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Introduction
You are probably reading this guide because you want to get started in online business and
need to figure out the best way for you to do it.
The ‘best’ way depends on you and what you can bring to the table in terms of resources:
money, skills, time, experience…and more. Let’s try a few questions to find our starting
point.

•

Do you have unlimited funds to invest?

•

Are you skilled at website design and development?

•

Do you have unlimited time to spend working in your new business
without any time for friends or family—or even for yourself?

•

Do you have a great wealth of business experience so that everything you
touch turns to gold?

My guess is that you answered ‘no’ to at least some of them. Probably most. But don’t
worry, I wrote this guide especially for you. Let’s look at the options.
There are three main ways of getting started as a business website owner:
•

Build a website  build a website and business from scratch or pay someone to do it
for you

•

Buy an established site  buy an established website with a proven business model
and history of profit, or possibly a cheaper one with a less impressive past

•

Buy a starter site  buy a readymade site and start building a business on it

We’ll go through all three ways if you stick around, and I’ll give you more details about that
later. For now we’ll focus on buying a starter site because at first glance it seems like the
obvious solution to the problem, especially for those with limited budgets and lacking
website design and development skills.
The first apparent advantages of buying a starter site are:
•

Cheap: Starter sites are usually cheap, typically less than $500.

•

Quick: It’s an easy way to get started quickly by cutting out the site building stage

•

No need for skills: There’s no need for you to have inhouse design and
development skills or to pay someone else to build the site for you

But of course a starter site won’t solve all your problems:
•

Cheap (again): If you buy cheaply, you’re not going to get a RollsRoyce of a site.

•

No business base: Despite sellers trying to persuade you that you’re buying a
business, or more commonly a potential business, you’re not, and I’ll explain why
later.

Who and what this guide is for
If you are looking for a quick start into online business, trying to get over the ‘paralysis by

analysis’ barrier, or feel daunted or unsure about building a website from scratch, this guide
will help you to assess whether buying a starter site is a good option for you.
Likewise, you may lack the funds to invest in an established site with a proven track record
of profits, or the expertise required to deal with the complexities of valuation and
conducting due diligence. If you’re looking to get started in online business on a small
budget, or you’re a relative newcomer to buying websites, this guide is for you too.
Many newcomers to online business consider buying a starter site as a first step and, if
you’re thinking about doing that too, this guide is intended to help you fully understand
what you’d be buying, the pros and cons, and things to be aware of if you decide to take
that route into online business.
After reading the guide you may or may not decide to proceed with buying a starter site.
Whatever you decide, you’ll possess more information about what’s involved and whether
it’s the right course of action for you.

What this guide covers
In this book you’ll learn about:
Part One:
Getting started

•
•
•
•
•

The pros and cons of starter sites
The nature of business risk
Business reasons for buying a starter site
How starter sites are monetised
The importance of planning

Part Two:
Selecting a site

•

Considering what you can put into the site’s
development
Types of starter site by function
Some good things to look out for
Things to be careful of: red flags
Acid tests: is the site worth pursuing?
Where to buy: marketplaces, forums, brokers
The Flippa Starter Sites Section

•
•
•
•
•
•
Part Three:
The buying process

•
•
•
•
•
•

Part Four:
Deal done!

•
•
•

Valuation
Negotiation
Auction tactics
Due diligence: what it is, who should do it, how to
conduct it
The Golden Rule of Due Diligence
The site transfer
After the purchase: fitting your acquisition into a long
term strategy
Supporting your strategy
Further reading

About this guide
This guide is mostly based around a small proportion of the content contained in The
Buyer’s Quest: A Guide to Buying Websites (which is a comprehensive guide covering the
many aspects of buying websites, and is due for publication in midSeptember 2014), with
some other supplementary material from around the Web.

Clarification
For the sake of brevity, I’ve used ‘he’ throughout the text instead of ‘he or she’. No gender
bias is intended.

Consider your options
As someone who wants to get into online business, you’ll probably want to examine the
several options open to you. The Buyer’s Quest explores and guides you through all of the
above.
If you’re considering building a site rather than buying one, I have some more free content
for you about that too. I’ll let you know how to get it at the end of this guide.
As for buying an established website, that’s coming later too, so stay signed up for my
newsletter. If you got this eBook without the newsletter, you can sign up for it here:
http://www.kaymcmahon.com/newslettersubscribe/
Meanwhile, let’s have a look at buying starter sites.

PART ONE: GETTING STARTED

What is a starter site?
Every business has a life cycle. It’s born, develops, matures, and declines. Obviously not
every website follows this exact path; some may decline and rise again or some may never
even reach maturity. But broadly speaking, this is the accepted norm.
The price you pay for the site is at least partly dependent on what stage the business has
reached. Just as you’d expect to pay more for a qualified professional person than you
would for an apprentice, you’d expect to pay less for a new startup than a well established
site with a history of profits.
There are pros and cons of buying websites or businesses at their different stages. In this
guide, we’re focusing on websites that are at the very beginning of their life cycle: starter
sites.
Starter sites are sometimes referred to by different names, e.g. turnkeys, templates or
readymade sites, and there are some different types, which we’ll look at later, but most
turnkeys are broadly similar. The buyer is buying a shell and needs to attract traffic and
convert it into income in order to create a business.
You can draw an analogy with a bricksandmortar (B&M) business. The entrepreneur buys
a fittedout shop (or other business premises) but he doesn’t have a business until he’s
attracted some customers and made some sales.
Starter sites are often sold on potential. The seller usually makes claims along the lines that
the site has great potential because it’s in a lucrative niche, there’s a huge demand for the
product or service, or some other reason that might encourage the interested looker to buy
it. Usually, they talk up the business (which isn’t actually a business yet) and say that all
you have to do is build traffic and income. However, as anyone who has built an online
business will tell you, there are many difficulties inherent in achieving these objectives. It’s
really not as easy as some sellers make out. But we’ll look at that later as we progress
though this guide.

Pros and cons of starter sites
These brandnew sites have no history whatsoever. They’re not exactly a blank slate,
because the seller has at least installed a functioning website.
Advantages
•

Price: with no history, the site can’t command a premium for its earnings record,
traffic or any other asset, such as a list of repeat customers;

•

Freedom: with no customer base and no income, you can strike out in whatever
direction you feel like;

•

Set up is done for you: you don't need to learn how to build a website which gives
you a shortcut into online business. Also, starter sites are often sold with some basic
search engine optimisation (SEO);

•

Time: buying a website gives you a shortcut through the getting started process.
Your online business premises are ready for you to turn the key and walk in. You can
start selling on Day One;

•

Learning experience: starter sites can be a good way to learn the ins and outs of
online business without having to invest a lot of money.

