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Top Ten Things You Will Learn in This Book




	How online auctions can help you get lower prices for the things you buy and higher prices for the things you sell.


	How online auction selling can be a good source of extra income or an exciting new career.


	Why you should be a buyer first, before you become a seller on eBay any other online auction site.


	Why getting good feedback is extremely important to online auction sellers and buyers.


	How to use online auction sites to find the items you need to fix something, replace something, expand a collection, bring new pleasures to a hobby, or save money in a small business.


	The best ways to list, display, and promote the items you want to sell online.


	How to pack sold items effectively, so you can keep shipping costs down and sales profits up.


	The best ways to ship the items you sell online to domestic and international customers.


	The importance of inventory: how to keep finding more items to sell at online auction sites.


	What the future may hold for online auction sellers and buyers, as well as for online auction sites.







Introduction


[image: illustration] Auctions are one of humankind's oldest business pursuits, probably dating back to the earliest sales of food and animal hides. Auctions also represent one of the world's simplest business models: an item or service is offered for sale to the highest bidder. Despite the historical vintage and simplicity of auctions, only small numbers of people actually take part in them. A conventional auction typically requires travel to a central site where you can sell goods or examine the items that will be put up for bid. Sellers have no guarantee that interested buyers will show up for the auction, and buyers have no guarantee that they will find something they want or need.


In 1995, the Internet and one man's hobby turned the ancient auction process totally on its head. Now, online auction Web sites make it easy for almost anyone on the planet who has a computer and Net access to buy from, or sell to, almost anyone else who can log on to the same auction site. In the online auction world, corporations and sole-proprietor home businesses can compete for the same buyers. No special training, certifications, franchises, or storefronts are required to become an online auction seller. Indeed, all you really need are a few items to sell, a camera, and a credit card or debit card (necessary to open a seller account or buyer account at online auction sites such as eBay or Amazon). Many people have launched part-time and full-time sales businesses simply by grabbing a few unneeded things from their households and selling them online. Later, they have branched out to items purchased at yard sales, garage sales, estate sales, and other auctions. Then they have learned how to buy certain merchandise at one online auction site and resell it at others. From there, they have opened online stores and built even bigger businesses that use online auctions to help them sell merchandise and buy more things to sell.


In this book, you will discover how easy and fun it can be to bid and win at online auction sites, and how simple and profitable it can be to sell items online. You will learn how online auctions work and why you should always make a few small purchases first at any auction site before you sign up to be one of its sellers. You will also learn how to open buyer and seller accounts at some of the leading online auction venues, such as eBay, Yahoo!, Amazon, and uBid. This book will guide you through the process of creating your first listing, making your first sale, getting paid quickly, and picking the best way to ship the sold item, whether the buyer is in the next county or halfway around the world. These experiences and the tips in this book will give you the insights you need to master the online auction business.


Online auction sites can be fun places to buy useful items for your home, business, or hobby at bargain prices. Online auctions can be a pleasant, convenient, and profitable means of paring down the overabundance of stuff in your life. Online auctions can also be catalysts for a new career that takes you out of a corporate cubicle, puts a stop to commuting, and lets you work at home during the hours you choose.


Reading this book will not ensure success. In the world of business, there are no guaranteed paths to high achievement. Still, in the pages that follow, you can learn the techniques and skills necessary to succeed as an online auction seller. With the right efforts and determination and a willingness to keep learning, you may be able to create an online auction sales business that will grow far beyond your expectations.


The world of online auctions awaits you. Are you ready to start buying and selling?







Chapter 1
Welcome to Online Auctions


The year 1995 marked a major turning point for personal computer users. A perfect storm of progress swirled together, merging the Internet with hypertext, the World Wide Web, Web sites, Web pages, Web browsers — and AuctionWeb, which soon would change its name to eBay. At last, people could do something with their PCs besides search for information, exchange e-mails, or post their thoughts on message boards. In online auctions, they could buy almost anything they needed or wanted, from hundreds or even thousands of miles away.


