,;fng it
Search | all Products | for GO/ |
SHOP CATEGORIES Greg's Books
Give us your
feedback
Give us product or site
suggestions,
Subscribe to this
shop's newsletter
Sign up and receive
news and specials,
v
<l »
&] B Internet
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Figure 3-2:
CafePress.
com gives
you a selec-
tion of items
thatyou can
personalize
and sell
online.
|

9. Click Add a Product.

The Choose a Product page appears, with a set of products you can per-
sonalize and sell in your store (see Figure 3-2).

You can'’t sell just anything on CafePress.com: If you want to sell something
other than a tote bag, license plate frame, book, or other products shown
on the Choose a Product page, you’d better open a site with another Web
host. But if you're just beginning with e-commerce and aren’t sure what
to sell, a CafePress.com store can be a good starting point.

10. Click the box that contains the type of item you want to sell.

The Design Your Product Front page appears.

11. Click Select Image.

The Media Basket page appears. This page is intended as a storage area —
a place where you can store product images so that you can add them

later when you want to put them up for sale.

12. Click Add Image.

The Upload Image page appears, with an explanation you should read

that describes the acceptable file formats.

13. Click Browse.

The Choose File dialog box appears.
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Figure 3-3:
You save the
items you
want to print
in a holding
area called
the Media
Basket.
|

14. Select the file you want to place on the front of the object, and click
Open.

The path leading to the location of the image file on your computer
appears in the Image file box.

15. Check the I Agree to the Terms and Conditions Described Above box,
and then click Upload.

An Uploading dialog box appears with a progress bar that describes the
progress of the file transfer. When transfer is complete, the image appears
in your Media Basket.

16. Click Add image.
The image is added to the front of your product (see Figure 3-3).

17. Click Next and follow the subsequent steps to add images to the back
of the object and to add more objects to your online store.

Make sure that your logo or other image meets the height and other
requirements for a CafePress.com store. Images must be 200 pixels in
height (one inch equals approximately 72 pixels). Find out more by click-
ing the Need More Image Help? link, which appears on the product design
pages as you’re creating your store.

You can visit your new site by entering your own Web address, which takes
the form www.cafepress.com/storename (where storename is the name
you entered in Step 6).
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Part I: Strategies and Tools for Your Online Business
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Vou've got business: Creating an AOL store

If you're one of the millions of folks who already have an account with
America Online, it makes sense to consider setting up your online store with
AOL as your host. Even if you don’t have an account with AOL presently, you
may want to sign up in order to create and publish a simple Web site. Plenty
of entrepreneurs either started an online business with AOL and then moved
on to another Web host, or continue to maintain their business Web sites on
one of AOL's Web servers.

When you sign up for an account with America Online, you're entitled to 2MB
of space for your own Web pages. That may not seem like a lot of room, but
consider that the average Web page is only 5 to 10K in size. Even if each page
contains images that are perhaps 10 to 20K in size, which still means you have
room for 70 to 100 Web pages. Besides that, an account with AOL provides
for seven separate usernames. Each username is entitled to 2MB of Web site
space. In theory, at least, you have 14MB of space at your disposal. This is
more than enough to accommodate most moderately sized Web sites.

If AOL is so great, why doesn’t everyone publish Web sites with it? Well, AOL
has its downsides, too. For one thing, its servers seem (to me, at least) to be
noticeably slower than others, perhaps because of the sheer volume of users.
AOL has had problems with members being unable to get online during busy
times. And unless you pay AOL’s flat monthly rate for unlimited access, you're
liable to run up some sizable hourly access charges in the course of creating,
revising, and maintaining your business site. Finally, there’s a subtle but
important difference between AOL and a Web host that’s on the Internet:
Even though it has its own Web sites, AOL isn’t really part of the Internet. It’s
on its own online network. E-mail sent from an AOL user to someone on the
Internet has to go through a computer connection called a gateway. If the
gateway goes down or if some other aspect of AOL’s operation experiences a
problem, all AOL users are suddenly inaccessible from the Internet. Your
business may be inaccessible to many potential customers for a time.
Although AOL does seem to be getting more reliable, the fact that it’s sepa-
rate from the Internet is an important consideration to keep in mind if you're
thinking about setting up shop there.

