
Greetings Fellow Micropreneur! !
Here’s an all-to-familiar conversation parents have with 
their young children at the dinner table: 
“Come on Timmy, have a bit of bit broccoli, there’s a 
good boy..”
“NO! I DON’T LIKE IT!! ” 
“Why not? It’s good for you…”
“BECAUSE IT TASTES ‘ORRIBLE”
“But you’ve never had any before!” 
While this little scene might make us chuckle at the 
child’s limited understanding of the world, plenty of 
mature, intelligent and level-headed adults can behave 
in a very similar way, especially when presented with 
certain home business opportunities. 
Take the blueprints in this month’s issue. I know a 
lot of people who you only have to mention eBay or 
ebooks to and they will instantly pull a face of mild 
disgust and say they are not interested or flatly refuse to 
believe they can make money from them. 
“But why not?”
Dig a bit deeper and you usually find they have a 
slightly distorted view of what’s really involved – either 
through misinformation, bad experience or more often 
than not, like the toddler in the high chair, they just 
reject something without any logical reason. 
Of course I’m not for a moment suggesting you might 
fall into this category... and I’m sure you’ll keep an 
open mind as you read the blueprints in this issue! ;-)
As ever, you can email nick@canonburypublishing.com 
with your comments, feedback and questions

Cheers

Nick

Business Blueprint: Self Publishing

You Don’t Need to be a 
Good Cook or Writer 
to Profit From Self-
Published Cookbooks
Cookbooks and recipes have been around for as long 

as we’ve had tools to write them down. 

Around 4,000 years ago in Egypt, Senet, the wife of a 
high-ranking official, was so proud of her flatbreads she 
had them lovingly painted and their recipe described in 
great detail on the walls of her burial chamber. 

In AD10 Rome, Marcus Gavius Apicius’ published De 
Re Coquinaria (Of Culinary Matters) – a bumper book 
of 500 recipes which is still in print today. 

In 13th century China, Huou, master chef of the impe-
rial court of Kublai Khan published a treatise called 
The Important Things to Know About Eating and 
Drinking.

The printing press revolutionized the culinary arts by 
making cookbooks widely available. Today the cook-
book market is massive. In the UK alone, we spend 
around £80 million on hard-copy food and drink titles. 

And yet, cookbooks are one of the few publishing 
opportunities that don’t require you to have profes-
sional writing skills. Recipes are primarily just ideas, 
lists and illustrations. OK, there are some brilliant 
writers like Nigella Lawson and Nigel Slater, but the 
market is so big and broad, thankfully it’s not an essen-
tial skill for success. 

Thanks to Kindle and WordPress there are plenty of 
opportunities for newbies. As you’ll see, you could 
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take recipes from the public domain or publish other 
people’s recipes as part of a themed collection. 

Is this for you?
First the good news… 

Although this is a publishing opportunity you don’t 
need any writing or publishing experience. 

You won’t need any formal cooking skills or qualifica-
tions. Of course, if you enjoy cooking, or are a ‘foodie’ 
and can share your passion with others, this will be a 
definite advantage.

And you don’t need a big upfront investment: if you are 
prepared to do the layout and cover design of an ebook 
yourself it’s free! 

If you decide to produce a hard-copy book, there will 
be a cost, but as you can use Print on Demand services, 
you only ever need to print small numbers. 

Getting started: finding a niche
Before you even think about putting a book together 
you need to find a niche – a smallish corner of the 
cookbook market to make your own. 

The cookbook market is busy and competitive. 

That’s why focusing on a specific niche will help you 
find an audience, get noticed and make your book much 
easier to promote and sell. Should your book be a big 
hit it will make it harder for other people to compete 
with your brand too.

So how can you find a niche? 
Firstly, I’d suggest you make it as unique to you as you 
can. If you really love a particular type of food or type 
of cookery, that could be your perfect niche. Then, look 
at particular types of food or dish or meal or whatever, 
and drill down to find a unique corner within them.

Hot cookbook niche categories
I studied the best sellers on both Amazon UK and US 
and found some very interesting trends emerging:

 » Juices, Smoothies & Soups: Anything where food 
has been reduced to a smooth paste seems to be 
popular right now. Target market: Affluent, time 
poor, urban: active (gym/sports). Smoothies and 
juices tap into the desire to load up quickly with 
healthy and tasty meals either as supplements or as 
part of a fasting diet. 

 » NutriBullet: This fancy blender is designed to 
extract more of the goodness in fruits and vege-
tables. Many ebook titles are dedicated to recipes 
involving this must-have kitchen gadget. The Vita-
mix blender also appeared in the titles of the top 
100 books. Male market potential: The NutriBullet 
appeals to men – it has a geeky futuristic design. 
There’s also something about chucking in foods 
without preparation that men find attractive. Not 
unlike that primal urge to fire up the BBQ! 

 » Healthy Convenience Cooking: A real surprise to 
me, but there were a LOT of ebooks and physical 
books focused on recipes for meals that used a low 
maintenance approach, including slow cookers, 
pressure cookers, halogen cookers and one pot 
(Dutch pot) recipes. 

 » Paleo & 5:2 Fasting Diets: These diet books that 
are consistently top of the charts both here and 
in the US, seem to be either Paleo or 5:2 fasting. 
(I know some people who combine the two very 
effectively, so it’s likely there will be some cross-
over in the potential market place here.)

Although historically, the Paelo (caveman) diet has 
been written by and mainly for men, it’s very inter-
esting to see more titles emerging that are written by 
women; these tend to emphasise the gluten-free aspect 
of the paleo diet.

More niche subject ideas 
 » Dish Specific. Casseroles, pies, salads, sandwiches, 

roasts, cakes. Again, try and drill down to find your 
unique niche within popular dish types.

 » Country Specific. Italian, Indian and French reci-
pes are still popular, they are saturated markets. So 
what about recipes from other parts of the world? 
For example I’ve seen a lot of middle eastern 
inspired recipe books appearing on the Amazon 
best seller lists recently.

 » Health-related. Recipes that help (or claim to help) 
with issues such as heart health or cancer avoid-
ance, or which improve memory/brain function or 
recipes that help with fitness for a particular sport. 
What health issues aren’t widely covered yet?

 » Allergy or Ailment Related. This is a big trend at 
the moment. Recipes that are good for those with 
allergies, eg. gluten intolerance, diabetes, or reliev-
ing conditions, such as arthritis. What allergies and
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conditions aren’t well catered for with relevant 
cookbooks? 

 » Event or Occasion-Related. For example, recipes 
for picnics, birthday parties, weddings or seasonal 
events. 

 » Craft-Related Recipes. For example, cake 
making, chocolate making, bread making. What 
other crafts/skills could you cover?

Tip: Look at the possibilities for combining popular 
niches to make a unique one. For example, weight con-
trol recipes that also allow you to enjoy Indian food.

Start your own blog
Once you have an idea for a niche I recommend you 
start a blog. 

This might seem an odd way to start a publishing proj-
ect, but there are some very good reasons: You can:

 ✓ Build up your library of recipes until you have 
enough to publish a book. (You only need one 
recipe to start a blog!) 

 ✓ Start to get your name and your brand known for 
when your book is published. 

 ✓ Generate traffic for your site and build a mailing 
list. 

