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Introduction

I met eBay for the first time in 1999 when researching and writing a book on collecting antiques. The site was still in its infancy, having started just four years earlier. It was known more as a venue for collectibles buyers and sellers, but almost every antiques dealer I spoke with mentioned it. Most weren’t sure how online sales would work for the things they sold, since being able to judge condition close up and personal is so important to people who buy antiques. Still, they knew, or perhaps sensed, that somehow, someway, they would have to move some part of their business online sooner than later.

Based on their input, I knew I had to discuss online auctions—and specifically eBay—in my book, so I registered at the site and went shopping. Things were very different back then. One of the biggest differences was the lack of images—since the marketplace was so small, the competition was far less stiff than it is today. If you were lucky, you might see a picture or two of an item you were interested in. Many sellers relied solely on descriptions.

After an hour or so of browsing various categories, I found a listing for a nice piece of mid-twentieth-century pottery. What’s more, the seller included a couple of pictures so I could see what the piece looked like. I registered, I bid, and then I waited. In my innocence, I thought I had won the bowl when my bid remained in first place as the auction wound down. Then I watched with horror when, in the last few minutes of the auction, the bid amount shot up far beyond my proxy amount. I didn’t know enough about eBay to understand what had happened (a sniper—someone who bids on auctions at the last minute in an effort to win them at a good price—had outbid me), but I knew I wanted the bowl badly enough to pay a little more, so I frantically tried to up my proxy. Sadly, I was on a dial-up Internet connection, and my bid increase didn’t register before the auction ended.

The bowl went to a buyer in Canada, and I was hooked on the eBay concept from that moment on. It was lots of fun to be able to browse what amounted to a gigantic online garage sale, but what really intrigued me was eBay’s global reach.

Everything I had read and written about the emergence of a boundary-free economy now made sense, and it did so on a very personal level. Here, like never before, was the opportunity for anyone—small business, big business, and me, even—to establish a presence in this new economy on what was for all intents and purposes a level playing field. What this represented, especially for small business owners, was beyond exciting; it was revolutionary.

It didn’t take me long to jump onto eBay as a seller, and I’ve done my fair share of that, particularly in the vintage clothing and accessories division. Among other things, I’m an avid collector of women’s clothing from the late 1950s through the early 1970s and of purses from the Victorian era through the Roaring Twenties, and I’ve been at it long enough to be considered somewhat of an expert in both areas. But what I like better is using my twenty-plus years of experience as a small business owner to help others realize their dreams on eBay.

If I could point to one factor that hampers the progress and success of eBay sellers—beginners or the more experienced—more than anything else, it’s their failure to treat their business like a business. Some of this might be because of what eBay started out as—a site for hobbyists to meet and greet and maybe sell a few things. Part of this might be because of where these sellers started out, as it can be difficult to make the paradigm shift from hobbyist to business owner, especially for anyone new to the world of small business and self-employment. Part of it might be because the concept of doing business online is still relatively new, and it sometimes doesn’t seem like a “real” business either to those who do it or those who hear and read about it.

If you still don’t think of selling on eBay as a real business, all you have to do is go through all the selling-related material eBay makes available at its site to see the emphasis on doing business, and doing business better. While the virtual garage-sale concept is still at the heart of eBay, the site has evolved far past this, and the best sellers have kept up with this evolution regardless of their level of involvement.

Simply put, I believe (and I’m far from alone on this) that selling on eBay is a business like any other, and the basics of how business is done are the same wherever you do it—on land or in cyberspace. Yet for some reason, a good number of people try to reinvent the wheel when it comes to selling online. When they realize that the basics of doing business are always fairly constant and perfectly applicable to selling on eBay too, they can do great things with their businesses. This belief is what led to this book and, hopefully, what prompted you to pick it up.

In keeping with the overall philosophy of the Streetwise series to provide savvy reference books for business professionals who think big, Streetwise® Selling on eBay is geared toward individuals who are serious about doing business online and making a success of it. If you are more of a hobbyist, or you simply want to use the site occasionally to clear some clutter from your garage or basement, you’ll find lots of good stuff here too, but most of the information in the pages ahead is geared to readers who want to make a go of it online.

Since its inception, eBay has spawned many new businesses, including many businesses that sell at the site and nowhere else. According to the results of an eBay survey from July 2005, more than 724,000 Americans are making eBay their primary or secondary source of income. And another 1.5 million people supplement their income by selling at the site. In the first six months of 2005, eBay members sold merchandise worth approximately $10.6 billion.

The numbers tell the story. No matter what your vision is, you can realize it on eBay. In the pages ahead, you’ll learn a great deal about how to do it.

If you’re a beginning seller or you’re not that familiar with the site, I encourage you to start at the beginning and work your way through the book from there, as the sections and the chapters build on one another to a certain extent.

If you’re already familiar with the site, you might be tempted to skip the chapters that provide a general overview of what the site is all about and how to use it. However, you’ll find good information sprinkled throughout this book, and there might be something in those early chapters that you didn’t know about or had simply forgotten.