America Online presents several resources for customers who want to pub-
lish Web pages for their business or personal use. Some of these resources

are accessible only through America Online, but because AOL is making an

effort to branch out onto the Web itself, other resources are located on the

Web, not within AOL.

Collectively, the AOL Web page publishing options are known as My Place or
My FTP Space, as shown in Figure 3-4.
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Within My FTP Space, you can find plenty of resources, including

v 1-2-3 Publish: This is a service that performs roughly the same function
as the Web page generators provided by Yahoo! GeoCities, CNET WebSite
Builder, or Yahoo! Store. You fill out a form by using your AOL browser.
The information on the form is presented in the form of a very rudimen-
tary Web page. The information requested is personal, however, and not
intended for business use. (AOL Keyword: 1-2-3 Publish.)

v~ Easy Designer: This is AOL's graphic Web page design tool for publish-
ing sites on AOL Hometown (which I discuss in a later bullet). It lets you
create and preview your own pages without having to master HTML.
Versions are available for both Windows and Macintosh users.

v Other Web page editors: AOL also provides links to clip art shareware
and commercial Web editors that you can download and use to create
your business site.

v My FTP Space: This is the service that transfers Web pages you have
already made to your directory on one of AOL’s servers with FTP (File
Transfer Protocol). My FTP Place doesn’t create your Web pages for you,
but you can use any Web page authoring tool to do that. (AOL Keyword:
My FTP Space.)
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v AOL Hometown: After you publish your Web site on AOL by using My
FTP Space, you can add the site to the AOL online community on the
Web. AOL Hometown (hometown.aol.com) is a “real” Web site on the
Internet: It’s not part of AOL’s own domain the way My Place is. AOL
Hometown is open to America Online members and other Internet users
alike. AOL members who go through the extra effort of including their
sites on AOL Hometown get double exposure: Their sites are accessible
both within AOL (through My FTP Space) and on the Web itself (through
AOL Hometown).

If you're an AOL customer and you want to start a home-based business for
virtually nothing, you have two options: My FTP Space or AOL Hometown.
Which one is best? AOL Hometown gives you more space (either 4MB or 12MB,
depending on how many files you keep online). Getting your files online is
also easier with AOL Hometown. With My FTP Space, you create the pages by
using one of the AOL Web page tools or another Web editor. You then upload
the files, following the instructions in the My FTP Space Help files. But if you
use one of the AOL Web page creation tools (1-2-3 Publish or Easy Designer)
to create your site, you can upload the files from within the same program.

To set up your site at AOL Hometown by using 1-2-3 Publish, follow these steps:

1. Create a new screen name.

The first step is to pick a screen name for your site. This doesn’t need to
be the same as your usual AOL username. AOL lets you use as many as
seven different screen names, and I recommend reserving one for your
personal use and one for your business site. To create a new screen name,
connect to AOL by using your master screen name, enter the keyword
Names, and then follow the instructions for creating a new screen name.

Your choice of screen name is important when you use My FTP Space as
your Web site host. The screen name appears as part of your Web site
URL. For example, if your business is called WidgetWorld, you might
choose the screen name widgets. When you transfer your files online by
using My FTP Place, you and your visitors can then access your site by
using the URL members.aol.com/widgets.

2. Go to hometown.aol.com/hmtwnl23 and start using 1-2-3 Publish by
clicking the Your First Home Page link. (AOL Keyword: 1-2-3 Publish).

The Welcome page, entitled Get a Free Page in Minutes!, appears. A
number of predesigned page templates appear on this page.

You don’t have to be using AOL software to use 1-2-3 Publish; you don’t
even have to be an AOL subscriber. If you're not a subscriber, you do
have to sign up for a screen name, but it’s free to do so. Go to hometown.
aol.comto find out more.
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3. Click My Business Page to begin designing your Web page.
The My Business Page Template page appears.

