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If you followed our advice, you should have jotted down a broad structure of your 
future website somewhere, along with your wishes and wants for features. You 
should know, for example, what plugins you want and whether you would like to 
make your site look like a static website, more like a blog, or a little of both.

Over the next few pages we will explore the backend of your new site step by 
step. Remember, you received an email on top of the notification that you could 
log in and where/how.
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When you first log in, you will be taken to the “Dashboard”, which looks like this:

You can already see that a) the menu on the left will expand and contract 
contextually, and b) that depending on what you have configured, items will be 
added to it.

We will examine it as we go through configuring your new Wordpress installation 
step by step.

The dashboard’s contents will obviously also change, depending on what you 
have configured.
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Before we start fiddling with changing themes and installing plugins, we need to 
familiarize ourselves with your site’s Settings. It is important that you know how to 
change your main email on the website (some plugins will send you notifications, 
and by default the main administrator is tied to that email address) and more.

A couple of things to point out in the screenshot above, apart from the fact that 
all settings can always be changed again later:
1.	 You can change the website’s title here (as well), and once you do, unless 	
	 your theme supported a header image and it overrides the site title, you will 	
	 see it reflected throughout.
2.	 Unless you want people to register for your site, leave the box next to 		
	 “Anyone can register” unchecked. If you do check it, leave the default role at 	
	 “Subscriber”. Subscribers can read content but do nothing else.
3.	 If you allow people to leave comments on your site, force them to register. 	
	 They will register at the default level of “Subscriber”. This is one way to 		
	 combat comment spam.
4. 	 If you installed Wordpress on a server in the United States, it will have 		
	 automatically picked your site-wide language as “English (United States)”. 	
	 Change this setting here, if you wish. Alternatively, if you want a multi-lingual 	
	 site, there are plugins for that.
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“General” Settings is also the place where you pick your time zone, date format 
etc. These become important if you choose to write posts, for example.

Once you have accepted all of your changes by saving them, you may move on to 
the “Writing” section. The screen shot on the next page shows all of the settings 
you may set here, from default post category to posting by email.

Posting via email comes in handy if you write frequent (blog) posts and don’t 
want to have to log in every time in order for them to appear on your site, or if you 
don’t have reliable access to the Internet. A word of caution, however: they will be 
posted however Wordpress sees fit, formatting-wise, so it’s best to send them as 
plain text. It is also not further configurable than what you see here, so it’s best to 
use a plugin for this functionality if you are interested in posting by email.
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“Reading” settings let you specify, how many blog posts a page will show and 
how to preview them to the reader. The default is 10; however, keep in mind that 
this may be a lot to scroll down to.
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Discussion settings become important if you allow commenting on your site. 
Pictured are the defaults Wordpress comes with:

What you set here is up to you. You want to strike a balance between remaining 
accessible and preventing comment spam. We recommend that you at the very 
least keep the defaults here and also, that comments be closed after a certain 
time period. The reason: you really gain nothing by somebody commenting on a 
post that is, say, even 2 months old, because that discussion is “so yesterday”, and 
it’s an invitation for spammers.

If, despite all of your safeguards, you get too much comment spam, have people 
register to comment.

A word on “Breaking Comments into Pages”: post with lot of comments load 
slower than your other posts that has barely any comments. Because your most 
commented posts are usually the most popular, you want these posts to load fast.
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Media settings really only need to be changed if you think you will consistently 
insert pictures that are going to be bigger or smaller than the defaults listed.

