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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR HOLDING 
A TWO-STAGE LIVE AUCTION FOR ON-SITE 

AND ON-LINE BIDDERS 

RELATED APPLICATIONS 

This application is a continuation of U.S. application Ser. 
No. 1 1/264,526, filed Nov. 1, 2005, which is a continuation of 
U.S. application Ser. No. 09/620.209, filed Jul. 21, 2000, 
which is a Continuation-in-Part of U.S. application Ser. No. 
09/457466, filed Dec. 8, 1999, which claims the benefit 
under 35 U.S.C. 119(e) to U.S. Provisional Application No. 
60,111,717, filed Dec. 8, 1998, all of which are incorporated 
herein by reference in their entirety. 

COPYRIGHT NOTICE 

Contained herein is material that is Subject to copyright 
protection. The copyright owner has no objection to the fac 
simile reproduction of the patent disclosure by any person as 
it appears in the Patent and Trademark Office patent files or 
records, but otherwise reserves all rights to the copyright 
whatsoever. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The invention relates generally to the fields of auctioning 
and online commerce. More particularly, the invention relates 
to an online live auction format that combines features of both 
Internet and traditional, real world auctions. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

With the advent of online auctioning pioneered by eBay 
Inc., the assignee of the present invention, more and more 
Internet users are realizing the ease and convenience of buy 
ing items online. As the leading person-to-person trading site, 
buyers are compelled to trade on eBay's web site due to the 
large amount of content available. Similarly, sellers are 
attracted to eBay to conduct business where there are the most 
buyers. Ebay currently provides over two million new auc 
tions, and 250,000 new items every day from which users may 
choose. 

Auction houses that run live, real-time, on-site auctions 
(“traditional auctions') continue to experience much Success. 
However, geographic barriers, travel costs, and other con 
straints limit the participation in Such auctions. 

It is desirable, therefore, to expand the reach of traditional 
auctions via the Internet. In particular, it would be advanta 
geous to combine the best of both Internet and traditional 
auctions into a live auction that enables real-time online bids 
in a live, in person auction. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The present invention is illustrated by way of example, and 
not by way of limitation, in the figures of the accompanying 
drawings and in which: 

FIG. 1 is a simplified view of an exemplary client-server 
environment in which the live auction may occuraccording to 
one embodiment of the present invention. 

FIGS. 2A-2C depict exemplary online live auction site 
screens that allows online bidders to participate in a live 
auction according to one embodiment of the present inven 
tion. 

FIG. 2D depicts a seller console according to an exemplary 
embodiment of the invention. 
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2 
FIG. 2E depicts a Live Auction Site Information Architec 

ture according to an exemplary embodiment of the invention. 
FIG. 3 is an example of a computer system upon which one 

embodiment of the present invention may be implemented. 
FIG. 4 is a high level illustration of the interaction between 

various devices and processes according to one embodiment 
of the present invention. 

FIG.5 depicts an exemplary high-level system architecture 
implementation of the present invention. 

FIG. 6 conceptually illustrates the stages of a live auction 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. 

FIGS. 7A-7C are flow diagrams illustrating live auction 
processing according exemplary embodiments of the present 
invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

A method and apparatus are described for carrying out a 
live auction that combines various features of traditional and 
online auctions, thereby enabling real-time online bids in a 
live, in-person auction. In the following description, for the 
purposes of explanation, numerous specific details are set 
forth in order to provide a thorough understanding of the 
present invention. It will be apparent, however, to one skilled 
in the art that the present invention may be practiced without 
Some of these specific details. In other instances, well-known 
structures and devices are shown in block diagram form. 
As will be described in greater detail below, the present 

invention includes features that seek to enhance the tradi 
tional auctioning experience. According to one embodiment, 
a live auction combines various features of traditional and 
Internet auctions (also referred to as online auctions). In a first 
stage of the live auction, prior to a live, in-person auction, 
online users are provided access to catalog information for 
searching and viewing of items available in the live, in-person 
auction. In addition, during this first stage, any absentee bids 
are accepted from the online users for items available in the 
live, in-person auction. Subsequently, in a second stage of the 
live auction, the live, in-person auction begins. During this 
stage, bidding information is updated on the online auction 
site as bids from online bidders as well as live bidders are 
Submitted to the live, in-person auction. During a final end of 
auction stage, the item is awarded to the highest bidder. An 
auction house. Such as for example Butterfields, conducts the 
live, in-person auction. Advantageously, in this manner, the 
reach of traditional auctions may be expanded via the Inter 
net, thereby enabling real-time online bidding in a live, in 
person auction. 