 ✓ Get useful reader feedback, and you may be sent 
some recipes you can use.

What to include: As well as a selection of recipes also 
include some other content to help build up your brand. 
Add an ‘About Me’ profile, including something on 
why you’re passionate about your niche. Add back-
ground information about your niche such as history, 
origins, cooking tips and techniques and so on. Also 
enable comments, so you can get useful feedback – and 
add lots of pics.

Free Download! To help you get set up, make 
sure you download your exclusive copy of BlogIt 2.0. 
Just got to the member’s area of the website and you’ll 
find Blogit! 2.0 and all the other special downloads 
along with the latest issue. 

6 Ways to Source Recipes
There are lots of different ways of sourcing recipes. 
You can use one or combine several:

 » Your own recipes: Your own personal favourite 
recipes are ideal for this. For example, even your 
favourite ‘own recipe’ sandwiches could be the 
basis for a book.

 » Family and friends: In particular heritage/legacy 
recipes handed down from granny/aunties etc have 
a lot of appeal.

 » Ask for contributions: This is what is known as 
user-generated content. Once you have set up a 
blog you can ask readers to contribute their favour-
ite recipes (Offer contributors a free copy or a 
small fee if you publish their recipes.)

 » Invent them! If you love cooking then why not sit 
down with some of your favourite ingredients and 
invent some new recipes?

 » Existing cookbooks: Don’t copy any recipes ‘as is’ 
as they will be copyright of their original creators. 
But there’s nothing to stop you taking an existing 
recipe you like and modifying it, perhaps with dif-
ferent ingredients and techniques, and so producing 
your own unique recipe. For example, how about 
adding fruit to your favourite curry… or adding 
beer to your favourite casserole instead of wine?

 » Public domain. Public domain is a term used to 
describe copyright-free material. A good rule of 
thumb is where the author died at least 70 years 
ago. So there’s a very good chance that anything 
published up until the 1940s – millions of recipes 
– could be public domain and free to copy. For 
example, the famous Mrs. Beaton’s Book of House-
hold Management from the 19th century is free-to-
use public domain material.

You’ll find some sources where you can hunt down 
public domain material in our Useful Contacts section.

Tip: I wouldn’t use public domain recipes ‘as is’ as 
other publishers may also be using them. Modify them 
to make them your own unique recipes.

FREE DOWNLOAD: After an initial free-for-
all on their Kindle marketplace of people using public 
domain material, Amazon introduced some strict new 
rules governing what can and can’t be used from the 
public domain. This had the effect of shaking out a 
lot of the ‘get-rich-quick’ types. However, you can 
still publish public domain if you change the content 
significantly from the original. 

While that may sound like hard work, I’ve recently 
come across a great solution. Go to the What Really 
Makes Money member’s area and download the special 
Public Domain report by Avril Harper. 

Formatting and presenting your recipes
Once you have some recipes you’ll need to write them 
up into a standard format that is both appealing and 
easy to follow for readers. I’d suggest you develop your 
own unique format, to make your recipes exclusive to 
you, but here are a few ideas that might help:

 » Give your recipe a unique name. For example, 
Chicken Maryland sounds so much more enticing 
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than ‘fried chicken in gravy’.
 » Tell a story: Where does this recipe come from? 

What do you like about it?
 » Add other information the reader will find useful. 

For example, how many it serves, what the prepa-
ration/cooking time is, approximate cost to make, 
whether vegetarian or not etc.

 » Have a list of ingredients. Be specific and give 
weights and quantities (metric and imperial).

 » Give clear instructions – the ‘method’. Step by step 
is the best way.

 » Add useful tips, fixes and cheats. These can really 
add personality and value. For example, is there 
a risk an ingredient will burn during preparation 
– and how can you avoid it? If the mixture is too 
stiff/too runny – how can you correct it? 

Illustrations. Your recipes should always be illus-
trated. Firstly, this makes them much more useful to 
your readers. Secondly, it cuts down on the amount of 
writing you need to do – a picture paints a thousand 
words – and helps fill up your book easily at very low 
cost. 

As a minimum you need one picture, but there is pretty 
much no upper limit on how many you can have. As 
well as the finished dish you can add additional photos 
showing the various stages of preparation and also par-
ticular techniques that are used – for example, mixing 
or decorating a cake.

Although professionally produced-cookbooks use pro-
fessional photographers to take perfect pics you don’t 
need this for a self-published book. Slightly homespun 
pics will add character and individuality to your book. 
Any half decent digital camera or phone/tablet camera 
can take pictures of perfectly reasonable quality. How-
ever, your photos must be properly focused (set your 
camera for ‘close ups’) and taken in good light.

Example of a recipe format (this example was cre-
ated using a Blurb.com template):

Format: hard copy or digital?
You’ll need to decide whether to publish your cook-
book as a paper book or an ebook. So let’s have a look 
at the pros and cons.

Paper books: tend to sell at higher prices compared to 
ebooks and you don’t have to charge VAT on them. The 
main snag of paper book publishing is that you’ll need 
some money up front for printing some stock (although 
there are ways to reduce this – coming up next) with no 
guarantee it will sell.

Ebooks: Are much cheaper to produce than paper 
books and you won’t be left with unsold stock. You can 
also sell them all around the world. On the downside, 
ebooks tend to sell for less than paper books and VAT 
is also charged on them (20% in the UK) which inflates 
the selling price.

Tip: If you’re unsure, start with one format (perhaps an 
ebook if your budget is tight). You can always publish 
the other format later and hence maximise the market.

In the next few sections I’ll look at the technical side of 
producing a paper book and an ebook.

Print on demand (POD) publishing
If you’re going to produce a paper book then you can 
either print copies for stock or use print on demand or 
POD. 

POD is ideally suited to producing a book in small 
volumes, when you aren’t sure what the sales levels 
will be. Here’s how it works: Once your book has 
been designed it is stored digitally by a POD printing 
service. As and when you need printed copies you 
can order them and have them shipped – direct to the 
customer if you want to. Apart from the initial set-up 
costs you don’t need to pay for your books until they 
are printed.

CreateSpace is Amazon’s own POD service. It inte-
grates fully with Amazon’s main bookselling site so 
you can put your book up for sale on Amazon. Some 
other POD services include Lulu and Blurb. (For more 
POD services and contacts see our Useful Contacts 
section.)

Using a book distributor
If you’re publishing a paper book you might want to 
consider using a book distributor. Distributors will 
stock your book for you and handle all your orders so 
you don’t need any storage space of your own. They’ll 
add your book to their catalogue and to most of the 
main book catalogues worldwide. This means that 
book wholesalers, bookshops, bookselling websites and 
libraries will be able to order your book directly from 
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them. They can help with marketing and promoting 
your book – many distributors have sales reps who visit 
bookshops and libraries and who can sell your book to 
trade buyers.

Tip: If possible, choose a distributor who already sells 
cookbooks. These distributors will already have exist-
ing trade contacts and customers which they can offer 
your book to.

Publishing an ebook
If you publish an ebook you’ll need to register with an 
ebook platform. An ebook platform is effectively an 
electronic bookshop. They will stock your ebook for 
you (and may market it so some extent). When a cus-
tomer orders your book they will be able to download it 
from the platform, who’ll also collect payment for you 
too.