Permalinks for posts should be either set to “Post Name” or to “Custom” - in that 
case pick something like “Category” plus “Post Name” - both for SEO (search) 
reasons.
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Since Wordpress is installed with a default theme, in our case “Twenty Seventeen” 
along with some dummy content, right now if a visitor saw it, your site would look 
something like this:

If you like this theme, we can move on to creating content. But chances are you 
don’t, and in this case, we’ll first make changes to the looks of your site, that is, 
we’ll pick another theme. To do this, click on “Appearance” on the left:
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Wordpress will display all the themes you have currently installed. “Twenty 
Seventeen” is listed as your “Active” theme. In order to change this, either activate 
one of the other ones by clicking on it and choosing “activate”, or install a new 
theme by clicking on “Add New” (you can’t miss it on the interface; highlighted 
below in red):

Once you click on “Add New”, you will be 
taken to another screen where you can 
pick from literally thousands of themes. 
Either browse for one here or upload one 
you have bought (“Upload Theme” button 
next to the “Add Themes” header in the 
top left corner).
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Not sure what theme to pick? We recommend themes that are mobile-
responsive (see the FAQ on Web Design), however, you can either do your 
research on the Internet or apply specific filters right here.

Since Wordpress works on the basis of CSS (Cascading Style Sheets - this is similar 
to the concept of Styles in Word, for example), you may install a few themes, like 
what has already been done out of the box when Wordpress was set up, and 
preview/activate them to try them on for size and see how you like them. 

You will notice that the CONTENT never changes, just its appearance.

Once you’ve picked a theme you like - either a free theme or a premium one, 
you will have the opportunity to further customize it. What exactly you can do 
will depend on the theme and whether or not the theme has a premium version 
whose authors would like to sell you additional features for a fee.
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Below is a screen shot depicting some of the differences between the free and 
the premium version of a theme called “ColorMag”. The Shoestring Collective 
runs the premium version of this theme. Compare for yourself some of what the 
premium will give you:

Free version: Premium:

17



Configure Wordpress
If you wish to customize your theme, click on “Customize” in the contextual 
submenu located below “Appearance”. You will be taken to a live preview of 
whatever can be changed (blue circles with white pencils/menu on the left).

We suggest you visit these options one by one and see what they do. They will not 
go into effect until you publish them (button at the top). 

PRO TIP: 	 Unless you know what to do with CSS, don’t concern yourself with the 	
		  “Additional CSS” options.
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A quick word on images and image sizes you plan to use for your website. If the 
header, for example, asks for a precise image dimension, for example a picture 
measuring exactly 600 pixels wide by 60 pixels tall, that is the size you must 
upload, in precisely those dimensions. Otherwise, your image will be very likely 
distorted or truncated.

If you are asked to upload an image of “at least” those dimensions, you can go 
with something bigger, obviously, as long as the width to height ratio is the same. 

PRO TIP: 	 Always strive to produce/output the best image quality you can. If 	
		  you are unsure about image editing, please refer to our section on 	
		  this topic.

Once you have customized your theme to your liking, you can turn your attention 
to another area:

Plugins and Widgets.
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While plugins and widgets are not the same thing, one cannot fully exist without 
the other. That is, while some plugins are made to do certain things that have 
nothing whatsoever to do with widgets, like Wordfence, which you should install 
to handle your site security settings, others, like for example MailChimp Forms, 
are made to live (among others) in your sidebar(s). 

And your sidebars are where your widgets reside. Technically, widgets are blocks 
of code that add more, flexible functionality to your Wordpress installation’s 
sidebars.

If you know your way around HTML, you can create a custom menu in a sidebar. 
You can also simply include some text, like an announcement.

Let us take a look at how a plugin becomes part of a widget.
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The example we will pick is a newsletter sign-up form. The first order of business 
is to install a plugin that will give you the functionality:

Notice the “Settings” link. How to configure each plugin depends on how its 
creator has set this up. Sometimes you can configure independent settings this 
way (here, this is important, because we have to link our MailChimp account), 
sometimes there are no in-line settings to access and instead there is a menu link 
inserted on the left etc. 

If in doubt, look at the plugin’s FAQs and documentation and/or reach out to the 
creator for support.

PRO TIP:	 In the end, if you like the functionality and the plugin has not 		
		  been “abandoned”, that is, not updated in a long time, then it 		
		  doesn’t matter what plugins you pick for what purpose. There are, for 	
		  example, numerous plugins for integrating a MailChimp account.