Disadvantages
•

Duplication: it’s very likely indeed that the site is one of thousands just like it with
very few minor cosmetic changes. Duplicate content can be penalised by the search
engines, which makes it very difficult to attract and retain traffic from that source;

•

Competition: you'll have to compete with all of the seller's clones, and the seller's
competitors' clones (ie all the duplicates mentioned above);

•

Low chance of success: most experienced webmasters agree that success is highly
unlikely with a starter site. They're low cost and they can be good to learn on but
very few of these sites will ever make a worthwhile income.

•

No traffic or customer base: customers are crucial for any business, and with a
starter site, you will have to start from scratch to acquire them;

•

No systems in place: although starter sites often come with affiliate links and other
advertising in place, the onus is still on the buyer to create his own relationships
with those merchants or networks. For example, you may need to apply for your
own Google AdSense account, and gaining acceptance onto their scheme may be
trickier than you anticipate.

Later stages of business development include: rising stars, mature performers and sunset
sites. These are all covered in The Buyer’s Quest.
As well as the stage the business has reached, it’s also important to consider risk.

The risk paradox
It’s a truism in investment: ‘the higher the risk, the greater the reward’. Unfortunately, life’s
more complex than that.
If you buy sites at the lower end of the market, then you stand to lose less money if it all
goes wrong. However, it is at the low end of the market where there’s much more chance of
things going wrong because that’s where the undesirables and the dross are most prevalent.
Don’t confuse size of investment with size of risk. You might think it’s more risky to invest
$1,000 than to invest $1, and as far as the consequences of losing it all are concerned,
you’d be right. On the other hand, consider investing $1,000 in government bonds against
placing a $1 bet that Elvis will be found alive on the Moon by the end of next week. While
you might conceivably lose some of your investment if the government collapses (and even
all of it if there’s a revolution), you know you’ll never see your $1 again.
Additionally, startups are generally considered to be more risky than established websites.
Quite simply this is because they have no proven model of success, and no history. They
may not even have the necessary elements to support a viable business, so, even though
they’re cheaper, they’re also more risky.

Why you might consider buying a starter site
Given that the usual purpose of buying a website is to make money, next we look at why
you might choose to buy a starter site as a means of achieving your aims. After all, buying a
starter isn’t the only route to achieve your goal. You could buy an established site
(assuming you can find one within your budget), or you could even build one yourself (or
hire someone to do it for you).

What is your business purpose of buying a website?
Websites are usually purchased for the following reasons:

•

As an addon to an existing business

•

To acquire a self contained business

•

As stockintrade, i.e. purchased with the aim of selling on

These purposes are all examined in more depth in The Buyer’s Quest.
Regardless of your motives or methods, the main underlying business reason for buying a
website is, quite simply, to make money. Let’s have a quick look at that now.

Monetising a starter site
As with established websites, there are many ways in which the site can be put to work to
earn money. These include:
•

Advertising: displaying adverts on behalf of other people’s businesses in return for
payment. Advertising space may be sold direct to the business involved, or via a
thirdparty service such as Google’s AdSense programme.

•

Commission/referral: promoting other businesses or their products through banner
advertising, advertorial content or other means. The website owner receives a
percentage of the revenue from any sales generated, or an introducer’s fee.

•

Lead generation: obtaining information from customers seeking to buy a product,
and selling that information to suppliers or marketers.

•

Subscriptions: charging for access to website content, or to an online community.

•

Sale of goods: selling goods, which may be either the website owner’s own work or
be outsourced to other suppliers (e.g. dropshipping).

•

Services: selling services; as with goods, these may be either the website owner’s
own work or be outsourced to other suppliers (e.g. social media marketing).

Additionally, as I mentioned above, sometimes websites are bought as stockintrade for
flipping. These are websites that have been built or bought by the seller specifically for the
purpose of profitably selling them on to a buyer. As we shall see later, a whole industry has
developed around this, called website flipping by analogy with house flipping.

What are your personal reasons for buying a website?
We’ve already seen the business pros and cons of buying a site at the start up stage. Now
we’re going to look at some more personal reasons.

Maybe you just want to get started but the amount of new things to learn can seem
daunting. There are so many new things to learn about building a website and creating a
new business that a new entrepreneur can become quickly overwhelmed with information
overload. This can lead to paralysis by analysis as they run around trying to learn
everything but never get around to doing anything. If paralysis is the disease, then
procrastination becomes a very noticeable symptom. Tomorrow. After they’ve learned x.
Just as soon as y happens. And all the while, nothing is achieved.
The usual recommended cure for this debilitating disease is to break down the mass of
things to do into manageable chunks and take a stepbystep approach through them,
tackling one at a time. But this advice doesn’t always help the person who is truly ‘stuck’.
It’s quite usual for them to perceive buying a turnkey site as a quick way of lifting
themselves over the barrier of getting started.
The site is already made for you so you don’t need to worry about that any more. The site
usually has some basic SEO done, and some content added. Perhaps it even has some
means of monetisation included, e.g. a travel search and booking engine, affiliate codes to
sell products (you simply swap your codes for theirs). All you have to do is to get on with
building traffic and income. It sounds very attractive, doesn’t it? But perhaps reality is a
little different and not just quite as good as this might first seem.
Some beginners already know this and see the purchase of a starter site as a quick and
inexpensive way to get their hands dirty and learn more about how to run an online
business. They use the starter site like a trial run before they get started properly on their
real effort.
Sometimes more experienced buyers buy starter sites for other reasons, e.g. for SEO
purposes or to acquire access to assets such as the website’s code, affiliate programmes, or
simply just because they want the domain. I’m assuming that the readers of this guide
aren’t experienced buyers (or you probably wouldn’t be reading this guide!). Whilst it’s not
a bad idea to be aware of these possible motives for purchase, more detail about them is
beyond the scope of a beginner’s guide.

