I’m going to set up a web store next year – what platform should I use?
Over the last 10 years I've helped dozens of new companies set up and run online retail operations in the UK and Europe. In this paper I will to explain How to choose which platform you should use for your online business.
There are lots of things to consider when setting up a new online retail business, the most obvious considerations are what will you sell and how will you market your products to customers - but just as important are the more boring questions, where will you store your product and how will you get them to customers once they order, how will customers place an order with you and how will you make sure that your business is profitable?
This article is one of a series of articles dealing with these boring but very important issues, This one is about the choice of software platform that you will use to let customers place an order with you.
Which online sales platform should I use to build my own web store?
Ten years ago there were quite a lot of options for online retail platforms that a new business could consider, however today there are really only two options that make economic sense, Shopify and WooCommerce.
Basic information about Shopify and WooCommerce
Shopify
Shopify is a comprehensive e-commerce platform that enables entrepreneurs and businesses to establish and customize online stores. It offers a straightforward interface for setting up a digital storefront, managing inventory, processing payments, and integrating with a plethora of apps to enhance functionality - from analytics to marketing. With its adaptable design, hosted service, and focus on user experience, Shopify serves as a simple tool for anyone looking to sell products or services online.
As of 2024, Shopify powers approximately 5.6 million active websites.
WooCommerce
Developed by Automattic (the company also behind WordPress), As of 2024, WooCommerce is used by approximately 6.3 million live websites globally, including around 20% of the top 1 million e-commerce sites on the internet.
WooCommerce is a powerful, open-source e-commerce tool based on the WordPress content management system. It's renowned for its flexibility, allowing users to sell physical and digital products, manage inventory, handle shipping, and process payments with ease. WooCommerce integrates seamlessly with WordPress's extensive ecosystem, offering countless themes and extensions for customization and additional functionality. WooCommerce provides tools to create a tailored online shopping experience and grow your business.
Understanding the core differences between WooCommerce and Shopify
Shopify’s main focus is ease of use. It aims to give store owners everything needed to launch a store without much experience. Because it’s a hosted platform, Shopify users don’t have to worry about the more technical aspects of running an online store.
This makes it a preferred platform for those looking to create a store quickly and without the need to control every aspect of the website.
But it also means it is more difficult for experienced web developers to make further optimizations and build specialist functions that really make a store stand out.
WooCommerce takes an entirely different approach to ecommerce. It is a self-hosted solution that runs as a plugin installed on websites with the WordPress CMS. This means you need to set up a hosting environment to deploy your website, Or purchase a hosting plan from a vendor like siteground, godaddy or wordpress.com.
WooCommerce’s strength lies in customization and extensibility. You can expand the platform’s core functionality with additional software and have free access to code to make custom changes.
Professional hosting is included when you buy a Shopify store, in contrast you need to choose your own host for a woo commerce store, the choice of web hosting is a crucial component of your store’s success. You need a provider that offers strong performance. It is also beneficial to have a web host that lightens your workload by handling many technical tasks.
For example, with GoDaddy’s Managed WooCommerce Stores, you get helpful extensions such as Google Analytics, Shipment Tracking, and Cost of Goods Sold — pre-built into the platform.
Shopify and WooCommerce are very different platforms, but essentially they both do the same job, they allow you to present your product or products to customers using a website and they allow your customers to select a product that they would like to buy and securely give you their personal information and pay for the goods. 
The two platforms differ in overall cost, ease of use & set up, integrations, security features and customisability. I'm going to look at each of those categories of difference in turn and assign a winner in each category.
Cost
You might think that comparing the cost of two systems is really simple, and I certainly did before I got into the weeds of this issue, put the business models of Shopify and WooCommerce are so radically different and the ways that they charge are so complex that I had to create a spreadsheet to really understand the cost differences.
The cost differences are made more complex because the cost of operating either platform includes the cost of processing credit cards and other payments which is calculated as a percentage of the sales value taken through the store - so the price you pay to run your store depends at least in part on how much revenue you put through it, to present the information as succinctly as possible I took four different revenue levels to compare, £100,000, £350,000, £1,000,000 and £2,000,000 per year.
Cost comparisons here are shown in UK pounds, excluding VAT, but the Conclusions are equally valid for customers transacting in Euros or U.S. dollars, even though your actual numbers maybe slightly different.
But before we get into the detail let's take a look at the differences between the way that Shopify and WooCommerce charge for use of their platform.
The cost of using Shopify
Shopify operates on a subscription model with several pricing tiers. The basic Shopify plan costs £25 per month, while regular Shopify costs £65 per month and Advanced Shopify costs £344 per month. The more expensive plans offer minor additional features and more users but the major difference between these plans is the transactional charges that are made on your sales. You see Shopify also charges transaction fees on every order that you take through their platform. 
You can take payments through a Shopify store using a wide number of different payment gateways, but the easiest and most simple service to use is Shopify payments which, as you would probably expect is the default payment method. Shopify payments is quite an expensive credit card processing service with costs ranging between 2% plus £0.25 per transaction and 1.5% plus £0.25 per transaction between the basic Shopify and advanced Shopify plans. And I must point out here that like many other sales platforms who take Commission on sales Shopify takes this percentage on the entire transaction value including VAT and any shipping charge which means they take between 2.4% and 1.8% of the ex-VAT price, plus the 25 pence flat fee on every transaction.
You can of course use a different payment service such as PayPal, Worldpay or even Klarna, however Shopify will charge a fee ranging from 0.6% to 2% (actually 0.75% to 2.4% in real terms) on these transactions in addition to the fee that you pay to PayPal Worldpay or Klarna. 
Most stores using Shopify will offer users the option to pay by credit cards or through PayPal, for the purposes of my cost calculation spreadsheet I have assumed that 20% of payments will be through PayPal or a different alternative payment system and the other 80% will be made using credit card.
The cost of using WooCommerce
WooCommerce is a free plugin for the incredibly popular WordPress website management platform. Both WooCommerce and WordPress are free, open source software products, meaning there's no charge for the core software. However, you will need to account for hosting costs and security add-ons to get the level of functionality in WooCommerce that is standard in Shopify.
WooCommerce also has its own payment system, which is imaginatively named WooPayments, overall the cost of using WooPayments is slightly less than the cost of using Shopify payments with a flat rate fee of 1.5% + £0.25 per transaction regardless of store size, you can also use PayPal and other alternative payment providers inside woo commerce without any additional charge. Like Shopify these percentages apply to the total transaction value including tax and shipping charges.
Currently Shopify payments and WooPayments are both powered by Stripe so the service provided is very similar if not identical. 
Extra costs required by both solutions
Both Shopify and WooCommerce Stores look pretty dreadful out-of-the-box, to make them look more professional you can purchase a ‘theme’. A theme is a set of HTML and CSS files which change the way the store is viewed, give it new features and make it look better overall, you can buy the themes directly through the app store associated with the platform or from third party vendors. Typically, themes are more expensive when bought through the platform store with prices ranging from £75 to £200, when you buy for the third party vendor they range from £30 to £100. WooCommerce themes are typically 10 to 20% cheaper than Shopify themes but this is not significant in the overall costs of setting up and running a store.
Both Shopify and WooCommerce have app stores where you can buy add-ons and plugins which add additional functionality to the stores such as providing your customers with a wish list, integrating courier accounts or running subscription sales channels, prices for these tools vary wildly and they are more or less consistent between the platforms.



