
Web Services in Action:
Integrating with the eBay® Marketplace

A White Paper from O’Reilly Media

By Will Iverson

Forward by Tim O’Reilly 
President and CEO, O’Reilly Media

June 2004

www.oreilly.com



Table of Contents

Abstract ................................................................................................................................................... 3

Forward ................................................................................................................................................... 4

World’s Best Kept Secret ................................................................................................................... 7

Driven to Web Services ...................................................................................................................... 7

Business Advantage of Web Services ............................................................................................ 9

Open for Developers ........................................................................................................................... 11

Reliable, Proven Infrastructure ......................................................................................................... 13

Developer Solutions ............................................................................................................................ 14

Future Directions .................................................................................................................................. 17

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................................. 19

Web Services in Action: Integrating with the eBay Marketplace

2



Abstract

Web services have served as a topic of interest for IT professionals since at least 2001, and
yet there have been few examples of significant, successful deployment. With this in mind,
developers and IT decision makers should be aware of the major, business-defining role 
of eBay’s successful Web service deployment. With roughly a billion Web service requests
served a month, eBay has demonstrated clear leadership in the real world deployment of
Web services.

This paper shows how eBay has been able to use Web services to dramatically grow both
acquisition and third party development efforts, transforming a Web site into a Web plat-
form. It will begin by examining the key technologies used by eBay to provide highly scal-
able, well-performing Web services. From there, it will examine the business benefits of Web
services for eBay, partners, and independent developers, and describe eBay’s efforts to sup-
port this growing community. Finally, it will describe the future direction of eBay’s Web 
service implementation.
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Forward
By Tim O’Reilly 

The word “platform” has meant several things over the past few decades. Ten years ago it
was a battle between Mac OS® and Windows®; five years ago, the browser wars; and many
people today regard it as a battle between Windows and Linux®. But today and in the near
future, the real platform battle will be waged between the major Web sites and old line soft-
ware companies who chafe at being relegated to a supporting role. Web services, as the latest
incarnation of the Internet open standards story, have changed the fundamental shape of the
computer industry.

We’re moving from a world in which the software that most people interact with is desktop
software residing on a personal computer into one in which software is running as a set of
services provided over the Internet. Web applications such as eBay now routinely integrate
data and services across thousands of servers, millions of client PCs, and handheld devices
such as cell phones. The most innovative of these Web applications now see themselves as
platforms for further development, with third party developers adding specialized applica-
tions that make the service even more useful, or customized for various vertical markets.

Open standards have led to the commoditization of many traditional types of software, driv-
ing value “up the stack” to a new class of software. While many people see this as a story
about open source, and have focused on the infrastruc-
ture software like Linux, Apache, MySQL, and Perl or
PHP, I believe that the same dynamics affect both pro-
prietary and open source software. Much of the soft-
ware that has shaped our industry for the last two
decades has been commoditized. Old line software
vendors complain about this trend, while forward
thinking entrepreneurs applaud it. They understand
what Harvard Business School professor Clayton
Christenson calls “the law of conservation of attractive
profits,” namely, that, “When attractive profits disap-
pear at one stage in the value chain because a product
becomes modular and commoditized, the opportunity
to earn attractive profits with proprietary products will
usually emerge at an adjacent stage.” [Harvard Business
Review, February 2004]

The trend was an inevitable consequence of the creation of a standardized PC, but it was
accelerated by the move to the Internet, a development based at its heart on interoperability
and open standards, making it very hard for any one vendor to control the software plat-
form. And we haven’t seen anything yet! The trend line continues. Futurist Ray Kurzweil
said, “I’m an inventor, and I started paying attention to long-term trends because an 

Web Services in Action: Integrating with the eBay Marketplace

4

Anyone who is
interested in business
success needs to
understand where the
trends are leading us,
and what the rules are
going to be for success
in what is turning out
to be a profound
paradigm shift in the
software industry.



invention has to make sense in the world in which it is finished, not the world in which it
was started.” Anyone who is interested in business success needs to understand where the
trends are leading us, and what the rules are going to
be for success in what is turning out to be a profound
paradigm shift in the software industry.

I’ve sometimes used the term “infoware” to describe
what distinguishes applications like eBay, Google™,
Amazon.com®, and Salesforce.com®, from traditional
software. But whatever you call these applications, you
have to realize that they represent a whole new set of
business rules from those we became familiar with in
either the Microsoft-dominated consumer software
industry or the multiplayer enterprise software industry.