A Little Web History


Picture a computer so big it weighed 250 tons and consumed more than a million watts of power. Its 55,000 vacuum tubes and countless flashing lights generated fantastic amounts of heat, and the beast had to be kept cool at all times. Otherwise, its magnetic core memories would melt away in just sixty seconds. IBM built nearly sixty of these massive machines for America's first computerized air defense system, starting in the mid-1950s. The system was called SAGE — Semi-Automatic Ground Environment. Each of the computers required more than a hundred people to operate and maintain it, and the systems were kept in service for nearly thirty years. The power-hungry behemoths had just 64 kilobytes of memory space, and could perform about 75,000 instructions per second — tiny fractions of the capabilities now offered in a single, one-pound computer that nestles in the palm of your hand.
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SAGE was designed to detect Soviet bombers and guide American jet fighters to intercept them. Yet, the system also paved the way for the creation of the Internet, the World Wide Web, and global e-commerce. Essentially, SAGE was the first interactive network, with nearly two-dozen radar detection sites sending data over modems and phone lines to a central command-and-control facility.









During the lifespan of SAGE, thousands of computer programmers and technicians had to be trained, and many migrated to commercial computer companies once they left the military. They became the backbone of hardware and software innovations in the United States in the 1980s and 1990s and helped make possible the creation of the Internet, which eventually gave rise to the World Wide Web and virtually everything now available online.


SAGE, however, was not the only computer game in town. Between World War II and the early 1990s, a number of brilliant thinkers independently created concepts that advanced computer science and stirred many other inventive minds. For example, in a 1945 Atlantic Monthly article, a leading U.S. weapons scientist, Vannevar Bush, unveiled his concept for a mechanical desk that could serve as a library and private information file. Bush envisioned a personal unit with a viewing screen and the ability to store information that could be consulted “with exceeding speed and flexibility.” Two decades later, the author Marshall McLuhan popularized the concept of an interconnected “global village” able to communicate over “an electronic nervous system.” In the mid-1960s, computer researcher Douglas Engelbart developed the first computer mouse, followed soon by the first graphical user interface and the first working hypertext system.


Positive Fallout


The U.S. Defense Department and the Cold War both get some credit for the rise of the Internet. In the 1960s, while the Vietnam War was raging, the Cuban Missile Crisis was still fresh on many U.S. leaders' minds. Devices known as “computers” were beginning to play bigger roles in national government and military planning. Nobody yet had these cantankerous machines in their homes. The early devices filled up entire rooms and buildings, gulped electricity by the megawatt, and needed small armies of technicians and operators to keep them going. Planners soon realized that many computers would be needed to meet the growing needs of the government and the armed forces. But if the computers were put in one huge computing facility, it would be a very tempting target for the Soviet Union's long-range bombers and missiles.


A new concept soon emerged. If computers could be distributed to key scientific research and industrial facilities across the nation and linked with the Pentagon's computers through leased lines, at least some of the government's and military's command-and-control structure would survive a nuclear attack. The idea soon led to a grant from the Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA), and ARPANET was born.


A computer at the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) was the first one added to the fledgling network in 1969, followed soon afterward by other computers in California and Utah. During the 1970s, ARPANET continued to expand, adding connections to many other universities that were trying to develop better data networks and methods of data processing.


Communications on ARPANET were complicated by the fact that most of the linked computers used different and typically incompatible operating systems. Early in the 1980s, the Defense Department settled on Internet Protocol (IP) as its networking standard. Gradually, it broke away from ARPANET and created its own network, MILNET. As other agencies and facilities adopted the IP standard, ARPANET lost ground, and the Internet expanded and replaced it.


Home Advantage


Desktop personal computers hit the marketplace in the late 1970s and quickly began popping up in homes and businesses. PC buyers initially used their machines to create documents and help manage their finances. But, with help from external and internal modulator-demodulator (modem) boards and telephone lines, PC owners began using the first commercial email service, CompuServe, in 1979, to send messages to each other. They also started joining specialized “newsgroups,” where they could read and respond to messages posted by other group members who shared their interests. Articles and information began to be posted that users could read, print out, or download as research materials. Text advertisements sometimes appeared on the dial-up sites, and businesses started sending out e-mail messages to try to sell things. CompuServe also introduced the first online chat service in 1980. By the early 1990s, CompuServe was the home of numerous online moderated forums on a wide range of topics. Several companies also used forums to provide technical support to their customers.
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Who invented the World Wide Web?


Tim Berners-Lee, a software engineer at CERN, the European particle physics laboratory on the Swiss-French border, and a fellow CERN employee, Robert Cailliau, created the first Web server on December 25, 1990, and posted CERN's phonebook on it. In August 1991, Berners-Lee made his Web server software and simple browser software available to all via the Internet. Web servers quickly sprang up across the planet, and the World Wide Web was born.