There are several ebook platforms available and you 
can list your book with one or more. Amazon Kindle is 
by far the largest. Using the Kindle Direct Publishing 
(KDP) system you can publish a Kindle version of your 
ebook and sell it on Amazon. 

Other ebook sales platforms to look at include the 
Apple iTunes Store if you want to make your ebook 
available specifically to readers on Apple mobile 
devices such as the iPod Touch, iPhone and iPad. 
Nookpress from Barnes & Noble, Kobo and Smash-
words are also popular ebook platforms.

Note: Ebook sales platforms will usually list your book 
for free. However they charge a fee for selling your 
book. Thirty per cent is typical although it can vary 
depending on your cover price and your sales volume.

5 Top Ways to Promote Your Cookbook
There are so many great ways of getting the message 
out about your book and your brand, engaging with 
customers and ultimately making sales – so many more 
than most other areas of publishing. Best of all, the 
most effective ways are actually free or low cost.

1. Blogging
Good blogs have a lot of clout in online marketing and 
can help you and your book get found on the Internet. 
So keep posting content to your blog regularly. 

Try to get mentions or links to other food-related blogs 
and food blog directories. (See Useful Contacts.) Enter 
your blog in food blog competitions, such as the Saveur 
competition, too.

2. Social media
There are lots of possibilities here, all of which can be 

linked back to your blog. Have a Facebook page. Set 
up a presence on Twitter and tweet your new recipes 
as you create them, plus regular cookery tips. Follow 
chefs and other cookery writers on Twitter. 

Cookery is also an absolutely perfect topic for using 
image-rich social media. Post your recipe photos 
to sites including Pinterest, Tumblr and Instagram. 
YouTube could be a great promotional tool too – think 
about creating demonstrations of your recipes and 
cookery tips in general and posting them up there.

Longer term, you could consider creating your own 
recipe app which readers could download and use to 
access your recipes.

3. Recipe sharing and foodie websites
These sites are, in some ways, a kind of social media 
tailor-made for recipes! You can post some of your rec-
ipes to these sites and include a link back to your blog 
or book sales page. 

The best recipe sharing sites include Allrecipes, 
MyDish, Foodily and Tastebook.

In addition, search for other sites which aren’t specif-
ically devoted to food but where recipes can still be 
shared. For example, you can share recipes on the very 
popular Mumsnet.

4. Book reviews
Get as many reviews for your book, and for your blog, 
as possible. Selling your book, whether it’s paper or 
ebook, on Amazon is a great way of getting reviews. Be 
sure to fill in your Amazon Author Profile to add some 
back story to your book. There are some other sites 
which you can use to get reviews, such as Goodreads.

Tip: Collect your best reviews and use them on your 
book cover and in your promotional material.

Also, if you know of any chefs or celebrities, minor 
or major, who you think would be interested in your 
style of cookery, drop them a note (you can normally 
contact them through their agent) and ask if they’d like 
a review copy. Some favourable comments from such 
people could be worth £thousands in free publicity.

5. PR publicity
PR or public relations is, I think, one of the best ways 
to promote a cookbook. Essentially, it involves getting 
the media to publicise your book for you. Not only is 
this free, but it can be very powerful – just a few men-
tions of your book could be worth £thousands in free 
advertising. 

Just think about it. Most newspapers have food and/or 
cookery sections, some of them very extensive. There 
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are lots of magazines devoted to nothing but cookery. 
Many magazines cover cookery even if it is not their 
main subject. Most women’s magazines have extensive 
coverage of cooking and recipes. There are also super-
market food magazines (consider producing versions of 
your recipes that use their own brand ingredients). Most 
of these not only have a printed version but add recipe 
content to their websites too.

Again, try and target your PR activities carefully for 
best results. Take a trip to a large newsagents and make 
a list of all the publications you think might be inter-
ested in your particular kind of recipes.

 » Send press releases to newspaper and magazine 
editors. Offer them a free copy if they’d be inter-
ested in publishing a review of your book.

 » Offer the publications who print recipes the oppor-
tunity to print a free recipe if they’ll link to your 
book. You could even offer them a regular weekly/
monthly cookery or foodie column.

 » Offer some copies of your book as giveaways, in a 
reader competition or free draw.

 » Offer yourself for interviews. Start with local 
newspapers and radio stations – this is perfect 
if your book has a local or unusual angle. Then 
think about approaching national newspapers and 
magazines or even TV – most BBC and ITV news 
magazines and chat shows allow you to plug your 
book if you’re willing to be interviewed about the 
subject. 

You could also offer yourself to do cookery demonstra-
tions.

Enter as many cookery competitions as you can. Not all 
competitions require you to do any cooking Masterchef 
style – some involve submitting recipe suggestions. 
Even being a runner-up in a competition could generate 
lots of publicity for your book.

Here’s a useful resource which provides a regularly 
updated list of cookery and recipe contests in the US 
and worldwide. Contest Cook. Website:  
www.contestcook.com/recipecontests.htm

Note: If you have a distributor and/or sell on ebook 
sales platforms they may do some marketing for you. 
But don’t rely on this method alone. The more extra 
promotion you do, the more books you will sell.

Bottom line
This one is quite different. If you like, it’s a way that 
non-writers (and even non-publishers) could get started 
and be successful in publishing. And that’s without 
even considering that it must be one of the biggest pub-
lishing genres going. It is something you can start small

but which has absolutely huge potential.
Add more books products and services to your range, 
and potentially build a much bigger operation. 
A couple of important things: Take time to find your 
own niche, or even experiment with several niches. 
There are a lot of big, well-resourced publishers in the 
cookbooks business and this is a very good way of 
avoiding competing with them head-on. Also, while 
great recipes are important, good publicity – getting 
your story out to potential buyers and creating a buzz 
around your niche – is pretty much essential, so be 
ready to devote plenty of time to that.
To ask a question or discuss this opportunity with 
other WRMM members now, why not visit the 
WRMM website at www.whatreallymakesmoney.
co.uk and post a new thread about it? 

Useful Contacts

Sources of public domain material
www.archive.org/details/texts
www. openlibrary.org
www.gutenberg.org

Print on demand services
www.createspace.com
www. blurb.com
www. lulu.com
www. tastebook.com

Book distributors
www. gazellebookservices.co.uk
www. granthambookservices.co.uk

Ebook platforms
kdp.amazon.com
www. apple.com/itunes/sellcontent
www. kobo.com/writinglife
www. nookpress.com
www. smashwords.com

Food blog directories
www. foodies100.co.uk
www. getmecooking.com/blog-directory
www.dmoz.org/Home/Cooking/Weblogs/

Recipe sharing sites
www. allrecipes.co.uk
www. foodily.com
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www. mydish.co.uk

www. mumsnet.com/food/recipes

www. tastebook.com

www.recipefy.com

www.recipeland.com

Review sites
www.goodreads.com

authors.jellybooks.com

www.myindependentbookshop.co.uk

Selected cookery magazines and websites
www.deliciousmagazine.co.uk

www.foodnetwork.co.uk

www.bbcgoodfood.com/magazines/bbc-good-
food-magazine

www.greatbritishfoodmagazine.com

Online Opportunity:  
eBay Partner Network

How to Make Money 
From eBay Without 
Stock, Listings, Postage  
or Packing! 
Yes, this opportunity involves eBay, but NOT in the 

way you might expect.