I wish you good reading and, more important, good eBaying!
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Financial Freedom Through a Second Income

The reasons for selling on eBay are as varied as the millions of people who are registered at the site, but one of the most compelling for becoming an eBay seller is the desire to supplement existing income. This desire could be driven by a short-term need—say to cover some unexpected medical bills or wanting to pay cash for the annual family vacation instead of running up charge cards.

For many people, however, the desire goes much deeper. Their short-term goal might be to generate more income in the short run, for whatever reason, but their long-term goal is to own and operate a successful eBay business and to turn their part-time, second-income business into the one they work at full time.

eBay offers the opportunity to satisfy whatever goals you have. You might start like the many new sellers who underscore eBay’s early reputation as a virtual flea market and who hold what’s very much like an online garage sale—periodically going through your home, gathering up everything you don’t want or need, and auctioning it off. A fair number of sellers stay at this level, hopping onto the site from time to time to sell single items that they want to get rid of for various reasons.

[image: image]

Making a Living on eBay

According to eBay’s estimates, in July 2005, some 724,000 of the site’s 114 million active users earn a living as eBay sellers. Many of them are small business owners who also have brick-and-mortar stores, who maintain separate Web sites, and who only earn part of their income on eBay.

[image: image]

Other sellers establish an ongoing presence at some level and rely on eBay for a certain portion of their income. Typically, this means going beyond what they have on hand for inventory and obtaining items from other sources. Some of these sellers start small and stay small, preferring to build a business they can easily manage themselves, with maybe some involvement from family members or other help from time to time. Others jump right in with a full-blown business plan and a huge amount of inventory and establish a large presence right away.

The majority of eBay sellers end up somewhere in between, and find happiness doing what they want to do, when they want to do it. They might grow their businesses at times, or cut back at times. They might focus on just one category, or spread their offerings across many. They might sell items of their own that they’ve acquired for resale through various channels, or sell on consignment for others, or both. The unique nature of the eBay marketplace affords this flexibility, which is just one of many reasons why it works so well for so many people.

It is possible to build a million-dollar business on eBay it’s the model that’s allowed more of these businesses to be built than at any other time in history. That said, small businesses can easily compete against big ones on eBay thanks to the site’s emphasis on offering a level playing field for all. As such, you can set your own sights and your goals at any level, and, if you do things right, find happiness and success selling on eBay.

[image: image]

The Numbers Tell the Story

For many small business owners, the sheer volume of business conducted on eBay is reason enough to join the party as not doing so can quickly leave them in the dust. Numbers like these make a compelling argument for establishing an eBay business: 2,000 to 3,000 new users register at the site daily, on top of the 114 million current eBay users worldwide, of which 90 percent are buyers.

[image: image]

Establishing a New Business

Many eBay sellers choose the site to establish a new business, either as their solo concern or as an adjunct or offshoot of a going concern. And for good reason, as doing things “the eBay way” is one of the easiest ways to start a new business. Here’s why:



	The startup costs are incredibly low. Unlike spending thousands leasing and outfitting a brick-and-mortar store, hiring salespeople, and covering all the other costs that go into running a traditional retail store, it is possible to get a business up and running on eBay for as little as $100 or so, depending on the resources you already have on hand and your inventory acquisition costs.

	You don’t have to spend time and money developing your own online commerce site and getting it up and running. When you sell on eBay most of the work is done for you. Should you want to set up your own selling site—it can be a very good idea to do so, by the way and you’ll read more about why in the chapters ahead—one of eBay’s newest service offerings will even help you do it.

	It’s a great place to test the water if you’re new to online commerce. You can test drive your existing products and services to see how well they translate to online sales, and you can try out new offerings to see how they fit into your product mix.

	You can see if you really like sales without making a huge investment in it as a career. Retail sales isn’t for everyone, but if you’ve never done it before, you won’t know if it’s a good fit for you. eBay is just about the easiest, lowest-risk way to find out if retailing is something you like to do and like well enough to do for the duration. If you don’t, you can say “Oops!” and leave without too much grief and aggravation. What’s more, if you have inventory left when you say goodbye, you might be able to minimize your losses by hiring an eBay Trading Assistant to sell it for you.





Is eBay Overpopulated?

Do the hundreds of thousands of sellers already on eBay make the atmosphere so competitive that it’s a barrier to entry? Clearly, you can find yourself going up against some stiff competition, certainly in eBay’s most popular categories—consumer electronics, clothing and accessories, camera equipment, computer equipment, and the like. It’s hard to find hot selling niches that aren’t overrun with other sellers trying to do the same thing you are.

This doesn’t mean there isn’t room for you on eBay. As the number of sellers has gone up, so too has the number of buyers, and these numbers will keep going up in the years to come. There is truly no limit to the online empire that is eBay. For this reason alone, it’s worth some time and effort to test things out and see if it’s the right fit for you.

The competition is only a problem if you let it be. While it can be intimidating to read the success stories of multimillion-dollar sellers, it should also be encouraging, as their stories and experiences can be very similar to yours.

