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Toni Anderson runs a successful blog at thehappyhousewife.com, has co-founded a 
conference, ran a consulting business, homeschools her 7 kids, and if all of that wasn’t 
enough, last year she started an ecommerce business. 

 

http://www.sidehustlenation.com/toni
http://thehappyhousewife.com/


Finding a Niche/Product to Start an Ecommerce Business 

To come up with a product idea, Toni suggested looking at current trends, and trying to 
find a way to piggyback on them. “Find something that’s really hot and popular and 
instead of going after that item, sell an accessory or an add-on to the really popular 
item,” she said. 

An example she gave for this was 3D pens. One of the hottest sellers last Christmas, 
3D pens allow you to draw in 3D by heating and cooling plastic. So, instead of selling 
3D pens think about selling the ink they use. Every pen needs more ink, it’s less 
expensive than the pen, lower risk, and you will have fewer headaches with returns and 
faulty items. 

It’s not difficult to find popular and best-selling items, Toni uses Amazon and social 
media to see what’s selling or trending. She then checks Google Trends to see how the 
product has been trending over a longer period. 

One product she kept noticing people talking about was essential oils. Essential oils are 
oils extracted from plants and herbs that retain the healing properties of the plant and 
used as a form of alternative medicine.  

Here’s the Google Trends chart for “essential oils”: 

 

A friend of Toni’s brought the idea of selling an essential oil add-on product to her. They 
came up with a leather bracelet as their first product, since the bracelet would allow the 
wearer to add a few drops of oil to it and keep it near their skin to absorb the oil. 

Finding a Vendor for Your Product 

The largest marketplace in the world for vendors and manufacturers to sell their 
products is Alibaba.com. The site can be a little daunting for first-time users. The 
manufacturers are based in China so there are some communication and cultural 
obstacles to overcome. 

https://www.alibaba.com/


Toni found someone on Etsy.com selling the item she wanted in bulk. A lot of sellers on 
Etsy are experienced with buying from Alibaba.com and are basically doing the leg-work 
for you and adding a markup. If you can find the product you want in the US you’re 
avoiding a lot of the potential issues that comes with communicating directly with a 
manufacturer in China. Toni’s first order was only for 200 units, so she wasn’t putting 
herself at a huge risk. 

Launching a Product 

To validate the product Toni decided to run a sale on the daily deal site Jane.com. The 
deal on Jane.com was a failure by Toni’s own admission. She made very few sales and 
chalks this up to pricing too high. Her product was priced at $11.99 while most other 
products on the same page were $3-4. “Had that been our only channel, we might have 
thought our product was not a good idea,” she explained. 

Fortunately, she was able to get ungated in the Jewelry category on Amazon and listed 
the bracelets for sale there at the same time.  

NOTE: To sell on Amazon you need to be approved for most categories, and jewelry is 
one of them. In Amazon terminology this is called being “ungated’’; the main 
requirement for jewelry is to follow their guidelines on the images you’re using for your 
product. Having really good photography of the product is essential. Toni’s advice is to 
always just pick up the phone and contact Amazon if you have any issues, adding 
“Every time we’ve had a problem with Amazon, when we’ve gotten on the phone with 
them we’ve had it resolved pretty quickly!” 

To make her first sales, Toni made a personal Facebook post about her products when 
they were first listed on Amazon and made 30 sales in just 2-3 days, mostly from friends 
and family. There was a lot less competition in the “essential oil accessories” niche 
when she launched than there is today, and within the first 3-4 weeks her product was 
on the first page of Amazon’s search engine. She also gave away 5-7 products for 
reviews and started to see sales increasing. 

Ordering and Managing Inventory from Alibaba 

The first 200 units Toni bought from Etsy sold pretty quickly and she knew it was time to 
start making large orders direct from the manufacturer. Her initial investment for those 
200 was $300. This time, she and her partner each put in $1,500 for a much larger 
order. This was summer 2015, and once her products hit Amazon she was profitable in 
just 6 weeks. 

As far as hiccups with ordering from China, there were a few. Something Toni keeps 
pointing out is to “be super-specific” when ordering from China. There was one instance 
when Toni ordered 1000 units from a manufacturer, then ordered another 1000 units 
shortly after. The second batch was made from a completely different material. Toni 
advised to always confirm exactly what you want in writing with every order. In this case 
the manufacturer admitted the mistake and re-shipped the correct items, but there was 
a long delay. 



On another occasion, Toni was looking at the photos of some product being 
manufactured and asked them to make the finish “a little darker”. What happened was 
the finish went from bronze to black. Toni actually filed a PayPal dispute in this case but 
lost and was left with hundreds of black necklaces to sell. She said the silver lining of 
the story was the necklaces actually did end up selling over the Christmas season – and 
for a small profit.  

Toni recommended being around 3 months ahead in inventory at all times to keep up 
with demand and allow for manufacturing time. You can 3-4x this number for holiday 
periods where sales really spike. 

Brand Registry 

Amazon recently announced they are implementing a “Brand Registry” program to 
protect sellers from “Piggybacking”. Piggybacking is a term for other companies copying 
your listing and selling the same product as you for a lower price. Toni experienced this 
herself when a Chinese company undercut one of her products using the same listing. 

To apply for brand registry, one of the requirements is to have your own website/store. 
This is not only a good barrier to entry to stop piggybacks, it’s an opportunity to sell 
products direct to customers and make a higher profit margin.  

A tactic Toni uses is to add a warranty card for the customer to register their product on 
the website. This captures their email and allows you to market directly to them with 
future offers, but as Toni added, “It’s really hard to take an Amazon shopper off 
Amazon.” 

Driving Traffic to a Brand Website 

The majority of Toni’s traffic on her own website comes from Pinterest.  

For more on how to use Pinterest, check out this post and this podcast.  

She also uses Amazon CPC to drive traffic to her Amazon listings. She said the ROI on 
this isn’t strong enough to sustain this as a model for generating profit on each item but 
Toni said it’s worth it to gain a customer to market to down the line. 

After 8 months of manually fulfilling orders from her own site herself, Toni now uses 
Amazon to ship her orders. It’s more than worth the fee for something they do well and 
relieves you of the hassle of printing labels and posting items.  

Her own standalone online store, TheOilCollection.com, accounts for 10% of all orders, 
but the goal is to get to at least 50/50 with Amazon. With a larger markup on the 
products and the value in owning customers it makes smart business sense to spend 
more time in the future working on the site. 

Toni is currently using Shopify to handle the ecommerce side on her site and AWeber to 
manage the mailing list. 

http://www.sidehustlenation.com/pinterest-traffic-growth/
http://www.sidehustlenation.com/pinterest-traffic/
http://theoilcollection.com/
http://www.sidehustlenation.com/shopify
http://www.sidehustlenation.com/likes/aweber


Toni’s #1 Tip for Side Hustle Nation: 

“Have amazing customer service.” 

More Info: 

 http://www.sidehustlenation.com/toni 

 http://thehappyhousewife.com 

 

Until next time! 

-Nick 
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