Here are some of the key elements of these next-
generation applications:

• They have lightweight Web interfaces, in which actions are embedded in a rich matrix
of information—text, images, metadata—that lead to better user decisions, which are
then easily executable by the software.

• They are updated at Internet speed, with daily or even hourly changes rather than the
multi-year releases of traditional software.

• They are delivered as a service, not as a software license. This service may include brok-
ering or performing delivery of physical goods and services, or other interactions with
the “real world.” They are not limited to the IT sector.

• They contain a large database component. I would argue that in the future, almost every
application will be networked and will include both local and remote databases.

• They harness a user community through what 
I like to call an “architecture of participation.”
eBay has this in spades—the users ARE the 
application. But what distinguishes the most 
successful online applications is the systematic
way in which they support their users in extend-
ing the platform, making it richer and more 
useful the more people use it. Compare eBay,
Google, or Amazon’s dominance with the split
market for mapping services, shared roughly
equally between mapquest, maps.yahoo.com, and maps.msn.com, which have made no
efforts to harness a customer community to improve the site. Of all the “killer apps” of
the Web era, only those that have gotten their users involved in building the service have
attained dominant share.
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The most creative and forward-looking of these sites have created Web services APIs to fur-
ther extend their architecture, turning their application into a platform. What’s different in
the latest platforms is that their competitive advantage doesn’t come from closed, proprietary
APIs, but from network effects resulting from a critical mass of participating users.

As one of the leaders in defining this platform evolution, eBay has created a way for inde-
pendent software developers to extend the eBay application, the eBay marketplace, and the
eBay community. The technological underpinnings serve as the enablers—the next step is to
watch innovation in action.

—Tim O’Reilly
President and CEO, O’Reilly Media
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World’s Best Kept Secret

It is perhaps one of the world’s best kept secrets: the tremendous success of the eBay Web
services platform. Over a billion Web service requests served a month. Nearly 40% of eBay’s
listings are generated by Web service requests. While many other vendors continue to evalu-
ate and dabble with Web services, eBay has been able to successfully build, deploy, and
monetize several generations of Web service implementations.

Perhaps most importantly, eBay’s Web services efforts were driven by customer and partner
demand. To understand the need for eBay to move to a Web service infrastructure, it is first
important to understand the technical underpinnings of the Internet.

Driven to Web Services

Virtually all Web sites on 
the Internet are based on the
notion that a user (with a Web
browser) sends requests to a
Web server, which then returns
HTML documents, graphics,
and other information in
response. When a user enters
www.ebay.com into their Web
browser and hits return, the
HTML document that is
returned looks something like
the raw text shown in Figure 1. 

Facts at a Glance—eBay Developer Program April 2004

• Over 200,000 sellers use software applications enabled by eBay Web services.

• Nearly 40% of all eBay.com listings are derived via eBay Web services.

• About 20% of all eBay listings are driven by sellers using 3rd party software 
applications, and another 20% are from sellers using eBay applications.

• In all of 2002, the eBay Platform handled less than 1 billion Web service requests.
Currently, the eBay Platform handles over 1 billion Web service requests per month.

• Sellers using API-enabled software applications generate (on average) 595 new 
listings and $10,202 in GMS per minute on eBay.

• From the end of Q1 2003 to end of Q1 2004, the membership in the eBay 
Developer Program grew twenty-fold.

Figure 1: HTML Text



This HTML is then converted
by the Web browser into an
ordinary Web page, as shown in
Figure 2. The important thing
to remember is that Web pages
are constructed from formatted
text, as shown in Figure 1.

As eBay grew, enterprising
developers discovered that 
they could write software that
would read the HTML text
generated by eBay and do
interesting things (for example,
writing their own custom soft-
ware for keeping track of auc-
tions). This technique, parsing
text intended for human view-
ers, is commonly referred to as “screen scraping.”

Unfortunately, screen scraping is an inherently fragile mechanism for integration. As design-
ers update and evolve a Web site to improve navigation for human users, it changes the for-
matting of the text sent to the browser. In many instances, these changes may be impercept-
ible to a human viewer, but even minor changes to the format of a page can confuse screen
scraping software. As eBay grew, it discovered that many developers were building useful
applications based on screen scraping. This created a tension between eBay and third party
developers—eBay wanted to be able to exercise freedom to innovate with the Web site,
whereas developers were building custom applications relying on fragile HTML parsing.