If you’ve considered eBay before – even if you’ve 
dismissed it for whatever reason – then please keep 
reading. 

And, if you’re already selling on eBay then still keep 
reading – because you can use this approach to maxim-
ise your earnings from eBay too.

In this report I’ll look at a way you can make money 
from eBay without having to sell anything. 

 » You won’t need to source and buy any products of 
your own. 

 » You won’t need to stock or ship them, nor pay any 
postage. 

 » You won’t have to deal with any buyers on eBay or 
worry about feedback. 

 » No listing or selling fees to eBay –  in fact eBay 
will PAY YOU for the privilege!

 » Plus, using this method you can ‘steal’ (legally) 
a cut of the sales and profits of all those millions 
of eBay sellers – including the most successful 
PowerSellers – and there is not a thing they can do 
to stop you!

Introducing the eBay Partner Network
The eBay Partner Network (ePN) is essentially an affil-
iate scheme. As you probably know, affiliate marketing 
is a very well proven system in online marketing where 
you are paid a commission for generating sales for (or 
even just sending traffic to) an online seller. 

Now, while there are thousands of affiliate schemes to 
choose from – for everything from holidays to fashion 
– what makes ePN very exciting is the sheer size and 
scope of it. 

Not only are there a huge number of listings on eBay – 
around 60 million on eBay.co.uk alone at any one time 
– but over 50,000 different product categories too. With 
ePN the vast majority of these can earn you a commis-
sion… just for telling people about them.

Making money with ePN: 3 basic steps
1. Choose a product category to work with.
2. Set up a website of some kind which covers that 

product area, and generate traffic for it.
3. Choose eBay products to promote on your site, 

direct your visitors to eBay and earn commission 
from the things they buy. 

Is this the right opportunity for you?
Although this is an online opportunity ePN is very user 
friendly, and designed for the non-technical to use. You 
won’t need to be an eBaying expert either.

You will need to set up a simple website. Again, you 
won’t need any advanced technical skills to do this, 
as there are various tools which can help simplify the 
process.

I think, most likely, this is going to work best as a part-
time or sideline opportunity – although with work it 
could pull in a regular income month after month.

Signing up with the ePN
I’ll just very briefly run through this, as all the informa-
tion you need to sign up with and use the ePN as well 
as a detailed User Manual can be found on the dedi-
cated eBay Partnership Network website. (Note: Not on 
eBay.co.uk) 

You will need a website with some content before you 
can apply to use ePN. However, I suggest you look 
round the ePN site and see how it all works beforehand 
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as this will help you with setting up a site and choosing 
a product area.

A couple of points worth mentioning: You can link your 
ePN account to your own eBay account if you have 
one, or keep it separate. If you link them you receive 
better access to ePN customer service and can join in 
the ePN forum. 

You can join up with eBay.co.uk or as many of the 
other national eBay sites (such as the US version eBay.
com) as you like. 

Recommended reading
The ePN website at: publisher.ebaypartnernetwork.
com/files/hub/en-US/index.html 

The ePN User Manual at: publisher.ebaypartnernet-
work.com/PublisherUserManualPage

Choosing a product area
The next step is to choose a product area you’re going 
to work with. If you like, you can operate in several 
totally different product areas. But, if you do this, it 
would be better to keep them as separate projects each 
with their own separate site.

Tip: Choosing something you already know very well 
would be a great place to start as you can position your-
self as an authority on the subject. 

A job, hobby or special interest would be ideal or; go 
for something you’re interested in but new to and share 
your learning and new experiences of it with others 
through your site.

Here are a few pointers: 

Choose a popular product area – something that 
people buy a lot of. It also needs to be something that 
is widely sold on eBay – so there is a good choice of 
products to promote. It should also lend itself to lots of 
great website content – there should be lots of opportu-
nities to write, talk or photograph it. (More about why 
this is important soon.)

Think niche: the more tightly you focus in, the easier 
it will be to find customers and make sales. Similarly, if 
your subject is too wide it will be harder. 

For example, a site devoted to toys might work very 
well. But a site devoted to all toys probably wouldn’t 
be specific enough. A site devoted to ‘electronic toys’ or 
‘toys for babies’ would be a good example of a niche.

For ideas, jump onto eBay and have a browse through 
the various categories and sub-categories. There’s really 
no shortage of possibilities. But if you visit a category 
and there aren’t many listings there or very little sells 

(check ‘Completed Listings’) then it probably isn’t a 
good niche for use with ePN.

Ideas to get you started:
 » Electronics and tech. Focus in one type of tech., 

such as mobile or gaming
 » Fashion and accessories, jewellery. Focus in on a 

specific type of clothing for example, or a particu-
lar style or look

 » Health, beauty and fitness. Again, think specific 
– hair, skincare or diet are all niches within the 
overall subject.

 » Sport. Focus in by sport, such as football, rugby, 
golf, motorsports, or even a popular sports team, 
such as Arsenal or Barcelona.

 » Hobby products. Focus in on a niche hobby.
 » Motor and motor accessories. Your niche might 

be fast Fords, or some area of motoring tech such 
as satnav or dashcams.

 » Home and DIY. Decorating, gardening, cook-
ery and entertaining, furnishings, all offer lots of 
niches either by product type or style.

 » Toys, games, children’s and baby products. 
Focus by age group or type of product.

 » Antiques and collectables. For example, perhaps 
19th century silver, or Welsh collectables could be 
your niche?

Creating your website
To send traffic to eBay and earn your ePN commissions 
you’re going to need a website. Think of your website 
as your funnel. The idea is to use it to attract customers 
who are interested in your chosen product area, engage 
with them, introduce relevant products and then filter 
that traffic through to eBay.

 » Merchant sites. If you want to sell some products 
or services of your own as well, then you could 
make your site a merchant site. You could use a 
package like Shopify.com to set it up. As well as 
your own products include ePN ads and links to 
products on eBay. 

 » Comparison sites. These kinds of sites (which are 
often found for financial products but can be set 
up for anything) compare prices and features of 
similar products from different suppliers.

 » Editorial/news sites. On these kinds of sites you 
bring readers the latest news about the product area 
you’re covering. You can pull in news from news 
feeds and curate it. Then present a selection of 
relevant products visitors can buy.
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 » Review sites. With these kinds of sites you review 
and give your opinions on products. Then include 
links for buying them on eBay.

 » Deals sites. These kinds of sites select a good 
value product and promote it to their visitors on 
either a daily or weekly basis.

 » Blogs. A blog is essentially an open personal jour-
nal posted on the Internet. You can use it to post 
your own thoughts, ideas, news, views, opinions 
and recommendations on your chosen product area. 

Tip: You can choose whatever type of site you like but 
a blog is probably an ideal option for use with ePN. 
Blogs are very flexible, can attract high levels of traffic 
and are relatively straightforward to set up and run.

Setting up your website. There are various ways of 
setting up a website but I would suggest you use Word-
Press. WordPress is an open source website tool and 
content management system which is ideal for blogs 
and small websites. It is designed to be usable by those 
without programming or design skills.