For computer users, the focus remained on logging on to proprietary sites to find information or people who shared their interests — not merchandise.


Browser Power


At first, the World Wide Web continued to be a special playground for skilled computer users. That quickly changed in 1994, when Marc Andreessen and Netscape brought the first commercial Web browser to the public, followed soon by Microsoft and its Internet Explorer. As a result, computer users could quickly search the Internet for links to information, and they could visit Web sites run by individuals, companies, agencies, and schools almost anywhere on the planet. They weren't limited to the offerings of one source, such as CompuServe, America Online, or Prodigy.


Shopping on the Web


People sold things online well before they had access to the Web. They posted for-sale notices in their favorite user groups or forums. They e-mailed sales pitches to prospective customers. Web sites, however, made it possible for sellers to post rudimentary online catalogs containing descriptions and pictures of what was being offered for sale and to answer potential buyers' questions via e-mail.


As shopping opportunities started expanding on the Web, some economists predicted consumers would quickly flock to the burgeoning convenience of electronic commerce (e-commerce). The opposite happened. Consumers were immediately concerned about the security of using their credit cards online. In addition, they were accustomed to the instant gratification of buying something at a “real” store and taking it home, not waiting a week or two for delivery. Also, Web stores did not offer any employees or fellow shoppers that consumers could ask about the merchandise they were thinking of buying.


Shopping Cart Blues


A new application — “electronic shopping carts” or “e-shopping carts” — gained popularity in the 1990s, as more and more businesses launched Web sites. Shopping cart software enables customers to select several items from an online catalog and pay for them with a credit card or debit card.


Shopping cart software acts as front-end service. It keeps track of the items an online customer decides to buy. When the customer “checks out,” the shopping cart software passes the transaction and credit card information over a secure connection to a “backend service,” typically a payment gateway. The payment gateway then routes the information through the seller's Internet merchant account and sends approval or denial of the credit card payment back to the shopping cart software. If any one of the services is down, however, the transaction cannot be completed.
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Shopping cart software is seldom easy to set up and maintain, especially for merchants who operate small businesses mostly by themselves. Often, they cannot afford to hire competent help to maintain their shopping cart system and database, and they become frustrated trying to do it themselves.









Auctions Move In


The early pioneers of online commerce focused on business-to-consumer and business-to-business sales. Despite the Internet's ongoing growth, many entrepreneurs shunned its vast possibilities. Instead, they tried and failed to develop proprietary shopping networks that they could control and get others to use. Those who used the Internet and succeeded realized the right merchandise could attract buyers from all over the world to a Web site. So, they built their business models right on top of the Internet and the World Wide Web's almost unlimited interconnections.


OnSale Sets the Tone


In 1993, a veteran of online business startups teamed up with a venture capitalist to try a new approach. The two men would offer an interactive shopping service using the Internet and an online auction format. Jerry Kaplan and Alan Fisher created OnSale in 1994 and put a wide array of merchandise up for bid in May of 1995, including watches, wines, and sports memorabilia, as well as computer hardware and electronics devices. Kaplan and Fisher quickly discovered that their business model needed a narrower focus. Many of their customers were technically proficient males who worked with computers and other electronics devices by day and pursued computer and electronics hobbies on the side. OnSale zeroed in on those two categories, and sales took off.


In 1994, Jeff Bezos founded a company called Amazon in a garage in Bellevue, Washington, a suburb of Seattle. His idea was to use the Internet to sell books online. He launched the Amazon.com Web site in July 1995, and soon was getting book orders from all over the world. Amazon was more than just a digital bookstore, however. Bezos also created an innovative online community where readers could post their thoughts about particular books. This feature quickly became popular with computer users who wanted more information and opinions of titles they were considering buying. Now they didn't have to rely simply on advertisements, professional book reviewers, and word of mouth. They could sample an array of opinions from other readers.


Just two months after Amazon's appearance, an upstart called Auction Web was quietly added to the World Wide Web. Its creator, Pierre Omidyar, a French-Iranian computer programmer living in San Jose, California, initially operated Auction Web as a hobby that would help him get more Internet programming experience. When Auction Web started bringing in more money each month than he was paying to have a Web site, Omidyar realized that people-to-people online auctions could be a good business. He renamed his Web site “eBay,” and it quickly took off. Within five years, eBay was a giant in e-commerce, and Amazon.com and other e-commerce sites began setting up online auction sites in an effort to keep up and compete.