In the preferred embodiment, the steps of the present inven 
tion are embodied in machine-executable instructions. The 
instructions can be used to cause a general purpose or special 
purpose processor that is programmed with the instructions to 
perform the steps of the present invention. Alternatively, the 
steps of the present invention might be performed by specific 
hardware components that contain hardwired logic for per 
forming the steps, or by any combination of programmed 
computer components and custom hardware components. 
The present invention may be provided as a computer 

program product which may include a machine-readable 
medium having stored thereon instructions which may be 
used to program a computer (or other electronic devices) to 
perform a process according to the present invention. The 
machine-readable medium may include, but is not limited to, 
floppy diskettes, optical disks, CD-ROMs, and magneto-op 
tical disks, ROMs, RAMs, EPROMs, EEPROMs, magnet or 
optical cards, flash memory, or other type of media/machine 
readable medium Suitable for storing electronic instructions. 
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Moreover, the present invention may also be downloaded as a 
computer program product, wherein the program may be 
transferred from a remote computer (e.g., a server) to a 
requesting computer (e.g., a client) by way of data signals 
embodied in a carrier wave or other propagation medium via 
a communication link (e.g., a modem or network connection). 
Client-Server Environment 

FIG. 1 is a simplified view of an exemplary client-server 
environment, such as the World Wide Web (the Web), in 
which the online portion of a live auction may take place. The 
architecture of the Web follows a conventional client-server 
model. The terms "client' and “server” are used to refer to a 
computer's general role as a requester of data (the client) or 
provider of data (the server). Web clients 105 and Web servers 
110 communicate using a protocol such as HyperText Trans 
fer Protocol (HTTP). In the Web environment, Web browsers 
reside on clients and renderWeb documents (pages) served by 
the Web servers. The client-server model is used to commu 
nicate information between clients 105 and servers 110. Web 
servers 110 are coupled to the Internet 100 and respond to 
document requests and/or other queries from Web clients 105. 
When a user selects a document by submitting its Uniform 
Resource Locator (URL), a Web browser, such as Netscape 
Navigator or Internet Explorer, opens a connection to a server 
110 and initiates a request (e.g., an HTTP get) for the docu 
ment. The server 110 delivers the requested document, typi 
cally in the form of a text document coded in a standard 
markup language Such as HyperText Markup Language 
(HTML). 
Exemplary Online Auctioning Site Interface 

FIG. 2A is an exemplary online live auction site screen that 
allows online bidders to participate in a live, in-person auc 
tion. According to one embodiment, when an online bidder 
wishes to participate in, or inquiry into Live Auctions, the 
online user is presented with the Live Auctions Home Page 
screen (Live Auction Screen) 200. The Live Auction Screen 
200 provides a listing of all catalogs available in various live, 
in person auctions in which the online user may bid. From the 
Live Auction screen 200, the online user is forwarded to 
various screens that will allow the user to search and view 
items, listen or view live, in-person auctions and Submit real 
time bids in the live, in-person auctions. 

FIG. 2B is an exemplary online live auction site screen that 
allows online bidders to participate in a live, in-person auc 
tion. According to one embodiment, when an online bidder 
makes a request to search and view a catalog for items avail 
able in the live, in-person auction, category listings Screen 
210 is presented with a textual list of items 212. In this 
example, each item 214 (214-1, 214-2,..., 214-6) includes a 
hypertext link 216 (216-1, 216-2,..., 216-6) having a picture 
of the item, a title, a brief description, a high/low estimate and 
a starting price. Responsive to the selection of the hypertext 
link 215, a Subsequent screen (not shown) displays the item 
and allows the online user to enteran absentee bid for the item 
210, when the user will be unavailable during the live, in 
person auction. As will be described further below, by pro 
viding an absentee bid amount, an absentee bidding system 
may bid on behalf of the absentee bidder as necessary by 
increasing the online bidder's bid by the current bid incre 
ment until the absentee bid is reached. Advantageously, in this 
manner, the absentee bidder need not keep track of the auction 
as it proceeds and is assured he/she will not be outbid at the 
last minute—unless the absentee bid is exceeded. However, 
once the absentee bid is exceeded, the absentee bidder has no 
chance to win the item. 

