
Choosing the right 
ecommerce platform:
7 questions to ask when evaluating solutions for 

your online store.
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By the end of this guide, you should be able to confidently pick a solution that’ll help 

you scale your business, improve the customer experience, and achieve overall 

retail success. 

Let’s get started.

If you’re reading this, chances are you’re in the market for a new ecommerce 

platform. Perhaps you’re an offline retailer who’s thinking of setting up shop online. 

Or maybe you already have an ecommerce site, but you want to switch to a better 

one. Whatever your situation is, this guide can help.

In the following chapters, we’ll be covering the steps you need to take when 

shopping around for an ecommerce solution. You’ll learn how to evaluate different 

platforms and get answers to these seven all-important questions:

Q1 How much should you budget for your ecommerce platform?

Q2 How much freedom do you need in terms of site customization and design?

Q3 Does it have data and analytics capabilities?

Q4 What payment gateways does the ecommerce solution support?

Q5 Does it integrate with the systems you already use?

Q6 Will it work with your existing POS solution?

Q7 Who do you turn to if you need help?

Introduction.
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Accurately budget for your ecommerce solution 
by weighing the costs of different ecommerce 
solutions and running the numbers in your 
business.

The out-of-pocket and/or recurring costs that you’ll spend on your ecommerce 

platform will depend on the type of solution you get, as well as the size of your 

business. We discuss these in more detail below.

How much should you budget 
for your ecommerce platform?

Q1
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Note that budgeting for a developer can get tricky. The cost of building a website 

can range from a couple of grand to several thousand dollars, depending on how 

complicated your online store is and the experience level of the developer. 

Now let’s talk about the cost of hosted ecommerce platforms. Hosted solutions 

typically offer different types of plans and recurring fees based on the amount of 

storage and bandwidth you need. 

In some cases, the number of products, customers, and transactions that you handle 

are also factored into each plan’s price, so the bigger your business is or the more 

transactions you have, the higher you’ll pay. That’s why you need to be aware of 

these numbers when budgeting for a hosted platform.

Cost of the platform itself. 
There are two general types of ecommerce platforms: open source and hosted 

ecommerce solutions. 

Let’s start with open source. Technically, open source platforms don’t come with out of 

pocket costs, as the software can be downloaded for free from the provider’s website. 

However, this type of ecommerce solution requires a lot of coding, as well as manual 

implementation and maintenance – and these could come with several costs. 

“The cost of open source depends on your proficiency with coding and 

the level of difficulty for implementing the particular solution you chose. 

If you are a fantastic coder, chances are, the only thing that you’ll need 

is time. (But then, time is money, is it not?) If you’ve not got a clue about 

computers, you will most likely need to pay someone to set your website 

up for you and possibly maintain it for you. If that’s the case, you will 

need to accurately budget for your online store by weighing the costs 

of different ecommerce solutions and running the numbers in your 

business to see if the cost of a developer is cheaper over time than the 

cost of a hosted eCommerce solution.”

Cara Wood, Capterra Retail
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Transaction and credit card processing fees.
Also note that you may be subject to transaction fees (typically ranging from 0 to 

2.75%), depending on your provider and plan.

Some ecommerce solutions (such as Vend) do not charge such fees, while others 

either lower or waive them, if you opt for their larger plans. Bigcommerce, for 

example, charges a 1.5% transaction fee for its Standard Plan subscribers, but they 

waive the fees for Plus and Enterprise subscribers. 

You’ll also have to consider credit card processing fees – which again, will vary, 

depending on your payment gateway provider and how much you make each 

month. We’ll talk about payment gateways in more detail in the next chapter, but at 

this stage, it’s best to be aware of your monthly sale count, as well as your average 

order value, so you can properly estimate the fees that you’ll pay. 

Marketing costs.
Marketing (i.e. getting your store out there) plays a big role in running an online 

store. That’s why you also have to factor in costs like SEO, social media, and email 

marketing in your ecommerce budget.