How Auctions Work


The basics of auctions are very simple and have scarcely changed throughout recorded human history. Someone with something to sell or trade goes to a public place and announces his auction. Buyers who want what he is offering gather and start offering money or goods to trade — they are placing “bids.” As long as the bids keep coming and keep getting higher, the auction continues. Finally, one buyer demonstrates that she wants the item more than the other buyers do. She will outbid them. She wins the auction, claims her purchase, and goes home. Or, she goes down the road to another trading site and puts the item up for bids, hoping to make a quick profit on what she has just bought.
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Buyers sometimes allow their emotions or ego to be caught up in a bidding frenzy, and they experience buyer's remorse after they win. They realize they will have to pay more than the item is worth. The best defense against buyer's remorse is to research an item before bidding, set a maximum price you will pay, and stick to it.









Until the Internet and World Wide Web made bidding from afar available twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, the vast majority of auctions were local and staged for only short periods. Buyers had to travel to the auction site to examine the goods, make offers, pay, and lug the items home.


A Quick History of Auctions


No one knows when or where the first auctions were held. However, the sessions likely involved the buying and selling of slaves. Some scholars believe the Romans set up the first organized auctions of goods several decades before the birth of Christ. In the sixteenth century, the British held auctions for books and artworks. Later, English settlers brought their auction experience to America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but the concept did not find much favor in the Colonies, where survival was often a daily and individual struggle. When slaves were brought to America, the slave traders used human auctions to get the highest prices from buyers. After the Civil War, military officers traveled the country, auctioning off surplus equipment and seized goods. In the 1920s and 1930s, as the United States struggled to overcome a great drought and the Great Depression, auctions became linked with trouble. When people could no longer make their house and land payments, creditors seized their properties and often sold them to the highest bidders.


Today, auctions have a much better reputation. Indeed, they can be found in many areas of the American economy. Some typical examples include:


	Livestock and horse auctions

	U.S. Treasury auctions of financial securities such as bonds

	Auctions of properties and merchandise seized by the local, state, or federal government agencies for non-payment of taxes or involvement in criminal activities

	Business inventory reduction auctions

	Used-car auctions




One reason auctions are so popular is that they provide benefits to sellers and buyers. In a standard sale, a seller might be tempted to price an item low, hoping he can attract the first buyer who comes along and get the item out of his inventory. In an auction, however, several of the bidders may have a very strong need or desire to own the item, so they will keep bidding up the price until one of them emerges as the winner.


Meanwhile, buyers like auctions because (1) they can often get items for prices much lower than they would have to pay at a store; and (2) they can often locate hard-to-find items such as pristine collectibles or repair parts that are no longer available from dealers or factories.


Three other benefits of auctions include:


	Virtually anything can be put up for bid.

	Buyer and seller are not face-to-face. Therefore, neither party is under pressure to negotiate or make a deal.

	The law of supply and demand keeps the playing field somewhat level. Sellers set the opening bid price; buyers decide how much they are willing to pay.




If several similar items are up for auction, and there are few takers, prices will stay low. Someone who happens to need one of the items will get it for a bargain price. If there is strong demand and the desired item is in short supply, bidders may swarm in and bid up the price to a level that amazes and delights the seller.


Auction Drawbacks


In a perfect world, auctions might be the perfect marketplace. Unfortunately, traditional auctions sometimes draw a few opportunists and thieves, as well as well-meaning buyers and sellers. For example, a seller may have a few“associates” sprinkled throughout the auction crowd. Their job is to place some bids and keep pushing up the price the winning bidder will pay. Meanwhile, buyers at an auction sometimes conspire among themselves to hold bidding prices down by agreeing not to outbid each other.


In online auctions, a seller may have one or two friends placing “shill” bids that help drive up the selling price for his items. But conspiracies among bidders are unlikely, since they may be scattered all over the world.


How Online Auctions Work


Online auctions have improved the traditional auction model in several ways. For example, an online auction may run for a week, ten days, or even longer, giving potential buyers plenty of time to find the item, search for similar items, examine the results of previous auctions, and decide if they want to bid. Furthermore, potential bidders can ask the seller for more information about the item.


Another plus is that online auction sites are typically built around relational database software. This enables the site to store seller and buyer identifications and track items, bids, selling prices and other details.


