
Running an online shop

In this section we take a look at the nuts and bolts of running an online shop. It will cover
the two main methods of running a shop: use a shop program or purchase a shop service.
So, what's the difference between the two? A shop program is a web program or application
that enables you to build your own shop, whereas in a shop service, the shop is already
built by a company and they let you use their shop for a fee. We'll take a look at two
examples of a shop application, and also have a detailed look at how an Ebay shop works.
We'll also cover the important business of how your customers pay you, and what that
involves for you in terms of cost and work.

Before getting into details, it's worth thinking about which is the best solution for you: shop
application or shop service. A shop application will give you a lot more control over your
shop than you can expect from a shop service. You will be able to make your shop look how
you want, organise your products in the way you think best, and add unlimited numbers of
items without worrying about incurring extra costs. For an organisation that plans to have
ecommerce at the heart of its operation, this is probably the better option. Also, if you want
your shop to form an integrated part of a larger website where you have other content such
as stories, news, and events, a shop application has advantages. A further benefit of a shop
application is you can sell different kinds of things, so you could sell tickets to events, but
also sell gift items and you can even sell purely online items such as music downloads. A
final consideration is that if your brand identity is significant, you will probably need to run
your own shop application. For example, if I'm selling some unwanted Christmas presents in
my own right, I'll just use Ebay because brand is not a consideration. However, if I'm
Waterstone Books, it would look a bit odd selling your stock through Amazon - you need to
run your own shop with your own brand.

A shop application may have many strengths but these come at a price. It takes a fair
degree of technical expertise and/or learning time to get a shop application up and running
so this is not a simple DIY option. If you don't have access to technical expertise you will
have to pay a website developer to help you do this and that will incur a development cost
of at least £1,000 and possibly considerably more. Another factor to bear in mind is that a
shop application needs a fair amount of ongoing maintenance partly just on the shop
administration side of things, but also on the technical side. Most shop applications will
regularly produce security updates for the system as bugs or security loopholes are
detected and you then need to upgrade the shop application - straightforward stuff for a
website developer but not so easy for the general public.

In addition to the initial development cost you will also need to pay for website hosting, and
the really cheap shared hosting for £20 per year isn't really adequate for running a shop
application for performance and security reasons. If you are trying to sell things online you



want your site to work efficiently and also you must ensure that your customers' personal
and financial information is kept secure. Ideally, therefore, you want to host your
application on some form of private server, which costs at least £200 per year, and you also
need to have a security certificate that will let your site work as https://www.mysite rather
than plain http://www.mysite, (that's the system that's used when you're doing things like
making credit card payments on the Internet), and those cost around £20-50 per year,
depending on who you buy it from.

However, if you are working on a tight budget and do still want to run a shop application
you can get around some of the hosting problems by using an online payment service such
as PayPal, because they will handle payments for you so you don't have to worry about
protecting financial information. You can also get very powerful free shop applications built
using Open Source software such as OScommerce, Zencart, and Magento, so it would be
possible to get a shop up and running for less than £100 if you've got the time and
inclination to learn how to set the shop application up. Just to summarize, a shop
application gives you a lot of control and flexibility, but at a price of needing expertise both
initially and for ongoing maintenance.

Many web hosting companies offer an online shop as an add-on service for your website,
and this is usually charged as a combination of initial flat fee plus extra costs for volume.
For example your basic fee may allow you to sell 100 items but you then pay a small extra
amount to publish more.

This shop service typically has some 'easy to use' control panel where you can configure
your shop by just adding entries in a series of forms, and by selecting from a pre-set
number of options. For example, you may be able to choose what your shop looks like by
selecting from a number of pre-built templates, and you can then add your own logo into
the template, along with your shop name and mission statement. In this service you don't
need to upload files, create databases, or go into the back of the system to configure
settings. It is therefore considerably easier to get this service up and running than it is to
implement a full shop application.

