
GETTING STARTED WITH AN

online tea 
business

Tony Gebely



It all began with an idea, a seemingly good idea— to start an online tea business.

Why starting an online tea business is a good idea
• Low risk
• Low overhead
• No build-out or rent as opposed to a brick and mortar tea shop
• Wholesale tea can be easily sourced from a number importers

Why starting an online tea business is a bad idea
• There is a ton of competition in the space already, differentiation is difficult
• As with any other commodity, tea becomes cheaper the more you purchase, 

so when you start out and order small amounts you won't get a great price
• Importing tea directly from origin can be difficult

I’m not trying to sway you at all; I just want you to really think through your idea and 
to question yourself often, as doing so will only help to strengthen your business. I 
want you to dwell on the following questions, think about them every single day. 
Why? Because these questions will help you build a framework from which you can 
become a successful tea entrepreneur.

What are the core ideas and values driving you?  
You need to have an answer to this question. So many people today are simply cre-
ating generic tea companies and splitting the pie making each person’s share of the 
pie (the pie being the money to be made in the tea industry at large) even smaller. 

AN IDEA
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Are you out to make a few bucks on the tea trend or are you truly passionate about 
tea?

Is your product unique? 
Even if you haven’t yet started your shop, you have undoubtedly picked out some 
teas that you wish to sell. Are they unique? What I mean is, are your teas truly exclu-
sive? So many budding tea companies will blindly buy from a tea importer/
wholesaler. Imagine how many other tea companies are selling the exact same 
teas? If you plan to use an importer/wholesaler, what will differentiate you from the 
hundreds of other tea companies buying from the same company? If your products 
are indeed unique, i.e. you’ve gained exclusive access to a few teas, or you’ve devel-
oped a tea blend or flavor that is truly unique, you immediately have something that 
differentiates yourself from the rest of the competition. If not, you must differentiate 
yourself in other ways, which is more difficult but not impossible.

Is your branding unique? 
Let’s say you’ve chosen to go with a tea importer/wholesaler to supply your teas, we 
know that your product is not unique in any way, but what is? Is your branding 
unique? It is possible for your brand to become so powerful that your products be-
come secondary in importance to the brand itself, but this is something that hap-
pens over time and if you are just starting out, you cannot rely on your branding 
alone. Your branding (logo, website design, color scheme, product packaging, cul-
ture, messaging) should be clean, professional, and consistent. This can help to set 
you apart when your teas cannot.

If you don’t have good answers to these questions, I’m not telling you to forget 
about setting up a tea shop, I’m challenging you to make your idea better. If you 
have good answers to these questions, great, let’s move on. We’ll first take a look at 
the prerequisites to opening up shop and then the technology you’ll need to run an 
online shop. Once we square that away, we’ll look into defining your ideal customer 
and building out your product line. 
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As with any business there are steps you must take in order to form a legal business 
entity. These steps vary from state to state and even from municipality to municipal-
ity, so do your research.

In the United States, you will need to register your business with your state. The 
costs of doing so vary from state to state and there are several different types of 
businesses structures you can create (LLC, S-Corp, etc.). If you need more guidance 
with forming a company, contact a lawyer or go with a service like Legal Zoom 
[http://www.legalzoom.com/].

In addition to forming your business entity, you’ll need to apply for an Employee 
Identification Number (EIN) with the IRS. You will use this for filing taxes and many 
wholesale distributors will ask for this as proof that you operate a business.

You may have to apply for certain city or state permits in addition to forming your 
business and getting an EIN. It is a good idea to contact your local government for 
more information before you begin.

Questions to ask yourself
• Do I want to run the business out of my home? Can I do so legally?
• Do I want to run my business legally?
• Will I be selling retail or wholesale or both? (Some municipalities require spe-

cial licenses for each)
• Do I need to set up a separate bank account for the business?
• Do I need to get a small loan to start the business?

LEGAL MUMBO JUMBO
CHAPTER 2
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• Should I trademark my business name and logo?
• Do I need a business partner to help me run the business?
• Do I need an operating agreement in place in case things with my business 

partner go sour? (YES!)