It’s been said more than once that the best success stories on eBay are still to be written. Yours might be one of them. But it won’t be if you’re not a part of the show.

Is eBay Still Worth It?

If you’ve ever met a veteran eBay seller, maybe someone who sold during eBay’s early days but has since left the site, you might hear a pretty bad rap on what eBay is like today. Back in the old days, they’ll tell you, things were easier. Competition wasn’t as stiff, prices realized were higher, buyers weren’t as demanding, fees were lower, you didn’t have to work as hard on your listings, you didn’t have to have pictures, and so on and on.

You know what? They’re right. Things were decidedly different in eBay’s early days. It was easier to sell, and sellers could offer less and make more. But here’s a simple truth: Everything changes over time. To think that eBay wouldn’t follow suit is simply silly.

Most of the changes, to be honest, benefit sellers. Yes, they come with a price. It does cost more to sell on eBay now. There is more competition. [image: image]You do have to put more time and effort into your listings if you want to realize the best possible prices for your merchandise. But there isn’t another place in this universe where business is done quite like eBay does it. Yahoo! Auctions, eBay’s closest competition, has one-sixth the market that eBay captured during its first decade of operation. Other auction sites command an even smaller presence.

Reasons for Starting an eBay Business

This one factor mentioned above—eBay’s overwhelming market presence—makes the price of doing business on eBay well worth the price of admission. The following sections describe some of the other advantages of selling on eBay that have made thousands of people realize what a great business opportunity it provides.

Expanding an Existing Business

Sellers flock to eBay to expand existing businesses. Again, it’s one of the cheapest, lowest-risk approaches to growing an operation that retailers could possibly take. What’s more, their expansion plans fit right into eBay’s own. The company is always looking for ways to expand its existing business footprint. As it does, it increases the business opportunities for sellers at the same time.

According to eBay’s own estimates, the company has penetrated less than 5 percent of its potential market. Increasing its market penetration through developing new markets and channels has been a significant focus of the company’s business plan from the get-go, and it will continue to be so in the future.

Accessing a Global Market

Online commerce has revolutionized retail selling like nothing else. No longer are sellers confined by the brick and mortar of their retail stores. No longer are buyers in one part of the world relegated to merely dreaming about things they’d like to own. They can jump on eBay and buy them! Geographic limitations are few; for the most part, you can ship almost everywhere in the world. In other words, if you can get it there, and it’s legal for you to sell it there, you can.

As of this writing, eBay links to auction sites in twenty-six countries. No other online commerce site comes anywhere close.

Networking with Others like You

It’s been said time and time again that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery. On eBay, the flattery flows both ways, twenty-four hours a day, 365 days a year. Not only can buyers and sellers come to eBay and find people with similar interests, they can also learn from each other and become better buyers and sellers when they do.

eBay abounds with people who have established themselves as successful sellers. Due to the nature of online selling, the secrets to their success are much more easily mined than in the brick-and-mortar environment. On eBay, it’s not only possible to determine what works and what doesn’t work for other sellers and then to learn from their successes and failures, you can even get a sense for what it costs them to acquire their inventory and how much they clear when they sell it.

Small Business and the Internet

Inside Track

[image: image]

Almost three-quarters of American adults have thought about starting their own businesses, and 75 percent said the Internet makes it easier to do so, according to a study released in April 2005.

The study, conducted by Yahoo!, Register.com, and Harris Interactive, also reported that 51 percent of the adults who characterized themselves as having entrepreneurial goals anticipated launching their business within the next five years. Of the individuals polled who have considered starting a business but haven’t yet, 47 percent said they never thought they’d be too old to do so.
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Calling Your Own Shots

Are you a night owl? eBay like other e-commerce sites, never sleeps. It’s open for business twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year. If you’re most productive during the late evening or the wee hours of the morning, you can work on your listings then. You can even take pictures if you have lights set up for it.

Do you want to be able to stay home with your kids? Build a business they could work at if they want to? Do you want to execute your own dreams instead of someone else’s? eBay is where you can do all of this, and more.

Turning Passion into Profits

Many people work at jobs day in and day out that they’re not thrilled about doing, but they put up with them and keep at them, often because the money makes it worth their while. Of all the advantages of starting an eBay business, one of the greatest is this: On eBay, it’s possible to have both a job you like and a job you can make money at.

Looking at turning passion into profits from another perspective, it’s also possible to build your business around the things that you’re passionate about and to provide a valuable service to like-minded individuals who want and need products related to their passions, and who will be more than happy to buy them from you on eBay.

Finally, another approach to turning passion into profits is to support your favorite cause by donating part or all of the final sale prices of your items to charity. Participating in eBay Giving Works, the program eBay established to coordinate these efforts, allows you to list items to support worthy causes. Donate at least 90 percent of the item’s final sale price to a certified nonprofit organization, and eBay will donate the insertion and final value fees on the item as well.