What do you plan to do with your site?
Whatever your reasons, business or personal, for buying a site, one thing holds true for all:
never buy a site unless you know what you’re going to do with it. As well as having at least
a basic plan for moving the site forward, you also need an exit strategy. Whether you’ve
bought to hold or bought in the hope of selling the site sooner or later, you need an exit
strategy.
Some people even recommend running your business from Day One as though you were
immediately going to sell it. The reason for that is because a wellrun site, with good
financial records, and a stable history of profitability will sell for a higher price than a
neglected or badly built site. Sellers are always better off to get their ducks in a row before
they sell. But why not aim to always run your business with everything shipshape and
create a more effective and efficient business?
We’ll have another look at exit strategies near the end of this guide.

PART TWO: SELECTING A SITE

What type of starter site might suit you?
Again, we need to look at what you can bring to the table in terms of funds, skills, time and
experience.
•

Funds: starter sites are typically priced under $500 so funding isn’t so much of an
issue as it would be with an established site. You could probably get one for as little
as $50.

•

Skills: most starter sites are sold as requiring no technical expertise. Many of them
are based on WordPress templates which are very easy to use.

•

Time: this is a little bit trickier because starter sites are often sold on the basis of
making ‘passive income’ or requiring only a few hours per week. Be very sceptical of
claims like this, for reasons we’ll see later. If you don’t have or don’t want to spend
more than a few hours each week on your starter site, then be careful not to buy one
which might require you to do so.

•

Experience: you don’t really need any experience to run a starter site. If you do
have experience of any related skill, e.g. customer relations, it can help, of course.
But for most people starter sites are a means to build some experience.

As we saw earlier, you should have a plan for what you’re going to do and how you’re
going to make money with it. You should play to your strengths and buy something which
suits your existing skills and personality. For example, if you’re good at marketing and
knowledgeable about a particular set of products, you might choose to run an eCommerce
site to sell those products. Conversely, unless you’re good at writing and enjoy it, it’s
probably best not to buy a blog.
There are two schools of thought about whether or not you should choose a niche which
particularly interests you. On the one hand, you’ll do better and stay motivated if you’re
inherently interested in the subject. On the other hand, some people find it difficult to
separate work from leisure when they become totally involved with one site to the
exclusion of all else. You are the best judge of your own personality and how this might
work out for you.
And don’t forget to have your exit strategy in mind when you buy. Will you plan for a quick
sale after you’ve developed it a little to increase its value, then go and pick up another
similar site? Or will you use the site as a springboard to bigger and greater things, possibly
selling it on (or mothballing it) only after it’s started to decline?
Having taken these personal aspects into account, next we’ll have a look at the types of
starter sites you are likely to encounter.

Starter sites by function
Here is a list of the most usual types of starter sites which you’re likely to find. Although it’s
not exhaustive, it does cover the vast majority of sites that are traded at the level this guide
is aimed at.

•

Content/magazine sites

•

Blogs

•

Lead generation sites

•

Forums

•

eCommerce

•

Service websites

Within each type, there are different methods of monetisation. For example, a blog could
be used to create product reviews and sell goods via affiliate links. A service website could
be used by you to sell your own services or those of third parties. A content site could
consist of travel articles and make money via a thirdparty booking engine. The possibilities
are endless, and you can choose what you want to do according to your own interests and
abilities.

Some good things to look out for
The list of good things to look out for is obviously much smaller for a starter than it is for
an established site. Even so, some starters come with some useful attributes.
•

Postsale support: will the seller stay around long enough for you to get settled in
to your new website? Some will even do the site transfer for you.

•

Operatorfriendliness: make sure the website doesn’t use any complicated
proprietary system. Check that you’ll be able to operate it after only a brief lesson.
Having bought a starter, you really don’t want to be on a steep learning curve before
you can use it.

•

Low maintenance: will the website require you to update it every day, troubleshoot
problems and spend hours on customer support? Remember, you’re wanting to buy
a website, not a job.

•

High revenue niche: being in a high revenue niche is often seen as a good thing,
which is why sellers often talk about their sites as being opportunities in billion
dollar marketplaces and other hype to create the illusion of great potential. The
downside of high revenue niches is that, inevitably, they’re very competitive, and
often the market is completely saturated with competitors. Dog training, weddings,
and travel bookings are obvious examples of this.

If you’re planning to resell fairly soon, you’ll be wanting to add value quickly before
flipping and moving on. So, you can also look for elements of the site where you could
quickly add value.
Even if you’re playing a buytohold strategy, you probably want some quick wins unless
you plan to buy, sit back and hope the income suddenly starts flowing in without any action
from you. (While the seller may be trying to persuade you his website will set you up with
‘passive income for life’, in the real world it’s not going to happen, especially with a starter
site!)
Quick fixes include improving things the seller hasn’t done particularly well. When you’re
looking for a site to buy, it’s worth keeping your eyes peeled for these shortcomings of the
site you’re considering. The idea is that these shortcomings may reduce the price of the site,
but there’s often not much room for manoeuvre with a starter because they’re usually cheap
in the first place.

•

SEO

•

Content

•

Social media presence and other marketing, e.g. payperclick advertising
(PPC) and offline marketing

•

Monetisation

Can you make a better job of any of these than the seller? If so, you can increase the value
of the site fairly easily.

Things to be careful of: some quick tests
If you’re still thinking of buying a starter site, you’ll need to examine any possible
acquisition you’re considering, to make sure it’s going to be worth your money. Here are a
few quick checks you can do: if too many of them raise red flags, then wait for the next
opportunity.

