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Gulfe.com – Ebay Inverted

Life Cycle Objectives

Operational Concepts (What is it?)

“Gulfe.com” is an online goods and services system in which users advertise requests and receive “bids” from other users. “Bids” can be a referral to a seller or a direct sales pitch. The operational model of Gulfe.com is essentially the inverse of Ebay's principles (http://www.ebay.com). More specifically, the model I am proposing is similar to Craigslist (http://www.craigslist.org) but encourages more user activity through (optional) incentive-based measures.

On Gulfe, users can post requests to a community of people in an effort to find the the cheapest price. Users are given buying options upon request instead of actively searching for options – a “pull” method or technology.

This system can have several client types. The most full-featured client would be the traditional desktop / notebook client application, which is a web-based front-end. This interface allows users to perform common tasks and facilitates the transaction process. Clients can also include mobile devices that users can use to post or respond to ads while out shopping or incidentally.

Example users:

Clint is looking for an extremely rare (50 copies) out of print demo tape by his favorite band. He's really impatient and goes to Ebay only to find that the demo is running around $200. He wants the demo, but he's not about to pay that much for a demo tape. He heads to Gulfe.com, posts his trade list publicly, and puts the demo tape as a high priority. Pretty soon he's contacted by Bobby, who has the tape and is willing to part with it in exchange for $30 and several CDs from Clint's trade list. This is very reasonable to Clint since he doesn't really want those CDs anymore, so he makes the deal. Clint receives the demo tape and Bobby gets some cash and a lot of CDs he always wanted.

Tara is shopping at a thrift store and finds a shirt that Sheree was looking for. She whips out her camera phone, takes a couple pictures, and posts it onto Sheree's want list via Gulfe.com's mobile-users' service. In the process, Tara let Sheree know where the store is via GPS. Later, Sheree logs onto Gulfe.com and finds that Tara found the shirt she was looking for, which was coincidentally at a location not too far from her apartment. Sheree quickly runs to the store and grabs her prized shirt before a homeless man reeking of alcohol and urine is about to lay his hands on it.

System Requirements

Gulfe, conceptually, requires the following (from most important to least important):

· Support “want ads” that are posted by users looking to purchase or exchange goods

· A sufficiently secure user and/or community-driven system that facilitates individual interaction between buyers and sellers

· Sellers and other users need a motivation to constructively respond to buyers. Otherwise, Gulfe will turn into a site full of nothing but “want to buy” ads that nobody reads.

· User moderation / discipline system. The system should not assume all users are benevolent.

· Simple, elegant, user-friendly system to facilitate as many users as possible (better than Ebay's ideally).

Gulfe does not do the following:

· Push products onto users that do not request related items

· Provide a database of products that users can search to buy – you do not search Gulfe to buy, you search to sell

System and Software Architecture

The system's overall architecture is straightforward. In the case of this project, we are required by the President of the 403 company (Professor Johnson) to design a system that uses a client/server architecture. In addition, the server must specifically be a web server. Thus, we can conclude that Gulfe should use a server/client architecture where clients and servers interact via web-based means.

Since users have individual needs, anonymous users should be barred from doing anything but browsing want ads (just like Ebay's policy). Therefore, Gulfe needs an account management system that we will likely have to implement.

Overall, Gulfe's software architecture is simple.

The server implements the following functions at a minimum:

· Authenticates and manages user data

· User data includes ID, password, active item requests, and any additional information necessary to 

· Maintain searchable database of “want ad” data (sellers need to find potential buyers)

· Maintain any incentive-based system necessary to encourage people to respond to “want ads”

· Provides content delivery tailored to client's platform for the purpose of usability and functionality relevant to client's capabilities via web interface

· Provides interface to all types of supported clients for publishing and submitting data

· Format user-submitted data for use in internal formats (if required)

· Validate user inputs to ensure proper formatting of data

Clients perform the following functions:

· Retrieve information from the server using standardized protocols and data exchange formats to maximize potential audience.