A Day in the Life of an eBay Seller

Since no two eBay sellers are exactly alike, there’s really no such thing as a completely typical seller with a completely typical day. [image: image]eBay sellers are as varied as the range of different marketplaces they trade in. A lot of what takes place during normal business hours—and afterward—depends on what they’re selling, how they run their business, and the systems, or lack thereof, that they have in place for things like inventory management, client contact, and so on.

That said, there are some common factors that characterize what it’s like to be an eBay seller. Most sellers will tell you that the hours are long and that they typically work harder being self-employed than they did when working for someone else. That’s standard for the game, regardless of the business you’re in and where you do it. But they like what they’re doing, their enjoyment level is far higher, and this, plus lots of other perks—such as flexibility, doing what you love, and more—makes it worthwhile.

Cathleen Lola, who has operated on eBay as Tialey Vintage since 2003, would agree with the above. She came from the retail world and was accustomed to long hours, but she wasn’t used to having to do everything herself. That said, the freedom of being able to own and operate her own business and do it her way more than makes up for the amount of work her business requires. Asked if she’d ever consider going back to work for someone else, she smiled broadly and gave a one-word answer.

“Never!”

Here’s what life as an eBay seller is like for her:

“On days I’m Staying home, meaning that I’m not shopping for inventory, I start at around 6:30 A.M. I check the site for questions, make changes to auction durations if needed, reply to any e-mails, make coffee and breakfast, do the laundry, take a shower.

Between 8 and 10:30 A.M., I take or edit photos, whichever is needed. After this, I work on auction listings for another hour and a half or so. I generally get between five to eight done, depending on the items and how much research I have to do.

I break for lunch around 12 P.M., and do any household tidying that’s needed while waiting for lunch to heat.

Afternoons are spent on general eBay business. I check e-mails again, get items ready for shipping, work on listings or photos, and maybe do item research. When things go right, I can take about 164 pictures of twenty items. I can write about six to eight listings a day. If I can recycle old listing copy, which I try to do as much as possible, I can write more.

My day ends at 5 P.M. with a post office run if I’m shipping internationally. Then I might hit the dry cleaners or the bank, if needed. This generally is the end of my day, but if there’s nothing interesting on television during the evening, I might do some photo editing.

Thursdays are typically buying days for me. I start early—6 A.M. is fairly standard, but it depends on sale times or areas. I usually visit an average of six to eight (or more) estate sales or four to six thrifts on my regular weekly routine. I try to fit in more if I’m feeling lucky.

If the day’s not going well and I finish my buying rounds early, I’ll come home and write listings, research items, or take pictures. For inventory purposes, I also work up a list of everything I’ve bought, with what I paid and where purchased, before doing any other eBay business. It’s too easy to let picky stuff like this go, and I don’t like doing it, so I try to force myself to do it as soon as possible.

I really do try to stick to these hours, give or take a few minutes, but sometimes life does get in the way. On weekends, I usually have to force myself not to do anything eBay related, but if the week turned ugly, I will work on photos, shipping, research, and sometimes writing ads, but at a more relaxed pace.

Paperwork is the one thing I hate to do, which isn’t good, and I tend to leave it to last because of this. I’m thinking of taking on an employee to help with the filing and paperwork, which you can see isn’t really scheduled, and possibly even work toward delegating shipping to someone else. I do try to automate my systems as much as possible—I have a system for tracking the status on transactions, and for tracking income and expenses. But this is an area I can definitely improve on, and I’m determined to streamline my operations in the year to come.

My family supports my business, even when it overflows into their lives more than it should, and I’m thankful for that. There are times when I can see how easily things could get out of control, and I’m determined not to let them. Life’s too short for that.”

[image: image]TEST DRIVE
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Think about what you would do for a living if you could do anything you want and price was no object. Try to come up with more than one possibility, but if you only have one, that’s fine, too. Is there a component of your dream job or jobs that you could do on eBay? For example, if you’re a graphic designer, could you put your skills to use coming up with great auction templates for something you want to sell? Could you develop a niche market selling graphic arts supplies? Maybe offer your services through eBay’s services division? Offer customized T-shirts or other items that display your designs? Or let’s say you like to restore old MG automobiles. Could you sell MG parts? MG memorabilia? Service manuals? Make a list of the possibilities, and start thinking about how you might be able to turn your passions into profit on eBay.
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Registering as a Member

The first step in becoming an eBay seller is registering at the site. m There’s no charge for registering as either a buyer or a seller, but you will need proof of your identity to register as a seller. This typically means providing a credit card and checking account information.

The Registration Process

All you have to do is go to eBay’s home page at www.ebay.com. At the top of the page, right under the horizontal menu bar, you’ll see a line that says “Hello! Sign in or register.” Click on “Register.” This will take you to a screen where you’ll enter your personal information, including your full name, address, city, state, country, phone numbers, and e-mail address. For confirmation purposes, you’ll be asked to enter your e-mail address twice; this is to make sure you’ve entered it correctly as eBay will use this address to confirm your registration. If there’s an error, you won’t be able to complete the registration process.