Don’t accept the seller’s word for it
Remember, the seller wants you to buy, so naturally he’s going to tell you what you want to
hear. Legally, he’s obliged not to lie to you (though that may not stop him). But business
common sense means that he’s bound to try to make his site appear as attractive as
possible.
There are three words or phrases that you should be particularly wary of. Conveniently,
they all begin with the letter P.
Potential
Claims of potential are bandied about so widely that it’s hard to believe anyone takes them
seriously any more.
In theory any site might turn into the next big runaway commercial success. As a reality
check, ask yourself: what are the chances of that happening to the one starter site that
you’re looking at just now, among all the other thousands like it?
The only time the word ‘potential’ has any real meaning is when it’s backed up with a
proper analysis based on statistics, precedent and the site’s own performance history. As
starter sites don’t have any performance history, you can dismiss the word as soon as you
hear it.
Profitable
Profitability is such a desirable trait in a business that it may come as a surprise to you to
see it listed as something to be wary of. The reason it’s listed is that many sellers tell
prospective buyers that the site they’re selling is profitable—but fail to take into account the
amount of time they put into managing the site, let alone the amount of time someone
unfamiliar with the site (like the buyer) would need to spend on it.
Another thing you need to be wary of is where the sellers tell you a site is ‘profitable’ but
when you look more closely, they’re making estimates on the site’s ‘potential’ (groan) rather
than on the basis of any actual income earned. After all, if it’s a starter site, then how can it
have made any income?
Passive income
Passive income is to many website owners what the Philosopher’s Stone was to alchemists:
something which will solve all their problems; something which they spend vast amounts of
time, effort and money in pursuing—and something which doesn’t exist.
Yes, you can make money on some websites with little need to do any work on them other
than the occasional content tweak here and there. But you’ll almost invariably need to work
hard on setting them up first, or else pay a premium for one that’s already had the pump
primed. And if you leave them unattended for too long, they’ll start to look dated and to
slip down the search engine rankings, and most likely their earnings will also start to fall off

too.

No experience needed?
This is linked very closely to the ‘passive income’ buzzphrase we’ve just seen. It’s true that
most starter sites are technically straightforward to run (WordPress pride themselves on
their ‘fiveminute installation’). But the site admin is only a small part of running an online
business. Someone venturing into online business from scratch won’t do as well with a
starter site as someone with even a smattering of business experience, whether gained
online or in the real world. This is simply because the new entrepreneur has to learn
everything about starting and running an online business, whereas the even slightly more
experienced one is at least some of the way along the learning curve.
The more complex the site is, the more experience is needed. A quirky problem that the
seller is used to having to deal with and can resolve in five minutes, could leave an
inexperienced buyer scratching his head for hours or days before it’s solved.

A unique opportunity?
Sellers often call their offerings ‘unique’. It’s a powerful buzzword that pushes much the
same buttons as the word ‘potential’—a lot of buyers are looking for a magic key to wealth,
and uniqueness may offer them that oneinamillion chance of finding it.
Unfortunately, one in a million is probably an overestimate of the likelihood of a starter
site leading to riches. Why? Because most of them aren’t unique. Select a starter site at
random, and look for another like it in the same niche. It won’t take you long to find one.

Billiondollar markets and popular niches
Starter sites are sometimes promoted as a way into a lucrative market where millions or
even billions of dollars change hands every day. What the seller doesn’t mention is that
there are hundreds of thousands of websites competing for those billions of dollars, and
that the vast majority of those websites fail to earn more than a pittance.
Take hotel bookings, for example, which are a popular niche for starter sites. A site entering
this market has to compete with all the other starter sites just like it, of course. It also has to
compete with all the other travelrelated websites that incidentally carry affiliate links and
search boxes. And ultimately most of the money won’t go through any of those myriad sites
—it’ll go through the big deal comparison sites that already cover virtually all the major
hotels and most of the smaller ones worldwide, or direct to the hotels through their own
websites.
Much the same goes for popular niches such as dog training and weight loss, except that in
these cases you’re also dealing with the flood of spam that hits all our mailboxes every day.
For ‘popular’, read ‘saturated’.

Marketplace endorsement doesn’t necessarily guarantee quality
A seller may have an impeccable record for timely delivery of what he’s selling, but it
doesn’t mean that what he sells is necessarily any good. Say he’s sold a thousand websites
in the last three years: that works out as a website a day, more or less. As he can’t have
been building websites nonstop during that period, he’s either churning out cookiecutter
sites at a prodigious rate, or else outsourcing to someone who can do the work more

cheaply. Either way, you should be able to draw some conclusions about the likely quality
of the sites he’s selling.
One test that you may be able to conduct is to take a sample of the sites the seller sold a
couple of years ago, and see how many of them are still being maintained. If a site’s
vanished altogether or hasn’t been updated for months, it suggests that the owner’s given
up on the site as a bad job.

‘Done for you’ sites
IM gurus sometimes offer ‘done for you’ sites as upsales to their Make Money Online
(MMO) products. They usually claim that these will give you a head start because they’ve
built the site according to the methods which have made them successful. These are
nothing more than starter sites too, even though they’re sold as being something more
exciting. And, as such, they’re often priced higher than an ordinary turnkey.
Before you buy one of these, look very carefully at what exactly you’re getting for your
money. Despite the fact that the guru invariably has glowing testimonials to say how
marvellous these sites are, your chances of succeeding with one of these are small.
Remember, gurus are in the business of marketing, not investing; the only people who will
get rich quick from the sites they’re selling are the gurus, not the mug punters.
Other ‘done for you’ sites include those which tie you into proprietary software, and it can
be very difficult to move later on should you choose to transfer over to running your site on
WordPress or similar. These sites are sold on the basis of making everything easy for you.
They do it all for you, including registering the domain, setting up the hosting, and holding
your hand through the site building process using one of their templates. It’s very quick and
easy to get started with these, but they come with a cost. It could be that they’ve tied you in
to expensive hosting, or recurring charges for a support community. In some cases the
buyers who use these systems become like disciples of a cult, as they’re in too deep to cut
their losses and move on. Instead they also preach the wonders of the system, in turn
recruiting yet more converts, for which they earn affiliate income. Most experienced
webmasters advise steering well clear of these in the first place.

Building someone else’s business
Another type of site to watch out for is an affiliate site selling an original product (again,
often MMO). It’s easiest to understand why you should be wary if we look at what the
seller’s method is.
The seller creates his own original product, and an affiliate programme (easy to do via
ClickBank et al.) to enable other webmasters to sell his product for a commission. He also
creates some sites whose revenue stream consists of earning commission from the sales of
the product.
The seller then lists these affiliate sites for sale. They could be sold either for their potential
(i.e. there’s no revenue as yet) or for their existing revenue if they’ve been around long
enough to earn some. Either way, the seller will often be willing to sell this type of site very
cheaply because if you, the buyer, have any success at all in marketing this site and selling
the product, he is still taking his cut of the sales each time you’re able to make a sale and
earn commission.
It is possible to make some money out of such an affiliate site. But if you are good enough
at marketing to be able to sell his products, you might do better to create your own original