Some hosted ecommerce platforms come with built-in tools to help you with your 

marketing efforts, while others allow third-party add-ons that can do the trick. If 

you’re going open source, or if your hosted ecommerce provider doesn’t have any 

marketing features, you may need to hire a specialist (ex: an SEO expert) to handle 

your needs.
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Action steps.

BUDGET FOR YOUR ECOMMERCE SOLUTION.  

Take the following steps to accurately budget for your ecommerce solution:

1. RUN THE NUMBERS IN YOUR BUSINESS AND FIGURE OUT THE 

FOLLOWING: 

• Number of customers

• Monthly sales

• Monthly transaction count

• Average order value

Since most hosted ecommerce solutions base their rates and transaction fees 

on the factors above, knowing these numbers at this stage will enable you to 

accurately estimate and compare your costs. 

2. START RESEARCHING DEVELOPERS.

If you’re opting for open source, start researching developers and obtain 

price quotes for the site you want to build.
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Sketch out a vision yourself, or better yet, find live examples of ecommerce sites that 

you can draw inspiration from. Check out what your competitors and other retailers 

are doing and take note of the looks or features that you want for your own store.

Then when you’re evaluating ecommerce platforms, preview their themes or 

templates to see if you can use any of them for your store. Inquire about the 

solution’s customization options. Can you toggle with their themes’ visual elements? 

Are you allowed to modify their HTML or CSS codes? If necessary, will you be able 

to build a custom-made design from scratch?

How much freedom do 
you need in terms of site 
customization and design?

Picture the type of online store you want to 
have. What will it look like? Which fonts, colors, 
and layouts do you want for your site? What 
type of experience do you want users to have? 

Q2
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Open source vs. hosted ecommerce.
The answers to the questions above will help you decide whether you should go for 

a hosted ecommerce platform (such as Vend) or an open source solution (such as 

Magento or Woocommerce). 

The former would be a great fit for non-techie users who don’t need to modify every 

little detail of their site. Hosted ecommerce programs often come with themes that 

you can customize through drag-and-drop tools and graphic user interfaces, so you 

won’t have to touch a single line of code. 

One example of a merchant who’s using a hosted ecommerce solution is TopShelf 

Style, an apparel retailer who has a brick-and-mortar shop and a fashion truck in San 

Francisco. TopShelf decided to sell their products online, and they chose Vend as 

their ecommerce platform, because they were already using it as their offline POS.

“I don’t need to be a web expert. It’s so easy to use, and it’s so  

plug-and-play, that you can easily attain a site no matter who you are.”

Christina Ruiz, Owner, TopShelf Style
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Open source solutions.
Open source solutions give you more power and flexibility when it comes setting up 

and running your online store. They enable you to customize everything about your 

website, and you’ll be able to use advanced design and marketing tools with them. 

But there’s a catch: the features, customizations, and updates that you’d like to 

implement would have to be coded manually. This means that you’ll have to code the 

site yourself, or you’ll need to hire a developer to do it for you. Either way, you’ll have 

to budget the time and money required to set up and maintain your online store.

Hosted ecommerce platforms.
The beauty of hosted ecommerce platforms is, they’re user-friendly. So anyone who 

knows their way around web interfaces can work with them. But they do have some 

disadvantages. One is the fact that hosted solutions can sometimes limit you from 

fully customizing your site and they may not always have the advanced features or 

design capabilities that you need.

If your site needs to be designed in a really specific way or if you can’t find a 

template that works for your store, then an open source platform may be a better fit. 