FIG. 2C is an exemplary online live auction site screen that 
allows online bidders to submit bids in a live, in-person auc 
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4 
tion. According to one embodiment, when an online bidder 
makes a request to participate in the live, in-person auction, 
the user is directed to a real-time event screen 220. The real 
time event screen 220 is automatically updated to reflect the 
current lot on sale and also includes the name of the seller and 
the catalog. As described herein, a lot refers to one item or a 
group of items that will be auctioned together as part of a sale. 
Screen 220 also includes the following: a lot number, a lot 
picture, current price, current high bidder, bid button for 
automatic bids, bid box for bids above the current price, 
amount of absentee bid previously placed by any user, on/off 
button for live webcasts, a promotional message, link to the 
corrigenda (announcements), titles of next three Supporting 
lots, and the current time. 
The real-time event screen 220 enables online bidders to 

either view or listen to the live, in-person auction. Depending 
on the option the online bidder selects an audio or audio/video 
stream is sent to the online bidder's computer. The stream is 
originated at the auction house and generally captures the 
auctioneer's actions. The audio stream is provided in, for 
example, Windows or Real Player formats. Implementation 
details regarding video and audio streaming over the Internet 
are known to those skilled in the art and are therefore not 
provided herein. 

FIG. 2D depicts an exemplary floor/internet live auction 
interface (seller console) 260. The live auction seller console 
260 allows sellers to accept and communicate Internet bids, 
update current bid, and call prices and allows opening and 
closing of lots. The seller console 260 allows bidders, 
whether on the floor or on the Internet, to participate in the live 
in-person auction simultaneously and on equal footing. 

FIG. 2E depicts the Live Auction Site Information Archi 
tecture 280. The information architecture is provided as an 
exemplary high level map for navigation of the Live Auction 
screen 200, as described above. From the Live Auction screen 
200, the users may browse or search items, registers for Live 
Auction, or seek help. Browsing and search of items eventu 
ally leads the user to the category listing screen 210, as 
described above. Once a live, in-person auction begins, the 
user may submit real-time online bids via the real-time event 
screen, as described above. 
Exemplary Computer System 
A computer system 300 representing an exemplary server 

in which features of the present invention may be imple 
mented will now be described with reference to FIG.3. Com 
puter system 300 comprises a bus or other communication 
means 301 for communicating information, and a processing 
means such as processor 302 coupled with bus 301 for pro 
cessing information. Computer system 300 further comprises 
a random access memory (RAM) or other dynamic storage 
device 304 (referred to as main memory), coupled to bus 301 
for storing information and instructions to be executed by 
processor 302. Main memory 304 also may be used for stor 
ing temporary variables or other intermediate information 
during execution of instructions by processor 302. Computer 
system 300 also comprises a read only memory (ROM) and/ 
or other static storage device 306 coupled to bus 301 for 
storing static information and instructions for processor 302. 
A data storage device 307 Such as a magnetic disk or 

optical disc and its corresponding drive may also be coupled 
to computer system 300 for storing information and instruc 
tions. Computer system 300 can also be coupled via bus 301 
to a display device 321, such as a cathode ray tube (CRT) or 
Liquid Crystal Display (LCD), for displaying information to 
a computeruser. Typically, an alphanumeric input device 322. 
including alphanumeric and other keys, may be coupled to 
buS 301 for communicating information and/or command 
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selections to processor 302. Another type of user input device 
is cursor control 323. Such as a mouse, a trackball, or cursor 
direction keys for communicating direction information and 
command selections to processor 302 and for controlling 
cursor movement on display 321. 
A communication device 325 is also coupled to bus 301 for 

accessing remote servers via the Internet, for example. The 
communication device 325 may include a modem, a network 
interface card, or other commercially available network inter 
face devices, such as those used for coupling to an Ethernet, 
token ring, or other type of network. In any event, in this 
manner, the computer system 300 may be coupled to a num 
ber of clients and/or other servers via a conventional network 
infrastructure. Such as a company’s Intranet and/or the Inter 
net, for example. 
System Overview 