Questions to ask someone who knows what they are talking about in your 
area

• Is it illegal to run a tea business out of your home?
• Does your municipality require you to adhere to strict food safety procedures 

for packaging tea?
• How do local sales tax rates apply to online sales? Do they at all?

Helpful Resources
• U.S. Small Business Administration: http://www.sba.gov/
• The IRS Website: http://www.irs.gov/
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When starting an online business, you must be prepared to take transactions over 
the internet. Luckily there are many low cost solutions for doing so. If you have web 
development experience, I recommend looking into the following platforms:

• Wordpress [http://wordpress.org/download] with an E-Commerce Plugin
• Drupal [http://drupal.org] with the Drupal Commerce Module
• Magento [http://www.magentocommerce.com]

All of the above are free, based on PHP and MySQL and are fairly easy to customize 
if you are a developer. If you go this route, you’ll need to set up a merchant account 
separately and make sure that your credit card processor ties into the solution you 
chose.

If you have no development experience, do not stress, you have options. First, you 
can hire a company to build you an e-commerce website. This can cost anywhere 
from $2500 - $25000 depending on the complexity and level of service you require.
If this does not appeal to you or if this does not fit within your budget, you can go 
with a SaaS (Software as a Service) solution.

There are a handful of companies out there now that either charge you a small 
monthly fee usually well under $50.00, or a small percentage of sales. These serv-
ices make it easy to set up a store and the best part is that you don’t need any web 
development experience to get up and running. You may need some help customiz-
ing the look of the store, but if you stay within the limits of the software, you can eas-

TECHNOLOGY PLATFORMS
CHAPTER 3
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ily make a great looking shop in a matter of days. Here are some of the companies 
that provide easy to set up online stores:

• Shopify [http://www.shopify.com]
• BigCommerce [http://www.bigcommerce.com]
• Volusion [http://www.volusion.com]

Many of these solutions allow you to choose a theme for your store, add/administer 
products and take payments out of the box. Be sure to research each one (and any 
others you may find online) to see which one best fits your business needs

Accounting 
In my opinion, accounting is the worst part of owning a business. Try to automate 
this however you can. Most businesses these days use QuickBooks for accounting. 
One thing to consider when choosing an e-commerce solution is the software’s op-
tions for integration with QuickBooks. You may need to seek a third-party applica-
tion to send order information from your online store to your QuickBooks installa-
tion. If you can automate this, then pretty much all you’ll need to do is hand over 
your QuickBooks file to your accountant at tax-time.

If your e-commerce solution does not connect to QuickBooks out of the box, look 
into a product called eCC Webgility [http://www.webgility.com]. This product not 
only bridges your e-commerce to QuickBooks, it also provides an interface for print-
ing shipping labels and postage as orders come in. If you are not anticipating a 
high volume of sales at launch, then you could enter orders manually into Quick-
Books and manually print postage and shipping labels, but for scalability, you’re go-
ing to need to automate this at some point.

Xero [https://www.xero.com/us/] is another option gaining popularity that also inte-
grates well with many e-commerce systems. While not as complex and robust as 
QuickBooks, it may be all that you need. 
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Quick tip: Don’t limit your transactions to PayPal only, while this may be easier to 
set up, it makes you seem unprofessional and can hinder sales. If at all possible, 
take all major credit cards and PayPal.   
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When communicating, it is important to know your audience, when selling, it is im-
portant to know your customer. Before you have customers, it is a good exercise to 
try to define your ideal customer. Different teas appeal to different kinds of people. I 
have identified several types of tea customers during my time in the industry based 
on buying behavior. These customer groups are divided into 4 sectors of the tea in-
dustry that can be seen in the graph below.

Sector 1 
This sector represents the RTD (ready-to-drink) and instant tea market in the US and 
is the largest sector of the US tea market. This sector has the highest concentration 

DEFINING YOUR IDEAL 
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of consumers, but these consumers are generally only willing to spend a very small 
amount of money on tea each year.

Sector 2 
This sector represents the teabag and CTC (crush-tear-curl) tea market in the US. 
Tea from companies like Lipton and Tetley can be found in the leftmost portion of 
this sector and higher quality loose CTC teas can be found in the rightmost portion 
of the sector.  This is the second largest sector of the U.S. tea market and while it still 
contains a large concentration of consumers, they still only spend a very small 
amount of money on tea each year.