<!DOCTYPE html>
<html lang=”en”>
    <head>
<script src=”//cdn.optimizely.com/js/167204488.
js”></script>
<link rel=”stylesheet” type=”text/
css” media=”screen” href=”/css/com-
bined-style.059108def8de72a64d6da561e-
cf39806.min.css” />
<style> [data-sr] { visibility: hidden; } </style>

<meta http-equiv=”Content-Type” content=”text/
html; charset=utf-8”>
<meta http-equiv=”X-Ua-Compatible” con-
tent=”IE=edge”>
<meta name=”google-site-verification” con-
tent=”mb-XG_YsXLC-PDWhIdgSjfau5mL0yOm-
VK57moN6J8vQ”>
<meta name=”viewport” content=”width=de-
vice-width,initial-scale=1”>
<meta name=”title” content=”Vend POS | Best 

My Shop
<!DOCTYPE html>
<html lang=”en”>
    <head>
<script src=”//cdn.optimizely.
com/js/167204488.js”></
script>
<link rel=”stylesheet” 
type=”text/css” me-
dia=”screen” href=”/css/
combined-style.059108def-
8de72a64d6da561ecf39806.
min.css” />
<style> [data-sr] { visibility: 
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Action steps.

GET A CLEARER IDEA OF WHAT YOU NEED.  

Here are some action steps you may want to take in order to get a clearer idea 

of the type of ecommerce solution you need:

1. PICTURE THE TYPE OF SITE YOU WANT TO HAVE.

Browse through the online sites of your competitors and take note of the 

features and designs that you like.

2. RESEARCH CUSTOMIZATION CAPABILITIES.

Research the customization capabilities offered by the ecommerce 

solutions that you’re considering. Check out the themes and features that 

they provide and see if they’d work for your store. If not, you may want to 

look into open source software. 
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As an ecommerce merchant, below are some of the things you should measure and 

keep track of:

Does it have data and 
analytics capabilities?

Go with an ecommerce solution that allows 
you to track the right metrics and collect 
the information you need, so you can better 
understand your business and make reliable, 
data-backed decisions. 

Q3
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Conversion rate.
Your conversion rate is the percentage of website visitors who actually bought 

something from your store. That is, if you had 100 visitors and 35 of them completed 

a purchase, your conversion rate is 35%.

Some ecommerce platforms have conversion rate trackers built-in, while others 

may require you to integrate with Google Analytics. In any case, you’ll want to make 

sure that your solution enables you to track your conversions, as it’s one of the most 

important metrics in evaluating store performance. 

Revenue.
You’ll need to know how much you’re making (for obvious reasons) so see to it that 

your ecommerce platform has the capabilities to report on your revenue per month, 

week, or any given period. 

This will allow you to assess and compare store performance across different time 

periods (ex: last month vs. this month) and it can also help you time promotions or 

sales accordingly. Knowing when your customers are buying (i.e. revenue by the 

hour or day) can give you insights on when to send marketing emails or when to 

launch promotions.
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Where your customers are coming from. 
As an ecommerce site owner, you’ll also want to know where your visitors are 

coming from, not just in terms of their geographical locations, but also when it 

comes to which sites or channels are sending traffic to your site.

Being aware of this information will help you figure out the best ways to increase 

traffic to your store. For instance, if you know that you have a lot of visitors from 

a particular country, then you can target your advertising and marketing efforts 

accordingly. Or, if you discover that most of your customers are clicking through to 

your site from Facebook or Twitter, then you know that you should double down on 

your social media efforts. 

Profit margin.
Your margin gives you an idea of how much revenue goes to your pocket after 

expenses, and it enables you to determine how profitable you are. Knowing your 

profit margins at a per-item level also gives you insights into which products are 

actually making you money, and can help you make decisions when it comes to 

pricing, markdowns, and more.  
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Action steps.

GET THE DATA YOU NEED.  

Will your next ecommerce platform give you the data you need? Take the steps 

below to find out:

1. REPORTING AND ANALYTICS FEATURES.

Ask about the solution’s reporting and analytics features. What metrics  

do they provide and what types of insights can you glean from them?

2. WORKAROUNDS AND INTEGRATIONS.

If the ecommerce solution can’t give you sufficient data, see if there are 

any workarounds or integrations that’ll enable you to get your hands on 

the info you need. (Ex: Google Analytics integrations).
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Not all payment gateways are created equal, as each comes with its own fees, 

rules, and processes. For instance, Authorize.net, one of the world’s leading 

gateways, charges 10 cents per transaction + a $25 monthly gateway fee, while 

Stripe, another popular solution, charges 2.9% + 30¢, with no monthly costs.