FIG. 4 is a high level illustration of the interaction between 
various devices and processes according to one embodiment 
of the present invention. According to the embodiment 
depicted, an online, live auction site system 400 may com 
prise one or more listing servers 410. In this example, the 
listing servers 410 include a listing management process 415. 
an absentee bidding process 425, a real-time bidding process 
430 and a live auction interface 435. Clients 440 interact with 
the listing management process 415 and the absentee bidding 
process 425 to view information about items for sale in the 
live, in-person auction and Submit absentee bids, respectively. 
The listing management process 415 interacts with online 

bidders and provides them with catalog information about the 
items in which they are interested. The listing management 
process 415 may support a text-based item listing format, 
such as that depicted in FIGS. 2A and 2B, and/or a GalleryTM 
presentation format that includes thumbnail images of the 
items for sale as described in co-pending U.S. patent appli 
cation Ser. No. 09/177,726, entitled “Information Presenta 
tion and Management in an25 Online Trading Environment 
and assigned to the assignee of the present invention. (GAL 
LERY is a trademark of eBay Inc. of San Jose, Calif.). 
The absentee bidding process 425 tracks bids submitted by 

online bidders for the items 210 available in the live, in 
person auction. Based upon the bid amounts received, the 
absentee bidding process 425 selects an absentee bid as the 
second highestabsentee bid received plus a one bid increment 
amount as listed in a bid increment table provided by the 
seller. 
The live auction interface 435 provides an interface that 

updates bidding information associated with an item in the 
online environment to reflectacurrent bid associated with the 
item in the live, in-person auction. A real-time bidding pro 
cess 430 accepts bids from the online bidders, via the live 
auction interface, reflecting the online bidder's bid price for 
the item, and bids on behalf of the online bidder againstone or 
more live bidders that are participating in the live, in-person 
auction. The real-time bidding process 430 in conjunction 
with the live auction interface 435 enables real-time online 
bidding in the live, in-person auction 

While, in order to facilitate explanation, the listing servers 
410 are generally discussed as if they were a single device, in 
actuality, the listing servers 410 may comprise multiple 
physical and/or logical devices connected in a distributed 
architecture, and the various functions performed may actu 
ally be distributed among multiple devices. For example, any 
function can be implemented on any number of machines or 
on a single machine. Also, any process may be divided across 
multiple machines. 

FIG.5 depicts an exemplary high-level system architecture 
implementation 450 of the Live Auction System 400. The 
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6 
exemplary system architecture 450 incorporates various 
aspects of FIGS. 1, 3 and 4. Online user 105 (105-1, 105-1,. 
... 105-4) interaction with the live auction system 400 as well 
as auction house 490 interaction with the live auction system 
400 is depicted. An audio server 480 for providing a webcast 
to online bidders during the live, in-person auction is also 
depicted. The system architecture 450 is illustrated to provide 
a high level view of the various components required to 
implement the live auction system 400. Specific implemen 
tation details are provided above with reference to FIGS. 1,3 
and 4, as well as the knowledge available to those skilled in 
the art to which this invention pertains. 
Exemplary Stages of an Integrated Auction 

FIG. 6 conceptually illustrates the stages of a live auction 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. In this 
example, a live auction comprises three separate and distinct 
stages: a pre-auction stage 530, a real-time bidding stage 540. 
and an end auction stage 550. During the pre-auction stage 
530, online users are allowed to search and view items avail 
able during the live, in-person auction. In addition, online 
users that will be unavailable to submit real time bids during 
the live, in-person auction may Submit absentee bids. An 
absentee bid 510 will be chosen from the absentee bids 
received during the pre-auction stage 530 and submitted dur 
ing the live, in-person auction as described below. 