Sector 3 
This sector coupled with sector 4 represents the Specialty Tea market in the US. Sec-
tor 3 largely represents loose-leaf flavored tea. This sector contains the third largest 
concentration of consumers and they are willing to spend more on tea per-year 
than those in sector 1 or 2.

Sector 4 
This sector coupled with sector 3 represents the Specialty Tea market in the U.S.. 
Sector 4 represents single-origin, full-leaf pure tea, and puer tea drinkers. This sec-
tor is the smallest of all the sectors but the consumers that are attracted by this sec-
tor spend the most money on tea.

It is important that you identify the sector you wish to target with your business and 
focus strongly on it. It may be tempting to try to be everything to everyone and sell 
many products that span more than one sector, however, it is important to realize 
that a customer that buys single-origin teas (sector 4) may not find flavored teas (sec-
tor 3) appealing, in fact, they may find them completely appalling.

Conversely, flavored and blended tea enthusiasts (sector 3) may see single-origin 
teas (sector 4) as snobby and inaccessible. This is where you need to define your 
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ideal customer. Is your customer a connoisseur that is interested in the freshest tea 
possible?  Is your ideal customer a connoisseur that will scoff at the sight of a single-
origin tea product page with no harvest date listed? Or is your ideal customer a di-
eter that enjoys sweet flavored teas as an alternative to sugary snacks? Defining 
your ideal customer early in the game will help you:

• Define your product offering
• Know who to market to
• Define the feel of your brand (logo, packaging, labeling)

Questions to ask yourself
• What types of teas do I want to sell?
• Can I make enough money selling single-origin teas? Is there demand there?
• Can I compete with the crowded flavored tea market if I choose to only sell fla-

vored teas?
• If I sell both flavored teas and single-origin teas, how will I market to poten-

tially two types of customers?
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Your product line can make or break your business. In the age of the internet, every 
product you release will be publicly scrutinized, so choose wisely. More than ever, 
people are discussing products they like or dislike on Facebook and Twitter, some 
tea enthusiasts blog about their tea adventures and some leave tea reviews on pub-
lic review sites such as RateTea [http://www.ratetea.com] and Steepster 
[http://www.steepster.com]. Let’s take a look at a few routes:

Flavored & Blended Teas  
If you are looking to create a unique product line with an infinite number of possibili-
ties and you believe you can attract customers that like flavored and blended teas, 
this is the route for you. You can choose to flavor and blend teas yourself, where 
your own creativity will drive your product line, or you may choose to purchase from 
a large tea supplier. I do not recommend buying from a large supplier unless you 
have a very strong brand, as your offering will not be unique. If blending yourself, 
find wholesalers selling good base teas and find high quality herbs, spices, fruits, 
and oils you can use to blend, flavor and scent your own teas. The options are limit-
less, you own your creations, but you also own your creations if they are bad. So ex-
periment often. You are also more in control of product pricing if you go this route. 
For help learning how to do this yourself, look up the World Tea Academy 
[https://www.worldteaacademy.com] which runs classes on the topic.

Single-Origin Teas 
Selling single-origin tea is a beast of a completely different kind. Let’s talk about In-

DEVELOPING A KICK-ASS 
PRODUCT LINE

CHAPTER 5
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dian teas first. Selling single-origin teas from India is very straightforward. Nearly all 
Indian teas are named after the Estate in which they were grown, for example, First 
Flush Margaret’s Hope. The name may also include some grading information, but 
that’s another topic. The takeaway here is that when purchasing Indian tea retail, 
you know what region it came from, which estate grew it, and when it was har-
vested. The same cannot be said for teas from China, Taiwan, Korea, and Japan.

Because sourcing teas from these regions is rather difficult, the actual source of the 
tea is never divulged to the retail consumer. These teas are labeled typically by 
style, region, and harvest date. For example: Keemun Hao Ya Spring 2017. 

As a retail consumer, this is all you get. As a retailer, you may find it very difficult to 
buy teas direct from origin because of this, and when you do find a great source; 
you will likely keep it a secret. This is beginning to change as more tea growers are 
interacting with US buyers online and more tea retailers are being transparent with 
their sources.