What payment gateways 
does the ecommerce solution 
support?

Payment gateways are services that allow 
you to take payments online. Think of it as a 
payment terminal for your ecommerce store.

Q4
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Know your numbers.
The above-mentioned gateways are just two of the numerous options in the market, 

so be sure to do the necessary research and calculations before you make a 

decision. It’ll also help to know how many transactions you conduct as well as the 

amount of you money you make each month, so you can determine the percentage 

cuts and fees that you’ll pay.

Additionally, not all gateways are compatible with every ecommerce solution, so 

before making a selection, ensure that your gateway and shopping cart can work 

together.

There are no hard and fast rules when it comes to whether you should choose an 

ecommerce platform before a payment (or vice versa), but one thing’s for sure: You 

have to check for compatibility on both sides before signing up for either one. 

Location matters.
Where your business is located is also a big factor, as some gateways don’t support 

countries worldwide. Stripe, for one, is only available for businesses in 18 countries, 

while Authorize.net is available in the United States, Canada, United Kingdom, 

Australia, and select countries in Europe. 

Also note that most gateways charge set-up fees, and if you sell globally, you may 

be subject to other costs as well.
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Action steps.

PICK THE RIGHT PAYMENT GATEWAY.  

To help you pick the right payment gateway, we’ve compiled some steps  

you can take during the selection process:

1. DO FURTHER RESEARCH ON PAYMENT GATEWAYS. TAKE NOTE  

OF THE FF:

• Fees (monthly + transactional)

• Supported countries

• Supported payment types (credit and debit, mobile payments)

Running a Google search on the above should give you some solid 

answers, but you should also talk to your fellow merchants and ask  

about their payment gateways. 

2. INQUIRE ABOUT PAYMENT GATEWAYS. 

Already considering ecommerce solutions? Inquire about the payment 

gateways they support, then see if you can use any of them in your 

business. 
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Say you’re already using specific programs for accounting, staff management, or 

customer loyalty. You need to make sure that the ecommerce platform you end up 

using plays nice with the solutions you have. That way, the two programs can run 

smoothly side-by-side and data can easily flow from one app to the next.

Does it integrate with the 
systems you already use?

If you have a retail business up and running, and 
you’re already happy with the tools or systems 
that you have in place, then it’s best to opt for 
an ecommerce platform that can integrate with 
your existing apps. 

Q5
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Easy integrations.
It’s easy to find out if an ecommerce platform can connect with the programs you’re 

already using. Simply check their add-ons page (sometimes called “integrations” 

or “technology partners”) to see the list of apps that they can link to. You can also 

get in touch with your existing solution providers and ask about the ecommerce 

platforms they integrate with.

It’s not the end of the world if your current programs can’t easily link to the 

ecommerce solution that you want. While a direct integration is the best option, 

there are other ways to connect different applications. You can use an app 

integration tool such Zapier, for example, or you can have a third party developer 

create a special integration through the apps’ APIs. 
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Action steps.

DETERMINE COMPATIBILITY.  

Will your ecommerce solution play nice with other apps that you’re using  

(or would like to use)? Take the following steps to find out:

1. CHECK OUT INTEGRATION PAGES.

When looking at ecommerce solutions, swing by their integrations page 

to see if they can connect with your existing apps. Alternatively, you can 

check with your current solution providers and ask about the ecommerce 

software they integrate with.

2. CHECK ALTERNATIVE WAYS TO LINK PROGRAMS.

If you can’t find the integrations you need, check if you can link the 

programs anyway through their APIs or through services such as Zapier  

or IFTTT.
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If you want to keep up and thrive in the coming months or years, you need to be 

there for your customers whether they’re offline, online, or on their mobile device.

Will it work with your existing 
POS solution?