First Generation
eBay’s initial efforts in the 
Web services arena were 
(and continue to be) based 
on pure XML-over-HTTPS.
As shown in Figure 3, an XML
document resembles HTML,
but is highly structured and
explicitly designed for easy
parsing by computer software.
Third-party developers could
send XML requests to eBay
and eBay would return the
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response as XML, all via the same basic underlying secure protocol (HTTPS) used by stan-
dard Web browsers and servers.

The exchange of XML documents is a very logical progression path from HTML. In partic-
ular, eBay’s experience with the request/response model allows for a very highly scalable infra-
structure. By relying on XML and HTTPS, there is no requirement placed on the developer
to use a particular programming language—virtually any programming language, including
Visual Basic®, C/C++, Java™, Perl, or PHP, can build solutions based on XML and HTTPS.

Second Generation
The most significant drawback for a developer when working with pure XML as the foun-
dation for Web services is the need to build custom bindings between their programming
language of choice and the XML documents being interchanged. While eBay continues to
support and evolve the XML-via-HTTPS platform, something easier offering higher pro-
ductivity is needed by many organizations. The Web services community (including a com-
bination of standards bodies, commercial, and open source vendors) has settled on two key
standards for easing the integration of Web services and traditional programming languages:
SOAP and WSDL.

SOAP (which originally stood for Simple Object Access Protocol, but now is no longer offi-
cially an acronym for anything) provides a standard definition for how to build Web services.
Instead of providing raw XML, SOAP defines a more organized way of describing information
to be transmitted. Instead of the arbitrary blocks of information as described by XML, SOAP
services describe methods (actions to be performed) and highly structured data transmission
rules. Instead of parsing and generating raw XML documents, SOAP toolkits automatically
bind these methods and data structures to a developer’s native programming language.

Complementing SOAP, WSDL (Web Services Description Language) is used to describe a
set of SOAP interfaces. While SOAP provides the rules for transmitting information (analo-
gous to a human language grammar), WSDL serves as a dictionary. A developer interested
in working with a SOAP/WSDL-based service can simply point their Java or .NET develop-
ment tool at the WSDL and automatically generate a set of bindings suitable for their pro-
gramming language of choice.

By supporting XML-via-HTTPS, eBay allows an extremely broad array of developers from 
a broad range of programming languages to work with the eBay platform. The addition of
SOAP and WSDL allows developers in a wide variety of languages (and Java and .NET in
particular) to dramatically accelerate the development of eBay-based applications.

Business Advantage of Web Services

How long does it take a business to put a product up for sale? How many people view that
product? How long does it take to close the order after placement? Simply put, the eBay
Web services platform is an integration engine that enables a business to dramatically
improve all of these metrics.
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eBay’s Web service platform affords a proven, real-time integration opportunity for several
different types of business. Most obviously, businesses that have grown beyond an occasional
listing can use the eBay Web service platform to dramatically decrease the overall costs asso-
ciated with managing inventory and working with eBay. This usage of the eBay platform
enables integration and automation.

By using eBay Web services, businesses can build integration directly into their existing
channel infrastructure for moving products. For example, a business may wish to leverage an
existing inventory system to automatically generate eBay auction listings for products that
have been sitting idle for ninety days. By integrating with eBay’s Web services, an analyst
can generate listings for these products with a single click. Similarly, integration with eBay
Web services could allow for automatic notifica-
tion of a successful closed integration with a
business’s fulfillment center, or trigger a cus-
tomer satisfaction system thirty days after an
auction has closed.

In the integration and automation model, Web
services provide a highly efficient mechanism for
improving the execution of business processes.
Businesses can dramatically reduce the time to
list and fulfill auction listings, increasing the rate
of return. 

This usage of eBay’s Web services is in broad deployment today. eBay has found that sellers
using Web service-enabled software applications generate an average of 595 new listings and
$10,202 in GMS (gross merchandise sales, the value of goods sold) per minute on eBay. In
addition, eBay sellers that transition from entering information by hand via the HTML
forms to a Web service-enabled selling application typically report a listing volume improve-
ment of over 60% within 6 months.

One additional side benefit of an organization looking to build on the eBay Web services
platform—it gives an IT organization a chance to work with a successful, broadly deployed
Web service platform, building experience in an arena that increasingly serves as a model for
future solution development. By examining eBay’s best practices, a savvy business can trans-
fer knowledge into an existing IT organization.