First year cost of use WooCommerce vs Shopify
	 
	Shopify
	WooCommerce
	 
	Shopify
	WooCommerce

	 
	£100K Sales
	£100K Sales
	 
	£300K Sales 
	£300k Sales

	Hosting
	300
	55
	 
	780
	55

	Security
	0
	35
	 
	0
	35

	Platform Payment Costs
	1920
	1440
	 
	4896
	4320

	Off Platform Costs
	480
	0
	 
	720
	0

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Total
	2700
	1530
	 
	6396
	4410

	Difference
	 £                  1,170 
	43%
	 
	 £                  1,986 
	31%

	
	
	
	 
	
	

	 
	Shopify
	WooCommerce
	 
	Shopify
	WooCommerce

	 
	£1Million Sales
	£1Million Sales
	 
	£2Million Sales
	£2Million Sales

	Hosting
	780
	150
	 
	4128
	500

	Security
	0
	65
	 
	0
	100

	Platform Payment Costs
	16320
	14400
	 
	28800
	28800

	Off Platform Costs
	2400
	0
	 
	2880
	0

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Total
	19500
	14615
	 
	35808
	29400

	Difference
	 £                  4,885 
	25%
	 
	 £                  6,408 
	18%



As you can clearly see from these figures the total cost of running a store is considerably lower for a woo commerce store across the whole range of revenue levels, however the cost difference does narrow with increasing revenue, and it is worth noting that if you have over £2,000,000 of sales per year you will be able to negotiate a more attractive deal on credit card processing than either WooPayments or Shopify Payments can offer you. Once you have done that there will be no additional costs for payment processing through WooCommerce but you would pay 0.6% additional fee to Shopify to use an outside processor.
So the cost round is a clear win for WooCommerce.
Ease of Use
Shopify is known for its user-friendly interface, Shopify offers a drag-and-drop website builder, making it easier for beginners to set up a store without coding knowledge. The platform guides you through the setup process with intuitive steps, and its dashboard is straightforward for managing products, orders, and inventory. Shopify's design is more or less turnkey, particularly for those without technical expertise.
There are many options available when you look to host a WooCommerce store in the cloud and most of them include basic setup of the WordPress and WooCommerce software in the package, so as long as you go with one of the more professional woo commerce hosting services the installation of the software is straightforward.
WooCommerce offers extensive customization options, as a result it can present a steeper learning curve due to the sheer number of options available. WooCommerce sits on top of and is integrated with WordPress, so if you already know how to use WordPress then the process will be a little easier for you.
Once set up, the admin experience in WooCommerce is quite intuitive, especially for those familiar with WordPress.
For both new users of Shopify and new users of WooCommerce there are great resources available online and particularly on YouTube to show you how to complete the setup process, make your store look good and make it transactional. 
The Shopify user interface is clean and simple and setting up a store that works can be done by a beginner in a day, WooCommerce in contrast has many more functions in its menu and set up takes a little longer perhaps one or two days for a beginner
So, as a result I would say that Shopify is easier to use from scratch than WooCommerce, although it's close this round goes to Shopify.
Integrations
Shopify has a robust App Store with thousands of apps for various business needs. These apps cover everything from marketing to shipping, and while many are free, premium apps can increase costs. Shopify's ecosystem is curated, ensuring that most integrations work smoothly with the platform.
Being part of the WordPress ecosystem, WooCommerce benefits from a vast array of plugins, with thousands available to extend functionality. This includes payment gateways, marketing tools, inventory management, and more. The open-source nature of WooCommerce means you can also have custom plugins developed, offering potentially limitless customization. However, the quality and compatibility of plugins can vary, requiring more oversight. WooCommerce recently added an App Store which works in a similar way to the Shopify App Store, so while you don't have to download your apps from the woo commerce App Store you know that if you do, the apps have been tested and approved.
Both WooCommerce and Shopify have modern and effective APIs which can be used to integrate them with ERP systems, stock control, accountancy and order processing applications.
Shopify has a higher quality app ecosystem but apps are more expensive there and there are fewer of them while WooCommerce has a vast array of plugins available at low prices but some of them are of questionable quality - so I'm calling the integrations round a tie.
Security
When comparing the security aspects of Shopify and WooCommerce, here are the key differences:
Shopify:
Managed Security: Shopify is a fully hosted platform, which means they handle security at the infrastructure level. They automatically manage security patches, updates, and server maintenance. This includes:
SSL Certificates: All Shopify plans include a free SSL certificate, ensuring secure connections between your store and customers.
PCI Compliance: Shopify is PCI-DSS compliant, which is critical for handling credit card payments securely.
Fraud Prevention: Shopify provides built-in fraud analysis tools to help detect and mitigate fraudulent transactions.
Data Protection: Shopify employs secure data centers, encryption, and regular security audits to protect your data.
Automatic Backups: Regular backups are managed by Shopify, providing a safety net against data loss.
Two-Factor Authentication: Available to secure admin access.
Security Features: There are additional security features like password protection for your store, and Shopify actively encourages ethical hacking to find and fix vulnerabilities through programs like HackerOne.
Support: Shopify offers 24/7 support, which can be crucial when dealing with security issues. They have a dedicated team to address security concerns.
WooCommerce:
Self-Hosted Security: Since WooCommerce runs on WordPress, security is largely the responsibility of the store owner:
SSL Certificates: You must acquire and install an SSL certificate yourself or through your hosting provider.
PCI Compliance: Achieving PCI compliance involves more work, including ensuring your hosting and all plugins are compliant.
Fraud Protection: WooCommerce doesn't have built-in fraud tools; you would need to integrate third-party plugins like FraudLabs Pro or WooCommerce Fraud Prevention. It is worth noting that because the companies behind these tools focus exclusively on fraud prevention the tools are often of a higher quality than the one built into Shopify.
Updates: You're responsible for keeping WordPress core, WooCommerce plugin, and all related plugins up to date to patch vulnerabilities. This is normally taken care of by using automated updates for WordPress and all extensions through your hosting provider.
Security Plugins: There are numerous security plugins for WordPress that can enhance security for WooCommerce stores:
Wordfence: Offers firewall, malware scanning, and login security.
Sucuri: Provides website security, including firewall and malware removal.
iThemes Security: Adds layers of security with features like brute force protection.
Hosting Impact: The choice of hosting provider greatly affects security. Managed WordPress hosts like SiteGround or WP Engine offer additional layers of security, backups, and updates.
Community and Support: While WooCommerce doesn't provide direct support for security issues, there's a vast community and numerous resources for handling security. However, this requires more proactive management.
As you can see, a great part of the security of your Shopify store will be taken care of for you by Shopify because they host the store and manage all of those aspects automatically, similarly in a WooCommerce store the best way to handle security is to delegate it to your hosting provider, personally I recommend SiteGround who have an excellent range of security and backup tools and who offer free SSL certificates to people who host their store with them.
Ultimately, Shopify provides a more seamless and managed security environment, while WooCommerce gives you the flexibility to customize your security strategy but requires you to be more vigilant and proactive.
If you want less hassle with security management, Shopify's all-inclusive approach might be preferable, especially for those less technically inclined or with smaller operations where time is more valuable than the extra cost of Shopify. WooCommerce in contrast offers more control, which can be beneficial for larger or more specialized stores where specific security measures are needed.
Because it's now easy now to get security features for your WooCommerce store from your hosting provider I would say that on balance the security point is another tie with honours equal.
Customisability
Compared with Shopify, WooCommerce offers more control over the site's design and functionality due to its open-source nature, making it ideal for those who need specific customization or are looking to integrate deeply with other services. Shopify, while customizable, is more restricted in this regard due to its platform constraints. Shopify does offer tools which allow the addition of a shopping cart to more or less any website, but this is a different service to the hosted web store and is not considered in this document.
Bonus Round - Conversion Rates
Shopify often highlights in their marketing that using their platform can lead to higher conversion rates. They've cited studies, including one by a global management consulting firm which suggest that Shopify can convert up to 36% better than competitors on average, with Shopify specifically mentioning WooCommerce among others in these comparisons. However, these claims should be taken with a bit of caution as they come from Shopify itself, which has a vested interest in promoting its platform.