Although absentee bids are not required by the present 
invention, FIG. 6 depicts a final absentee bid 510 chosen in 
the amount of S50,000. The choice of a final absentee bid 510 
signals the beginning of the real-time bidding stage 540. 
During the real-time bidding stage 540, online bidders bid 
against other online bidders as well as one or more live bid 
ders that are present at the live, in-person auction. Referring 
again to FIG. 5, a final bid amount 520 is accepted that 
exceeds the absentee bid 510 received during the pre-auction 
stage 530 and signals the beginning of the end-of-auction 
stage 550. During the end-of-auction stage 550, an online 
user that enters the final bid is notified via e-mail. 
Live Auction Flow 

Procedural method steps for implementing the live auction 
as described by the present invention are now provided. 
Referring now to the flow diagram of FIG. 7A, exemplary live 
auction processing 600 will now be described. At step 602, 
the live auction begins with the pre-auction absentee bidding 
stage 530 in which absentee bids are submitted by online 
users. The pre-auction bidding stage 602 continues until the 
start of the live, in-person auction at step 616. During the live, 
in-person auction, the live auction system 400 bids on behalf 
of any online bidders againstone or more live bidders that are 
participating in the live, in-person auction at step 620, thereby 
enabling real-time online bidding in the live, in-person auc 
tion. Online bids are placed by the live auction system 400 
until the live, in-person auction terminates at step 636. 
Finally, at step 640, the item forbid is awarded to the highest 
bidder. 

FIG. 7B depicts additional method steps 604 for imple 
menting the pre-auction absentee bidding stage 530 of step 
602. At step 606, the pre-auction online bidding stage 530, 
begins with the receipt of any online absentee bids. As 
described above, the receipt of absentee bids is optional and is 
not required for the implementation of the live auction. At 
step 608, an absentee bid is received and compared with any 
current absentee bids received by the live auction system. At 
610, when the online absentee bid is greater than the current 
absentee bids received by the system 400, the current absen 
tee bid is updated to equal the current absentee bid plus a bid 
increment provided by the seller in a bid increment table. 
Otherwise, at step 612, if the online absentee bid received at 
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step 606 is greater than a second highestabsentee bid received 
by the system 400, step 614 is initiated. At step 614, the 
second highest absentee bid is set to the online absentee bid 
received at step 606. Otherwise the online absentee bid 
received at step 606 is discarded. As described above, the 
pre-auction absentee bidding stage 602 continues until the 
start of a live, in-person auction at Step 616. 

FIG. 8C depicts additional method steps 622 for imple 
menting the real-time online bidding stage 540 of step 620. At 
step 624, online bids are received. Once an online bid is 
received, at step 620 the online bid is compared with the cm 
nt bid of the live, in-person auction. At step 628, if the online 
bid is greater than the current bid, the online bid is placed in 
the live, in-person auction. Otherwise the online bid is dis 
carded. At step 630, when fair warning is indicated, step 632 
is initialized. At step 632, the highest accepted current absen 
tee bid is compared with the current bid in the live in-person 
auction. At step 634, if the current absentee bid is greater than 
the current bid in the live in-person auction, the current absen 
tee bid is converted to the current bid in the live, in-person 
auction. Otherwise at 632 the absentee bid is discarded. As 
described above, the real-time online bidding stage 540 con 
tinues until the end of the live, in-person auction at step 636. 
As described with reference to FIG. 6A, the end of the live, 
in-person auction results in the occurrence of the end-of 
auction stage 550 in which the item is awarded to the highest 
bidder. Assuming the highest bidder is an online bidder, the 
live auction system notifies the online bidder via email. 

In the foregoing specification, the invention has been 
described with reference to specific embodiments thereof. It 
will, however, be evident that various modifications and 
changes may be made thereto without departing from the 
broader spirit and scope of the invention. The specification 
and drawings are, accordingly, to be regarded in an illustrative 
rather than a restrictive sense. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method of performing an auction of an item, the 

method comprising: 
during a first stage of an auction, using one or more com 

puter processors: 
accepting live bids for the item from on-site bidders at a 

live, in-person auction; 
communicating the live bids to on-line bidders; 
accepting a maximum proxy price from a given on-line 

bidder, the maximum proxy price indicating a maxi 
mum price that the given on-line bidder is willing to 
pay for the item; and 

updating bidding information associated with the item to 
reflect a current bid associated with the item; the 
current bid based on one of the maximum proxy price 
and the live bids; 

during a second stage of an auction, based on one or 
more on-line bidders having Submitted a maximum 
proxy price greater than a highest bid from the first 
stage, continuing to accept live bids from the on-site 
bidders until at least one of the following occurs: 

all of the maximum proxy prices are exceeded; and 
no further live bids are received. 