		  That said, if you install a plugin that looked great “on paper” but then 	
	 	 you can’t even find the settings OR it’s too complicated to configure, 	
		  don’t try to squeeze a square peg into a round hole - deactivate and 	
		  delete it and move on to the competition. If you want to, you can also 	
		  leave a review.

		  We have run into this at times as well.
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Configure the settings, if applicable, first. These can be quite extensive, and in 
some cases you will need to enter login information, API keys etc. If something 
like an API key is needed, typically you will be guided through how to get one and 
enter it. For our MailChimp plugin, we’ll do the “General Settings” first:

In this screenshot, you can clearly see that some things are needed to connect 
your MailChimp account to the plugin:

1. API key:					     if you don’t have one, click the “Get your API key here” 		
								        link; all plugins that require an API key will have a link like 	
								        this. API stands for “application program interface” and is 		
								        used, among others, to connect applications with each 		
								        other

2. MY MAILING LIST:	 by default, MailChimp accounts will have one basic list 		
				    already established; if you had more, they’d all show up here

23



Configure Wordpress
In the form submenu for the plugin, you have some limited control over the sign-
up form. Don’t worry if you don’t know HTML - you can drop the different parts in 
visually (the section at the top):

“Get shortcode” means you can produce a short string of code, in this case 
“[mc4wp_form id=”225”]” that you can include in any post of page on your site, 
rather than having to copy/paste the HTML you see underneath the “Form Fields” 
section.

Most plugins give you that option if they have some feature that you can embed.
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The minimum number of fields in your form should be:
- Name (first and last)
- Email address

Ignore the “Messages” tab, unless you know what to do with HTML.

More important are the other form “Settings”:

What you pick here is up to you. By default, all mailing lists you have will subscribe 
to this form. It’s all explained pretty well in-line.

Of note: if you wanted to you could redirect subscribers to a “Thank You” page.
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We do not recommend to automatically subscribe visitors who send you a 
comment form or who register for your site (see screenshots), for the simple 
reason that they have not specifically agreed to be on this list. Unless you have an 
optin featured on either form, we suggest you refrain from this annoying practice. 

Ever gotten an email from a company or organization where you didn’t even 
know that you had agreed to be on a mailing list? Until you remember you 
contacted them once or bought something from them (and didn’t check that 
you wanted to be on a list? EXACTLY THIS is what we are referring to.

Last but not least, the “Appearance” tab lets you pick how your form will look. We 
recommend you leave this at “Inherit from theme” to make your form fit into the 
overall branding and feel of your site.

Moving on to the “Integrations” submenu. This enables you to tie your sign-up 
form into existing (premium) plugins, like Gravity Forms, and others that come 
with this plugin (in our example) for free:
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Note that most of these are only available with the premium version of the 
MailChimp plugin. You are also offered only ONE sign-up form with the freebie 
version of the plugin, that is, you can only subscribe people to ONE mailing list. If 
you want more flexibility, you will have to purchase the full plugin.

And finally, don’t forget the “Other” submenu. You never know what settings are 
lurking there - in this case you might be agreeing to anonymously send usage 
data to the makers of the plugin:
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While all this took several pages to lay out for you, it really doesn’t take that long 
to configure things. However, you need to take the time to do it, and as you go 
you’ll get better at it.

Once configured, it’s time to “stick” this sign-up form into a sidebar widget. This 
will be the easiest part. Simply visit the “Widgets” section in the “Appearance” 
menu. All available widgets will be listed here, and your MailChimp sign-up form 
should be one of them (red arrow).
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Widgets are added to sidebars either by drag-and-drop or by clicking on them 
once and specifying the sidebar you wish to add them to. What is displayed here 
depends on your theme.

Once present in the sidebar, you may have some more options available to you, 
depending on the plugin and your theme. In our case, we can add a custom 
header for the sign-up form, but nothing more. Everything else is in the plugin’s 
settings.
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The finished sign-up sheet looks like this in the sidebar:
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If you need more in-depth information about themes, plugins etc., please visit the 
appropriate sections of our website, the FAQ pages or ask a question there. You 
may also contact us.
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