FREE DOWNLOAD! If you’d like to know more 
about how to set up a WordPress website make sure 
you dowload a copy of BlogIt! 2.0 in the member’s 
area.
Note: As you probably know yourself, more and more 
people are using mobile devices such as phones and 
tablets to search for information and buy things. So it’s 
important that your site or blog works well on mobile 
devices if you want to maximise every commission 
opportunity. 

Running your website. Once you’ve set up your web-
site, keep posting new material to it on a regular basis. 
This can be copy plus photos and videos too. The more 
unique, good quality content you add to your site, the 
more traffic it is likely to generate for your ePN prod-
ucts.

Tip: I’d strongly recommend you set up an opt-in 
newsletter alongside your site. This way, you’ll be able 
to mail out your new content plus details of product 
offers to your subscribers whenever you want to, rather 
than waiting for them to visit your site. You can use a 
system like MailChimp (www.mailchimp.com) to set 
up and run a newsletter for free.

Choosing the best products to promote
Once your website is up and running you can start pro-
moting eBay products on it. These need to be products 
you think your site visitors will be interested in and will 
want to buy on eBay.

So how does this work? In the medium term, ePN will 
provide you with data which you can use to help 

decide which are the best products to promote – more 
about this later. In the short term, however, there is an 
element of trial and error until you find out what works 
best, and what doesn’t work. Here’s a good procedure 
to follow:

 » Choose an actual, named product that is rele-
vant to your site.

For example, let’s say you have a site devoted to bird-
watching. You might decide to look at adding content 
on choosing the best binoculars for birdwatching, with 
links to binoculars for sale.

 » Go to eBay. Find that product category using 
the ‘Shop by Category’ tab, or search for it in the 
search box. Like this:

 » Review the listings and try to identify those prod-
ucts which you think would be good to promote to 
your site visitors.

 » Be selective. As there are plenty of listings in most 
categories it is important to go for those which 
offer most scope to earn you the best commissions. 

For example, business sellers with a quantity of stock 
to sell at fixed prices will offer more potential than pri-
vate sellers selling one item using the auction format. 
Well-presented listings for good quality products are 
more likely to convert a sale. Look for high-ranking 
sellers with excellent feedback too.

 » Importantly, look for listings with a high number 
of ‘Products Sold’ or ‘Watchers’ (identified by the 
hot item/flame icon).

Drill down… could this be a good pair of binoculars to 
promote?

 » eBay Daily Deals. It can be worth promoting these 
as they get extra exposure on the eBay site, plus 
higher traffic and sales. (Although they may also 
be discounted in price as a result.)
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Note: If you are also an eBay seller you can also pro-
mote your own products using ePN and earn a commis-
sion on sales of your own products.

You can then promote or link to your chosen products 
using the following tools:

Promoting your products
ePN provides a number of tools (or widgets as they’re 
known) which you can use to promote eBay listings 
from your site. Here’s what they are and how they 
work:

 » Creatives. Creatives are basically advertisements 
for eBay, eBay categories or specific eBay prod-
ucts which you cut and paste into your site. You 
can generate creatives to suit your own require-
ments by using the Creatives Generator.

Example of a creative:

 » Link Generator. The link generator allows you to 
create a trackable link directly to any product on 
eBay. Rather than being an ad as such, you can add 
this link into content, such as a news story, article 
or review.

Example of a link:

 » Custom banner. These can be displayed on your 
site as any other advertising banner. Choose from 
the available templates or design your own. They 
can be customised based on keywords, categories 
and sellers.

 » RSS feed generator. You can generate track

able RSS feeds with dynamic eBay content that 
provides your site visitors with live eBay listing 
information.

 » API or advanced program interface, and prod-
uct feeds. This allows you to do much more than 
just present ads. You can, for example, take eBay’s 
product data and incorporate it into your own pro-
gram and use it to create a unique comparison site 
or daily deals site. This is most suitable for expe-
rienced users with some programming knowledge, 
so maybe something for the future. 

Also, ePN also offers you the opportunity to design and 
build your own mobile apps. You can then distribute 
these to users of mobiles and tablets and direct users to 
products you recommend on eBay.

Promoting your site
One very important thing you will need to do is pro-
mote your site. The more promotion you do the more 
traffic and, hence, eBay sales you should get. (Sim-
ilarly, if you don’t promote your site you shouldn’t 
expect to get much traffic.)

You can promote this type of site in much the same way 
as you’d promote any website:

Online advertising. Use pay-per-click advertising on 
search engines, such as Google AdWords. With Google 
AdWords you pay for each click to your blog that 
Google obtain for you. The more closely focused your 
niche, the more successful this is likely to be as you 
won’t be in competition with many other advertisers.

Also look for other websites that cover your niche. 
Look at the opportunities for placing paid-for banner 
ads and promotions on them.

Social media: Blogs are all about communicating and 
sharing ideas, views and information. Social media is 
a media purpose-designed to communicate and share 
ideas, views and information. 

If you are using WordPress you will find that there is a 
tool (see under ‘Settings’ then ‘Sharing’) that will allow 
you and your visitors to share your content easily with 
a wide range of social media.

You can also set up your own social media presences 
with Twitter and Facebook. 

Take some time to build up a following. Send out a 
tweet every time you add new content to your site. You 
can also display a summary of your Twitter posts on 
your site. WordPress integrates with Facebook and will 
post your content to your Facebook page.

Instagram and Pinterest are ideal if your site is one that 
can use a lot of images. (Interesting, thought-provoking
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or funny pics are shared most often.) You could also 
create some videos, post them on YouTube and link 
them back to your site.

Review sites and chat rooms. Search for review sites 
and chat rooms that cover your niche. Submit reviews 
on products in your niche to them, and join in with 
chat. (Be sure to complete your profile with details of 
your site so those who are interested can click through 
to it.)

Joint ventures. Once you have some traffic, do deals 
with other relevant websites where they will recom-
mend your site and you recommend theirs.

Offline advertising and promotion. Look for tra-
ditional paper magazines and newspapers that cover 
your niche. Consider advertising in them. Send press 
releases to them from time to time informing them 
about your site.

Operating and optimising your site
As I said earlier, once you’ve set up your website keep 
posting new material, whether copy, photos and videos, 
to it on a regular basis. The more content you add the 
better the traffic to your site, and so the traffic on to 
eBay, is likely to be. Try to set aside some time every 
day or every week for posting new content.

As traffic builds you will be able to make use of feed-
back from ePN to optimise your site and maximise your 
sales. ePN uses advanced click filtering and tracking. 
This means that when your site visitors visit eBay, view 
products and (hopefully) purchase them, you will not 
only receive your commission but valuable feedback on 
what works and what doesn’t.

The ePN Reports tool can be used to help you track 
your performance and your progress over time and 
provide this data. Full details of how reports work are 
in the User Manual. 

However, ePN Reports can provide a range of infor-
mation on things including: Which products gained 
more clicks as well as just sales. Which days produced 
most clicks. Which tools/widgets produced most clicks. 
Which eBay categories were most/least effective for 
you. Which locations produced high/low rates of clicks 
for your products.

To give a simple example, let’s say you have a fashion 
blog. ePN Reports tell you that red evening dresses 
sell more than blue ones, that dresses from seller A at 
£99.00 produce more sales and clicks than dresses from 
seller B at £79.00, and that most sales occur on Mon-
days and Tuesdays. You can then use this information 
when choosing products to promote and when creating 
content for your site.

