Getting Started – The Basics
By Gayle at   www.GettingSorted.com
It always helps to begin with an inspiration, a spark of creativity, your eureka! moment.  You know that feeling--you know exactly what you want to do.  
That wasn’t my beginning, however.   I had a sentimental domain name (URL), with too many ideas of what it could be, but nothing specific on which to focus.   I am guessing this is not your beginning.   You have your craft(s), and now you want to sell on-line.   Good for you, this will be easy and fun!

We are going to discuss the basics of business.   Then we will discuss the cyber side of your budding new business.    Some of these areas will be for you, some will not.   Think about them all, please.   Be patient and thorough; remember it is one step at a time.   Soon, you will click on your own web page, see your images and products, and you will have tears in your eyes, I bet.   I surely did.
First, you need some conventional business tools:   a name, a product, costs, suppliers, accounting records, tax records, advertising, a business model, a selling strategy, lots of personal energy, and a willingness to handle details.   Don’t be afraid.   You are smart enough to do this.

If you are selling in the U.S.A., some states have extra requirements, such as assumed name certificates (also known as DBA – doing business as), business licenses, sales tax / resale certificates, quarterly income tax payments (depending on the size of your profits).   So, do your homework.   I found great information on government web pages, and so will you.   Is your business run out of your home?    Do you have any other selling locations?    Do you have any employees?   Is your business a sole proprietorship or something more complicated?     Do a Google search on “Starting a small home-based business in Oregon” (for example).    There are lots of links to data.  Take some time and study the choices.      
You can skimp on some areas.   You don’t need a fancy accounting system, just good records.    My cost & tax records are still on paper, not yet computerized.    There are requirements and there are optional things.     You do need to fulfill your state, local & federal governmental legal requirements.     
Company Names and Domain Names

I wanted a company name that I could also use on the internet.   There are many sites that can help you search for domain names still available.   I have used both www.Cheap-DomainNames.com and  www.NetworkSolutions.com to search for and to register my domain names.   Your company name is an important first step.    Some names are very specific, and describe exactly what you are selling.   Others are non-descriptive.   For example, domain name NaurensBest.com doesn’t describe what it is, while domain name GettingSorted.com gives more information.   
Legal Issues (Searches, Trademarks, Copyrights)
I have used www.Nolo.com, and recommend it for many areas of confusion.   Browse their pages on trademarks, copyrights, small business issues, and practical advice.    You can buy their services, but I have been quite happy with the free information.   These pieces of the puzzle can be overwhelming, so do them one at a time.    Don’t think you have to understand everything at once.    You should think about these issues, as they are relevant to your business decisions.
Assumed Name Certificates / Business Licenses

Again, find out what your state requires.   Are you going to choose Sole Proprietorship, Partnership or Corporation?   What are your needs and/or liability concerns?  
Insurance

Talk to your insurance company.    Are you going to have customers come to the house?  Are you going to open a separate office?   Do you need a separate insurance policy or can you just piggy-back onto your homeowners policy?   Do you need a separate umbrella liability policy?  

State Sales & Use Tax / Resale Certificate

Will you buy and strictly resell?   Will you add value to your product?    Will you create something from nothing, with no costs?     I got all the info I needed & down loaded the application from the state web pages.     (Be kind to those people who respond with your answers.   I actually saved their email addresses – you never know when you will need a friend in a high place.)    I did a Google search on “Texas Sales Tax”, and got lots of information.     
State and Federal Income Taxes

Find out what your state requires, and I would start with their web pages.   Do another search (use whatever engine you prefer) on “Virginia State Tax” (for example).   For federal tax purposes, you will most likely have a Schedule C to file, based on your selection of a Sole Proprietorship.   You can organize your business in a more complicated way (as a partnership, limited liability partnership or corporation).   There are reasons for these choices, mostly due to liability issues.   For me, I took the simple route, for income tax simplicity, and will re-visit that decision when I have to. 

Don’t let these issues scare you.   Do them one at a time, and skip the ones that aren’t relevant to you yet.   I include these as reminders, to share what I have learned and done.

Costs & Suppliers

Do you know how much it costs you to make your product?    Do you need suppliers?   Alternate suppliers?  Are you going to buy wholesale?   What are your fixed costs?  Your incremental costs?   Start out small—I figured out my costs for 100, to start somewhere.   You can tweak these numbers as you go along.    Write them down and add them up.   I factored in all my raw materials, packaging, postage & finance charges.   (I use PayPal on my Homestead web page, so there is a per-transaction fee that I conclude in my costs).    I also include a small cost of Miscellaneous.    You may want to hold your prices steady for a while, so to make sure you can live with the math.     

Now, stop for a moment.    Breathe deeply.   We are now going to discuss profit.   Do you want a percentage, or a fixed amount per product?   Do you need to add a cost for your time?   Be proud of your product, and add a reasonable cost for your time and energy.   If you don’t want to make any money, that’s OK.   Make that a conscious decision.    
If you publish a web page, print business cards, and/or advertise, then you can consider these costs of doing business also.    Or, you can deduct expenses from profits on your annual income taxes (Schedule C).
Think about transportation of your product – will the boxes all be the same size (like mine) or will you need to have different box sizes & different freight costs?   
I did searches on “shipping boxes”, and found a lot of suppliers on-line or via catalog for my shipping supplies (boxes, tape, labels, etc.).     I went to the post office with a box ready for shipping, weighed it, and got my shipping costs for Continental USA, Hawaii, Alaska, Mexico & Canada.   This prepaid shipping cost then went into my list of costs.   

I am using the USPS for shipping, so I can use their “free” Priority Mail shipping supplies, available at http://shop.usps.com/cgi-bin/vsbv/postal_store_non_ssl/home.    This site is rather awkward to find & use, but if you keep clicking on Priority Mail Shipping Supplies, then search on “shipping supplies”, you will find a selection of boxes, tape & labels.   You may only use these with actual Priority Mail shipments (not with UPS, FedEx).    Also, the world of Ebay commerce has opened up more shipping options using USPS and UPS.
Privacy Issues

Do you want surfers to know where you live?   What you look like?   How to find your children?   Do you want phone calls at home?     Do you want a P.O. Box, or do you want to use your home address?   You can put your face on your page, or not.   You can post a phone number prominently, or make it harder to find.    Do you want the primary communication to be mail?   Email?    Phone?     Do you want a separate email address for business?    

As for me, I got a P.O. Box, and use it for most business purposes.   I use my mobile phone number as a business number.    I designed my web pages and business cards to make it easy to email me, and use my web pages as the portal of communication.    I have 3 business email accounts in my web page package (through Homestead.com), and separate my personal emails from my business emails.   I changed my telephone listing to reduce the ability to link my personal name to my street address.   When I checked Directory Assistance on myself, anyone who knew my last name could get my street address.    This made my blood run cold, I admit.    So, for as long as those phone books are floating around out there, my last name & home address are not on my web pages.    I do have my face and my first name on my web pages.    Whenever I used photos of children, I blurred their faces, to protect their privacy.   
Thank you for your time and attention.   I hope this has helped a little.   

Kind regards,

Gayle
