
THE SIDE HUSTLE SHOW 
 

with Nick Loper 
 

 
 
 

Episode 216 
 

Merch by Amazon: $53k in T-Shirt 
Profits in 10 Hours a Week 

 

(w/ Elaine Heney) 
 

http://www.sidehustlenation.com/216 
 

Elaine Heney is a former app entrepreneur, a former FBA seller (a business she 
actually sold), and today is living the location independent lifestyle after selling over 
$128k worth t-shirts through Amazon’s Merch by Amazon program last year, of which 
$53k was profit. 

http://www.sidehustlenation.com/216


Amazon’s Merch program is a print-on-demand service offered by the retail giant. Elaine 
runs MerchEntrepreneur.com where you can find out more.   

First Step to Get Started with Amazon's Merch by Amazon Program 

The first step is to apply to the program. This only takes a minute, just go to the Merch 
by Amazon page and request an invite. All you need is your name, industry type and 
email. 

Back in 2015 when the program was new Amazon used to accept all signups 
immediately. Elaine had to wait 2-3 months to be accepted. I submitted my request in 
November and was approved in late January, but didn’t receive an email notification. I 
just logged in again one day and saw that I could upload designs. 

While you’re waiting for account approval, there are still some actions you can take, so 
stay tuned. 

How Elaine Comes up with Ideas for Her T-Shirt Designs 

With no inventory risk, outside marketing, or monthly fees, the Merch by Amazon 
program is easy to get started with as a side hustle. You don’t even need any graphic 
design skills or a natural artistic talent. Elaine was quick to say, “If I drew something you 
wouldn’t even recognize it,” so design talent isn’t a pre-requisite.  

There has been popular t-shirt selling side hustles before, with Teespring being one of 
the most popular programs. Elaine had no experience with t-shirt sales before signing 
up with Amazon. 

The three main t-shirt categories that have worked well for Elaine are: 

1. Evergreen Topics – Such as job professions, family roles, sports, hobbies, etc. 

2. Trending Topics – Current news topics, (one of Elaine’s biggest sellers was an 
anti-trump t-shirt last year), the Nasty Woman Meme, etc. 

3. Seasonal Topics – Such as Valentine’s Day, Christmas, Halloween, Father’s 
Day, etc. 

If father’s day is approaching for example, Elaine said she would use a design with two 
combinations. Like, “best dog dad ever”, or “I’m a dad and I love gardening”. So you’re 
appealing to anyone looking for a father’s day gift, while niching down to appeal to a 
specific group of people.  

I’ll second the trending topic idea. Since my account was approved right around the time 
of Trump’s inauguration, I noticed the #alternativefacts meme trending. My wife created 
a couple “alternative facts” t-shirts and those have been our best-sellers so far, with no 
outside marketing. 

http://www.merchentrepreneur.com/
https://merch.amazon.com/
https://merch.amazon.com/
https://teespring.com/?utm_source=adwords&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Brand_Terms-Exact_Geo_UK-GP&utm_term=tee_spring&aid=ts-boosted-rt&gclid=CjwKEAiA8dDEBRDf19yI97eO0UsSJAAY_yCSQ5-e6N464rbiGeIi_b-e7V-nV9orVAN1fppHotqylRoCeQrw_wcB
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nasty_woman_meme


Spotting Merch Listings and Pricing Your T-Shirts 

A helpful resource Elaine shared is MerchResearch.com, where you can type a 
keyword in this tool to see all the Merch listings. This allows you to see the competition 
for a niche you’re thinking of, or browse what topics are currently doing well. 

Amazon recommends you price your t-shirts at $19.99 and this is the default pricing. If 
you sell a t-shirt at $19.99 you make just over $7 profit, but you can change the price 
higher or lower if you want to. 

Using the Merch by Amazon Platform 

Elaine says that the Merch by Amazon platform is really easy to use, and actually much 
easier than their FBA center. A basic outline of the steps to design and sell a t-shirt are: 

1. Upload your design. 

2. Pick the colors you want to use. (Amazon suggests the most popular colors to 
help you out.) 

3. You can then choose a few different colors to make your t-shirt available in, 
Elaine chooses a few different dark colors as they are the most popular.  

As Elaine mentioned earlier, she isn’t a graphic designer. She uses freelancers on 
Upwork for her complex designs involving images, and actually does most of her own 
designs that use just text and simple images using Photoshop, or phone apps Over and 
Wordswag. 

