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Introduction
In the annals of American enterprise, few companies embody the spirit of digital
innovation and entrepreneurial possibility quite like eBay Inc. Born from a personal
passion project in the nascent days of the World Wide Web, eBay rapidly evolved from
a simple online auction site to a global e-commerce titan, forever altering the
landscape of retail and connecting millions of buyers and sellers across continents.
This book, "A History of eBay Inc.: The Story of an S&P 500 Company," chronicles that
remarkable journey, tracing the evolution of a singular idea into an enduring presence
on the S&P 500—a testament to its sustained impact and adaptability in an ever-
changing technological and economic environment.

This comprehensive history delves into the pivotal moments, strategic decisions, and
influential figures that have shaped eBay Inc. We will explore the foundational vision
of Pierre Omidyar, who in 1995 launched AuctionWeb, a platform that democratized
commerce and empowered individuals in unprecedented ways. From its humble
beginnings, eBay fostered a vibrant community, a concept that became a cornerstone
of its early success and remains a defining characteristic to this day. The narrative will
navigate the exhilarating highs of the dot-com boom, the critical decision to go public,
and the subsequent expansion under the leadership of transformative CEOs who
steered the company through periods of explosive growth and significant challenge.

Beyond the headlines and financial milestones, this book examines the core
innovations that have consistently propelled eBay forward. We will dissect the
strategic brilliance behind the acquisition of PayPal, a move that revolutionized online
payments and solidified eBay's position in the digital marketplace, as well as the later
decision to spin off this incredibly successful venture. The book explores eBay's
ambitious forays into new sectors, such as ticketing with StubHub, and its less
conventional endeavors, like the acquisition and eventual divestiture of Skype. These
stories illuminate the dynamic interplay between ambition, risk, and the relentless
pursuit of market relevance that defines the modern corporation.

"A History of eBay Inc." also confronts the inevitable challenges faced by a company
operating at the forefront of digital commerce. We will analyze the impact of economic
downturns, the pressures of an increasingly competitive landscape, and the constant
need to adapt to evolving consumer behaviors and technological advancements. The
book details the strategic shifts in leadership, the continuous efforts to refine the eBay
marketplace, and the ongoing commitment to enhancing both the seller and buyer
experience—elements crucial to maintaining its competitive edge and fostering its
unique ecosystem.
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Ultimately, this book offers more than just a chronological account of a corporation's
rise; it provides a valuable lens through which to understand the broader narrative of
the digital age. eBay Inc.'s journey reflects the transformative power of technology,
the complexities of global business, and the enduring human desire for connection
and commerce. By exploring the multifaceted history of this S&P 500 company,
readers will gain insights into the innovative spirit that built a global enterprise, the
strategic acumen required to sustain it, and the profound impact it has had on how the
world buys and sells.

From its origins as a groundbreaking idea to its present-day status as a resilient and
evolving e-commerce leader, eBay Inc. stands as a testament to the possibilities of the
internet era. This book invites you to explore the fascinating story of a company that
not only adapted to the future but actively helped to create it, leaving an indelible
mark on the landscape of global commerce.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Dawn of an Idea: Pierre Omidyar
and AuctionWeb
In the mid-1990s, the internet was a wild frontier, a burgeoning digital landscape
where the rules were still being written and the possibilities seemed endless. It was a
place for academics and researchers, a novelty for the curious, and for a select few, a
canvas for revolutionary ideas. Among these pioneers was Pierre Omidyar, a software
engineer with a keen interest in the potential of online commerce. Born in Paris,
France, in 1967, to Iranian parents, Omidyar's family moved to Maryland when he was
young. He developed a fascination with computers in high school and went on to earn
a degree in computer science from Tufts University in 1988. His early career saw him
developing software for Apple Computer's Macintosh and later co-founding Ink
Development Corp., which eventually became eShop Inc., an early e-commerce site.

Omidyar's fascination with online commerce continued even after eShop was sold to
Microsoft in 1996. He was intrigued by the technical challenges of creating an online
venue where individuals could directly engage in person-to-person auctions of
collectible items. This passion project began to take shape during a quiet Labor Day
weekend in 1995. From his personal computer, Omidyar began to write the code for
what he envisioned as an "honest and open marketplace." This endeavor, initially a
small section of his personal webpage, would soon be known as AuctionWeb.