Below this information you’ll see eBay’s User Agreement and Privacy Policy. In order to complete your registration, you’ll have to click on a box that confirms that you have read and agreed to this document.
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Another Way to Prove You’re You

If you don’t have both a credit card and checking account, or for some reason you don’t want to provide this information, ID Verify is another way to satisfy eBay’s need for proof of identity.

ID Verify is run by Equifax, the same company that does credit checks. You submit your information, and Equifax runs it through its verification network. There’s a fee of $5 for the service, which you’ll only pay after your information passes muster. If for some reason you don’t complete the verification process, you don’t owe a thing.

ID Verify has other advantages for new eBayers, especially if you want to start selling right away. After you’re verified, you can run Buy It Now auctions with fewer than ten feedbacks, and you can sell items in the Mature Audiences category. You can also place bids higher than $15,000.

[image: image]

After you’ve navigated through the personal information and indicated that you agree to abide by eBay’s rules and regulations, you’ll be directed to a screen where you’ll choose your user ID and password. Simply follow the directions there.

Registering Multiple Accounts

There’s no limit to the number of accounts—or identities—you can have on eBay. Many users have at least two, one for buying and the other for selling.

When you’re first starting out, it’s probably best to limit yourself to one or two active accounts at the most. You’ll also be using them to build your reputation, give and get feedback, and gain the trust of other members. Having too many identities in use will slow down this process. Plus, keeping track of multiple identities can be confusing, especially in the beginning.

Once you’re up and running, and if your plans include selling in more than one category, having multiple personalities can be a very good idea. Here are just a few ways they can come in handy:



	
Establishing a strong reputation in different categories: Let’s say you start out by selling children’s clothing. You’re doing great, and then you happen to stumble across a huge lot of old fishing lures that screams “Buy me!” It’s going to take you a while to sell all of them, and there’s more where they came from, so you’re thinking about making them a staple in your auction lineup. Fishing lures and children’s clothing? Probably not the best combo, as they appeal to two very different audiences. Set up another ID for the lures.

	
Testing a new product or supplier: Maybe you’re thinking about taking on a new product line, but you’re not entirely sure it’s for you. Selling items in the new line under an ID other than your main one will let you test-drive it without diluting your main identity. Doing so will also protect the feedback on your main ID, just in case your new venture doesn’t go as well as you thought it would.

	
Testing a new market niche, auction format, marketing idea, and so on: In these situations, selling under another identity is a good idea for the same reasons as above. Again, why risk damaging the feedback on your main selling ID when you’re in test-drive mode?

	
Concealing your supply sources: If you plan to acquire inventory on eBay for selling on the site, buying on one ID and selling on another can hide your tracks from your buyers. It can also make it more difficult, if not impossible, for your buyers and your competition to know what you spend on your inventory.

	
Dumping inventory that doesn’t sell: We all make mistakes, but we don’t necessarily want the entire world to know when we make them. If you’re in an “oops” situation, you can cloak your misfortune by selling the merchandise that didn’t do well under a secondary ID.

	
Selling on consignment for others: If you decide to do this, either on your own or as part of eBay’s Trading Assistant program, establishing a separate ID for these sales can help you organize and manage them better.





You don’t need a separate credit card for each ID you set up. Nor do you need a separate PayPal account for each one, as PayPal lets you accept payments for up to seven different e-mail addresses on a single account. But you will need a separate e-mail address for each. Most online services will let you set up multiple screen names and e-mail addresses under one account. If you have your own domain, you can set up all of your e-mail addresses under it.

If you think you’re going to sell under multiple User IDs, you might want to reserve the names on eBay right away. Doing so will prevent others from taking names that you want to use. You can register IDs as buyer-only accounts at any time, and you can upgrade them to seller accounts at any time.

[image: image]

About Posting IDs

Many eBayers establish one or more User IDs for posting on eBay’s discussion boards. This can be a good idea when posting or discussing delicate or controversial subjects, and it can protect you from people who single out sellers and interfere with their auctions, which, unfortunately, can and does happen.

If you’re concerned about this happening to you, you can register a posting ID at any time. You can use it solely for posting and never buy or sell a thing with it, but you’ll be limited to just ten posts a day on the discussion boards if you take this approach. If you want to participate more, you’ll have to do some buying to push your feedback score to ten or above.

[image: image]

Choosing a User Name

Since people can’t see or hear you in cyberspace—for the most part, anyway—they have to get to know you in other ways. For this reason, user or screen names—known as User IDs on eBay—are a big part of online identities.

There are differences of opinion over the elements of an effective user name, and what someone else likes might not be to your taste at all. That said, here are some generally accepted guidelines to go by:



	
Keep it simple. Long or complicated strings of letters and numbers are difficult for other users to remember.

	
Make it distinctive. This is for an obvious reason—you want your name to stand out. But don’t go overboard. A name chosen for its shock value might offend some bidders and alienate others.