· Provide user interface via HTTP and/or WAP (we require a web server)

· Submit information from user

· Text (description and heading of items)

· JPEG (photos of items)

· GPS information (location where product was found)

· Validate user inputs prior to submission to server


We should keep in mind that while Gulfe is flexible, certain architectures are infeasible. A peer-to-peer architecture would be a poor choice for this system since a centralized database of ads is important for the most basic functions of the system. One problem shown by P2P networks already is that resource availability becomes an issue when few clients have the resources. Another architecture that would not work well is wrapping websites like Froogle and Amazon and delivering prices to users in place of other users. This method has effectively been implemented by sites like Dealtime or Mysimon – Gulfe does not work like this at all. The central idea of Gulfe is that users assist each other in finding products; whether they provide the product themselves or from a third party does not matter.


While designing the architecture, we should be careful to avoid system abuse, particularly spam. System abuse can quickly deteriorate the end-user experience of a system, and Gulfe must ensure that users are not inconvenienced to motivate users to sell as much as possible. Since Ebay's registration and feedback system greatly reduces spam, Gulfe could use similar methods to curb abuse of the system.


Gulfe can be a very, very basic system or a very complex one depending upon the expected number of users and how they organize themselves. Users may want to create groups based upon geographic location or common product interests. Perhaps users simply want to post scattered “want” ads only and force all sellers to search for buyers. Obviously, the latter option is far easier to implement than the former, but much of the activity in community-driven sites relies upon trusted communities. We can evaluate many different options, of which I demonstrate a few, but we must ensure that users are never discouraged from responding to “want ads.”


Since the basic features of this system are simple to implement with a lot of “optional” features, incremental development seems to be a well-suited development process. Once the basic features are built, the optional components would simply act as wrappers to the basic services. Extreme care should be taken to avoid frivolously wasting resources on options that are of little use.

Lifecycle Plan

Gulfe is a fairly simple system at its heart and will not require a large development team to implement the basic features within a reasonable amount of time.

Developers

Database developers will be necessary to implement Gulfe's backend system. If the product proves to be successful, we will need to maintain the software and add new features to the system. Additional developers will likely be needed for support of additional clients that Gulfe may use.

Potential users of Gulfe

· Already-formed communities of Internet-savvy individuals that oftentimes have products to sell (universities, professional organizations)

· Organizers of communities wishing to facilitate internal, person-to-person, business

· Organizations that want to exchange services with other organizations

· People who want to find cheap prices on something and don't want to pay Ebay prices.

Since there has always been a market for exchanging goods among a community, Gulfe should be useful to users as long as they want help from a community to acquire goods.

Customers

Incidentally, the customers who may want to purchase the software are also the users. For example, large companies can offer the Gulfe software system as a service within the organization. Should a customer's userbase grow, their requirements for Gulfe will likely grow as well.

Feasibility Rationale


This product can potentially generate a lot of revenue, but it probably can't compete with Ebay as a major service in terms of net cashflow. Gulfe.com is based upon the idea of lowering prices for the benefit of the customer and thus gives less incentives to sellers to consider doing business through this system – only private users seem to gain significant benefits.


Fundamentally, Gulfe.com works against nearly every economic model out there. The current model is that sellers advertise to potential buyers. This has worked well for sellers because they can do multiple transactions at once. Also, we should recognize that there are many more buyers than sellers online in the consumer market. Gulfe is not designed for this “traditional” online marketplace, which probably describes the vast majority of online shoppingers.


Also, we need to consider the fact that Gulfe is a community-driven site. If someone wants to buy something and nobody in the community knows how to find it or has no interest, the user becomes discouraged and dissatisfied.

We have determined that Gulfe:

· ...is far more likely to succeed if it's deployed in a large scale

· ...is risky because it does not conform to modern business-consumer models

· ...does have potential for a market, but probably not strong enough for most commercial businesses


Thus, I do not believe that a small company can feasibly create an efficient source of revenue by producing this product. However, a larger company with a lot of venture capital may be able to deploy Gulfe and generate a significant amount of revenue.


I would advise against producing this product in an effort to generate revenue unless we see a strong market for the product, which we do not have at this point.