If you have a limited amount of items to sell, and the shop is very much an add-on to your
other activities as opposed to being a central component, then this is probably a better
option than the full application. If your shop is an add-on then the fact that its branding is a
bit different from your main website doesn't really matter so much. Also, if you just sell
some merchandise items associated with your museum and are not planning to sell tickets
and/or downloads a standard shop service will do the job. If, on the other hand, you were
selling lots of different types of things and your site visitors were having to go off to various
different places to make their purchases this might begin to seem a bit unprofessional. It is
highly likely if you purchase a shop as a service it will provide you with a range of payment
systems so you don't have to set up an online merchant account with your bank, or get a
security certificate.

Although the shop as a service approach seems more suitable for small musuems, there are
some caveats. One is that you don't have any control over how the shop service is coded so
you may find its accessibility to people with visual impairment is poor. Another issue is that
although the shop service is easier than a full-blown shop application, they can be quite
fiddly to set up so be prepared to spend quite a bit of time getting the shop service working,
or pay a developer to do it for you. It may take a developer one to two days doing this so
would cost up to £500. A third issue is that the extra per-item costs can start to mount up.
When we take a look at the Ebay shop service you'll see that it can cost £2-3 per item so
this may not be a great way to sell low-value merchandise like pencils.



If you do decide that a shop service is the best route then it's a good idea to have a look
around at several web hosting companies to see what service they provide. You will
normally be able to get a list of features from the web host, hopefully with some screen
images, and some examples of sites that are using their service. Don't be afraid to contact
the host and ask for website addresses for sites that showcase their shop service. Also,
make sure in advance that you can use your preferred payment system (more on payment
systems later). You should also check out accessibility because you don't want an
accusation that your museum shop discriminates against people with disabilities. To be
honest, our experience is that many of the shop services that are bundled-in with cheap
web hosting are fairly rudimentary and we'd be cautious about recommending them.

Now that we've taken a look at some of the general issues in deciding what type of shop is
best for you, we can take a look at some examples. We'll look at a pure shop application
called Magento, and also have a look at a shop application inside a content management
system called Drupal. Then we can have a look at an Ebay shop to explore an example of
how a shop service works.

Shop Application

Magento is an Open Source shop application that you can download and use for free. When
a computer program is issued as Open Source this means that you can view all the
underlying code that actually produces the program. This approach contrasts with
proprietary software such as Microsoft Word, where you can use the program to produce
documents but can't actually view the code. If you're wondering why people give away
softare for free and let other people see how it's being produced, there are several reasons,
such as wanting to share knowledge and make the World a better place. However, there
are also sound business reasons; in the case of Magento, the business model is that you can
have the base product for free but you can also buy service contracts, and custom
functions, so the product could be seen as a loss-leader to attract customers who will then
pay for extras.

Although Magento is free to download this doesn't mean it's a light-weight product - on the
contrary, it has a reputation for being fully-featured and powerful, which does of course
mean it takes quite a bit of learning. What we'll do is take a look at how a basic Magento
site looks from the customer point of view and then also take a look at how this all works
from the shop administrator's perspective.

Here's a basic Magento shop front or home page. As you can see, the core of the page is a
grid of products and there are featured items and advertising on either side. You also have
a top menu of product categories and some links for logging in. The idea with that is to
encourage your visitors to become repeat customers so you may offer incentives like
discounts, or getting signed up to get advance information about items for sale. Note how
the pictures on the page are all quite small so it loads quickly. Incidentally, these images
are based on Magento's own demo site so inevitably you see the Magento brand all over the
place, but you could apply a custom template so the shop looked very much as you want
and reflects your own brand.



When you view an individual product you get something like the next image. You can zoom
the picture of shoes to see them larger, and you could also add other images. You have an
obvious link for adding to your shopping cart, and there are ratings and links to reviews so
that you can check out what other customers think. In this example you need to select a
size when making your purchase, so size is an attribute of shoes, and you can set any
attributes you want as well as specifiying what the allowed values for these are.