Growth Through Acquisition
Web service-based integration is not limited to organizations outside of eBay. For example,
eBay recently acquired www.mobile.de, the largest provider of automotive classified in
Germany. The engineer assigned to integrate with eBay’s Web services platform was able 
to build a working prototype of integration over a weekend.

The most dramatic example of this integration is PayPal®. Acquired in October, 2002,
PayPal can be considered the most significant and successful of all of the eBay Web 
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service integrations. Of eBay’s billion-plus Web service requests served monthly, roughly
40% serve PayPal.

PayPal Web Services 
PayPal, in turn, has also invested heavily in a developer framework and Web services. Part 
of its merchant tools, PayPal Web Services offers four informational and transactional APIs:
TransactionSearch, GetTransactionDetails, RefundTransaction, and MassPay. These APIs
enable developers to create payment applications that integrate with the PayPal platform.
One additional interesting component, Instant Payment Notification (IPN), allows real-time
integration of the PayPal payment processing system with a third party application. For
example, a developer can use IPN to respond to an incoming payment by emailing a regis-
tration code to an end-user and sending a fax to a fulfillment partner.

PayPal has grown in a similar fashion to eBay, from simple interfaces based on HTTPS, 
to the recent addition of SOAP and WSDL-based Web services. PayPal has recently added 
a test environment called the PayPal Sandbox, which is very similar to the eBay Sandbox. 
In addition, PayPal Developer Central offers information about how to set up developer 
certificates, get started with PayPal APIs, and access developer forums for discussion and
questions. Given the challenges inherent in building a secure system for working with finan-
cial transactions over the Internet, PayPal’s advances in the Web services arena represent a
significant step forward for e-commerce.

As eBay continues to grow and acquire new entities, the Web services framework serves as
an important strategic solution.

For more information see https://www.paypal.com/pdn.

Open for Developers

For smaller businesses or individuals that list only a few items for sale on eBay, Web services
may very well be inappropriate. Similarly, many businesses that are interested in increasing
their use of eBay are unable or uninterested in developing the IT infrastructure. These sce-
narios present a second front in the use of eBay Web services—third party developers, build-
ing technology solutions for sale to other entities.

Several developers serve as examples of the innovation possible based on eBay’s Web 
service platform. Highlights include Bonfire Media’s Pocket Auctions for eBay, Infopia’s
Configurator, AutoFuse’s Auction Manager and Bid Builder, and SuperPawn’s zTradingPost.

Pocket Auctions for eBay (Bonfire Media)
Pocket Auctions for eBay, created by Bonfire Media, leverages eBay’s Web service platform
to provide access to eBay via a mobile phone. Features include the ability to search, view,
bid, and watch items on eBay. In addition, users can get notifications when outbid or when
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an auction has concluded.

As shown in Figure 4, buyers
and sellers can use a simple,
friendly interface to access the
eBay marketplace. While an
end user never needs to worry
about the underlying technol-
ogy, this solution was only pos-
sible through the use of eBay’s
Web service platform.

For more information on
Pocket Auction for eBay, see
http://bonfiremedia.com.

Configurator (Infopia)
Configurator, created by Infopia, brings personalization to auctions. For example, consider a
user who wishes to purchase a computer. Searching on eBay, the user finds an auction listing
created by Infopia with the right basic configuration, but a bit less hard drive capacity than
the user would prefer. By clicking a pop-up menu within the listing (based on the vendor’s
existing inventory), the user can generate a new auction listing in real-time with a pre-
disclosed buy-it-now price. This offers considerable opportunity for sellers to cross- and 
up-sell items, and buyers the ability to purchase complex products with sophisticated con-
figuration requirements.

Neither sellers nor buyers need worry about the underlying Web services—Infopia takes care
of that complexity on behalf of the user. 

For more information, see http://www.infopia.com/solutions/ebay.html.

Auction Manager and Bid Builder (AutoFuse)
In contrast with the general solutions described above, Auction Manager and Bid Builder 
by AutoFuse focus specifically on the automotive segment. A suite of products built around
the needs of the dealer community, AutoFuse provides deep functionality such as a built-in
database of automotive information and integration with a variety of other information
sources (such Kelley Blue Book and AutoCheck Express vehicle history reports). Generated
auction listings can include AutoFuse-provided stock photography and vehicle information.
AutoFuse can also import data directly from dealer databases, even generating listings auto-
matically based on dealer-specified rules.