The main reason cited for potentially higher conversion rates on Shopify is its streamlined checkout process. Features like Shop Pay, which allows one-click purchases, and the overall simplicity of the checkout interface are often praised for reducing cart abandonment. Shopify's checkout is noted for being faster and more user-friendly compared to the default WooCommerce setup, which can involve more steps unless customized.
Shopify's infrastructure is designed to handle high performance, which can positively impact conversion rates. A faster website tends to keep users engaged, potentially leading to higher conversion rates. Shopify claims to have better site and server speeds compared to WooCommerce, which can be more variable depending on hosting choices.
Shopify's out-of-the-box themes and user-friendly design tools might lead to more aesthetically pleasing and conversion-optimized stores compared to WooCommerce, especially for those less adept at web design. WooCommerce, being more customizable, might not offer the same level of immediate conversion optimization unless you invest in design and performance enhancements.
Some sources might argue that conversion rates are not inherently better on one platform over the other; they depend more on how the store is set up, optimized, and marketed. WooCommerce, with its open-source nature, allows for deep customization which can lead to highly optimized conversion paths if managed correctly. The flexibility to integrate numerous plugins for A/B testing, SEO, and other marketing tools might give WooCommerce an edge for those with the technical know-how.
While there's evidence suggesting Shopify might offer better conversion rates due to its faster checkout, better default performance, and user-friendly design, these advantages can be minimized or even reversed with the right optimizations on WooCommerce. The actual performance in terms of conversion will largely depend on how each store is tailored, the quality of the products, marketing strategies, and user experience design. If you're not deeply involved in optimizing your WooCommerce site, Shopify's out-of-the-box solutions might indeed give you a conversion rate advantage. However, for those willing to invest time or resources into customization, WooCommerce can be just as effective, if not more, in specific scenarios.
Shopify checkout experience 
Shopify’s limitations are best reflected in the checkout experience. Users can make slight changes to the cart page by using the theme editor or directly modifying the cart-template.liquid file. However, you do not have the ability to customize the checkout page.
The standard checkout process is broken into three steps: information, shipping, and payment.
The information page contains basic fields for contact information and shipping address on the left side of the page and an order summary on the right. The shipping page is where you select your delivery type.
And finally, the Payment page is where you enter your payment details. It is also where you can add your billing information if it is different from the shipping address.
As you can see, unlike WooCommerce, which condenses the checkout to a single page, Shopify requires buyers to make multiple steps to complete their purchase. While this approach works for some stores, it is not ideal for those seeking an expedited checkout process.
You have the option to enable Express checkout for payment methods like PayPal, Google Pay, and Shop Pay. These options are displayed at the top of the information page.
While these can help speed up the process, it can sometimes be confusing for customers that simply want to pay via credit card. Some will assume they can only pay with the options on the initial page and the option to enter your card details won’t appear until you reach the final page.
Payment gateways
The more payment methods, you can support, the better. Customers have their own preferences and may leave your site if they can not pay the way they want.
Both WooCommerce and Shopify support the most popular payment gateways. And you can set up multiple payment methods with just a few clicks.
One caveat here is a form of vendor lock-in with Shopify. The platform has its own payment gateway named Shopify Payments which it hopes you use as your default payment method. Any transaction processed with another gateway incurs extra transaction fees on top of said processor’s standard fees.
These fees can quickly add up and are an unnecessary burden if you would prefer to use any other external gateway.
WooCommerce also has its own payment solution but you won’t have any extra fees if you choose to use something else.
Clsing thoughts on WooCommerce vs. Shopify
So we can see there are many similarities in how you would approach building a store with WooCommerce and Shopify. The key difference is how deep each platform lets you go with the various steps involved.
Either through native functionality, adding plugins, or tweaking some code, WooCommerce lets you change every little detail of your store. Shopify limits certain areas, making you settle for what they give you.
As your ecommerce business grows and you look for new ways to differentiate your brand, the granular control offered by WooCommerce can prove an invaluable tool for creating a site your customers love.