So you’re probably wondering where to start, social media is a great place. There is 
a very active LinkedIn group called “Tea Enthusiasts and Entrepreneurs” 
[http://linkd.in/MjePV9] whose member base is made up of a large portion of tea 
growers, I would start there. As an alternative, you may buy your single-origin teas 
from a middleman wholesale distributor, but you will pay more for it, and you’ll 
likely be selling the same tea as many other companies out there. While not ideal, 
this is a great way to start out.

Quantity 
Don’t try to start your company on day one with a large number of teas, start small 
and add teas gradually. Your customers will appreciate your thoughtful selection 
and view you as a curator of what is good in the world of tea. Also, adding teas 
gradually gives you news tidbits; each new product release can be a press release, 
a Tweet, a Facebook Post, an Email campaign, etc.
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Pricing 
Chances are you will not be in a position to compete on pricing at the onset of your 
tea company. Retailers typically get a better price for buying more product, and 
since you are just beginning and likely are not buying entire container loads of tea 
from China, you won’t be getting the best prices. Because of this, you won’t be able 
to beat the major players in the tea industry that are buying container loads of tea 
on price. It is not wise to even try to compete on pricing until you have created an 
established tea company. 

A good rule of thumb is start   selling at double your wholesale price.  Price your 
teas where you feel comfortable, don’t gouge your customers, but don’t cheat your-
self either. Remember, price isn't your only selling tool.
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Your product pages need to make your teas look amazing. There are a few pointers 
I’ve learned throughout the years for making awesome ones.

Take Amazing Photographs
Learn as much as you can about your camera, people are going to look at your prod-
uct photos before they read your product description. Also, if you share your prod-
uct page on Facebook or any other social media application, your photo will likely 
be pulled over and featured. Here are some photography pointers:

• No macro lens? Use Macro-mode if your camera has it
• Make sure you have a solid, clean background
• Make sure your tea looks pristine, if there are little bits of broken tea around 

the edges, remove them
• Experiment with different angles to achieve a “look” you like. Stick with this 

“look” for all of your different products
• Use white balance to achieve accurate colors in your photos
• Always provide photographs of the dry tea leaves, the tea liquor (several infu-

sions if possible), and the steeped leaves
• Use good lighting, natural is best (and easiest)
• Providing consistent, clean, professional looking photos doesn’t take a profes-

sional. I used a $0.85 piece of white poster paper and a Canon DSLR for all of 
mine and they came out great.

Be Truthful When Describing a Product 
Be as objective as possible, describe the look of the leaves, the color and taste of 

WRITING PRODUCT PAGES
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the brewed tea, and describe the spent leaves. Do not say things like “this tea is de-
lightful” or “this tea will really rock your socks” — this is meaningless, let the custom-
ers decide if your tea is delightful or not. Provide steeping instructions for each tea, 
tell the customer where it came from, when it was harvested, what variety and culti-
var of the tea plant was used (if possible), and tell them stories about the farmer 
who grew the tea. Don’t make each product page a 1000 word essay. Keep it con-
cise. Keep the most important information in the beginning and check and double-
check your copy for errors.

Do not EVER use these words or phrases, as they no longer have meaning:

• Rare
• High quality
• Premium
• World-class
• Premiere
• Artisan
• Gourmet
• Signature
• Ceremonial

Instead, describe your product in a way that proves to the user that it is exceptional.
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Once people start buying your products from your beautiful website, enticed by 
your rich and engaging product pages, their package arrives. This offers you an-
other chance to wow your customer. Starting with the box itself, what does it look 
like? Getting a package in the mail can be the most exciting part of someone's day, 
so make it count. 

I used a rubber stamp that read “Your Tea is Here!” and stamped it on each side of 
every single box that went out. It became an icon, part of my brand and people 
would post photos of their package online to share the excitement.

On to opening the box, how have you packed the tea inside? Did you use bubble 
wrap? Crumpled Kraft paper? Tissue paper? This could be the first time they have 
seen your product in the wild, so make it count. I used crumpled brown Kraft paper, 
and my steeping guide would be resting on top.