Omnichannel retailing (i.e. letting your 
customers shop across multiple channels) isn’t 
just a buzzword – it’s the future. And in a lot of 
ways, it’s already here.

Q6
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Implementing omnichannel.
Menswear store Number Six is a great example of a retailer implementing 

omnichannel. Number Six has both a brick-and-mortar shop and an ecommerce 

site, and they’re able to provide a seamless online-to-offline shopping experience 

through services like click-and-collect.

Number Six accomplishes this by integrating their offline point of sale with their 

online store. Since data is synced across the two platforms, sales and customer 

information are automatically updated and Number Six can track and fulfill orders 

with ease. 

As you can see, selecting an ecommerce solution that works with your POS system 

is critical to running an omnichannel operation. You’ll want your online shop to 

accurately reflect your in-store inventory at all times, so you can efficiently fulfill 

online and offline orders.

One way to do this is to integrate your offline POS and inventory system with your 

online shopping cart. See to it that the systems can “talk” to each other and share 

inventory and customer data in real-time.

This is something that My Brooklyn Baby, a New York-based clothing store, does 

really well. My Brooklyn Baby links their brick-and-mortar POS (Vend) with their 

online store and it allows them to sell on both channels without having to manually 

update each one.
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Vend lets retailers do either of the above. In addition to giving you the ability 

to connect with certain third-party apps and shopping carts, Vend has its own 

ecommerce solution that enables you to manage your online and offline stores from 

a single system.

This allows you to automatically sync inventory and customer data across all of your 

channels, so you can create a true omnichannel experience and combine your point 

of sale, ecommerce, and insights under one roof.

Comprehensive retail solutions.
Alternatively, you can opt for a retail solution that offers both offline and online 

capabilities, so that inventory and customer data flows through just one system. This 

is a simpler set-up as it eliminates the need to deal with third-party applications.

Sitka, an apparel retailer in New Zealand, decided to take this route for their retail 

operation, when they opted to use Vend for both their offline and online stores.

“Managing a single product catalog means we’ve eliminated our 

problem of double entry into multiple platforms. Perfect inventory 

syncing saves many hours of cutting, pasting, and stock updating.”

Andrew Howson, Sitka
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Action steps.

2. CONSIDER OPTING FOR A SOLUTION THAT OFFERS BOTH.

This could be the right solution, if you can’t find an ecommerce platform 

that works well with your POS. Vend, for instance, lets you run your  

brick-and-mortar store and ecommerce site from one system so that  

multi-channel sales, reporting, and order fulfillment are a breeze.  

Try it for free today. 

1. CHECK IF THE ECOMMERCE SOLUTION INTEGRATES WITH YOUR  

POS SYSTEM.

Make sure it syncs customer, inventory, and sales data.

ENSURE THAT YOU CAN IMPLEMENT OMNICHANNEL.  

See to it that your ecommerce software and POS system play nice with each 

other and enable you to sell your products across multiple channels with the 

following steps:
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Running an online store isn’t always a walk in the park, so you want someone there 

for you if you need help.

Who do you turn to if you 
need help?

Shiny features and benefits aren’t the only 
things you should look at when checking out 
ecommerce solutions. You should also evaluate 
the quality of their customer support.

Q7
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24/7 support.
It’s a huge plus if your ecommerce provider offers 24/7 support across different 

channels (i.e. phone, email, live chat) so you can get in touch whenever and 

however you want. Also ask if you’ll have a dedicated account or customer success 

manager who’ll serve as the specific point of contact you can turn to for questions or 

training.

Finally, check if they offer community support. Do they provide support via social 

media? Do they hold events such as user groups, meet-ups, or webinars? Having 

great community support can go a long way, and it’s a sign that a company really 

cares about the success of their customers. 
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Action steps.

2. GET IN TOUCH WITH THE ECOMMERCE VENDORS YOU’RE 

CONSIDERING.

Ask if they offer the types of support you need. If they do, then that’s great. 

If not, you’ll need to take that into consideration when you make your final 

decision. 