You don’t need complex and techy designs to have a bestselling t-shirt. An example of 
this was a t-shirt with just a basic font and the words, “Nasty Woman.” When those two 
words were at the height of their popularity in the news this t-shirt went all the way to the 
#1 bestselling item in clothing! 

(Amazon also gives you the bestseller rank – BSR – of each item, which is an indication 
of its popularity and how often it sells. Elaine said any t-shirt under 100,000 in Clothing 
is probably making consistent sales.) 

Amazon provides a template to work with for your designs, although it’s a large file so 
Elaine has made an easier template to work with, you can find it at 
MerchEntrepreneur.com if you want a copy. The specs are 4500x4500 pixels, 300 dpi, 
and the design has to have a transparent background. 

Marketing Your T-Shirts and Dealing with Copycats 

“Speed-to-market” is one of the most important factors when selling a t-shirt based on a 
current trend. Being the first on the store with a slogan is going to give you the best 
chance to sell a lot of t-shirts, along with making the first sale. 

http://merchresearch.com/
https://www.upwork.com/
http://www.adobe.com/uk/products/photoshop.html
http://madewithover.com/
http://wordswag.co/
http://www.merchentrepreneur.com/


Elaine says, “The hardest part of the merch business is the beginning.”  

When you have a new account you can only list 10 different designs until you sell 10 t-
shirts. She said it might even a good idea to buy 10 of your own shirts to get a jump-
start, as after you make this sales benchmark you can list more shirts. (Or create shirts 
for a local band, startup, or sports team.) 

Elaine doesn’t do much in the way of traditional marketing. With over 6000 different t-
shirt designs already under her name it’s no surprise. You could post a link to your 
trending topic t-shirt using the hashtag on Twitter, but really this side hustle relies on 
tapping into the organic discovery on Amazon. 

When you upload a design there is an automated process that takes anywhere between 
5 and 60 minutes to approve your design. If your design gets flagged for a manual 
review then it can take a couple of hours to be approved. 

Note: From what I’ve seen so far, this approval process has slowed considerably. It can 
take 2-4 days to get a design approved, especially if it has any graphics. 

The obvious issues to avoid are using copyrighted or trademarked images and logos. 
Amazon are quick to shut down accounts in violation of their ToC’s, so make sure you 
aware of what images and logos you can or can’t use. 

Copycats are always going to be a problem too. Elaine looks at this issue as having two 
different options: 

1. You can spend time reporting the accounts copying your t-shirt designs in the 
hope that Amazon will ban them, or 

2. You can spend your time looking for new trends and staying one step ahead of 
the copycats. 

Another interesting point is that Amazon removes any listing that has not made a single 
sale within the first 60 days. You can upload the same design again if you want to. 

Other T-Shirt Platforms to Try While You're Waiting to Be Approved 

As I mentioned earlier, it can take weeks, or even months for Amazon to approve your 
account. In the meantime you can test your designs on some of the other t-shirt selling 
platforms. Check out: 

 Redbubble – They have their own marketplace with organic traffic. 

 Spreadshirt 

 Cafepress  

 Teepublic  

https://www.redbubble.com/
https://www.spreadshirt.com/
http://www.cafepress.com/+t-shirts
https://www.teepublic.com/


 Teespring – Are planning to sell their designs on Amazon from Feb 2017. 

Elaine currently spends less than 10-hours a week working on her merch business.  

If you want to find out more about Elaine and her merch business check out her site at 
MerchEntrepreneur.com. 

Merch Approval Workaround 

I found an interesting Merch workaround on NichePursuits last month, that involved 
setting up a Shopify integration with your Professional level Amazon Seller Account.  

Between the two services, you’d be looking at around $70 a month in overhead after 
your free trial period ends, but it’s one way to get your listings and design ideas on 
Amazon before your Merch invitation comes around. 

Full details and explanation here.  

Elaine’s #1 Tip for Side Hustle Nation: 

“Go sign up today, look at trending topics, and register for Redbubble.” 

More Info: 

 http://www.merchentrepreneur.com 
 http://www.sidehustlenation.com/elaine 
  

Until next time! 

-Nick 
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http://www.merchentrepreneur.com/
http://www.nichepursuits.com/how-to-start-a-t-shirt-business/
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