	
If possible, have it reflect what you’re selling. Let’s say you’re selling custom children’s clothing, pieces you design and sew yourself. A name like suescustomkids is cute, but it doesn’t exactly tell potential buyers what you’re selling. Try something like customkidclothes or customclothesforkids instead.

	
Don’t go crazy with original spellings. Millions of User IDs have been registered before yours, which can make it difficult to come up with a name that’s distinctive and original. This means you might have to come up with a spelling variation to get a name that’s even close to what you want. This can be okay—if you go back to the previous example, kustomk-lothesforkids can be kind of cute—but it can also make User IDs harder to read and remember.

	
Keep it short. eBay only gives you thirty-five characters for a User ID, so you couldn’t go on forever even if you wanted to. It’s a good idea to keep names fairly short regardless. Long, drawn-out names are difficult to read and to remember, and they can wreak havoc with screen displays. At the same time, don’t make your name so short that it doesn’t say anything about you or what you’re selling.

	
Stay away from ambiguous combinations. Some things like the letter O and the number 0 in combination can be confusing. So do the lowercase letter L and the number 1. Yes, they look different here, but eBay displays all letters in User IDs in lower case, regardless of how you type them in.

	
If you think you’ll expand your offerings in the future, try to pick a name that’s broad or generic enough to allow for that expansion. Again, going back to the custom kid’s clothing theme, if you’re going to start by making baby clothes, you might think it a good idea to choose a name that reflects that. But if you plan to offer clothes for older children in the future, using the term “kids” instead of “babies” is probably a better bet.

	
Keep punctuation to a minimum. Because there are so many users at the site, it can be tough to come up with a name without punctuation. If you have to use it, hyphens and asterisks work the best, such as custom*kids*clothes or custom-kids-clothes. Underscores and periods—custom_kids_clothes or custom.kids.clothes—can be difficult to see, especially when User IDs are displayed as links.

	
Incorporate your User ID into your branding if at all possible. For more on the importance of branding, turn to Chapter 19.

	If you already have a business name, and you’re establishing your eBay business as a part of your existing business, think about using all or part of your business name as your User ID.





eBay also has some rules on the words and symbols that User IDs can and can’t include. There aren’t any surprises here—basically you can’t use profanity or in some other way violate eBay’s guidelines. You can’t use certain punctuation marks or open spaces, although hyphens or underscores are okay. You can’t use an e-mail address or URL or include a third-party trademark or brand. As an example, if you’re going to sell Converse shoes, you can’t include Converse in your ID.

If you want to learn more about what you can and can’t include in your User ID before you start the registration process, go to the Help area, then “New” to “eBay>Registration Process>Choosing a User ID.” Otherwise, just jump in. If the name you want to use isn’t in compliance, you’ll find out right away, as you won’t be allowed to register it.

Registering Your Password

You’ll also have to register a password with your User ID. The standard cautions about computer passwords apply here:

[image: image] Don’t go with the obvious; that is, anything that someone else might be able to figure out and use to hack into your account.

[image: image] Try to pick a password that has meaning to you, and only you.

[image: image] Whatever password you end up with, try not to forget it. However, if your password does slip your mind, you can retrieve it at the site.

You can have the same password regardless of how many User IDs you register. eBay will prompt you to enter it, along with your User ID, every time you access the site unless you tell the system to keep you signed in until you sign out.

For privacy and security purposes, you might want to change your password from time to time, but you don’t have to.

[image: image]

Changing Your Identity

If for some reason you end up not liking the name you choose, or you feel you need a name that better reflects what you’re selling, you can exchange your old User ID for a new one at any time. When you do, eBay suspends your old ID for thirty days. After that, it’s up for grabs, which means you or anyone else can use it. For this reason, it’s a good idea to think twice before changing your User ID. If for some reason you want to reclaim it, you might not be able to if someone else beats you to it.

[image: image]

Establishing an eBay E-mail Address

Each ID you establish on eBay has to have a separate e-mail address defined for it. If you receive e-mail through your Internet service provider, eBay won’t require anything more than that address. If you use a free e-mail service such as Yahoo or Hotmail, you’ll have to register a credit or debit card number and billing information along with the address. This is for identity verification. Free services don’t require it, which is one of the reasons they’re popular, but eBay wants to make darned sure that the name and address you provided when you registered are valid.

The credit/debit card information must match your eBay contact information. It’s only used to verify this information; your card won’t be charged.

Understanding eBay’s User Agreement and Privacy Policy

This document stipulates how you can use the eBay site. It also details what eBay does and doesn’t do.

If you’re like most people, you’ll skim through part of it, get bored, and accept its terms without reading it all the way through. And that’s probably okay. But it’s important to realize that this document is a binding contract. When you click “I Accept,” you’re agreeing to its terms. It’s never a good idea to agree to something without knowing what you’re locked into. For this reason, you’ll want to read it in more detail at some point, and it’s a good idea to read it sooner than later.