On sites that offer automatic bidding agents, a buyer can place a bid and store the maximum price she is willing to pay. The seller and other bidders do not see this information. The bidder does not have to keep logging on to the Web site to see how she is doing. If there are other bids, the bidding agent will keep raising her bid automatically, up to the limit she has posted.


Types of Online Auctions


Three types of online auctions are in general use. They are:


	Straight (or absolute) auction

	Reserve auction

	Dutch auction




Straight auctions, sometimes known as absolute auctions, are the most common. A seller has only one item up for bid, and no reserve price is set. The seller establishes the opening price and then waits for bids. At the end of the auction, the seller has to accept the highest bid, even if it is not a penny higher than the opening price.


In a reserve auction, the seller sets a “reserve” price. This is the lowest amount she is willing to accept in return for giving up the item. When a buyer attempts to place a bid that is lower than the reserve price, he will likely receive a response such as “reserve not met” from the auction site, and his bid will not appear. When a bid higher than the reserve price is received, a message such as “reserve met” will be displayed in the listing, and the high-bid price will also show up. At this point, from the buyers' perspective, the auction is under way.


In a Dutch auction, a seller can list multiple quantities of the same item. Multiple bidders can win, or a few bidders may try to buy more than one quantity. In any case, all bidders pay the lowest successful bid amount, even if they bid higher. (There is also a so-called Yankee auction. It is very similar to a Dutch auction, except that each winning bidder pays his high-bid price.)


Outbid? Maybe Not!


Here is a cautionary tale to keep in mind once you start using online auctions. If you bid on an item, and another bidder pushes the price higher than you wish to pay, you might assume that you have been knocked out of the auction. You might even search for a similar item in another auction or on another auction site and place a bid on it. Be careful.
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Auction sites, including eBay, will typically send you an e-mail notification when you have been outbid. Also, a high bidder can sometimes cancel a bid under very restricted circumstances.









“You can end up in a tight pickle,” cautions Mark O'Neill, a Germany-based freelance writer, English language consultant, and eBay mentor for members of the Disabled Online Users Association. “Recently, I bid for an expensive DVD set and subsequently got outbid. Then I found a cheaper deal elsewhere and posted a bid. But when I checked my ‘My eBay’ page again, I discovered that the person who had outbid me in the first auction had had his bid canceled, and I was now the highest bidder again. I was looking at a total bill of over $100 for two identical DVD sets, because the first seller had canceled the highest bid without informing me. After some hasty e-mail tennis, my bid was subsequently canceled by the seller, but it made me realize for the first time about the pitfalls of bid cancellations. As eBay told me later, ‘When you are outbid on an item, you haven't necessarily lost the auction, because the higher bidders can be canceled or suspended for any reason at any time.’ So don't go looking for an item elsewhere until the auction you were outbid on has ended.”


Of course, if two or three others outbid you, you probably can assume you really are out of the running, and it will be safe to place bids in other auctions.


Experienced buyers and sellers often keep two computers running during the final minutes of an online auction. One computer is used to place or monitor bids. The other computer has an appropriate e-mail account open. A seller will be watching for last-minute questions sent via e-mail by potential bidders. A buyer will be ready to post questions, watch for any outbid messages, and contact the seller if he wins the auction.


Ready to Buy and Sell?


The best-known online auction sites, including eBay, Amazon, Yahoo! and others, make it very easy to open buyer and seller accounts. After all, to stay in business, they need a constant inflow of auction items and new bidders. Once you get involved in online auctions, you may get hooked not only on buying and selling but also on watching the quiet but fascinating process of electronic bidding itself. You may never cease being surprised at what you can buy and sell in online auctions and what new interests you can discover or rediscover. The toys and books you considered magical as a child are still floating around in cyberspace, sometimes still in their original packaging. The tools you need to do a special job; the gearshift knob you thought you might never find for the 1954 Chevrolet you are restoring; the old lunchbox you need as a prop for a community theater play — these are all tucked away in surprising corners of the world. And they may soon be listed for bids at an online auction site.


However, resist the urge to rush off in search of them. First, you should learn more about online auctions and what is required to use the leading sites as a buyer and seller. You will have accounts to set up, payment methods and shipping addresses to select, and some rules and procedures to review. This book will help guide you and shorten the inevitable learning curve.


Don't skip the chapters that follow. The time you invest now in studying and preparing for the auction process will be rewarded many times over in the months and years ahead. You will enjoy better bargains and higher selling prices, the best reasons for joining in the pleasures and profits of online auctions.