Earnings potential
ePN pays you a commission on all the sales that your 
traffic generates directly. 

Your commission is based on the revenue eBay receive 
from the product seller, which is in turn based on the 
final selling price of an item, whether fixed price or 
auction. Note that this is a share of the revenue that 
eBay receive not the actual selling price of the item. 
ePN also pay a 100% bonus for sales made to new or 
‘re-activated’ customers. These are people who have 
not bought from eBay in the previous 12 months.

Other eBay sites can vary but so far as eBay.co.uk is 
concerned you receive 75% of eBay revenue as com-
mission on most products. 

What might this earn you on a sale? eBay’s reve-
nue depends not only on the selling price but what is 
being sold, how it is sold and even who is selling it. So 
chances are your commission will vary with every sale. 

As a ballpark figure let’s assume eBay receives 10% 
of the sale price of each listing. On an item selling at 
£10 you would receive 75% of £1.00 = 75p. On an item 
selling at £30 you would receive 75% of £3.00 = £2.25. 
On an item selling at £80 you would receive 75% of 
£8.00 = £6.00.

Quick profit projections
 » If your promotions led to the sale of £1,000 of 

products, you would receive £75.
 » If your promotions led to the sale of £5,000 of 

products you would receive £375.
 » If your promotions led to the sale of £10,000 of 

products you would receive £750. 

Bottom line
I think you’ll agree that ePN is a very smart way to take 
advantage of what is one of the world’s biggest and 
most well-known websites. In many ways, rather than 
running a business as such, you’re just creaming off a 
cut from all the hard work done by others! 

It’s something that would be relatively easy to set up 
and run – certainly, that is, when compared to sourcing, 
buying, selling, stocking, shipping and listing stock and 
doing the thousand-and-one other things that running a 
business selling physical products involves. 

One important point though. Bear in mind that the 
amount of money you could make from ePN will not 
only depend on traffic you send there and what they 
buy, but on the traffic you generate for your own web-
site too. Regardless of what you actually sell and how 
you do it, the more time, effort and resources you
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devote to that, then the more you will earn in commis-
sions. So it makes sense to prioritise that, especially in 
the early days.

To ask a question or discuss the eBay Profit Network 
with other WRMM members now, why not visit the 
WRMM website at www.whatreallymakesmoney.
co.uk and post a new thread about it? LINK 

Coming soon:A Practical Way to 
Make Money Using the ePN
Coming up in April’s WRMM is a report on a product 
opportunity that will be absolutely perfect for running 
alongside the eBay Partner Network – selling elec-
tronic peripherals and accessories online. This report 
will look at sourcing products such as keyboards, 
mice, scanners, memory cards, charger leads, selfie 
sticks, screen cleaners/protectors, adaptors, cables 
and many more items, and then selling them online.

Watch out for April’s WRMM print edition or visit the 
WRMM website at:  
www.whatreallymakesmoney.co.uk

Business Opportunity: Alibaba

Coals to Newcastle, 
Ice to Eskimos: How 
to Sell on Alibaba - 
China’s Biggest Online 
Marketplace
You’ve probably heard of Alibaba. I’ve mentioned 

it many times before in WRMM – particularly as a 
way of sourcing products for a business. 

If you haven’t, Alibaba is a trading platform designed 
to connect global product manufacturers and suppliers 
with global trade buyers. 
If you like, it’s a kind of giant eBay or Amazon – but 
one for trade buyers and sellers which operates right 
around the world.
And it’s MASSIVE! By the end of 2014 it had 334 mil-
lion active buyers and 7.3 million sellers in 190 differ-
ent countries. It’s growing fast too. Alibaba has grown 
by 40% over the last year alone.

So is there a way you could exploit this massive global 
platform… other than the conventional way of using it 
to source products to sell? And ideally a way that could 
potentially be bigger and more profitable?

I think there is!
You’ll notice I said that Alibaba is primarily used by 
manufacturers to sell their products. And indeed it is. 
But the fact is you do not have to be a manufacturer to 
use it. 

You can be a wholesaler, distributor, stockist or even 
just some kind of agent and still sell there. So you do 
not need to actually have a product of your own to 
make money from selling on Alibaba. 

And this is another interesting point. Since it first started 
Alibaba has mainly been used by businesses in China in 
order to reach buyers. But there is absolutely no reason 
why businesses in other countries cannot use it to sell 
too. Apparently there are now around 1.3 million sellers 
outside China who are registered with Alibaba.

So that’s what I’m going to look at it in this report: 
How you can use Alibaba to sell. I’m not only going to 
look at how Alibaba itself works, but at several differ-
ent ways you can sell to buyers around the world on 
this platform.

Is this the right opportunity for you?
As I said, you don’t need to have a product to sell on 
Alibaba. Depending on the way (more about this later) 
you work you won’t need to buy and sell any products, 
source any products, store products or ship any prod-
ucts. You won’t need any capital to invest in projects. 
You can do so as an agent.

A couple of things you will need though: You will 
need to be well organised. You will need to be good at 
admin. You will need (or be able to develop) an eye for 
what customers want to buy.

This is a business you could operate as a sideline, or 
part-time – and from a home/office base. Long term 
though, it does have potential to be something much 
bigger.

Getting started
To start selling on Alibaba you’ll need to sign up as a 
supplier. I’d suggest you do it now, so you can familiar-
ise yourself with how it works. 

Plus, some of the information and tools on the site are 
only accessible once you join. Signing up involves no 
cost or commitment. You don’t have to have anything 
to sell to do so.

Tip: You’ll need to choose a business name, so think 
of a suitable one before you register. If you intend to 
trade on Alibaba under an existing business name, use 
that one as it will make verification (more on this soon) 
easier.
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Just go here and sign up: http://bit.ly/1aZO7E5

Once you’re signed up, Alibaba has three levels of 
membership each with different features, benefits and 
costs which are as follows:

Unverified Member 
This is free to sign up for and there are no membership 
restrictions – anyone can sign up. It allows you to list 
50 products at a time. 

It allows you to use MyAlibaba and TradeManager – 
which are tools to manage your product listings. 

However, it doesn’t allow you to showcase and pro-
mote your listings as with the other membership levels. 

Also your listings are ranked below those of the listings 
of suppliers on higher levels, so are likely to get less 
exposure to buyers.

Verified Member 
This membership level is also free. Membership is 
restricted mainly to suppliers in Western and some 
Asian countries. However, it is not available to every-
one. 

You have to apply for membership and have your busi-
ness details verified. (You ideally need a VAT registra-
tion number or limited company registration number to 
do this.) 

You can list up to 300 products, create a customised 
website, and also create listings in languages other than 
English using Alibaba’s automated translation system – 
which widens your range and possible market.

Verified membership offers all the tools that Unverified 
does plus a few extra ones. 

You can access some trade data/statistics and also use 
some basic tools to promote your listings to buyers. 
You can also match your products with potential buyers 
rather than waiting for them to come to you.

Verified members’ listings are entitled to second level 
ranking and they can promote their verified status on 
their listings. This means that your listings get more 
exposure to buyers than Unverified members’ listings, 
although not as much as the top-level membership.

