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Hitting the Right Note Online

The Web offers a music retailer -- especially one catering to a niche -- the opportunity for almost unlimited reach Q: I'm thinking of setting up a small music retail shop and have decided that it might benefit the business to start an online presence as well. What are the costs and benefits of a Web presence? -- M.J., Berks, England

A: For starters, there's the obvious benefit of reaching a large geographic customer base. Adding an online component will expand the market for your products immensely, which will be especially helpful if you're starting a store that caters to a specific niche. If not, you should think about what will differentiate your store -- online and off -- from other, larger music retailers that will probably be able to discount their merchandise more than you can.

If you do plan to carry music titles from a particular genre -- perhaps something that's difficult to find in mainstream retailers' catalogs -- the online component will be very important for you. You can market your products by connecting with fans of the music you're offering through related chat rooms and newsgroups, fan-based Web sites devoted to certain artists, and setting up your Web site community and events. In fact, you can make your reach almost unlimited.

As for costs, you should set a budget and stick to it strictly to start. You can always amplify your site as revenues begin to roll in. Some companies overspend and overcomplicate the process of "Webifying" their business, says Camile Alcasid, CEO of Internet consulting firm Alcasid.com. "Others simply lack the vision to fully take advantage of what today's technology can do," she says.

Don't let IT consultants intimidate you with complicated terminology, fancy software, or expensive hardware, she advises. "Depending on your needs, you may end up spending $10,000, $1 million, or more. Just make sure that the solution you choose will not lock you into a certain programmer who is difficult to find, or technology that is so 'cutting edge,' that it's difficult to get support for," she cautions.

Before you meet with Web designers, get referrals and then check out the sample pages they post online. Decide whether you like the way they are presented graphically, find them easy to navigate, and feel they would be helpful to your clients. If you need more ideas, look at a few of the examples presented by CoolHomePages. Then meet with two or three candidates in person, making sure you ask about whether they also provide Web hosting (a separate issue from design). Good luck!

Have a question about running your business? Ask our small-business experts. Send us an e-mail at smartanswers@businessweek.com, or write to Smart Answers, BW Online, 46th Floor, 1221 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020. Please include your real name and phone number in case we need more information; only your initials and city will be printed. Because of the volume of mail, we won't be able to respond to all questions personally.
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