Further down the product page you have a more detailed description and other similar
products to choose from. There are also some descriptive 'tags' that have been used by
other customers and you are encouraged to add your own tags. This tagging process helps
you to find content, but also encourages you to become part of the website's community:
i.e. becoming a regular customer.



Assuming I want to buy these shoes I just select the 'add to cart' link and the shoes get
added to the cart as shown next. At this stage I can also find out the shipping cost by
entering my address. The system will allow for different shipping rates, and also can be
configured to link to a shipping service so you can get up to the minute prices for items
shipped by Parcel Force, UPS, etc. In addition to shipping, you can also configure the cart
to apply the correct level of tax and display items either inclusive or net of tax.



Now we can proceed through the checkout process, which requires us to confirm contact
information (name, address, et) and payment details. You can see in the image below that
there is a fair amount of information required so the page has a series of forms that open
and close: one for addresses, one for shipping, and so on.

The next image shows the same page but with the credit card form expanded. Don't bother
trying to use the number shown as it's made-up, not that you could do that in practice
because Magento will check that the number is a valid number for a given credit card



As with most shopping cart models, Magento finishes the process by presenting you with a
review of your purchase including price, shipping address, and billing address. There have
been only three screens from initial viewing of the product through to purchase and there's
a nice big 'buy it now' button. What will happen when you press that is you will either be
sent to the credit card payment page on your own site, or will be sent to an external
payment service like Paypal, and we'll take a look at that a bit later.

So far we've taken a look at Magento from the shopper/site visitor perspective so now let's
have a look at the back end administration system. You can do this on the Magento site
using the demo link and that's how the next set of images have been produced.
Unfortunately, it's not possible to replicate the purchase we've just stepped through
because the demo site doesn't save purchases but it should still be reasonably easy to see
how it fall fits together.

When you first login as the shop administrator you will be presented with a control panel
that lists a summary of shop activity (sales, products, etc):



Each of the menus at the top is a drop-down list giving you yet more options. Clearly there's
a lot to keep track of here and so there is going to be a learning curve. However, much of
the activity relates to something most people have experience of - buying and selling - so
although there are a lot of options, many of them relate to fairly understandable ideas. One
obvious idea would be your list of products and how these are added. In the image below
you can see a heirarchical tree on the left where you set up your product categories. Site
visitors can use these to browse down from the general to the specific, although they can
just search on tags, or keywords.

If you are setting up a shop you will normally start by categorizing your stock before adding
the actual product items. Once they are added you can view them as a list and this is shown
next. Although it's a bit tricky to see in a small image, what we've got is a list of products
and for each one there is an 'edit' link in orange that will take you to the individual product:



The example product here is a flat screen monitor and typically you will add a description,
price and weight. You may also add tax if your system is handling VAT. The product also has
some special attributes that would only apply to a screen, such as its physical size, and you
can set custom attributes for any product range or individual product. You can also easily
set up variants such as black v white monitors.

Now you've got your products listed, customers can start making purchases and the system
will monitor this for you and send notifications by email if you want. Alternatively, you can
just go to the site, login to the admin pages, and view a list of orders as shown below. As
you will see, this is very similar to the products list with an edit link for each order at the
right side.



In this example we've clicked on an item from the list of orders and then get full details for
that order as shown below. We have full details of what was ordered, who ordered it, and
the current status in terms of pending, shipped, completed and so on.

Although Magento is very focused on providing an online shop environment, this doesn't
prevent you from providing other content such as product reviews or just general
information about your terms and conditions, or news. You can create special pages for this
and then manage these inside the shop admin system as shown below. What you have here
is a list of special pages and information about the layout applied to these pages.



If you have special content you want to add, you can create a block of content and drop this
anywhere in the Magento page:

In addition to products and orders, Magento provides various marketing-oriented tools such
as customer management, newsletters and financial reports. If you have either the time to
learn Magento, or the money to pay a developer to set it up for you, this will provide
everything you're likely to want in a shop, although it's important also to check the
product's feature list and make sure it has the particular features you need.
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