By focusing on a vertical (one of eBay’s most successful markets to date), AutoFuse is able to
deliver a high-productivity solution, leveraging Web services for both end users and dealers.

For more information, see
http://www.autofuse.com/index.cfm?action=dealerlink&Link=283220.
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(zTradingPost) SuperPawn
SuperPawn is the largest independently owned chain of pawn shops in America. By inte-
grating a proprietary point-of-sale system with the eBay platform, SuperPawn was able to 
dramatically reduce costs associated with listing an item. Prior to integration with the eBay
Web services platform, SuperPawn estimated the pre-integration cost (in terms of time and
resources) to list an item was $23—it is now 25¢. This cost savings is achieved through a
direct link in SuperPawn’s point-of-sale system and a sophisticated pre-owned retail Internet
management analysis system. By using eBay Web services, every phase from listing, categoriz-
ing, and fulfillment of merchandise has been streamlined. Under the name zTradingPost.com,
SuperPawn is now reselling their technology to other retail businesses.

For more information, see http://developer.ebay.com/DevProgram/SuperPawn_SS.pdf.

Finding New Ground
As these third party solutions attest, eBay is
now able to dramatically extend the richness
of the total solution for both buyers and 
sellers. These applications tend to fall into
two categories: broad spectrum products
that address the broad eBay marketplace,
and solutions for “category level” products
(as shown in Figure 5). With such a broad
range of possible areas available, there
remains significant opportunity for third
parties to invest and innovate.

Reliable, Proven Infrastructure

It is important to consider the scale and
scope of eBay’s Web services for two reasons:
first, to understand the investment eBay has made and continues to make in deployed Web
services, and second, for businesses and developers considering eBay’s platform to feel com-
fortable investing in IT endeavors on eBay.

eBay serves roughly 1.7 billion page views per day with dynamic content (i.e., excluding
static pages). It maintains over 2,000 application servers and 100 Oracle® databases, con-
taining several terabytes of storage. Depending on the time of day and other considerations,
6-10 gigabytes of data are served per second. This only covers the core application, and does
not include systems set up to provide redundancy.

Several million items are added to the site every day. Over 50 million users are considered
active traders. eBay has been localized to 27 countries, with users in virtually every country
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on Earth. At any given time, over 25 million items are
listed for sale. eBay generated roughly $8 billion in
gross merchandise sales in Q1 2004.  

With all of that in mind, consider that approximately
40% of the listings on eBay came in through the Web
services platform. The Web services group is one of the
fastest growing groups at eBay, and it’s easy to see why. To sustain growth, both through
acquisition and third party engagement, eBay must build a sustainable, robust integration
infrastructure, with Web services as the key.

Developer Solutions

Given the existence of an existing technical infrastructure (in the form of XML, HTTPS,
SOAP, and WSDL) and the business case for the Web service platform (both for eBay and
third parties), eBay has begun to move more aggressively to support the developers working
to build Web service-based applications.

Generally speaking, tools for building Web service solutions fall into one of three general
technology areas: Microsoft-based solutions, Java™, and various open source technologies
(such as PHP and Perl). For most developers, the choice of language and tools has already
been made at an organizational level. In lieu of trying to force an organization to change
development models, eBay supports all of these development platforms.

For Microsoft .NET and Java developers, existing frameworks provide robust solutions. 
eBay tests both Microsoft .NET and the open source Java Web services framework, Apache
Axis (http://ws.apache.org/axis). eBay has even contributed performance enhancements to
Apache Axis. For developers with experience in object-oriented software development, one of
these two solutions in conjunction with eBay’s SOAP/WSDL toolkits will likely provide the
most robust solution. To ease development for COM-based developers (in particular, Visual
Basic® users), eBay provides a wrapper for the Web services interface (called the eBay SDK).

For developers on other platforms, such as Perl and PHP, a variety of solutions are available,
from directly working with the XML via a parser, and HTTPS through a variety of SOAP/
WSDL toolkits. Developers using all platforms and toolkits can use the eBay Sandbox
(described below) to test their integration. Finally, for many popular development tools,
eBay is actively engaged to provide both the eBay and PayPal Web services toolkit bundled
with the environment.

