Definitions (first use)

POD — Print-On-Demand: an ecommerce fulfillment model where products are printed
and shipped only after a customer orders them.

SKU — Stock Keeping Unit: unique identifier for a product variant (example: “T-shirt / black
/ L/ design A”).

AOV — Average Order Value: the average amount a customer spends per transaction.
CAC — Customer Acquisition Cost: how much you spend in marketing to acquire one
paying customer.

CLTV or LTV — Customer Lifetime Value: total revenue expected from a customer over their
relationship with your brand.

Nexus — a tax term describing a connection (economic or physical) that requires a seller
to collect sales tax in a state.

MOQs — Minimum Order Quantities: the minimum number of units a supplier requires
(rare for POD but crucial for hybrid or private-label moves).

IP — Intellectual Property: legal rights around creative works, logos, and likenesses.
Refund reserve — money set aside to cover returns, refunds, chargebacks, and claims.

Quick Red-Flag Summary (one-line each)
o Skipping sample orders before launch > potential product-quality disasters.

¢ Selling on multiple channels without mastering one > wasted effort and
inconsistent messaging.

e Ignoring sales tax and nexus rules > costly penalties.
e Pricing without including all fees > invisible losses.
e Relying only on paid ads with no organic or retention plan > unsustainable CAC.

e Usingunlicensed artwork or real likenesses without permission > IP takedowns and
legal risk.

1 — Product & quality mistakes

Problem: Launching without ordering samples, or relying exclusively on POD mockups.
Why it hurts: Mockups hide fit issues, print color shifts, and packaging problems.
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Customers expect what they see; the first return/complaint can tank your reviews and ads.
What to do instead: Order actual samples in your most popular sizes and colors, test
wash durability for apparel, photograph real samples for product pages, and adjust artwork
bleed/color profiles to match the POD spec.

Real-life example: Seller A launched 50 t-shirt listings using mockups only. After 30
orders, complaints spiked about color fading and poor print alignment — returns rose 12%
and ad CAC doubled due to refunds and chargebacks.

2 — Financial traps (pricing & cash flow)

Problem: Underpricing products by ignoring hidden costs (shipping, transaction fees, ad
spend, returns, taxes).

Why it hurts: You may sell thin-margin products; paid traffic then becomes a money-losing
machine. Early profitability illusions vanish when refunds and taxes come due.

What to do instead: Build a conservative cost model: Base product cost + average
shipping + platform fees (payment processor fee, marketplace fee) + per-sale marketing
allowance + refund reserve. Aim for gross margins of 40%+ before ads, and always
compare CAC vs contribution margin.

Tiny spreadsheet you should have: columns for Base Cost, Shipping, Platform Fees,
Estimated CAC, Retail Price, Contribution Margin, Breakeven CAC.

Real-life example: Seller B priced a hoodie at $29 because competitors were cheap. After
including a $12 base cost, $6 shipping, 2.9% + $0.30 payment fee, and $8 average CAC,
their contribution margin was negative.

3 — Bad channel strategy (scattergun syndrome)

Problem: Trying to launch on Shopify, Etsy, Amazon, Instagram Shop, and a local popup
simultaneously.

Why it hurts: Spreading time and budget thin prevents mastering one channel’s audience,
ad model, or SEO mechanics. You'll likely underperform on all.

What to do instead: Choose one primary channel based on your goals (I strongly
recommend choose one and commit). Use secondary channels only after you’ve
established a repeatable process and positive unit economics on channel #1.
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Channel decision tips: If you want brand control + ad scaling > Shopify. If you want built-in
marketplace traffic for creative goods > Etsy. If you want massive reach and accept rules >
Amazon.

4 — Ignoring tax & legal compliance

Problem: Assuming POD absolves you from sales tax or IP risk.

Why it hurts: Sales tax nexus can require registration in many states if you cross
thresholds. Selling designs that reference copyrighted material, trademarks, or celebrities
can lead to takedowns, account suspensions, and legal demands.

What to do instead: Learn nexus triggers (economic thresholds by state), register where
required, and use a sales-tax automation service when you scale. Never print or sell
trademarked/brand-specific content or celebrity likenesses without clear rights — when in
doubt, get legal advice.

Legal red flag example: A seller used popular movie quotes on shirts; the brand issued
takedown notices and withheld funds pending resolution.

5 — Neglecting customer service & returns process

Problem: Poor or slow responses, no process for POD claims, and no refund reserve.
Why it hurts: POD fulfillment has third-party failure modes (misprints, damaged items,
wrong sizes). If you don’t resolve these quickly and graciously, negative reviews and
chargebacks mount.

What to do instead: Create a documented returns/claims SOP (Standard Operating
Procedure), keep a refund reserve (a % of monthly revenue saved for refunds), respond to
customers within 24 hours, and escalate supplier claims swiftly with photo evidence.