4. Choose a color and background for your page, and assign a name to the
page by filling out this page’s form; then click the Save this Page button.

A preview of your page appears.

5. If you want to make changes, click Modify. When you’re satisfied with
your page’s appearance, click Done.

When you click Done, a page appears with the message Congratulations —
You’ve Got a Home Page! and a link to the site that you just created.

6. Click the link to view your new Web site.

It’s as easy as that. If you ever want to edit your page, click the Edit My Page
link that appears above any AOL Hometown page.

You don’t have to use 1-2-3 Publish to create a Web site, but it’s a great tool
for beginners. More experienced users can create a complete Web site by
using a Web editor. After you've completed your pages, go to AOL Hometown
and click the Create link that appears above any page on the site. You'll go to a
page entitled Create or Edit Pages. Click Upload to move your already created
files to AOL Hometown, or click Add to add your pages to an AOL Hometown
site that you’ve previously created.

Investigating electronic storefront software

All the other options that this chapter provides for publishing your business
site are ones that you access and utilize online. Yet another option for creat-
ing a business site and publishing it online is to purchase an application that
carries you through the entire process of creating an electronic storefront. The
advantage is control: You own and operate the software and are in charge of
the entire process (at least until the files get to the remote Web servers). The
speed with which you develop a site depends on how quickly you master the
process, not on the speed of your Internet connection.

Like hosting services such as Yahoo! Store, Tripod, and CNET WebBuilder,
electronic storefront software is designed to facilitate the process of creating
Web pages and to shield you from having to master HTML. Most storefront
software provides you with predesigned Web pages, called templates, which
you customize for your particular business. Some types of electronic store-
front options go a step or two beyond the other options by providing you
with shopping cart systems that enable customers to select items and tally
the cost at checkout. They may also provide for some sort of electronic pay-
ment option, such as credit card purchases.

TEAM LING - LIVe, Informative, Non-cast and cenuine !



80 Part I: Strategies and Tools for Your Online Business

Usually, you purchase the software on floppy disk or CD-ROM, install the
package like any other application, and follow a series of steps that detail
the primary aspects of a business:

v The storefront: The Web pages that you create. Some packages, such as
WebSite Complete, include predesigned Web pages that you can copy
and customize with your own content.

v The inventory: You can stock your virtual storefront shelves by present-
ing your wares in the form of an online catalog or product list.

v The delivery truck: Some storefront packages streamline the process of
transferring your files from your computer to the server. Instead of using
FTP software, you publish information simply by clicking a button in your
Web editor or Web browser.

v The checkout counter: Most electronic storefront packages give you the
option to accept orders by phone, fax, or online with a credit card.

Besides providing you with all the software that you need to create Web
pages and get them online, electronic storefronts instruct you on how to
market your site and present your goods and services in a positive way. In
addition, some programs provide you with a backroom for your business,
where you can record customer information, orders, and fulfillment.

The problem with many electronic storefront packages is that they’re very
expensive — some cost $5,000 to $10,000 or more. They're not intended for
individuals starting their own small businesses, but rather for large corpora-
tions that want to branch out to the Web. However, a few packages (two of
which I describe in the following sections) provide a Ford-type alternative to
the Rolls-Royce storefronts.

ShopSite

ShopSite, by ShopSite, Inc., isn’t software that you purchase and install on
your computer. Rather, you find a Web hosting service that runs ShopSite on
its servers. You then set up an account with the host and use the ShopSite
software over the Internet, using your Web browser. This kind of setup, which
is called a hosted application, means you don’t have to worry about having
enough memory or hard drive space to run the program yourself. You also
don’t have to bother with updating or troubleshooting the software; that, too,
is the hosting service’s responsibility.

In order to find a hosting service that runs ShopSite, you go to the ShopSite
Web site (www.shopsite.com) and scan a list of hosts. You pick a company
and arrange for an account. Pricing varies depending on the host and the ver-
sion of the service that you want. ShopSite comes in three varieties:
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v~ Starter: Lets you create a catalog of only 15 items for sale and 5 Web pages.

v Manager: Gives you an unlimited number of pages, plus templates,
themes, a shopping cart, and real-time credit card processing.

v Pro: Adds the ability to track inventory as products are purchased.