2. The method of claim 1, further including automatically 
bidding on behalf of the given on-line bidder by increasing 
bidding information associated with the item by a current bid 
increment supplied by the seller of the item until the maxi 
mum proxy price is reached, or a live bid exceeds the maxi 
mum proxy price. 

3. The method of claim 1, additionally comprising a third 
stage, the third stage preceding the first stage and comprising: 
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8 
establishing a starting bid for the item by performing a 

pre-bidding process in an on-line environment for a pre 
determined amount of time; and 

using the starting bid for the item to initiate the first stage of 
the auction. 

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the establishing of the 
starting bid for the item by performing the pre-bidding pro 
cess in the on-line environment includes: 

receiving an on-line absentee bid; 
comparing the received on-line absentee bid with a current 

on-line absentee bid: 
based on the received on-line absentee bid being greater than 
the current on-line absentee bid, updating the current on-line 
absentee bid to equal the received on-line absentee bid. 

5. The method of claim 4, wherein the establishing of the 
starting bid for the item by performing the pre-bidding pro 
cess in the on-line environment further includes: 

based on the received on-line absentee bid being less than 
or equal to a current on-line absentee bid, but greater 
than a second highest received on-line absentee bid, 
updating the second highest on-line absentee bid to 
equal the received on-line absentee hid. 

6. The method of claim 4, further including: 
based on the received on-line absentee bid being less than 

or equal to a current on-line absentee bid, but less than a 
second highest received on-line absentee bid, discarding 
the received on-line absentee bid. 

7. A computer-implemented method comprising: 
transmitting, using one or more communication devices, to 

one or more remote auction bidders information about 
an item being auctioned in a live auction at a live auction 
site; 

receiving one or more remote auction bids from the one or 
more remote auction bidders for the item being auc 
tioned; 

choosing, by at least one computer processor that is 
coupled to a storage device, as a starting bid in the live 
auction the highest bid from the one or more remote 
auction bids; 

transmitting the starting bid to an auctioneer of the live 
auction site who receives live bids and remote auction 
bids; 

receiving from the auctioneer of the live auction site, an 
accepted auction bid, wherein the accepted auction bid is 
selected from a plurality of onsite auction bids and the 
starting bid; and 

transmitting the accepted auction bid to at least one remote 
auction bidder. 

8. The method of claim 7 further including: 
receiving a maximum remote auction price from at least 

one remote auction bidder, the maximum remote auction 
price indicating a maximum price that the at least one 
remote auction bidder is willing to pay for the item, the 
maximum remote auction price being higher than the 
accepted auction bid; and 

bidding on behalf of the at least one remote auction bidder 
by increasing bidding information associated with the 
item by a current bid increment supplied by the seller of 
the item until the maximum remote auction price is 
reached, or a live bid exceeds the maximum remote 
auction price. 

9. A non-transitory computer-readable storage medium 
having embedded therein a set of instructions which, when 
executed by one or more processors of a computer, causes the 
computer to execute the following operations: 
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transmitting to one or more remote auction bidders infor 
mation about an item being auctioned in a live auction at 
a live auction site; 

receiving one or more remote auction bids from the one or 
more remote auction bidders for the item being auc 
tioned; 

choosing as a starting bid in the live auction the highest hid 
from the one or more remote auction bids; 

transmitting the starting bid to an auctioneer of the live 
auction site who receives live bids and remote auction 
bids; 

receiving, from the auctioneer of the live auction site, an 
accepted auction bid, wherein the accepted auction bid is 
selected from a plurality of onsite auction bids and the 
starting bid; and 

transmitting the accepted auction bid to at least one remote 
auction bidder. 
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