Gold Supplier.
This is the top level of Alibaba seller membership. To 
use it you have to be a Verified member and then apply 
to become a Gold Supplier. It is a charged-for member-
ship. Currently, basic Gold Supplier membership costs 
$699 (about £450) although there are periodic special 
offers.

Gold Suppliers have access to all the tools that Verified 
members do which additionally have a few extra ‘bells 
and whistles’: You can have a customised website on 
which you can list an unlimited number of products, 
use product showcases and also add video. There is 
also access to a wide range of analytical tools to gather 
information on what’s selling and who is buying.

However, there are other important advantages to Gold 
Supplier status: Firstly, you receive the highest level 
of verification (Premium Gold Supplier) which will, 
or should, attract more buyers – Alibaba say you will 
attract 22 times more enquiries this way. You also get 
first level ranking for your listings so they are presented 
to buyers before those from other membership levels.

What does all this mean? In simple terms, the more 
you pay and the more business you do, the more expo-
sure you get for your listings... and so the more you are 
likely to sell. 

It’s a kind of virtuous circle if you like. I think the basic 
free and Verified memberships will be adequate to get 
up and running but longer term you’ll want to upgrade 
your listings (and probably need to) in order to build a 
really successful business on Alibaba.

Alibaba and AliExpress. Alibaba is a business-to-busi-
ness platform dealing in trade quantities of stock. Ali-
Express is a business to consumer one, which is owned 
by Alibaba, and where buyers can order single items.

 I ought to point out that supplier memberships allow 
you to sell on Alibaba but not currently on AliExpress 
if you are outside China. 

This isn’t a problem as there are plenty of opportunities 
within Alibaba itself. (If, as is rumoured, you’ll even-
tually be able to sell on AliExpress too, the potential of 
this opportunity could be even bigger!)

Using Alibaba… step-by-step guide
Later I’ll look at finding and choosing products to sell 
on Alibaba. However, first I’ll look at how you actu-
ally list products for sale. It’s not dissimilar to eBay 
(although it’s not an auction).

Tip: Although creating listings is fairly easy to do, the 
better your listings the more attention (and so sales) 
they will attract. 

A number of the listings on Alibaba aren’t that well cre-
ated. In particular, they’re written by suppliers whose 
main language isn’t English. Creating some well-writ-
ten, well-presented listings is one way I think you could 
gain an advantage over other sellers.

Start your listing by first choosing the most suitable 
main product category, then a sub-category, then a 
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section from the list later.

For example, if you wanted to list a watch, you might 
choose these as follows:

Main category: Timepieces, Jewelry, Eyewear
Sub category: Watches
Section: Wristwatches

 » Next add the product name. A correct product 
name should include the name and type of product 
you are selling, its key specifications and attributes, 
name and model number if applicable.

 » Next add keywords. These are words that you 
think buyers might use to search for your product.

Note: If you are selling a branded product with a trade 
name you will need to get approval to use this from 
the trade name owner and may need to prove this to 
Alibaba before you can list.

 » The next stage is to add photos. You can have 
a main image and several supporting ones – nor-
mally at least six. Multi-photo listings will gener-
ally attract more attention.

 » Next add product details. These are very much 
like ‘item specifics’ on eBay. They change depend-
ing on the product involved but usually all you 
need to do is fill in boxes. For example, for a watch 
you would add details like whether it’s a male or 
female design, kids/adults, colour, features, strap 
material.

 » The next step is to add what Alibaba call ‘trade 
information’. This is actually one of the most 
important sections as it is essentially your terms of 
business.
The information you need to include here is: The 
minimum order quantity or MOQ you will accept. 
Price, per unit, eg. per box or per hundred. To 
where the goods will be delivered for that price 
(this is usually a port in the buyer’s country, known 
as FOB). Payment terms you will accept and 
method of payment, ie. in advance or using a letter 
of credit. Type of packaging used, eg. boxes, crates 
or bags. How long delivery will take. Also give 
some idea of the quantities that can be supplied, 
eg. hundreds or thousands.

 » Lastly, add an item description. This can be up to 
50,000 (yes 50,000) characters, so there is plenty 
of scope here. You can also add more illustrations 
into this description if you wish.

What could you sell?
Take a look at Alibaba.com and you will see that the 
range of products on offer there is absolutely vast. Well,

vast is an understatement! 

You name it, it is probably sold on Alibaba. You can see 
a list of the main categories below, each of which has 
dozens of sub-categories. So the answer is that you can 
pretty much sell anything.

But… I would strongly suggest you try and target types 
of products which are going to be more suitable for 
selling this way. Here are a few pointers:

 » Something popular, that there will be a lot of 
demand for. Not something too obscure.

 » Something that is not too competitive, ie. there 
aren’t dozens of sellers all selling exactly the same 
thing.

 » Something that is unique in some way, ie. it has a 
strong unique selling proposition or USP. 

 » Something that isn’t impractical. For example, com-
modities like coal and steel aren’t easy to trade in.

 » Something that offers a consistent, reliable source 
of stock. It shouldn’t be a ‘one-off’ or ‘job lot’. 

 » To sell branded products you’ll need the permis-
sion of the brand owner. (Famous name branded 
products can be tricky in this respect, lesser known 
brands are easier.)

These are the main product categories on Alibaba:

• Apparel, Textiles & Accessories
• Auto & Transportation
• Electronics
• Machinery, Industrial Parts & Tools
• Gifts, Sports & Toys
• Home, Lights & Construction
• Health & Beauty
• Bags, Shoes & Accessories
• Electrical Equipment, Components & Telecom
• Agriculture & Food
• Packaging, Advertising & Office
• Metallurgy, Chemicals, Plastics

Things you can’t sell on Alibaba. There are a few 
things you can’t sell on Alibaba, so check as soon as 
you have a product in mind. 

These are mostly quite obvious (such as illegal prod-
ucts) but also antiques, some animal products, software, 
replicas, some medications and some refurbished/used 
goods can’t be sold here.

How to compete with Chinese suppliers
At this point, I think it’s important to say something 
about the competition when selling on Alibaba, and 
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how you should address it. You see, currently, the 
majority of the sellers here are Chinese companies.

Now, China is the home of cheap goods as a result of 
their low, low production costs. On the other hand, 
while Chinese suppliers might be good at cheap and 
cheerful, they’re not so good at high quality, well 
designed, well-made items. 

So, when choosing a product area I don’t think it is 
ideal to focus on cheap goods and so compete head-on 
with Chinese sellers on price. Here’s a more effective 
product strategy that you could consider: 

Go for good quality, higher end, higher priced items. 
Such as designer and handmade products. 

Go for specialist, niche products rather than mass-mar-
ket items. This way, you should be able to avoid exces-
sive competition from cheaper-than-cheap sellers and 
benefit from stronger margins too.

And another potentially very important point regarding 
this: Many companies who buy on Alibaba are per-
haps a little reticent about buying direct from Chinese 
suppliers. 

They wonder if the sellers are genuine and/or aren’t 
confident about buying from abroad. Being a UK-based 
supplier – and being able to speak to buyers in English 
– would give you a definite advantage when selling to 
the UK (and also perhaps the USA) over Chinese sup-
pliers. You might well find that buyers will pay more 
for the same products when bought from a UK seller.