One host | saw was offering ShopSite Starter for $49 with its hosting packages,
the Manager version for $74 per month, and the Pro version for $125 per month.
Instead of renting the software on a monthly basis, you can also buy a life-
time license. I saw ShopSite Lite advertised for $135, Manager for $495, and
Pro for $1,295.

ecBuilder Pro

ecBuilder Pro, by Maximizer Software, Inc. (www.ecbuilder.com), is soft-
ware that you purchase and install on your computer. You either download
the program from its own Web site for $379 or purchase it on a CD-ROM for
$399. The software makes it easy for you to create not only basic Web pages,
but to also make a site searchable by keyword, to set up password-protected
pages, and to set up a shopping cart.

If ecBuilder Pro seems expensive, you can sign up with a host that includes
the software among the services it gives you for a monthly fee. Easyhosting
(www.easyhosting.com) includes ecBuilder’s shopping cart software with
its Standard to Intermediate hosting packages, which range from $29.99 to
$79.99 per month.

ecBuilder Pro comes with 40 templates and interactive wizards for creating
Web sites; it works with Windows 95 or later.

Moving into an online mall

In addition to Web site kits, Internet service providers, and businesses that
specialize in Web hosting, online shopping malls provide another form of
Web hosting. You set up your site, either on your own or using special Web
page authoring utilities that some malls provide. You pay a monthly fee, you
transfer your files to the mall’s Web site, and your store appears online. The
basic steps are the same with an online mall as with any of the other hosting
businesses that | mention in this chapter.

What’s the difference, then, between a shopping mall that does Web hosting,
an Internet service provider that does hosting, and a Web hosting service?
Their names and the features they offer differ slightly, but the important thing
to remember is that they all do essentially the same thing. After you open
your virtual business on the Web, your customers can’t always tell whether
you’re part of America Online, a mall, or a Web host such as EarthLink.
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What is an online shopping mall, anyway? It’s a collection of online businesses
that are listed in a directory or index provided by a single organization. The
directory may be a simple list of stores on a single Web page. For larger malls

with a thousand stores or more, the online businesses are arranged by cat-

egory and can be found in a searchable index.

Finding a host that makes your business dynamic

Whether you choose America Online or another
ISP, which Web host you choose can have a big
impact on how easy itis to get online and run your
business successfully. Just ask Doug Laughter.
He and his wife Kristy own The Silver Connection,
LLC, which sells sterling silver jewelry imported
from India, Asia, and Mexico. They began their
endeavor when Kristy brought back some silver
jewelry from Mexico. The Silver Connection
went online in April 1998 at www.silver
connection.comandis hosted by CrystalTech
Web Hosting, Inc. (www.crystaltech.com).

Q. Why did you choose CrystalTech as your
Web host?

A. CrystalTech is my second Web host. | didn't
have any problems with my previous host, butthe
issue of changing Web hosts came down to the
Web development technology | wanted to choose
for my site. | settled on CrystalTech because it
supported the Web Application Server that |
chose, which was a Windows platform running
Internet Information Server. | also wanted to use
Microsoft Access or Microsoft SQL Server for
my database solution to support the develop-
ment of Active Server Pages (ASP).

Q. What makes CrystalTech such a good Weh
host?

A. What makes CrystalTech particularly good is
thatit gives its clients access to a Control Center
that allows complete administrative control for the
domain. Included in this are mail, FTP, and Domain
Name System with automatic ODBC (Open Data-
base Connectivity) for databases. A client also
gets access to several utilities that analyze traffic

to your Web site. | also use the comprehensive
knowledge base and online forums that carry on
discussions about programming, Web site design,
databases, networking, and other topics.

Q. What kinds of customer service features do you
use that other business owners should look for?

A. One feature that CrystalTech is very good with
is notification. If Web hosting or mail services will
be offline for a certain amount of time, | receive
an e-mail in advance specifying exactly what is
going to happen and when. | have always been
treated very well by tech support when | have
needed to call.