product and market that instead. Build your own business, rather than marketing someone
else’s. You might need to outsource some tasks, such as the content creation or site build.
It’s entirely up to you to choose. But do at least weigh up your options before jumping to
buy such an affiliate site.
Sometimes the seller offers various bonuses to help you market the site. This could be a free
eBook or course, tutorials, manuals, or even a personal consultation. The seller really wants
you to succeed with this site—after all, he will be taking a cut of your success. No wonder
he’ll sell sites like this for next to no money. He’s not trying to make money directly from
the sale of these sites. Most of his money will come from his cut of the sales which the site
buyers manage to generate. This can be quite a good way to generate passive income—but
for the seller rather than the buyer.
A variation of this theme is when the site is a reseller for whatever it is the seller wants to
sell more of. For example, if the seller makes a living by selling readymade websites, he
might create dozens of affiliate sites which sell the sites he’s created. In other words, he is
the supplier and you, as the buyer, are his affiliate. For every one of those sites which you
are able to sell from your starter site, you are earning money for the seller because he is
taking his cut every time you sell something.
On the face of it, it might seem attractive to buy a site already loaded with products for you
to sell, especially since the seller is likely to let you have the site cheaply. Check how much
commission you’ll be earning and look around to see if you could earn more by affiliating
with another supplier or merchant who provides a similar product. After all, if you’re
dealing directly with the supplier or merchant you don’t have to pay the middleman (i.e.
the seller).

Putting your eggs in one basket
Starter sites are usually set up with one or sometimes several different revenue streams in
mind. Whatever site you’re looking at, make sure that its revenue stream doesn’t depend on
one paymaster, as that means the site is hostage to any change in the paymaster’s terms
and conditions.
The same applies to traffic. If the site’s future traffic depends on one particular source, it’s
vulnerable to changes in the way that source operates. Millions of websites over the world
were effectively put out of business in early 2011 when Google made a major change
(codenamed ‘Panda’) to its algorithm to exclude from its search results sites it regarded as
substandard. The same happened a year later with the ‘Penguin’ algo change.

Buying someone else’s quick flip
Make sure that your starter site genuinely is a starter site. If it’s being sold with any kind of
history at all (traffic figures, income) then it may simply be a starter site that someone else
has bought and is now selling on, either because that’s their business model or because
they’ve found the site hasn’t lived up to their expectations. It may even be a ‘pump and
dump’ site: a website where the seller has paid for advertising to raise its traffic and sales
figures to justify a higher asking price—but the income isn’t enough to cover the cost of the
advertising.

Addons, upsales and sweeteners
When selling at auction, e.g. on Flippa, many sellers offer additional services as an

incentive to the buyer to pay the ‘Buy it now’ (BIN) price for the site. They’ll often provide
notional values for these services to persuade you that the BIN price is a good deal.
Whether or not these values are realistic depends largely on your circumstances. For
instance, the seller may offer to take care of transferring the website files onto your server,
which he says is worth $50—but if you know someone who’s able to do that for you free,
then it’s not worth $50 to you.
Alternatively, you may find that the starter site alone is so basic that it’s worthless without
buying the seller’s ‘optional’ extras.
As I’ve said above, some sellers offer you a complete moneymaking system, with all sorts of
promises of success if you follow their recipe. Treat such promises with a healthy
scepticism. As you can probably imagine, not everyone succeeds with them. But rather than
make the admission that the system is a dud and buying it was foolish, many buyers assume
(with the seller’s encouragement) that they must have done something wrong somewhere:
perhaps a poor choice of product, or not enough initial work on the set up. Such buyers are
ready to believe that the system will work better with a little extra training, or perhaps the
more sophisticated, more powerful premium model of the system will bring success. This is
throwing good money after bad—but they’ll do anything rather than admit failure.

Private Label Rights (PLR) content
Most starter sites come with at least some articles although the quality and quantity of
these varies. Some are based on content which has been badly written by nonnative
English speakers in lowwage countries. Much of this consists of spun content done with
varying degrees of skill.
PLR takes this churning out of articles a step further, because the seller doesn’t even have to
select and outsource what content is to be spun, he simply buys a PLR bundle of articles
about, say, dog training or weight loss, and has them spun or runs them through automated
article spinning software. This makes clones even more obvious as each of the seller’s sites
on that subject has been built around the same set of articles.

Acid tests
There are a few checks you can make to give you an idea whether a turnkey’s worth
pursuing:

•

How much competition is there in the niche?

•

What are they using to earn their money? Could you duplicate their
methods easily?

•

Is there anything unique (and of value) about the design, or is it built out
of a box?

•

Does the content (text, images, media) infringe anyone’s copyright?

Where to buy a starter site
Marketplaces
Almost every marketplace where goods are bought and sold will have at least some turnkey
sites available for sale, e.g. Craigslist, eBay, and Gumtree. Some starters will come with
domains, others are templates where you register the domain yourself. However, these
marketplaces were not designed for such transactions and therefore not usually
recommended for buying digital goods such as websites. Craigslist, for example, was
especially focused on local transactions where the buyer and seller meet to exchange cash
and goods. Craigslist has to a large extent evolved from this original intention, but even so
most experienced webmasters generally would not look there, or in other similar
marketplaces, if they were looking to buy a site.
There is one major marketplace that was designed specifically for trading in websites and
that, of course, is Flippa.

Flippa’s new ‘Starter Sites Section’
Flippa announced a new starter site section in their marketplace on 19 August 2014.
http://flippa.com/blog/introducingstartersites/ They promote the new section as being:
...designed to showcase the best newly created websites on
Flippa. All under 3 months old, these brandnew opportunities
have all the groundwork laid for success—all that’s needed now is a new
owner to grow and nurture them to their full potential.
There are several parts of this claim which need to be clarified.
How exactly do they define ‘best’ newly created sites? Other than saying that these are by
sellers Flippa trusts (see below), I don’t see any benchmarking system or stated criteria to
rate a site as being worthy of the description ‘best’.
All these sites are brandnew creations (all under three months old). In other words, they
have no track record and no proven ability to make money. They’re brandnew
opportunities. But are they really ‘opportunities’? They don’t seem to offer anything more
than a Premium (free or paid) WordPress theme would, i.e. a shell which provides an
opportunity for you to start building a business on.
The same goes for ‘groundwork laid for success’. What do they mean by this? They don’t
elaborate on the point at this stage, but see ‘SEO ready’ below.
And the eyepopping claim of ‘all that’s needed now’ bemuses me. So, in other words
they’re suggesting that ALL you have to do is build traffic and convert it to income. This is
quite a staggering claim as the site build is only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to
creating and running a successful online business. Yet they appear to suggest that the site
build is the tough part and it’s downhill cycling from there on. Can they really believe what
they’re saying?
The promotion on their blog next states that there are ‘four key aspects to starter sites’.
The key aspects they identify are:

•

Flippa Verified Sellers

•

SEO ready

•

No tech experience needed

•

Comprehensive support and instructions

It’s an oversimplification to suggest that there are only four key aspects to starter sites.
We’ve already covered more in the first part of this short guide. But, to be fair, theirs is only
a blog posting rather than an eBook, and one that’s designed to promote their new
marketplace section on Flippa.
Let’s have a closer look at this.