Available Functionality
eBay’s Web service platform can in many ways be considered a developer’s view of the func-
tionality available via the Web site. For example, the following functionality is all available
via eBay Web services:
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• Listing items for sale

• Searching the eBay product database

• Retrieving and leaving eBay feedback

• Getting the list of bidders for a given item

• Listing items being sold by a given seller

• Automatically relisting items that don’t sell

• Appending information to the description of a 
listed item

• Retrieving catalog functionality for relevant items (e.g., DVDs, CDs)

• Receiving notifications of interesting events (transaction, feedback)

There are approximately 70 interfaces available today, with more under active development.
eBay continues to aggressively work with developers to expand the functionality available.

Sandbox: Test & Certify
Obviously, when a developer is first building an application, mistakes will be made. Addi-
tionally, eBay continues to roll out updates, bug fixes, and new functionality to developers
in advance of general availability to allow for testing. To ensure a seamless transition, eBay
provides a test environment known as the “Sandbox” for developers to test and certify their
application before accessing the production environment.

The Sandbox serves an important role for businesses and developers evaluating integration
with eBay. Free registration and approval by eBay allow developers to start working with the
eBay Web services platform, testing tools and frameworks in advance of a production
launch.

The importance of the Sandbox to eBay’s success as a Web service platform vendor cannot
be underestimated. The Sandbox is a vital component to ensure the highest quality experi-
ence possible for both users and developers.

Performance
An open question in the mind of many developers
and IT professionals is the suitability of Web services
in a high performance environment. By leveraging
the experience eBay developed working with the first
generation (XML-via-HTTPS based) Web service
implementation, eBay has been able to optimize the
SOAP Web services to the point where there are no
major performance differences.
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Key to the performance of eBay’s Web services is the notion of scalable levels of detail. For
example, a search request returning data about fifty listings need not return the full descrip-
tion for each listing—title and other summary information is all that is needed. This notion
of scale of detail allows developers to get the data needed in an efficient manner. 

Performance and reliability is a very major concern for eBay. For example, at one point in
the development of the Web services platform, a particular request for a certain kind of data
went from less than a second to two seconds—this was considered a major issue, given high
priority and resolved quickly. Similarly, the Web service servers are considered 24/7, high
availability systems with redundancy. Interestingly, 90% of the traffic is read-only, allowing
for effective use of various cache strategies.

Developer Support
To support the various entities interested in the eBay Web services platform, eBay has estab-
lished a comprehensive developer support program. This program includes:

• XML and SOAP APIs (all languages and platforms)

• SDKs for Windows (.NET) and Java

• Free access to the Sandbox test environment

• Peer-to-peer online support forums, webinars, and chats

• Developer technical support for commercial API licensees

• Developer education courses

• A logo benefit for certified eBay-compatible commercial applications

• An annual eBay Developers Conference

Developers can sign up for free at http://developer.ebay.com. This gives access to the
Sandbox, allowing the developer to quickly become familiar with the overall development
model, language, tools, policies, and other issues. A developer can build a complete working
prototype for free.

After a prototype has been built, an individual developer can certify an application for access
to the production server for as little as $100. Commercial tier licenses start at $500/year,
which includes 30,000 free Web service requests per month, a free developer tech support
case, and an eBay certification logo after certification. Calls beyond this 30,000/month limit
are metered (per 1,000 calls). Commercial tier licenses are available for higher volume users.
In June 2004, eBay added a new tier specifically targeted at affiliates, allowing for free access
to certain Web service requests particular to the affiliate program. With this graduated strat-
egy, eBay remains an effective option for individuals, small business, and large enterprises,
while still affording a rational business model.
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Affiliates
For entrepreneurial developers and Web site owners, eBay’s affiliate program pays commis-
sions based on new buyers, bids, and purchases routed to eBay. eBay estimates that each of
the top 25 affiliates average over $165,000 in monthly commissions.

In late June 2004, eBay announced the launch of its Affiliate API Tier for Web services. A
recent pilot suggested that affiliates with access to the eBay API were able to earn 20% more
on average than affiliates without access. This new Affiliate API Tier provides affiliates access
to five of the most important affiliate-related Web service requests after a one-time sign-up
fee of $250. Affiliates who join this program are allowed to make up to 3 million Web 
service requests per day. 

Affiliate access to eBay’s Web services platform allows deeper integration with the data avail-
able from eBay, bringing users closer to the product(s), which helps affiliates increase their
conversion rates. For example, Web service integration allows affiliates to place dynamic
product images, live auction prices, and time-left-to bid information directly on the affiliate
Web site. The affiliates pull product images and real-time directly from eBay’s live database. 