Q. What kinds of questions should small busi-
ness owners and managers ask when they're
shopping around for a hosting service? What
kinds of features should they be looking for
initially?

A. | would first suggest considering how you want
to develop your Web site. Today’s e-commerce
site needs to be dynamic in nature, so the busi-
ness needs to research and determine what
Web server application it will use. A Web server
application consists of the following:

v~ Server Side Technology: Active Server
Pages, ColdFusion, Java Server Pages, PHP

v~ Database Solution: Microsoft SQL Server,
MS Access, MySQL, Oracle

v~ Server Application: 11S, Apache, iPlanet,
Netscape Enterprise

v~ Operating Platform: Windows, UNIX
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So the decision on how the e-commerce Web
site will be developed and in what technology is
a very key decision to make from the onset. Once
this is decided, choose a Web host that supports
your Web server application of choice.

Q. After the development platform is determined,
what features should you look for?

A. Look for dedicated disk space for database
applications. 250MB or 500MB of disk space
might be fine for your Web site files, but throw in
a highly developed Microsoft SQL Server rela-
tional database management system, and you'll
be paying for some additional space.

Chapter 3: Selecting the Right Web Host and Design Tools

Also ask about how much data transfer you can
doin a given period, how many e-mail addresses
are given with the domain, and whether there’s
an application that lets you control and admin-
ister your entire Web site. If you don’t have your
own shopping cart application, ask your host
what it offers in this area. Specifically, find out
what application it offers, how transactions are
completed, and how credit card purchases
are processed. Finally, make sure there's an
application that can analyze traffic, such as
WebTrends or SmarterStats, or Media House
Services.

In theory, an online shopping mall helps small businesses by giving them
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additional exposure. A customer who shops at one of the mall’s stores might
notice other businesses on the same site and visit it, too. Some malls function
as Web hosts that enable their customers to transfer Web page files and pre-
sent their stores online, using one of the mall’s Web servers. Other malls let
people list their business in the mall with a hyperlink, even if the store is
actually hosted by another company.

Perhaps the only thing that really distinguishes online malls from other host-
ing services is presentation:

v Some malls, such as Downtown Anywhere (www.awa.com), use the
metaphor of a town square to organize their businesses. Stores are
presented as being on particular streets; visitors browse the shops as
though walking around the streets of a small town.

»* Another online mall to look into is Microsoft bCentral Small Business
Directory (sbd.bcentral.com), which gathers in one location a number
of small businesses that are hosted by Microsoft Small Business Services.
Microsoft, like its rival Yahoo! Small Business, no longer lets you test its
Web page creation system for free. You must now pay a monthly fee to
locate your business with the site permanently.

Consider joining an online mall if you find one that offers an attractive host-
ing package, particularly if it has Web page forms that will help you set up
your site or create an online catalog quickly. But remember that to Web shop-
pers it doesn’t matter who your host is; what’s more important is that you
develop compelling content for your site to attract customers and encourage
sales.
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Amazon.com doesn’t look like an online mall, but it has instituted some oppor-
tunities for entrepreneurs to sell items on its site. If you don’t want to create
an entire storefront, you also have the option of selling items individually on
the Amazon.com site. You pay fees to list items for sale and for completed sales
as well. Find out more by going to the Amazon.com home page (www.amazon.
com) and clicking the Sell Your Stuff link near the top of the page.

Turning to your ISP for Web hosting

People sometimes talk about Internet service providers (ISPs) and Web hosts
as two separate types of Internet businesses, but that’s not necessarily the
case. Providing users with access to the Internet and hosting Web sites are
two different functions, to be sure, but they may well be performed by the
same organization.

In fact, it’s only natural to turn to your own ISP first to ask about its Web host-
ing policies for its customers. Like John Raddatz (see the section Chapter 15),
if you already go online with AOL, trying out its Web hosting facilities makes
sense. If you have an Internet access account with the popular ISP EarthLink
(www.earthlink.net), by all means, consider EarthLink as a Web host for
your business site.