The User Agreement and Privacy Policy is too lengthy to detail here, but here’s some information on parts of the document that, for various reasons, sometimes trip up new users:

Eligibility: eBay can only be used by individuals who can enter into legally binding contracts. For the most part, this means adults over age eighteen. If you’re under eighteen, you can use eBay, but you have to do it while supervised by parents or guardians. Account ownership: You, and only you, can own and operate your eBay account, which includes your User ID and feedback. This means you can’t transfer or sell either entity to someone else. eBay also stipulates that if you’re registering as a business, you must have the authority to enter into the agreement as your business’s representative.

Using other people’s information: To facilitate transactions, eBay gives users limited access to other users’ contact and shipping information. You can only use this information for eBay-related communications and for services offered through eBay. You can’t take it and put it into another database for your own use elsewhere unless you get permission from the other users.

Dispute resolution: Agreeing to the User Agreement stipulates that you’ll hold eBay harmless from “claims, demands and damages (actual and consequential) of every kind and nature, known and unknown, suspected and unsuspected, disclosed and undisclosed, arising out of or in any way connected with such disputes.”

Your obligations as a seller and/or buyer: Simply put, you’re obligated to complete your transactions, regardless of which side of the table you sit at, unless there’s a good reason why you can’t. For sellers, good reasons include such things as breaking the item when you pack it or having something else happen that renders the item unsellable. They don’t include things like offering products that aren’t really available, seller’s remorse, or simply deciding you don’t want to sell because you didn’t get enough money.

Fraud: If you engage in fraudulent activity, such as not following through on auctions, shill bidding, selling fake merchandise and the like, or you’re suspected of doing so, eBay can suspend or terminate your account.

Selling infringing items: eBay has a program called Verified Rights Owner, or VeRO, which protects copyright, trademark, and other rights of various parties. If you sell items that infringe on these rights, such as “designer-inspired” or fake handbags, VeRO program participants can ask eBay to yank your listings. Other eBay users can also report your auctions, with the same results if the things you’re selling aren’t the real deal.

Price manipulation and auction interference: You cant inflate auction prices or otherwise interfere with auctions by bidding up your or anyone else’s items, entering and then retracting bids, or enlisting others to do the same.

You can see a copy of the complete agreement at http://pages.ebay.com/help/community/png-user.html.
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Make It Easy—Print it Out

You can print out eBay’s user agreement, and it’s not a bad idea to do it so you can read it offline at your leisure. It’s a little dry and full of legalese, but it also contains good information about your rights and responsibilities as an eBay member and about eBay’s rights and responsibilities as well. If—well, more likely, when—you encounter problems on eBay (you’d definitely be the exception to the rule if you never run afoul of eBay’s rules and policies), chances are pretty good that whoever handles the problem on eBay’s end will refer at least once to this document or direct you to it for further review.
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Setting Up Online Payment Accounts

As a seller, you’ll want to offer as many payment options as possible. Doing so makes it easy for buyers to do business with you. As a buyer, it’s also a good idea to have a few options, which includes being able to make payments online.

Of the eBay sellers who offer online payment (not all do), the majority use PayPal.

eBay owns PayPal. As such, it’s fully integrated into the site. You’ll see it everywhere—in auction listings (when sellers offer it), on your My eBay page, you name it.

You can go directly to PayPal’s site at www.paypal.com or simply access it from any eBay area that provides a link to it. When you get there, you’ll be asked to register a user name and password, just like you did at eBay. Have your checking account and credit card numbers handy, too. PayPal will want to know how you’re going to pay for the items you win or buy. Until you start selling and you deposit some funds into your PayPal account, the money for your purchases will come out of your bank account or, if sellers accept it, off your credit card.

PayPal offers three different types of accounts with different bundles of services. If you’re new to eBay a personal account, which is the lowest and most basic level, might be all you’ll need. You can send and receive payments, but you can’t accept debit or credit cards. There are no fees for personal accounts.

When you start selling, you’ll want to upgrade to a premier or business account. You’ll find more information on these in Chapter 14.

All about the “Me” Page

The “About Me” page—often just referred to as the “Me” page—is where you can tell other eBayers who you are. You can also use the page to promote your business.

As a buyer, having a “Me” page is a nice touch, but it isn’t critical. It’s more important for sellers.

Some sellers wait a while before putting their “Me” pages together, but it’s really something you’ll want to do as soon as possible, even if it’s just a bare-bones version. Having one up and running at the beginning of your trading career will tell everyone you’re serious about doing business on eBay and that you buy into the site’s basic philosophies. You can always expand on it later.

Inside Track

Why Not Me?

[image: image]

Every so often I come across a really fantastic seller who doesn’t have an “About Me” page. I always feel kind of cheated when this happens. For me, and for countless other eBayers, part of the fun in trading on eBay is meeting interesting people you wouldn’t otherwise come across, and the “About Me” page is prime territory for learning more about them.

When I come upon these sellers, I also wonder why they’re not willing to be more forthcoming about who they are and what their business is all about. The way they present their auctions, as well as their feedback scores and comments, can give you some of this information, but you can only glean so much. Just a few lines about how the seller got started in the business, why they sell what they sell, and maybe a short explanation of their business philosophy can make newbies feel more comfortable when buying. If there are problems with feedback scores and/or comments, the “Me” page is also a good place to explain what’s going on.