Now how about the actual container for the tea? There are several ways to go about 
this; most companies simply use stand-up zipper pouches. Basically food-safe zip-
lock pouches that stand up when filled. Slap a printed label on one and you’re 
ready to go. Check out StockBagDepot [http://www.stockbagdepot.com] for a 
good selection of bags. A pricier option is to supply a tin with each order. The best 
way to start out is to buy plain tins and put product stickers on them as custom tins 
can be very expensive. A good place to start when looking for small quantities is 
Specialty Bottle [http://www.specialtybottle.com].

SORTING OUT PACKAGING
CHAPTER 7
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Whatever type of packaging you choose be sure that it looks clean and professional 
and somehow exemplifies your brand. You should have your logo clearly printed on 
the package, the name of the tea, the amount of tea inside, and if possible, the 
steeping instructions. If you are going to try to get your products in brick and mor-
tar retail stores, be sure to include a short description and possibly even a photo on 
the label because the people buying them won’t be seeing your beautiful website’s 
product pages. A good rule of thumb is to try to keep your packaging costs around 
a dollar. That means your box, your tin or bag, and all labels must cost you around a 
dollar. It seems quite difficult but if you shop around, it’s very possible.

Quick tip: If you are printing your own labels, be sure to use a laser printer, as most 
inkjet print jobs will bleed if they become wet, and tea is wet and it’s very easy to 
spill brewed tea on the package it came in.
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Basic SEO 
Search Engine Optimization, otherwise known as SEO is a term used to describe 
the methods used to increase your visibility in search engines. You must make sure 
that your site is “findable.” What this means is that your site must be indexed by the 
major search engines: Google, Yahoo, and Bing, and when people search for key-
words relevant to your business, hopefully you come up. 

You are probably asking yourself, “why would my site come up when someone 
searches for ‘tie guan yin’ when I’m not the only one selling it?” Great question. The 
answer is: you won’t come up at first. The search engines must rank everyone so 
that they can show their users the most relevant content for the terms they search 
for. There are reportedly 300 factors that are included in the ranking of each individ-
ual web page, it’s all part of the search engines’ secret algorithms. What we do 
know is that:

• Your web page must have the keywords you want people to find you for in the 
page copy, hopefully in a prominent position on the page

• High quality links pointing to your site is a sign of a “quality” site
• Search engines are beginning to use social media signals as a ranking tool

Keeping this in mind, I’ll give you a solid foundation for building traffic and aware-
ness for your business using blogs, social media, and email campaigns. The best 
part about this marketing blueprint is that you can start it most of it up before even 
launching your website. If you do this, you’ll have a captive audience before you are 
open for business. This is one of the most important ideas in this guide. If you start 

A MARKETING BLUEPRINT
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your business with no audience, you’ll be screaming into the void when you first 
launch.

Blogs 
Nearly every company has a blog, but most blogs lack impactful content and do not 
drive traffic or build credibility. The number one rule with your blog is to build it into 
your domain. Too many times I see a company start a blog with a free blogging serv-
ice like BlogSpot, Blogger, or Wordpress. What happens is they end up with two 
websites linked to each other, their main site: http://www.companyname.com and 
their blog: http://companyname.blogspot.com. Why is this a problem?

Let’s say the company writes a very helpful guide to tea that gets picked up by large 
news outlets like Huffington Post and New York Times. The search engines will be-
gin to recognize the article and the blog itself as very influential, and thus more 
likely to rank high in the search engines for relevant keywords. The problem here is 
that in our example, the credibility is given to BlogSpot, not the company, because 
the company’s main site exists on another domain name.

Now the correct scenario… the company writes an insightful article on their 
blog: www.companyname.com/blog/insightful-post/ — it gets picked up by news 
outlets, is linked to, and spread on social media. This time the company itself gets 
the credit, and the company’s domain, www.companyname.com will be recognized 
as influential and the site will begin to rise in the search rankings.

This is the goal for your blog. Write awesome content. Each post must have at least 
one big juicy photo. Write stuff that people will want to share, don't’ expect any 
huge successes straight away, baby steps.