Chapter 2
Why Use Auctions?


Online auctions are open and welcoming to almost anyone who has Internet access. The auctions bring buyers and sellers together with wondrous ease, even from thousands of miles apart. With some restrictions, virtually anything anyone can imagine can be bought or sold in an online auction. The popularity of online auctions is soaring worldwide. But anyone seriously addicted to shopping should stay away or at least learn to keep within safe spending limits while clicking around in a seemingly endless world of appealing merchandise.


Who Should Use Online Auctions?


Online auctions are definitely not for everyone. However, they can work very well for buyers with patience, self-control, and specific needs. Online auctions also are effective and enjoyable venues for sellers who hate trying to convince customers face-to-face to stop shopping and buy something. Millions of people suddenly have access to your sales item, and some of them who need it may do an Internet search and find it. No one may bid on it today, but one bidder may show up tomorrow, and thirty more may show up before the seven-day auction ends.


New and experienced sellers alike almost never tire of the process of posting new auction items, and seeing bid prices and the number of bidders magically start climbing. Unless the winning bidder is a repeat customer with a recognizable screen name, there may often be mysteries and surprises in who is buying what. Why does somebody in midtown Manhattan want an old-fashioned butter churn? Why is a woman in Tennessee buying so many vintage surfboards? And why did that buyer in rural Alaska bid so high on a used bowling ball?


You may never know the answers, but you may also never cease to be amazed at what can be sold and how much money people are willing to pay for it.


Buying at Online Auctions


Needs happen. One morning you go into your home office and turn on your personal computer. You also fire up your trusty old laser printer — literally. There is a sudden, loud pop, followed by a small cloud of stinky smoke curling out of the cooling vents. Unfortunately, the printer hasn't been manufactured since 1990, and repair shops will no longer touch it. But you have money invested in several spare toner cartridges, and your trusty PC is old, and won't work with most of the newer, sleeker laser printers. You need your faithful peripheral.


So, you open the printer and try to do the repairs yourself. Very soon, you spot the problem. A small part on one of the printed circuit boards has self-destructed. At this point, you have only one choice: find a replacement on the Web, either from an online store that stockpiles old printer parts or from an online auction. You log onto eBay, Amazon, Yahoo! or some other auction site, and enter the bad circuit board's part number into the search tool. To your relief and pleasure, you find five of the replacement boards are up for bids, and two of the listings are ending within the hour. You click on the descriptions, determine which one is better, and place your bid. An hour later, you confirm your purchase and pay for it, with expedited shipping. Three days later, the board is in your hands. You install it and turn on the printer again. Success! You're back in business.


Selling at Online Auctions


The need to sell also happens. One day, you decide your house is cluttered with too many things. Mentally, you start taking inventory of what can go: an ice-cream maker that no longer fits your diet, an old table radio with vacuum tubes, a vintage juice pitcher gathering dust on a knickknack shelf, a shoebox full old picture postcards lovingly collected by a now-deceased relative.
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What is the main difference between traditional auctions and online auctions?


Traditional auction houses collect payments, distribute auctioned goods, and act as mediators between buyers and sellers. In online auctions, buyers and sellers deal directly with each other for payment, shipping — and disputes.









You could throw away these items, pile them out by the curb beneath a Free! sign, donate them to a social services agency, or start stacking them up for a garage sale.


You also could use the items as the starting inventory for a part-time sales business built around online auctions. The search tools on sites such as eBay, Yahoo! Amazon, and others can reveal a surprising truth. Many of the items that seem like junk or clutter in your home are very much wanted and needed by other people on the planet. An ice-cream maker exactly like yours has just been bid up to $50 on eBay. The old table radio turns out to be a collector's item, and one that is not as nice as yours is about to sell for $75 on Amazon. The vintage juice pitcher was made by Fiesta just before World War II. Yours, you discover, could sell for $40 or more on Yahoo! or eBay.


You start to throw away the box of postcards but decide to do one more online search first. Amazed, you discover that many thousands of people collect postcards and flock to online auctions, willingly paying prices ranging from fifty cents to $50 and more for rare and vintage cards. The shoebox full of postcards you almost threw away could generate hundreds of dollars in online sales. In just a matter of minutes, your new enterprise — online auction seller — has been born.