EarthLink has different Web hosting options depending on the kind of account
you have. Like most ISPs, however, EarthLink provides Web space to its cus-
tomers so that they can publish Web pages that are primarily personal in
nature. Yes, you can publish a business Web site, and EarthLink won’t complain
or cancel your account. But it really suggests that business users “spring” for
special business services that include oodles of Web space, support for forms
and CGI scripts, and a “vanity” URL of the www.company . com variety.

EarthLink offers a StarterSite package ($19.95 per month plus $25 setup fee),
which provides individual users with the following Web hosting options:

v 200MB of storage space

v 30 separate e-mail accounts for personal or family members’ use

v Free CGI scripts that you can run to capture information submitted in a
Web page form to either an e-mail message or a file that you can read

v~ Site Builder, the EarthLink Web page editing tool

v Urchin, a reporting service that analyzes traffic to your site

v The ability to create Web blogs

v A Web page URL that takes the form www.earthlink.com/~username
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What should you look for in an ISP Web hosting account, and what constitutes
a good deal? For one thing, price: A rate of $19.95 per month for unlimited
access and 50 to 100MB (or even 200MB with StarterSite) of Web site space
is a pretty good deal. Look for a host that doesn’t limit the number of Web
pages that you can create. Also find one that gives you at least one e-mail
address with your account and that lets you add extra addresses for a nomi-
nal fee. Finally, look for a host that gives you the ability to include Web page
forms on your site so that visitors can send you feedback.

What to expect from an ISP Web hosting service

The process of setting up a Web site varies from ISP to ISP. Here are some
general features that you should look for, based on my experience with my
own ISP:

1 Web page editor: You don’t necessarily need to choose a provider that
gives you a free Web page editor. You can easily download and install the
editor of your choice. I tend to use one of two programs, either Microsoft
FrontPage or Macromedia Dreamweaver, to create Web pages. (I describe
both programs later in this chapter.)

v Password and username: When my Web pages are ready to go online,
[ get to use the same username and password to access my Web site
space that [ use when I dial up to connect to the Internet. Although you
don’t need to enter a password to view a Web site through a browser
(well, at least at most sites), you do need a password to protect your
site from being accessed with an FTP program. Otherwise, anyone can
enter your Web space and tamper with your files.

v FTP software: When I signed up for a hosting account, I received a CD-ROM
containing a basic set of software programs, including a Web browser
and an FTP program. FTP is the simplest and easiest-to-use software to
transfer files from one location to another on the Internet. When I access
my Web site space from my Macintosh, I use an FTP program called Fetch.
From my PC, | use a program called WS-FTP. Cute FTP (www.cuteftp.com)
is another program that many Web site owners use, which costs $39.95.
Most FTP programs are available for free on the Internet or can be pur-
chased for a nominal fee.

v URL: When you set up a Web site by using your ISP, you’re assigned a
directory on a Web server. The convention for naming this directory is
~username. The ~username designation goes at the end of your URL for
your Web site’s home page. However, you can (and should) register a
shorter URL with a domain name registrar, such as Network Solutions.
You can then “point” the domain name to your ISP’s server so that it can
serve as an “alias” URL for your site.
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After you have your software tools together and have a user directory on
your ISP’s Web server, it’s time to put your Web site together. Basically, when
[ want to create or revise content for my Web site, [ open the page in my Web
page editor, make the changes, save the changes, and then transfer the files
to my ISP’s directory with my FTP program. Finally, | review the changes in
my browser.

What's the ISP difference?

What’s the big difference between using a kit, such as Yahoo! Small Business,
to create your site and using your own inexpensive or free software to create
a site from scratch and post it on your ISP’s server? It’s the difference between
putting together a model airplane from a kit and designing the airplane your-
self. If you use a kit, you save time and trouble; your plane ends up looking
pretty much like everyone else’s, but you get the job done faster. If you design
it yourself, you have absolute control. Your plane can look just the way you
want. It takes longer to get to the end product, but you can be sure you get
what you wanted.