Twitter 
Twitter is one of the most powerful tools out there as far as social media is con-
cerned. You need to do two things with Twitter for your business: participate in con-

19

http://www.companyname.com/
http://www.companyname.com/
http://companyname.blogspot.com/
http://companyname.blogspot.com/
http://www.companyname.com/blog/insightful-post/
http://www.companyname.com/blog/insightful-post/
http://www.companyname.com/
http://www.companyname.com/


versations about tea, and monitor your brand keywords to see if anyone is talking 
about you. Do not, I repeat, do not use twitter to just push content, product pages, 
sales, etc. Twitter works best when you actually engage with real people. If someone 
follows you, follow them back. Thank people for mentioning you. Share interesting 
content. Share links to your compelling blog posts. Don’t tweet too much (2-3 times 
a day, not including replies). Don’t mix personal tweets with business tweets. Follow 
people that are in the tea space, you’ll notice that some of the people you follow 
will follow you back. Be sure to follow a few people a day, engage, and listen, your 
follower count will grow. When you have followed a few hundred people you will be-
gin to lose track of your twitter feed, once this happens, you must use tools to filter 
the incoming feed for tea keywords, and the tea hash tag, #tea. Be sure to use rele-
vant hash tags in each of your tweets. Remember, hash tags are quantifiers that help 
people find your content, people follow individual hash tags. Use Twitter’s search 
function [https://twitter.com/search-home] to see if anyone is using a hash tag be-
fore you do, if no one is using it, don’t use it. 

Here’s an example Tweet: 

“Chicago friends, what is your favorite tea shop in our city?” 

This is how I would implement hash tags: 

“#Chicago friends, what is your favorite #tea shop in our city?” 

Why? There are tons of people constantly monitoring the hash tag for Chicago and 
for tea; none of the other words in the tweet have a following.

Facebook 
Your brand needs to have a Facebook page. Use it to post useful information about 
tea, and announcements about your shop. Share your page with your friends. As 
with Twitter, do not use Facebook to just push content, product pages, sales, etc. 
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Get people to engage. Ask questions, use the poll feature, hold contests, etc. I usu-
ally use the 80/20 rule for posting to social media, 80% awesome content, 20% pure 
marketing. When sharing articles on Facebook, make sure that a photograph is asso-
ciated with the content piece, wall posts with photos garner higher rates of engage-
ment.

Instagram 
Instagram is a great tool you can use to develop your brand. Share photos of the 
process of starting your business, create buzz by photographing teas you do not yet 
sell, post event photos and anything related to tea. This gives you more transpar-
ency and will help get people excited about your brand.

Email 
Let’s talk about two types of email; the first type of email is anything you send per-
sonally to a customer. In these emails, be a real person. Don’t try to act corporate or 
use business lingo. Be personable and it will go a long way. Your email signature 
should include a link to your website as well as a link to your profile on each of the 
aforementioned social networks. 

The other type of email you need to be using is mass mail, or email campaigns. 
There are many free software solutions out there that will get you started. In fact, 
MailChimp [http://mailchimp.com/] is free if you have fewer than 2000 subscribers. 
They will provide you with forms for your website to capture emails and many e-
commerce solutions have integrations with MailChimp so that customers are given 
the option to sign up to your newsletter during checkout. 

Newsletters are an awesome way to periodically touch base with your customers. 
Send them cool articles you’ve written, upcoming sales, notifications for new prod-
ucts. Build all of these things into each newsletter. Don’t overdo it, if you send mail 
too often, your unsubscribe rates will skyrocket. I recommend keeping the fre-
quency of your emails to once a month.
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Sales & Promotions 
Nearly every retailer offers sales. But are sales and promotions a good idea at all? I 
think they are, but they come with a risk, the risk is that you may end up having a 
portion of your customer base that only comes out of the woodwork when you have 
a sale. One way around this is to offer sales at unpredictable times, this way they 
won’t be waiting for your “Annual Labor Day Sale.” Having too many sales can 
cheapen a brand. If you are realizing that you only sell tea when it’s on sale, perhaps 
it’s time to rethink your pricing strategy.

Quick tip: Don’t forget to periodically mention to people on one form of social me-
dia about your accounts on another. For example, mention to your Twitter followers 
that you use Instagram and share your handle with them.
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