If you’re looking for a customizable, cost-effective e-commerce solution that integrates seamlessly with WordPress, WooCommerce is hard to beat. Its open-source nature, extensive plugin ecosystem, and supportive community make it ideal for businesses of all sizes.
While Shopify offers simplicity and convenience, WooCommerce provides freedom, control, and scalability. For those who value flexibility and want a store that grows with their business, WooCommerce remains an outstanding choice.

			
			
			

	Ownership	You own your store and data (self-hosted)	Shopify hosts your store (you rely on their servers)
	Ease of Use	Slight learning curve for beginners	Beginner-friendly, all-in-one solution
	SEO	Advanced SEO control with WordPress plugins	Built-in SEO tools (limited compared to WordPress)

	Payment Gateways	100+ options (PayPal, Stripe, etc.)	Native Shopify Payments + other integrations
	Community Support	Large WordPress community	Dedicated Shopify support + user forums
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	WooCommerce
	Shopify

	Pricing
	Free core plugin (additional costs for themes & plugins)
	Subscription-based 

	Customization
	Highly customizable via WordPress themes & plugins
	Limited to Shopify’s templates and app store
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	Free core plugin (additional costs for themes & plugins)
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	Advanced SEO control with WordPress plugins
	Built-in SEO tools (limited compared to WordPress)

	Payment Gateways
	100+ options (PayPal, Stripe, etc.)
	Native Shopify Payments + other integrations

	Community Support
	Large WordPress community
	Dedicated Shopify support + user forums