On the other hand, three differences lie between an ISP-hosted site and a site
that resides with a company that does only Web hosting, rather than provides
Internet dialup access and other services:

v A business that does only Web hosting charges you for hosting services,
whereas your ISP may not.

v A Web hosting service lets you have your own domain name (www .
company .com), whereas an ISP may not. (Some ISPs require that you
upgrade to a business hosting account in order to obtain the vanity
address. See the “What’s in a name?” sidebar for more about how Web
hosting services offer an advantage in the domain-name game.)

v A Web hosting service often provides lots of frills, such as super-fast
connections, one-button file transfers with Web editors such as Microsoft
FrontPage, and tons of site statistics, as well as automatic backups of your
Web page files.

To find out more about using a real, full-time Web hosting service, see the
section, “Going for the works with a Web hosting service,” later in this chapter.

Where to find an ISP

What if you don’t already have an Internet service provider, or you're not
happy with the one you have? On today’s Internet, you can’t swing a mouse
without hitting an ISP. How do you find the one that’s right for you? In general,
you want to look for the provider that offers you the least expensive service
with the fastest connection and the best options available for your Web site.
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Bigger doesn’t necessarily mean cheaper or better; many regional or local
ISPs provide good service at rates that are comparable to the giants such as
Verio or EarthLink. When you’re shopping around for an ISP, be sure to ask
the following types of questions:

v What types of connections do you offer?
v How many dialup numbers do you have?

v What is your access range? (Do you provide only local coverage, or
regional or international coverage as well?)

v What type of tech support do you offer? Do you accept phone calls or
e-mail inquiries around the clock or only during certain hours? Are real
human beings always available on call or are clients sent to a phone
message system?

Some Web sites are well known for listing ISPs by state or by the services
they offer. Here are a few good starting points in your search for the ideal ISP:

v The List: This site lists about 8,000 ISPs. You can search the list by area
code or by country code, or you can focus on the United States or Canada.

thelist.internet.com

v Yahoo's List of Internet Access Providers: This is a good source for
directories of national and international ISPs.

dir.yahoo.com/Business_and_Economy/Business_to_Business/
Communications_and_Networking/Internet_and_World_Wide_
Web/Network_Service_Providers/Internet_Service_Providers__
ISPs_/

Going for the works with a
Web hosting service

After you've had your site online for a while with a free Web host, such as AOL
(which is free if you have an AOL account) or Yahoo! GeoCities, you may well
decide that you need more room, more services (such as Web site statistics),
and a faster connection that can handle many visitors at one time. In that case,
you want to locate your online business with a full-time Web hosting service.

As the preceding sections attest, many kinds of businesses now host Web
sites. But in this case, I'm defining Web hosting service as a company whose
primary mission is to provide space on Web servers for individual, nonprofit,
and commercial Web sites.
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What to look for in a Web host

Along with providing lots of space for your HTML, image, and other files
(typically, you get anywhere from 50 to 500MB of space), Web hosting serv-
ices offer a variety of related services, including some or all the following:

v E-mail addresses: You're likely to be able to get several e-mail addresses

for your own or your family members’ personal use. Besides that, many
Web hosts give you special e-mail addresses called auto-responders. These
are e-mail addresses, such as info@yourcompany .com, that you can set
up to automatically return a text message or a file to anyone looking for
information.

+ Domain names: Virtually all the hosting options that [ mention in this

chapter give customers the option of obtaining a short domain name,
such as www.mycompany . com. But some Web hosts simplify the process
by providing domain-name registration in their flat monthly rates.

v Web page software: Some hosting services include Web page authoring/

editing software, such as Microsoft FrontPage. Some Web hosting services
even offer Web page forms that you can fill out online in order to create
your own online shopping catalog. All you have to provide is a scanned
image of the item you want to sell, along with a price and a description.
You submit the information to the Web host, who then adds the item to
an online catalog that’s part of your site.

v Multimedia/CGI scripts: One big thing that sets Web hosting services

apart from other hosts is the ability to serve complex and memory-
intensive content, such as RealAudio sound files or RealVideo video clips.
They also let you process Web page forms that you include on your site by
executing computer programs called CGI scripts. These programs receive
the data that someone sends you (such as a customer service request or
an order form) and present the data in readable form, such as a text file,
e-mail message, or an entry in a database. See Chapter 6 for more about
how to set up and use forms and other interactive Web site features.