Operational tip: Automate order tracking notifications so customers are proactively
informed; most complaints arise from uncertainty.

6 — Overreliance on paid ads without retention

Problem: Spending to acquire customers, then failing to retain them with email funnels,
subscription offers, or re-engagement.

Why it hurts: CAC stays high and you never recoup customer acquisition investment.
Long-term profitability needs repeat purchases (LTV > CAC).
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What to do instead: Implement basic retention flows pre-launch — welcome series, post-
purchase review request with discount incentive, abandoned cart recovery. Plan at least
one AOV-increasing tactic (bundle, upsell, or free-shipping threshold).

Real-life metric to watch: If CLTV <2 x CAC, stop scaling paid acquisition until retention
improves.

7 — Intellectual Property (IP) and image use mistakes

Problem: Using images, fonts, illustrations, or design elements without proper commercial
licensing. Relying on “found” images from social media or Al outputs without checking
usage rights.

Why it hurts: Platforms will remove listings, and rights holders may demand takedowns or
damages. Even a single copyright claim can lead to marketplace suspensions.

What to do instead: Use licensed assets, commission original work, or design your own. If
you use Al-generated imagery, verify the tool’s Terms of Service for commercial use and
convert Al art to vendor-compliant print files via a designer.

8 — Poor product naming & SEO (visibility mistakes)

Problem: Writing vague titles and descriptions that neither convert nor rank in marketplace
search.

Why it hurts: Low discoverability means you depend entirely on ads. Poor descriptions
also lower conversion because they don’t answer buying questions (size, fit, materials,
shipping).

What to do instead: Use keyword-rich titles that match buyer intent (example: “Minimalist
Coffee Mug for Coffee-Loving Teachers — 110z Ceramic, Dishwasher Safe”). In
descriptions answer who it’s for, why it’s valuable, sizing/care, and shipping time.

9 — Not tracking unit economics / KPlIs

Problem: Growing vanity metrics (followers, site visits) without tracking what truly matters:
CAC, AQV, conversion rate, return rate, and contribution margin.

Why it hurts: You can spend heavily while sinking cash, thinking “traffic is up” but missing
the fact that each sale loses money.
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What to do instead: Track a simple weekly dashboard: Revenue, Orders, AOV, CAC by
channel, Conversion Rate, Return Rate, Net Profit. Make decisions based on those figures.

10 — Premature scaling & inventory mistakes

Problem: Moving to private label runs or bulk inventory too early because a design had a
short-term spike.

Why it hurts: Bulk runs create MOQs and inventory holding risk; if the trend fades you’re
stuck with unsold stock.

What to do instead: Validate sustained demand over several months before moving to
inventory. If you test a private-label run, keep quantities conservative and reserve cash for
ads and returns.

Real-life cautionary tale: One seller saw a viral TikTok spike and ordered 5,000 units to
capitalize — demand fell the following month and the seller was left with thousands of
unsold items and storage fees.

11 — Poor supplier & partner management

Problem: Not vetting POD partners for shipping locations, return handling, or print method
compatibility (DTG, direct-to-garment; sublimation; screen print).

Why it hurts: A provider might lack domestic fulfillment for your main market, causing long
shipping times and surprising costs. Different print methods affect feel and durability;
picking the wrong one hurts product fit for your niche.

What to do instead: Understand print methods: DTG (Direct-to-Garment) = inkjet-style
printing, good for soft full-color designs; Sublimation = dye-based printing for polyester
fabrics with all-over prints; Screen printing = best for large runs and vibrant solids. Match
method to product and order samples.

12 — Ignoring branding & customer experience

Problem: Assuming a store with lots of designs but no coherent brand voice will
automatically win.

Why it hurts: Customers buy identity and trust, not just designs. A weak brand makes ads
less effective and reduces repeat purchases.

What to do instead: Define your brand personality and target persona early. Use
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consistent messaging, product photography, packaging notes, and a simple brand story on
the About page.

Final checklist — Immediate Red-Flag Fixes
e Order physical samples for your top 3 SKUs before going live.
« Build a conservative cost model that includes refunds, taxes, and estimated CAC.
e Pick one primary channel and master it for 90 days.
e Register for necessary sales-tax permits or consult a tax specialist if unsure.
o Draft aclearreturns/claims SOP and set aside a monthly refund reserve.
e Verify all art and assets have clear commercial rights before listing.
e Setup basic email automation for abandoned carts and post-purchase follow-up.

o Create a one-sheet with KPI definitions and review it weekly.

Closing note (realistic encouragement): POD is a forgiving way to start ecommerce
because it lowers capital risk — but it doesn’t remove the need for discipline. Avoiding the
pitfalls above turns guesswork into manageable systems. Launch with humility, measure
everything, iterate quickly, and keep your creative energy aimed at the niche that actually
buys. You’ll learn faster and waste far less cash.
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