Most interestingly, the affiliate program provides a simple, direct business model for vendors
interested in providing alternative modes of access to the eBay platform (such as Bonfire
Media’s Pocket Auctions for eBay).

For more information, please visit: http://affiliates.ebay.com.

Once a developer has completed a product or service, program members can take advantage
of the eBay Solutions Directory. This is a searchable online database of application providers
that allows buyers and sellers to find custom solutions for their needs. Developers can
describe their offerings and pricing in detail and provide a link back to their Web site. The
Solutions Directory was made available for developers in late May 2004, with a public
launch in June 2004.

In addition, eBay has a strong staff dedicated to developer relations. For developers focusing
on delivering solutions to select vertical markets, eBay can assist with developing a strategy
on a case-by-case basis.

Future Directions

Given the immense strategic importance and success to date of the eBay Web services 
platform, it is no wonder that eBay expects to continue to invest heavily in Web services 
in the future.

One important direction is a shift toward unifying existing Web service systems into a sin-
gle, coherent model. For example, PayPal has also released a toolkit for Web services, based
on SOAP/WSDL. The goal is to unify the object model between the two systems, allowing
the skill set of an eBay Web services developer to easily translate to PayPal (and vice versa).
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As eBay continues to grow in complexity, one concern is that the complexity of the Web
services platform may eventually grow to overwhelm developers. For example, as eBay intro-
duces more sophisticated data entry systems (e.g., a complex attribute system for sorting
DVDs), users and developers have to cope with an ever evolving user interface. To assist
with this, eBay now offers complex user interface elements in XML/XSL for developers to
easily transform into custom elements for their application. This allows developers to focus
on the unique value-added aspects of their application, while allowing both eBay and devel-
opers to improve the application.

Private Marketplaces
The eBay platform is not limited to the public eBay Web site. A new initiative, eBay Private
Marketplace, allows a seller to create invitation-only private auction sites. This allows sellers to
put present inventory for sale using eBay technology as the commerce engine. It allows them
to sell products to an existing managed channel (and thereby avoid channel conflict). By lever-
aging Web services, eBay is able to offer a flexible, customizable package for business sellers.

Web Services & Data Mining
Many businesses are interested in historical data accu-
mulated by eBay for a variety of reasons. For example,
a used golf equipment store might be interested in the
historical value of various clubs as tracked over the 
previous year on eBay. Generally speaking, the eBay
Web service platform is intended to provide real-time
integration with events on the site, not serve as an
extensive data mining solution. For users interested 
in historical information regarding closed auctions,
eBay created a Data Licensing program. This allows
interested parties to access historical data in a very effi-
cient manner, without using the trading Web service
platform directly. Instead, data is delivered privately,
securely, and via the mechanism of highest efficiency. 

For more information on the Data Licensing program, see
http://developer.ebay.com/DevProgram/membership/data.asp.

Most interestingly, eBay is less concerned with the more esoteric areas of Web services 
“standards.” While a number of technology vendors have put forward standards for business
process management and universal business registries with little adoption, eBay has focused
on using Web services to solve real world problems, and expects to continue that approach. 
In eBay’s view, SOAP and WSDL have matured to the point where they now meet criteria 
for high performance, reliable systems. The needs of customers and partners will continue 
to drive the adoption of future technologies.
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Conclusion

“A platform is something that other people build on top of. Hundreds of thousands of
people have built successful businesses on eBay. Millions have built relationships with
others over shared areas of interest. eBay has been a platform long before we had an
official Platform or Developer program. You know you’re an effective platform when
someone builds something you never predicted.”

—Pierre Omidyar
eBay Founder and Chairman

As has been described, eBay’s need for Web services grew out of a need to grow the 
company while retaining the flexibility for others to integrate and innovate. From there,
Web services have grown to serve an important strategic role in the growth of the company.
By focusing on the pragmatic, critical needs of the company, partners, and users, eBay has
become a silent giant of the Web services world.

Through Web services, eBay has been able to transform itself from a popular Web site into 
a Web platform. Through the use of core technologies such as XML, HTTP, SOAP, and
WSDL, eBay has been able to provide highly scalable, well-performing Web services. The
business benefits are real, today, and are expected to serve as a critical engine for growth into
the foreseeable future.

eBay—real world Web services.
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