Flippa’s four key aspects of starter sites
Flippa Verified Sellers
Only Flippa Super Sellers are showcased here, who are those
who have an exemplary transactional history in the marketplace.
You can shop safely and trust you’ll be looked after when you buy a
Starter Site.
Super Sellers are those who do have consistently high ratings for their transactions, but this
is no way reflects the quality of what they’re selling. It only means that they diligently and
honestly carry out the transactions. It could mean that they’re very successful in selling low
quality sites. Who can say? At best, this reassurance can only give you some confidence that
the seller won’t cheat you in the transaction process. It says nothing of the quality of the
site offered for sale.
It appears they are leveraging the trust factor—the buyer’s confidence of a safe transaction
—to encourage buyers to see these starter sites as being a good business investment. If you
look more closely, Flippa appear to have done no quality control to vet the sites themselves;
only the sellers are vetted.
SEO ready
Every Starter Site has the groundwork laid for success, including
the basic keyword tagging for search engines like Google
Basic keyword tagging can hardly be claimed to be the groundwork for success. What else
is included in this groundwork for success? They don’t say.
No tech experience required
As the new owner, getting set up will be a breeze as the Seller
transfers the site to you and gives clear instructions how to
grow. Every site sold is on a WordPress CMS, meaning you can manage
the site without needing to call in a Developer every time.
This seems fair enough. If you can’t manage to run a simple WordPress site, you might as
well stick to having a Facebook page or similar. However, it’s interesting to note how the
buyer is encouraged to rely on the seller’s expertise on business growth. I would have
thought that Flippa sellers specialise in building sites rather than on their ability to provide
business advice.

Comprehensive support and instructions
Each Seller of a Starter site commits to helping the new owner
get up and running and provides comprehensive FAQ & help
documentation. You can trust if you ever get stuck, they will be there to
help.
This is fair enough too, except for the claim that if you ‘ever’ get stuck the seller will help
you. Most offer support for a limited time afterwards, often 30 days. After all, it would
seem to be unreasonable to expect someone to offer lifetime support for a little site worth
only a few hundred dollars and maybe even less. And many of these sellers are churning
out numerous starter sites for sale. How would they ever cope with having to provide
unlimited support for all of them? The claim therefore seems a bit exaggerated.

Forums
Most website and businessrelated forums have marketplaces which contain listings of
domains, websites, and related services wanted and for sale. Each forum has its own rules.
Some offer free listings, others don’t. It’s generally accepted that Digital Point has the
busiest forum marketplace of sites for sale, including starter sites.

Brokers
Brokers usually work at a higher level of the market so you’re unlikely to find a starter site
in their listings. That said, some have been known to sell lowpriced turnkeys, but this is
the exception rather than the rule.

PART THREE: THE BUYING PROCESS
This next section looks at valuation, negotiation and due diligence. With more complex
sites, such as those covered in The Buyer’s Quest, each of these subjects merits its own fairly
lengthy chapter.

Valuation
The big question on every website buyer’s lips is: ‘How much is it worth?’ As someone who
is interested in buying a starter rather than an established website, the road ahead is much
easier for you. With an established website, the potential buyer has to get involved in
calculating the site’s income and applying a multiplier in an attempt to guesstimate the
value. (There’s lots of fun to be had here, and it’s explained in more detail in The Buyer’s
Quest.)
The good news (assuming you don’t love financial calculations) is that you don’t need to do
all that stuff. You don’t have to do incomebased calculations—simply because there isn’t
any income.
Without income, the usual way to value a business that isn’t a going concern (and that
includes businesses in liquidation) is to use an asset valuation method. With a starter site,
there are usually very few assets to value. Thus you could do this kind of valuation
calculation on the back of a large postage stamp.
What assets does the site have? A domain, possibly hosting, some content, maybe
something like useful website coding or some other element. These might all have value.
Then again, they might not.
In any case, there’s not much room for flexibility as the seller will already have decided on
the lowest price he’ll sell for and if you can’t match it, then it’s ‘no deal’, so you move on
and wait for the next similar starter site to come along. And it will. It’s extremely unlikely
that there won’t be more of the same coming down the conveyor belt before you even have
time for a cup of tea to console yourself about not getting that one. You might also want to
think about the cost and ease of replicating such a site yourself. Perhaps with a free
premium theme, a domain, cheap hosting, and a freelancer to install it for you, and beg,
buy, or spin some content.
OK, so there are some things you’ll need to watch out for, as we’ve already discussed under
‘Things to be careful of’. The main thing is to remember not to pay too much heed to what
the seller says is valuable—it’s what you consider to be valuable to your business that
counts, and you’re better placed than any seller to determine that.
Always trust your gut and never be pressured into hurrying a decision. Unlike fish in the
sea, which are becoming scarcer, there are always plenty more starter sites being churned
out for sale on Flippa.
Finally, just a quick reminder—you should place no value on the seller’s predictions and
talk of potential, and value only in terms of assets which are there now.

Negotiation
Unlike when buying an established site, there’s not really very much scope for negotiation
when buying a starter site. As we saw when looking at valuation just now, the seller has his
price. It’s up to you to decide whether you think you can match it or reach a meeting of
minds.
You may be able to haggle something extra out of the seller, such as extra support or an
additional bonus as a sweetener. But is it really worth the effort to be a tyrekicker or tough
haggler just to save a few pennies? You may put that seller off ever dealing with you again.

