Chapter 2: Internet search and re-search

The worldwide success of online auctions
Whatever can be achieved by trading conventionally can be improved by trading online. This is the opinion of e-commerce disciples, and online auctions seem to be no different. Airlines use online bidding to fill empty seats, while hotels use them to take up spare room capacity. In many markets, there is now the ability for individuals or companies to buy and sell anything, anytime, anywhere. 
One of the most successful online auction web sites is eBay (http://www.ebay.com/), launched in 1995 as a result of a conversation between a computer consultant and his wife (a candy dispenser collector). She wanted a way in which to interact with other collectors on the Internet and so her husband created a central location to buy and sell unique items and to meet other users with similar interests. Today eBay is huge—the web site is available 24 hours a day, with more than 5.6 million registered users and some 2.4 million items listed for sale. Each day more than 300 000 items are added to the list, comprising of more than 1600 categories.

A South African auction web site, ‘The Lot’ (http://www.thelot.co.za/), was launched in July 1999. The company was born out of the desire to supply the general South African public with a powerful and popular auction web site. Other reputable online auction web sites inspired much of the functionality but it was the further recognition of opportunities at the conceptual stage that gave rise to improvements to the web site. Individuals are now able to buy and sell items in more than 700 categories at The Lot, with buyers and sellers attracted by a large variety of items ranging from antiques to nougat. In addition, users can access a chat facility to get to know who they are dealing with and, through the help of all users of the web site, enable them to find the specific items they are seeking.

Buying and selling goods on an online auction

As an intermediary, most auction web sites limit the searching process of both sellers and buyers by structuring information essential to both parties. Sellers are searching for buyers and vice versa. At the most basic level, auction web sites provide a virtual location for these parties to find each other. The web site does not influence the price (as is the case with agents and conventional transactions, for example estate agents) of the article or the outcome of the auction. The web site acts as a link to buyers and sellers who, between themselves, thrash out a price. Customers using an online auction web site control their own transactions. This one-on-one negotiation often results in prices of goods that more closely reflect their true market value. 

However, this does not detract from the fact that the higher the closing price on an item, the greater the profit is for the web site. In this respect, online auction web sites are very similar to conventional auctioneers, but no direct manipulation of the auction by the facilitator occurs. The web site’s profit is dependent on the outcome of indirect ‘negotiations’ between buyer and seller. Not only does the online auction web site sort items into different categories for the customer and link prospective buyers and sellers, but it also serves as a medium to determine the optimal selling price for a specified item on sale. This process saves both buyers and sellers a considerable amount of time and effort in determining the optimal selling price.

Questions

1.
Go to eBay Australia (http://www.ebay.com.au/) and do a search for a Sony Playstation 2 gaming console in two ways: (i) through the search engine on the web site, and (ii) by using the categories provided on the web site. Make a list of the five best prices. Which method did you find easier, the search engine or using categories?
2.
Go to The Lot (http://www.thelot.co.za/) and do a search for Nokia mobile phones in two ways: (i) through the search engine on the web site, and (ii) by using the categories provided on the web site. For each method, explain if you found it easier or harder to find the products on this web site, compared to eBay Australia.

3.
Considering your answers in Question 1 and Question 2, what would you say are some of the most important characteristics that a search engine should have to be user friendly?
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