1. DETERMINE THE TYPE OF SUPPORT YOU NEED.

Depending on your level of expertise and nature of your business,  

you may require:

• Assistance in setting up your store

• Support via phone, email, or chat

• 24/7 customer service

• Community support

GET THE SUPPORT YOU NEED.  

Find out if your ecommerce solution can give you the support you need with 

the steps below:
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Final words.
We hope the questions and tips in this guide help you in taking the ultimate action 
step of selecting an ecommerce solution. Know that picking the right ecommerce 

online platforms, and test the solutions that you’d like to use. 

 
sign up for a free 14-day trial  to test drive the solution yourself. 

Good luck!
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Vision for ecommerce.
We created Vend Ecommerce so any retailer in the world can take their brick & 

mortar store online with ease. 

With Vend Ecommerce, retailers can create a beautiful online storefront and start 

selling to customers in minutes. Since Vend Ecommerce is a part of Vend’s existing 

retail platform, retailers can manage their in-store & online inventory and reporting 

all from a single platform. Omnichannel is the future of retail, and now with Vend, 

businesses can sell in-store with desktops and laptops, on-the-go or at popups with 

iPads, or online through their very own web store.

Our goal isn’t to match feature-for-feature what other traditional ecommerce 

platforms offer. We feel the majority of our core users only use a subset of tools 

offered by existing solutions. Instead, we’re focusing on key features retailers need 

to run both a successful physical store and an amazing online one.

Our retailers tell us that accurate inventory is the most important factor when 

choosing an ecommerce solution that connects to their existing point of sale or 

inventory software. That’s why the Vend retail platform ensures product data and 

inventory are 100% accurate across all channels at any given time. 

The first iteration of Vend Ecommerce also delivers the foundation tools retailers 

need to take their first steps online, including comprehensive shipping options, 

taxes, payment gateways for all major markets, and the ability to choose from 

multiple beautiful theme designs or easily customize one to suit their brand, plus 

much more.

We’ll continue to build and innovate Vend Ecommerce and the Vend retail platform, 

and the features we’ve already got in the works are very exciting. Our focus over the 

next 6 months is to deliver a true omnichannel platform for our retailers, so they can 

provide their customers a seamless retail experience using features such as ‘click & 

collect’, ‘brick-to-ship’, gift cards, customer marketing, or smart fulfilment based on 

geolocation or stock levels.

We’re committed to making Vend Ecommerce the preferred (and perfect) 

ecommerce solution for brick & mortar retailers.
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The authors.
Meet the Co-Authors, Francesca Nicasio and Campbell McLean.

Francesca Nicasio is a retail expert and author of the Vend eBook, Retail Survival 

of the Fittest: 7 ways to future-proof your retail store.  She is dedicated to writing 

about trends and tips that help retailers increase sales and serve customers better. 

 

Francesca Nicasio, Retail Expert and B2B Content Strategist

Francesca Nicasio is a retail expert and author of the Vend eBook, Retail Survival 

of the Fittest: 7 ways to future-proof your retail store.  She is dedicated to writing 

about trends and tips that help retailers increase sales and serve customers better. 

 

Francesca Nicasio, Retail Expert and B2B Content Strategist



About Vend.
Vend is a cloud-based retail software platform that enables retailers to accept 

payments, manage their inventories, reward customer loyalty and garner insights 

into their business in real time. Vend is simple to set up, works with a wide range  

of point-of-sale devices and operates on any  

web-capable device with a browser.  

 

Whether it’s simplifying the inventory process, cutting 30 minutes from their  

end-of-day bookkeeping or making it simpler for them to sell their products on 

multiple channels, Vend’s mission is to make retailers’ lives easier.  

 

With Vend, retailers are able to focus less on transaction and inventory concerns 

and more on creating that relationship with their customers. Vend aims to empower 

merchants by putting the right data and tools into retailers’ hands and enabling  

them to do things themselves – and succeed.

Run the worlds best retail 

www.vendhq.com