Auctions
One thing to be aware of if you’re trying to buy a starter site at an auction, is that the
bidding environment is not always straightforward. There are some bidding tactics you
should watch out for. In some auction marketplaces, it’s not uncommon to come across shill
bidders. Shills are sock puppets acting on behalf of the seller with the aim of bidding up the
price.
Additionally, you might find yourself bidding against inexperienced people who are
influenced by the amount of trust they place in the marketplace being a safe purchasing
environment. The absolute worst thing you can do is to get excited by the thought of
owning the site to the extent that your common sense flies out of the window and you end
up embroiled in a bidding war.
Bidding wars can be fantastic for the seller, as he watches the price of his site spiralling
towards crazy highs. It’s a mug’s game to get caught up in this. However, the outcome’s not
always that great for the seller either. It’s not uncommon for the buyer to come to his
senses later and regret his actions. Then he becomes a nonpaying buyer (NPB). NPBs are a
nuisance for the seller and the losing buyers alike, as they waste everyone’s time and skew
the auction. They’re particularly annoying for the seller, as he then has to pay to relist the
site and go through the auction process again, unless he can negotiate a postauction deal
with any of the interested parties.
Experienced buyers usually recommend going into an auction knowing the top price you’re
willing to pay and not bidding over that price no matter how exciting the auction becomes.
If the bidding goes above your price, just leave it. Remember, there’ll be another one along
soon.

Due Diligence
What is due diligence?
All business opportunities entail a certain amount of risk. But exactly what the risk is, and
how big it is, is initially unknown. In its simplest terms, due diligence (DD) is the process of
obtaining and independently verifying information about the opportunity and the risk, to
enable the entrepreneur to decide whether or not to invest.
Again, as with valuation and negotiation, there’s not as much to do as there would be with
an established site. There’s no traffic or income to verify. However, it’s still important to
verify ownership, check the seller’s reputation and also try to find out about their other
online activities, e.g. what other websites they own. (There’s a lot more detail about this in
The Buyer’s Quest.)
Conducting effective due diligence requires a lot of research and depends substantially on
instinct. While the research part can be carried out automatically by computer to some
extent, noone’s yet developed a computer algorithm that can detect when something about
a website smells fishy. So there’s no substitute for getting a human involved in the process.

Who’s going to do it?
At the price range in which starter sites typically fall, your best bet by far is to do it
yourself. There are two good reasons for this.
The first is that a site for which you’re only paying a couple of hundred dollars isn’t worth
spending a further couple of hundred dollars on—which is roughly how much you can
expect to pay for even a very basic due diligence check. Even then, the report generated by
the check is likely to consist of a collation of information gathered and crunched
automatically by computer, with little or no human scrutiny.
The second is that it’s a good way of learning about website due diligence, which will equip
you for future website purchases.

How do I conduct due diligence?
For the purposes of buying a starter site, there are a few basic details you should check.
Verifying ownership
Obviously there’s no point in handing over your money to someone who isn’t either the
legal owner of the site or authorised to sell the site on the owner’s behalf. Chances are,
you’ll end up with no money and no website.
A WHOIS lookup may give you some of the basic information about the seller, if their
details are available. However, you can’t necessarily rely on the WHOIS data, for several
reasons:
•

The data may not have been kept up to date

•

The person who registered the domain may not be the owner

•

Domain registries often allow certain classes of registrant to withhold their contact
details from public view

So you’ll need to try to find out what you can by other means, eg by searching for the

seller’s name (or nickname, if he’s using one) or by looking up the company on the official
register (e.g. Companies House in the UK).
The search may also turn up other useful information. For example, if the seller’s used the
same nickname elsewhere, you may be able to build up a picture of his wider business
activities online.
Don’t rely on socalled ‘verifications’ of ownership by the marketplace, such as file uploads.
All an upload proves is that the person listing the website for sale had access to the site’s
server at some stage, whether legitimately, accidentally…or illicitly!
Evaluating assets
The good news is that because there are so few assets, conducting due diligence on them is
relatively straightforward.
The domain is unlikely to be worth anything. But do make sure it’s a domain you’re legally
allowed to hold the registration of (eg .eu domains are for EU entities only). And check the
previous use of the domain, to make sure you’re not likely to be blocked by the search
engines for anything they deem dodgy. (A search on the Wayback Machine at archive.org
may be helpful here.)
The content is also likely to be worth very little, particularly if it’s PLR. But has it been
ripped off? Search for images and for sample of text to see if you can find them in use
elsewhere. Even if the seller has the rights to use the content, are those rights transferable
with the site? Ask about the licence.
The code also needs checking—although this may not be possible until the site’s actually in
your hands. Most starter sites are produced on opensource platforms such as WordPress
and Joomla and ought to be OK. However, a programmer may have inserted something to
try to syphon off income that you believe is coming your way, eg by substituting their own
AdSense ID or affiliate links for yours. If you know anything about code, be ready to check
to make sure that your links are being shown, not those of the seller. (And if you don’t
know anything about code, get someone who does to check for you.)
Verifying income
OK, there isn’t any yet, so you don’t need to worry about checking that. But how is the site
geared up to make money for you? If there’s any element of eCommerce, and the seller has
already lined up suppliers of the goods/services to be sold through the site, make sure
they’re not in cahoots with him, or you could be held to ransom once you’ve bought the
site.
Verifying expenses
The biggest expense of running most sites is the one most frequently omitted or
downplayed by the seller: the amount of your time spent running the site. It may be
tempting to believe that you’re buying a recipe for ‘passive income’. The reality is that
starter websites struggle to make any kind of impression online, so you’ll need to work hard
to make any kind of headway against all the others in your particular niche. Think about
how much per hour you would expect to pay someone else to do the work of running the
site, and that’s how much you should be factoring into your calculations of the cost.
Be on your guard against inclusive deals that sell a cheap site but bind you into a longterm
hosting/domain registration package that’s hideously overpriced.

The Golden Rule of Due Diligence
If it seems too good to be true, it probably is!