1~ Shopping cart software: If part of your reason for going online is to sell

specific items, look for a Web host that can streamline the process for
you. Most organizations provide you with Web page forms that you can
fill out to create sale items and offer them in an online shopping cart, for
example.

v Automatic data backups: Some hosting services automatically back up

your Web site data to protect you against data loss — an especially useful
feature because disaster recovery is important. The automatic nature of
the backups frees you from the worry and trouble of doing it manually.
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v~ Site statistics: Virtually all Web hosting services also provide you with
site statistics that give you an idea (perhaps not a precisely accurate
count, but a good estimate) of how many visitors you have received.
Even better is access to software reports that analyze and graphically
report where your visitors are from, how they found you, which pages
on your site are the most frequently viewed, and so on.

v+~ Shopping and electronic commerce features: If you plan to give your
customers the ability to order and purchase your goods or services
online by using their credit cards, be sure to look for a Web host that
provides you with secure commerce options. A secure server is a com-
puter that can encrypt sensitive data (such as credit card numbers)
that the customer sends to your site. For a more detailed discussion of
secure electronic commerce, see Chapter 7.

Having so many hosting options available is the proverbial blessing and
curse. It’s good that you have so many possibilities and that the competition
is so fierce because that can keep prices down. On the other hand, deciding
which host is best for you can be difficult. In addition to asking about the pre-
ceding list of features, here are a few more questions to ask prospective Web
hosts about their services to help narrow the field:

v Do you limit file transfers? Many services charge a monthly rate for a
specific amount of electronic data that is transferred to and from your
site. Each time a visitor views a page, that user is actually downloading a
few kilobytes of data in order to view it. If your Web pages contain, say,
1MB of text and images and you get 1,000 visitors per month, your site
accounts for 1GB of data transfer per month. If your host allocates you
less than 1GB per month, it will probably charge you extra for the amount
you go over the limit.

v What kind of connection do you have? Your site’s Web page content
appears more quickly in Web browser windows if your server has a
super-fast T1 or T3 connection. Ask your ISP what kind of connection it
has to the Internet. If you have a DSL line, speeds differ depending on
the ISP: You might get a fast 1.5MBps connection or a more common
684Kbps connection. Make sure you're getting the fastest connection
you can afford.

+ Will you promote my site? Some hosting services (particularly online
shopping malls) help publicize your site by listing you with Internet
search indexes and search services so that visitors are more likely to
find you.
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What's in a name?

Most hosts assign you a URL that leads to your
directory (or folder) on the Web server. For exam-
ple, my account with my ISP includes space on
a Web server where | can store my Web pages,
and the address looks like this:

http://homepage.xo.com/~gholden

This is a common form of URL that many Web
hosts use. It means that my Web pages reside in
a directory called ~gholden on a computer
named homepage. The computer, in turn,

resides in my provider's domain on the Internet:
X0.Ccom.

However, for an extra fee, some Web hosts allow
you to choose a shorter domain name, provided
that the one you want to use isn't already taken
by another site. For example, if I'd paid extra for
a full-fledged business site, my provider would
have let me have a catchier, more memorable
address, like this:

www.gregholden.com

SMBER

\NG/
V?‘“

Besides these, the other obvious questions that you would ask of any con-
tractor apply to Web hosting services as well. These include questions like:
“How long have you been in business?” and “Can you suggest customers who
will give me a reference?”

The fact that I include a screen shot of a particular Web hosting service’s site
in this chapter or elsewhere in this book doesn’t mean that 'm endorsing or
recommending that particular organization. Shop around carefully and find
the one that’s best for you. Check out the hosts with the best rates and most
reliable service. Visit some other sites that they host and e-mail the owners
of those sites for their opinion of their hosting service.

Competition is tough among hosting services, which means that prices are
going do