Participating in online auctions does require at least a small leap of faith. You have to be willing to trust that good things will happen most of the time when strangers hundreds or thousands of miles apart swap money for goods. If you are bidding, you have to rely on a few digital images, a short text description of the item and its condition, and the seller's reputation, or feedback score, on the auction site. On the other hand, if you are selling, the potential buyer has to trust your photos, descriptions, and online reputation.


Most people, you will discover, are inherently good. They want what you are selling, or they are happy you need something they want to sell. Online auctions create a level playing field for buyers and sellers. The two parties are not standing face-to-face, so there is no pressure. An item simply is offered for a starting price, and bidders are free to look at it and make an offer or quietly move on to other auctions.


Online Auctions and Small Business


Online auction sites can provide sales and purchasing channels that are affordable and effective for home-based businesses and small businesses. Some typical ways auction sites can be employed include:


	Selling off excess inventory

	Test-marketing a new product

	Buying office supplies, shipping supplies, spare parts, and manufacturing goods

	Creating a low-budget “Web store” for your business, at a site where the feature is offered

	Getting a home-based business with no marketing budget off the ground quickly

	Providing extra income for a home-based business or small business that offers products or services mostly in its local community




Who Should Not Use Online Auctions?


At least five categories of buyers and sellers should consider minimizing their contact with online auctions or possibly skipping them altogether:


	Compulsive shoppers

	Impatient buyers who want instant gratification

	Buyers who demand perfection in what they buy

	Buyers who are unwilling to do comparison pricing in current and completed auctions

	Sellers who have no qualms about overstating an item's quality when posting it for sale




Online auctions and compulsive shoppers are a dangerous mix. With almost endless merchandise just a few mouse clicks away, it is much too easy to spend hours at a computer, burning up credit cards instead of dealing with other issues in your life.


Online auction sites can be “extremely addictive,” cautions April Lane Benson, Ph.D., a psychotherapist and author of I Shop, Therefore I Am. Some online buyers try to fill voids in their lives by making compulsive bids and spending much more than they can afford. “It's extremely important to figure out what it is you're really shopping for. Overshopping is just another way of looking for love in all the wrong places,” Dr. Benson warns.


If you are prone to impatience and desires for instant gratification, you will likely hate most online auctions. The typical eBay auction runs for seven days; then the seller has several days to respond to your payment and ship the merchandise. On Yahoo! and other sites, an auction may run for ten days. At least two weeks or longer can pass from the time you post a winning bid until you finally get what you bought.


Hard-core perfectionists definitely should avoid most of the buying opportunities offered by online auction sellers. Posted items often are “collectible,” or “vintage” or “used” or “surplus” or “incomplete” or “slightly worn.” Of course, many new products can be found at good prices on online auction sites and through Web stores that they host. But you have to understand that not everyone can write accurate descriptions of their goods. What they consider “very good” may be “very shoddy” in your opinion, and this can lead to angry exchanges of e-mail, demands for a refund, and exchanges of negative feedback.
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After 2005's massively destructive Hurricane Katrina, Oscar-winning actor Morgan Freeman quickly organized an online auction of celebrity memorabilia and donated the sales proceeds to the American Red Cross to help victims in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. Numerous other entertainers and organizations also used online auctions to help raise cash for disaster relief. Sites such as Amazon and eBay added links so members could make direct donations, or buy or sell items that would benefit relief agencies.









If you hate comparison shopping while wandering through retail stores, you'll absolutely hate comparison shopping in the online auction world. For one thing, you may have to read the descriptions and compare the photographs of several similar items. You may also need to go to two or three other auction sites to be certain you are getting the best deal. And, you'll need to check out completed auctions as well as current auctions to see what the winning bids were. You will need this information to determine when you are about to bid too much.


Finally, if you think it's okay to exaggerate when convincing someone to buy something, don't expect to last long as an online auction seller. The early years of online auctions were rife with rip-offs. Many sellers oversold the quality of their goods or simply took the buyers' money, sent nothing, and told them the merchandise must have gotten lost in the mail. Buyers are much more wary these days, and the auction sites' feedback systems and other security measures can quickly identify and separate the good sellers from the bad.


Research, Research, Research


You must be willing to research an item's value before placing a bid, especially if you plan to buy or sell collectibles, antiques, art objects, or jewelry. This means learning how to look at current and previous auctions of the types of items you expect to buy or sell. The Phoenix Police Department's Organized Crime Bureau offers this tip for auction site newcomers: “Don't take quotes, even verifiable ones, as indicators of the real value of an item. Know the current value, and decide for yourself what the item is worth. Remember, you are the market.”