In an ultracompetitive business arena like eBay, I don’t think you can afford to cast doubt in your customers’ minds by not telling them a little about yourself. You might feel awkward writing about yourself—if so, get someone else to do it for you—or you might think you should wait until you have something more to say about yourself. On the contrary, getting your “Me” page up early is really one of the best things you can do to get off on the right foot right away.

[image: image]

Building Your “Me” Page

Putting together a basic “Me” page is fairly simple. All you have to do is go to the Community tab at the top of any page. Scroll down to “More Community Programs,” and then down to “Create an About Me Page.” Follow the directions from there. You’ll be able to choose from several basic layout options, which you can personalize with eBay’s HTML tags or your own.

“About Me” pages are great advertising tools for sellers, and the fact that they’re free makes them an incredible value. What’s more, you can do just about anything you want to with your page. You can tell people a little bit about how you started your eBay business and where you want to go with it. You can talk about your business philosophies, what you like to collect, your hobbies—you name it. But remember, this is a promotional tool. While it’s a nice touch to tell people a little bit about yourself, don’t bury or neglect important information about your business.

You can even include a link to your own Web store or Web site on your “Me” page. But you can’t directly offer any non-eBay merchandise on your “Me” page, such as telling buyers you have more of the same items for sale privately. eBay frowns heavily on off-site trading.

Things you’ll want to stay away from on your “Me” page include the following:

[image: image] Fancy graphics: They take too long to load, and they’re distracting. Also nix excessive animations and screen effects like slow dissolves, wipes, and so on. They’re distracting, and they can do weird things to computer operating systems.

[image: image] Music: You never know where your customers might be when they decide to take a look at your “Me” page. If they’re at work, they won’t want a blast of unexpected music to herald the fact that they’re doing something other than their jobs.

[image: image] Too much information: Remember the KISS acronym: keep it short and sweet. Two to three paragraphs is usually just about right.

One thing to consider including on your “About Me” page are your terms and conditions of service, or TOS. TOS tell bidders what they can expect when they buy from you. They also include information on payment forms, shipping, feedback, return policies, how and when you communicate with buyers—basically anything having to do with how you would like transactions to take place.

You’ll include a short form of these—the basics that buyers need to know—in your auction listings. Many sellers expand on them a little (or a lot) on their “About Me” pages. You’ll find more information on writing your TOS in Chapter 11.

“Me” Page No-No’s

There are some restrictions for what you can include on your “Me” page. The following things are not allowed on your “Me” page:

[image: image] Links to merchandise or information not available or not permitted on eBay

[image: image] Links to other online trading sites

[image: image] Links to sites offering the same merchandise at the same or lower price

[image: image] Links to commercial Web sites that compile listings from other sellers

A Typical “About Me” Page

The following text is an example of what can be included on a simple yet effective “About Me” page. It’s straightforward and to the point; the copy tells buyers what the seller specializes in and gives them a taste of the seller’s personality and style.

Welcome to the SWEDISHDRAMA Zone …

We like all kinds of things, but especially beautiful linens, vintage clothing, retro kitchen items, and pretty much anything that’s got great design or is too much fun to pass up.

Architecture and Design Books are a Favorite!

We both belong to the genus packratus maximus, but eBay gives us the perfect opportunity to find and collect great, groovy, weird and funky stuff and pass it on to you…

We hope you enjoy the great mid-century modern, funky stuff, treasures of the past, and just plain cool junque that you’ll find here at Swedishdrama. We love having it, we love passing it on to a good home—we hope it’s yours!

Protecting Your Online Identity

Online communities like eBay have many things in common with the brick-and-mortar retail world. Unfortunately some of these things are as unsavory in cyberspace as they are on land. Identity theft can and does happen online. So does stalking.

Most of what you do online is visible to others. When you post to a discussion board, it’s not just the participants on that board who read what you write. Your comments can be quoted in other forums, cut and pasted into other discussion boards, and even made accessible to search engines. Always be smart about what you do online.

It’s always a good idea to err on the side of caution when communicating online. Be careful about what you say and do. Don’t include too much personal information on your “About Me” page. And never give out personal information, including your name and address, to anyone you’re not involved in a transaction with.

[image: image]TEST DRIVE
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You can access eBay as a guest and do almost anything a registered user can at the site. If you haven’t already done so, go to eBay now and start looking around. Pull up some auctions—any auctions—and analyze them along these lines:

1. User name: Easy to remember? Does it match what the seller is offering? If not, does it work anyway?

2. Auction title/gallery photo: There’s a reason you chose the particular auctions you looked at. Was it the title? The gallery picture? Both? Would you be as likely to pull up the listing if it didn’t have a gallery picture? What was it about the title that grabbed you?

3. Auction appearance and language: Are things easy to read? Confusing? Is the description well written? If not, how would you improve on it? Do the pictures show you enough about the product?
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