The site transfer
If you buy a starter site, usually the seller will transfer the site to your own web host for
you. Sellers of starter sites are experienced in doing this, it doesn’t take them long to do,
and they’re happy to do it for you as an extra encouragement for you to buy their site. Also,
if the buyer is inexperienced, it would probably take the seller more time to talk the buyer
through the process. Therefore, it’s often quicker and easier for them just to do it for you.
The sites showcased in the starter section of Flippa come with the site transfer included in
the deal.
You will need to set up an account with a hosting provider if you don’t already have one. If
you’re not sure which hosting provider to choose, you can look for information or ask for
advice on ExperiencedPeople.net or another forum which is related to online business.
Sometimes sellers offer free hosting for a year or so as part of the sale. This can be helpful
until you find your feet. It’s always one thing fewer for you to do. But you probably want to
control your own hosting as soon as you can, rather than be beholden to the seller for it.
If you want to learn more about the transfer process, there’s an excellent and
comprehensive guide on Clinton Lee’s site:
http://www.experiencedpeople.co.uk/1022transfersitenewhosting/

PART FOUR: DEAL DONE!

After the purchase
You probably had some thoughts about where to go next with your site when you were
considering your exit strategy earlier in this guide. Here’s a quick look at some options you
might take.

Buy to flip
The term ‘flipping’ has been borrowed from the property market, where it’s applied to the
process of buying a house, making a few quick and relatively cheap improvements, and
selling the house on for a profit as soon as possible, often within just a few months.
The concept’s essentially the same for websites. Unsurprisingly, just as the improvements
made to a ‘flipped’ house may vary in quality and true value, so a website may be either
substantially enhanced by the flipper or given a superficial makeover (or the kind of ‘pump
and dump’ treatment intended to dupe the unsuspecting buyer into paying over the odds).
Flipping probably enjoyed its heyday round about the year 2010, but the market has
stagnated since then, and there’s little chance of doing a profitable quick flip without
adding any lasting value to the site you’ve purchased. You’d be better advised to develop
the website at least a little before listing it for sale as a going concern.

Buy to hold
Of course, once you’ve started developing the site to the point where it might be attractive
to a potential buyer, you may decide that you might as well hang on to it and enjoy the
fruits of your labours for a little while. Or you may have intended to maintain the site long
term anyway. If you’re comfortable with what you’re doing with the site and would prefer
to deepen your knowledge of one particular online business rather than widening your
experience, buying to hold may be the strategy for you.

Buy to build an empire
If on the other hand you like variety in your business life, or you have ambitions towards
building something bigger, then you could end up running a portfolio of websites rather
than just one. That portfolio could be a network of sites on a related theme, allowing you to
develop synergies between them all, or it might be a more or less random collection of sites
on discrete themes. It’s up to you!

Supporting your strategy
So, what will you need to learn to be able to implement your strategy successfully?
Running an online business
If you’ve been reading carefully you’ll have spotted one common theme, regardless of
strategy: you’ll need to learn how to run an online business. This involves learning about
traffic building, conversions, monetising a website and a million other things which many
successful website owners do every day.

It goes without saying that you’ll need that knowledge and experience to be able to
maintain the site you buy. Even if you’re planning to run a ‘buy to flip’ strategy and intend
to make your flips as quick as possible, you’ll still need to be able to understand the ins and
outs of running a business, if only to be able to work out the cheapest ways of making those
windowdressing improvements.
Buying websites
If you’re flipping or empirebuilding, then you’ll need to keep buying good sites. Your first
purchase should give you an indication of your relative strengths and weaknesses; before
too long you may have developed a nose for where to find suitable sites, how much they’re
worth and how to negotiate the best price possible for them.
Selling websites
Flippers will obviously need to know how to sell as well as how to buy; empirebuilders
may also want to reorganise their holdings from time to time, weeding out the weaker
performers to allow them to concentrate on the stronger ones. To a great extent the
knowledge and skills you need to sell effectively are the mirror of the ones you need to buy
sensibly, so buying sites will equip you to sell too. Some marketing experience would also
be useful.
This all sounds like a lot to learn, and it is. As with everything, don’t expect to learn it all at
once. Take it a step at a time. Buying a website is only the first step of your endeavour.
Likewise, don’t be too discouraged if the money doesn’t start rolling in immediately.
Success doesn’t usually come overnight. Keep plugging away, listen to your own common
sense and to sensible people you can trust, and don’t spend too much time tweaking, or
you’ll never work out what works and what doesn’t! If you’ve got something that people
want, and you can let them know that you have it, sooner or later they’ll come and buy it
from you.
Good luck!

Endnote
In the introduction to this guide I mentioned the three main ways of getting started as a
business website owner:
•

Build a website  build a website and business from scratch or pay someone to do it
for you

•

Buy an established site  buy an established website with a proven business model
and history of profit or possibly a cheaper one with a less impressive past

•

Buy a starter site  buy a readymade site and start building a business on it

Whilst this short eBook is a standalone resource, it’s only a brief guide to one small aspect
of buying websites. If you’d like to learn more about buying more complex (and usually
more expensive) websites, then you might find The Buyer’s Quest: A guide to buying websites
of interest. It’s due for publication in midSeptember 2014.
If you’re still considering building a site rather than buying one, then stay signed up for my
email newsletter, because very soon I’ll be giving away a free chapter of The Buyer’s Quest:
Chapter 2: ‘Why buy a website rather than build one?’
And if you’re more interested in buying established websites, I have some free stuff for you
too!

Please feel free to forward this guide to Starter Sites to any of your friends who may be
interested. If they sign up to my newsletter at http://www.kaymcmahon.com/ they’ll be
able to get their own copies of my next freebies.

If you enjoyed reading this short guide, Buying Starter Websites: A beginner's guide, you
might also like my new book, The Buyer’s Quest: A guide to buying websites. It’s due for
publication in midSeptember 2014.

Presented as a quest, this comprehensive guide to buying websites leads the reader through
a series of challenges on the journey to claim the prize—to successfully buy a website
without losing an arm and a leg on the way.
The book goes stepbystep through the whole process of buying a website: deciding
whether a website is needed in the first place and, if so, whether to buy or build from
scratch; considering what the website is intended to achieve, and what sort of website is
best suited to achieving it; examining where to look, what to look for, and what dangers to
look out for along the way; establishing the value of the website; subjecting it to close
scrutiny; negotiating and completing the deal.
The Buyer’s Quest shows you how to tackle as much as possible on your own, so that you
can save money on professional fees by only getting professional help when necessary,
rather than being handheld and spoonfed by an expensive nanny every step of the way.
Stay signed up (or sign up) to my email newsletter and keep in touch for my next freebies
and special offers.
http://www.kaymcmahon.com/newslettersubscribe/

