
Business Profile:

Consumer-based auction site offering

used computers and technology 

products as well as parent-company

CNET’s extensive product information

to potential buyers.

Primary use:

Empowering the buying and selling of

technology products via the Web

Software:

Siebel Dynamic Commerce

Benefits:

• Moves excess inventory and nearly

new products to both individuals and

companies

• Product flexibility and scalability

allows rapid site growth

• Sophisticated software meets needs

of high-tech clientele

• Strong software programming engine

complements business data model

• Site builds a strong community of

knowledgeable buyers and sellers

CUSTOMER SUCCESS STORY

Online Auction Site Expands CNET’s Position as

Premier Technology Source 

“Siebel Systems really listens to all of our ideas, because they want to make

sure their software maintains its market leadership positioning. And I think

their solution outperforms them all.”

— Nihad Hafiz, director, CNET Auctions

Online auctions have proved to be one of

the most popular features of the Internet

revolution. And, perhaps not surprisingly,

sales of used computers and computer 

products via auction are among the fastest-

growing: Jupiter Communications projects

that roughly 24 percent of online consumers

are likely to purchase computer hardware

and 21 percent are likely to purchase soft-

ware in an auction over the next year. While

difficult to estimate, the market for used

computers and equipment is thought to run

in the billions of dollars.

In May 1999, CNET Inc., the Web’s leading

online technology news and product infor-

mation provider, launched an auction site,

www.auctions.cnet.com, in the hopes of

becoming the Internet’s preeminent tech-

nology marketplace. But to emerge as the

most popular site in an increasingly crowded

field would require several things. It would

require the ability to create a unique site,

help from a knowledgeable partner with

auction experience, and the know-how of

Siebel Systems.

Teaming Up For Success

Before launching its auction site, San

Francisco-based CNET Inc. already had a

proven track record on the Web as the

source for technology information. The

15th-largest property on the Internet, its

CNET.com site was the top-rated technical-

content site in 1999 by both Media Matrix

and Neilsen/NetRatings. In addition to its

Web presence, CNET-produced television

programs appear in syndication on the

CNBC cable-news channel and in 98 coun-

tries. CNET also has radio programming.

CNET was in a unique position to create an

auction site that could link buyers with sell-

ers while providing product information,

which they had at their fingertips. Offering

information as well as a venue for sales, they

believed, was sure to be popular with users.

But before launching its site, CNET realized

it would need to enlist the services of a 

company that really understood online auc-

tions. In February 1999, CNET acquired

AuctionGate Interactive of Irvine, Calif., a

company already experienced in handling

auction-based distribution of technology

products online.

“We operate CNET auctions through

AuctionGate Interactive,” explains Kevin

McKenzie, CNET’s associate vice president

for shopping service. “Getting into this

space, you’ve really got to be familiar with

some of the issues eBay [and other top auc-

tion sites] are up against now.”

AuctionGate was no stranger to the online

marketplace, or to the dynamic-pricing for-

mats that customers now demanded.
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Formerly part of a computer company itself,

AuctionGate had begun auctioning its own

computer products from its Web site in

January 1998. Under the direction of

founder Nihad Hafiz, the company gradually

stepped out as an intermediary, allowing

sellers to post goods and sell directly to 

customers on the AuctionGate site.

Hafiz understood that the auction site

required software that would let it grow as

rapidly as the market would bear. He also

wanted a technology partner that would work

with him as the company’s needs changed.

A One-of-a-Kind Auction Site

Hafiz was already using Siebel Systems 

products. He had chosen Siebel Systems’

auction software to build the AuctionGate

auction site, because it offered the scalability

and flexibility the site would need as it grew.

“[Siebel Systems] really listens to all of our

ideas, because they want to make sure their 

software maintains its market leadership

positioning,” says Hafiz. “And I think their

solution outperforms them all.”

CNET worked to combine the bidding venue

with product information, news, and reviews

from CNET staff and related sites in order 

to create a one-of-a-kind site they hoped

would become the preferred destination for

technophiles. The site linked buyers and 

sellers while also advising users what to buy,

drawing on CNET’s product-information

expertise.

To ensure the site’s success, it features an

editorial staff that reviews each item at 

auction, complete with thumbs-up and

thumbs-down indicators next to each prod-

uct. “We’re the only auction service that can

do something like that,” says McKenzie.

“We’re able to reuse that content to help the

buyer make a better purchasing decision.”

He adds: “Time is what people pay to use

any of our services, so if we can bring 

relevant information to them quickly, then

we’ve done our job.”

Empowering the Consumer

Today, auctions.cnet.com is arguably the

premier used-technology auction site on the

Web. On any given day, users can get exten-

sive product reviews and compare 1 million 

current retail prices on more than 100,000

nearly new items from 120 large computer

and technical equipment merchants.

“The auction component has added a popu-

lar dynamic pricing element to CNET,” says

Hafiz. “Customer feedback has been high.

Users are extremely receptive. And, we serve

multiple sets of customers. Typical end-users

are more often individuals rather than cor-

porations.”

While the site draws from CNET’s wealth of

knowledge, CNET has no plans to sell prod-

ucts itself, Hafiz explains. “We are simply

creating the marketplace, not selling our

own products. Our only strategy is to con-

nect buyers and sellers. These sellers range

from the billion-dollar company to the small

guy who needs to liquidate a few pieces.”

Auctions.cnet.com intends to keep expand-

ing by offering auction storefronts on their

site—powered by Siebel Systems products—

to individual merchants. Merchants can then

hold their own branded auctions through

the auctions.cnet.com site while also partici-

pating in the site’s larger virtual market-

place. “This way, companies can have their

own auctions with their own flavor, as well

as participate in CNET auctions,” explains

Hafiz. “This is all part of our goal of making

[auctions.cnet.com] the Internet’s technology

portal.”

Hafiz credits Siebel Systems with helping

him to lay the proper groundwork for 

auctions.cnet.com, and for expanding as the

site’s needs have changed. “[Siebel Systems]

continues to add value in that they under-

stand the business model of dynamic pricing

and how it works,” he says.
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