Why the Web Makes a Difference


It isn't hard to understand how the World Wide Web keeps making the world a smaller and smaller place. Fifteen minutes after you list an old stopwatch for sale, you may have someone in Indianapolis and someone in India posting bids for it. Somebody in California will e-mail a question about its lap-counter function, and someone in Maine will ask if you could send it by Express Mail if they win it.


The smallest home-based businesses now can reach into the global marketplace at practically no expense at all. You can sell almost anything if you can get the word out, and that is not hard to do at online auction sites where thousands and even millions of people are shopping at the same time. For example, eBay has estimated that an item of clothing sells every three seconds in its auctions. A vintage pair of Levi jeans, purchased for $5 ten years ago and auctioned online by a farm family in the rural Midwest, may end up being worn by an ultra-hip young man in Asia who has just bid more than $200 to buy them.


If you write a good heading for your item's description, someone will find it with a search engine. Then another will find it. And another. If your description also is well written, and you have posted at least one clear photograph of what you are selling, more bidders will show up. You may soon have a bidding war over an item you otherwise might have thrown away.


What's In It for You?


For better and worse, the Internet will keep pulling you deeper into the grasp of the World Wide Web for years to come. Large corporations and small businesses, schools and universities, and public and private agencies are moving more of their initial contact points, information sources, catalogs, and ordering and service options to the Internet. Increasingly, you hear the message: “Check our Web site first; then e-mail us for more information.” Less and less, you hear the old invitation: “Just give us a call!”


If you are accustomed to dialing a phone number and getting help from a caring human being, the continuing exodus of customer service to the Web probably has not made you happy. Once you do locate what seems to be a good phone number, your call is often now routed to a voice menu that urges you to go to the company's Web site or “stay on the line for the next available customer service representative. Your estimated wait time is…twenty-three minutes, five seconds.”
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Not everyone uses online auctions to accumulate goods or money. Some amateur detectives and history hobbyists search eBay and other sites to buy items such as old high school yearbooks. Then they try to track down the yearbooks' owners or surviving relatives and return the treasures to them.









There is a bright side to this trend, especially if you want to start and grow a small business while hanging on to a corporate job that keeps you and your family covered with health insurance and other benefits. Just like the big companies, you can use the Web to advertise your business, describe available products or services, and provide contact information, such as an e-mail address, phone number, and fax number. If most of your business involves online auctions, you can schedule your lists to end at night or on weekends while you are home. You can pack the goods at night and mail them the next morning or have your spouse handle the shipping. Online auction sales can create the second income that enables one spouse to stay home with young children rather than sending them to day care.


Buyer Success Stories


Online auctions have struck a deep chord in American culture. The sheer numbers of sellers now is so huge that it has become possible to buy many things that you need and want. You can also find items from your past, such as favorite toys or games, that you thought were gone forever. You even buy items to resell for profit. The bazaar never closes; the markets never sleep. You can “shop ‘til you drop” and not make the slightest ripple in the Web.


Small businesses are increasingly buying at least some of their computer hardware, peripherals, office supplies, and office furniture from online auction sites, including those that sell large lots of overstocked goods. Owners of small and home-based businesses often have to provide their own technical support. Many have discovered that online auction sites can keep them supplied with hard-to-find repair parts and affordable software, so the older systems they have paid for can stay on the job a couple of years longer.
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Because of online security concerns, auction buyers and sellers often shun publicity. Also, online auction sites often have policies against associating screen names with the identities and locations of their members. So, it is better to talk about buying trends and general successes than to try to highlight individuals.









Hobbyists and artists have swarmed to online auction sites, because the Internet and the Web have greatly expanded their ability to buy the exact tools, materials, kits, and specialty items they need.


For collectors, the Web is a wonderland, and online auction sites have brought them an amazingly affordable means of covering a lot of ground in a hurry as they search for rare and coveted items.


College students have to buy a lot of books, and many of the ones they need can be found at online auctions for prices much lower than their bookstores charge. Online auctions are especially thrifty for English majors who must read many classic novels and poetry collections. Amazon.com is famous for its book sales where individuals can sell used copies right alongside online book dealers. A college student may literally find dozens of copies of a needed book on Amazon, ranging from very ratty paperback to a treasured collectible hardback. Books are readily available on most other auction sites, as well.
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