The premise behind AuctionWeb was refreshingly simple: to create a platform that
directly connected buyers and sellers, eliminating the need for traditional retailers.
This was a radical concept in 1995, a time when most people were still wary of
purchasing items online. The internet was seen more as an informational tool than a
commercial one, and the idea of strangers trusting each other with transactions
seemed, to many, like a gamble. However, Omidyar held a strong belief in the power
of individuals to trade freely and efficiently, a philosophy that would become a
cornerstone of his burgeoning platform.

The very first item listed for sale on AuctionWeb was not a rare antique or a coveted
collectible, but a broken laser pointer. Omidyar had listed it primarily as a test of the
site's functionality. To his surprise, it sold for $14.83. Perplexed, Omidyar reached out
to the buyer, Mark Fraser from Canada, to confirm if he was aware the laser pointer
was broken. The buyer's response was enlightening: he collected broken laser
pointers. This seemingly minor transaction was a revelation for Omidyar. It
underscored the immense potential of an online marketplace to connect niche
collectors with unique items, regardless of their condition or conventional value.
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This early success, albeit modest, fueled Omidyar's conviction. What started as a side
hobby quickly gained traction. The site began attracting more traffic as word spread
among collectors and early adopters of the internet. People started listing and
auctioning off all sorts of collectibles, from a Superman lunchbox to an autographed
Michael Jackson poster. The value proposition was clear: AuctionWeb offered a global
reach that traditional local markets simply couldn't.

Initially, AuctionWeb was a free service. However, as the platform's popularity surged,
so did the costs associated with maintaining and expanding it, particularly the internet
charges. To offset these growing expenses and to ensure the sustainability of his
burgeoning marketplace, Omidyar made the strategic decision to introduce a small fee
for sellers listing items and a percentage of the final sale price. This move marked the
birth of AuctionWeb's business model, one that allowed it to generate revenue without
holding any inventory itself, a key factor in its rapid scalability.

The growth was exponential. By 1996, just a year after its launch, AuctionWeb had
facilitated over $7.2 million worth of products sold. That same year, the site hosted
250,000 auctions. The volume of activity was becoming too much for a single
individual to manage. Recognizing the need for assistance, Omidyar brought on Chris
Agarpao as the company's first employee in June 1996, to help coordinate the rapidly
expanding online operations.

The pace of growth continued to accelerate dramatically. In January 1997 alone,
AuctionWeb hosted 2 million auctions, a significant leap from the total number of
auctions conducted in the entirety of the previous year. By the middle of 1997, the site
was handling an astonishing 800,000 auctions per day. This surge in activity
demonstrated that Omidyar had tapped into a fundamental human desire for
connection and commerce, and that his "honest and open marketplace" was
resonating deeply with a growing online community. The platform also celebrated a
significant milestone that year, selling its millionth item: a Big Bird jack-in-the-box.

As AuctionWeb continued its meteoric rise, a more formal identity became necessary.
In September 1997, Omidyar decided to rebrand his creation. His initial choice for the
new domain name was "Echo Bay," after his consulting firm, Echo Bay Technology
Group. However, much to his surprise, echobay.com was already registered by a gold
mining company. Undeterred, Omidyar opted for his second choice, which was simply
"eBay.com." This seemingly minor change marked a pivotal moment, as AuctionWeb
officially became eBay, a name that would soon become synonymous with online
auctions and a global phenomenon.

Crucially, from its earliest days, AuctionWeb, and then eBay, fostered trust within its
community. In an era rife with skepticism about online transactions, Omidyar
understood that a robust system for accountability was paramount. He introduced the
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"Feedback Forum," allowing both buyers and sellers to rate their experiences after a
transaction. This pioneering reputation system, one of the first of its kind on the
internet, became a cornerstone of eBay's success, reducing uncertainty and building
confidence among strangers trading online. This emphasis on user-generated
feedback transformed the online marketplace into a vibrant community, where
participants were empowered to shape their own trading environment.
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