3 ways to make money selling on Alibaba
Having given this some serious thought, I have iden-
tified not just one but three different ways you could 
make money selling on Alibaba – all without actually 
having a product of your own. 

One would need you to buy and stock goods, while 
the others don’t. Some are more straightforward than 
others. So you can select one or more depending on the 
type and size of project you are looking for. 

1. Sourcing goods and selling
With this approach you’d source some products, buy 
them, take them into stock and then post them up for 
sale on Alibaba. 

The drawbacks of this method are that you’d actually 
need to buy and handle goods. However, the advan-
tages are that you’d be in control of your stock and 
orders could be supplied to customers immediately. 
You’d also be able to control your profit margin.

To make this practical you’d ideally need to focus on 

small, compact, high added-value products. More on 
sourcing products shortly.

2. Acting as a trade agent
I think this approach could have a lot of potential, and 
also be a lot more straightforward than the buying and 
selling route. Chances are there are lots of manufactur-
ers and suppliers out there who would like to sell their 
products worldwide on Alibaba but just don’t have the 
time, knowledge or inclination to do so. So you could 
look at setting up some kind of agency deal with them 
– where you list their products on Alibaba, handle the 
enquiries, and receive a commission on your sales.

In fact, these kinds of agency agreements are very 
common in international trade so it’s already a proven 
business model.

With this approach you wouldn’t need any stock, nor 
any capital to buy it, nor even to actually handle the 
goods you sell. So it involves very little risk. Your prin-
cipal (the manufacturer or supplier) has nothing to lose, 
since any sales are extra ‘bonus’ sales – so offering an 
agency deal shouldn’t be a difficult sell.

When setting up these deals I suggest you have a 
formal agreement with the principal as to what goods 
you will promote, where you can sell, the commission 
you will receive and when it will be paid. The commis-
sion you can earn will depend on the product concerned 
but it’s likely to be in the region of 5% to 30%.

3. Arbitrage
This is a more unconventional approach perhaps. But 
I think there could be scope to identify good products 
which are being promoted on Alibaba using poor qual-
ity listings, perhaps by Unverified members, and which 
as a result aren’t attracting much interest. Then creating 
a much better listing for them and relisting them at a 
higher price.

As I’ve just mentioned, many buyers are perhaps a little 
reticent about buying direct from Chinese suppliers. In 
addition to that (although their English is much better 
than my Mandarin!) listings placed by Chinese suppli-
ers often aren’t very good. 

They are often too short, hard to understand and some-
times don’t make much sense. Chinese sellers often 
don’t speak enough English to deal with customers by 
phone or email adequately either.

To operate this method you wouldn’t need to buy and 
sell any stock. Instead, you could choose suitable 
products and create a superior listing, take orders, and 
then pass them on to the original supplier for fulfilment 
– adding a margin to the supplier’s price.
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Finding products to sell on Alibaba
Here are a few ideas and further contacts for finding 
suppliers of products to sell:

 » Local UK-based businesses. This is a very good 
place to start, and could be a source of some 
unique niche products that no other sellers have 
access to. Think about what local manufacturers 
or distributors there are in your area, and whether 
their products could be sold on Alibaba. 

 » National UK-based businesses. Once you’ve 
exploited local sources, expand your search to 
finding products in other parts of the UK. There 
are various methods you can use to find potential 
sources: Check with chambers of commerce in var-
ious parts of the country – they will usually give 
you membership lists for free. Ask trade associa-
tions for member lists – whatever product you are 
interested in there is usually a trade association for 
it. Trade fairs are also a good way of identifying 
manufacturers who want to increase their sales – 
again there are annual (or more often) trade fairs 
for most kinds of products.

 » Alibaba itself. Remember that you can find sup-
pliers on Alibaba.com and also on its sister site 
AliExpress.com. You can post buying requests on 
Alibaba and have suppliers send you quotes.

 » Other worldwide trading platforms. Apart from 
Alibaba there are several other global trade portals 
which you could use to find products. Most of these 
aren’t anything like as well known as Alibaba. So 
there could be an opportunity to find a product 
elsewhere that isn’t getting much exposure, source 
it there and sell on at a higher price on Alibaba.

Here are a few sites to try: EC21 at www.ec21.com. 
Epath China Wholesale at www.epathchina.com. 
Global Sources at www.globalsources.com. MFG.com 
at www.mfg.com. Thaitrade at www.thaitrade.com. 
Trade Key at www.tradekey.com. Trade Tang at www.
tradetang.com.
Tip: You can source to sell on Alibaba from pretty 
much any source, including manufacturers, distributors, 
agents and even wholesalers in some cases if their price 
offers scope to make a profit margin. But I’d suggest 
you try and source from original manufacturers, who 
should be able to offer the most competitive prices, 
wherever possible.
Trending. Once you have some product areas in mind, 
do trending – check to make sure they are popular prod-
ucts, and that there is interest in them amongst buyers 
on Alibaba. Alibaba have a trending section which 
showcases what is currently popular on the site – you 
can find it at: trends.alibaba.com
As always when sourcing from abroad, check that 

suppliers are bona fide and be aware of the risk of fake 
products and scams.

Future opportunities
I’m thinking ahead a little here, but Alibaba could soon 
offer you even more selling opportunities in the future 
– so I think it’s worth giving you a quick heads-up on 
them.
You see, Alibaba.com is just one of a whole family 
of online sales platforms owned by Alibaba. As I’ve 
already mentioned, it could soon be possible for 
non-Chinese sellers to sell on AliExpress, Alibaba’s 
worldwide business-to-consumer marketplace, which 
could have massive potential.
Alibaba also operates a family of China-only sales plat-
forms. (Remember that the Chinese consumer market 
is growing fast and is potentially one of the world’s 
largest.) Taobao is a kind of Chinese eBay, apparently 
already the tenth most visited website in the world. 
Tmall is an online marketplace for branded goods – 
Chinese consumers are big on branded goods. Juhua-
suan is a Chinese group deals site. 
Currently, only larger companies can sell on these sites 
(although there are some product agencies who can do 
this for you and deal with the language barrier). But if, 
as is likely, these Alibaba family sites are opened up to 
worldwide and smaller sellers, allowing them to access 
the massive Chinese market, I think you can see what 
opportunities there could be.

Bottom line
As you might expect, I like all the opportunities we 
cover in WRMM. But I am really excited by the poten-
tial in this one.
Alibaba is already big, even though at the moment it is 
not all that well known in the UK compared to, say, a 
sales platform like eBay. Chances are it is only going to 
get bigger. 
As an opportunity, Alibaba today is probably a bit like 
eBay or Amazon was 10 or even 15 years ago. Back 
then they were thought of as a little bit new fangled. 
Many people hadn’t heard of them. 
Most people didn’t really know how to make money 
with them. But those pioneering entrepreneurs who did 
jump in got a foot in the door at a very early stage and 
made good money from them too.
Alibaba is, of course, very different to eBay or 
Amazon. For a start it’s a trade site. It’s going to take 
more work to find the right product, and set things up. 
Then again, the potential orders are going to be much 
bigger too. 
And here, I think, is a way you could try it out in a way 
that is relatively straightforward and practical.


