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Reducing Active Purchasing on an Online Auction Website
One Internet pastime that has increased in popularity is the buying and selling of goods through online auctions such as eBay®.  This nontraditional method of shopping allows users to buy and sell new and used items from and to users all over the world.  While shopping on eBay® is not necessarily a negative behavior, excessive time and money expended on the activity may have negative consequences.  Such is the case of an individual identified as “George”.  George has spent several hours a day, every day, browsing the site and buying items.  In a forty-two day period he has had an average of four items on bid per day at an average amount of $135 per day (see Figure 1 for graph of bidding).  The goal of this behavior modification plan is to reduce the behavior of bidding and purchasing items on eBay®.
Behavior Analysis
Figure 1 portrays George’s behavior related to eBay prior to and during behavior modification.  Data from the first 19 days show George’s behavior prior to behavior modification. During this period when the baseline data was being recorded, George had an average of 6 items on bid per day at an average amount of $238 per day. 
George was first introduced to online auction shopping approximately two months ago by one of his colleagues, who will be identified as “Dan”.  Both men are approximately 42 years of age and have each recently purchased a new motorcycle.  After shopping on eBay® for aftermarket accessories for his motorcycle, Dan suggested this practice to George.  During the first few weeks of engaging in the activity, George was cautious; he bid on only one or two items.  Within a few more weeks, though, George began to spend an increasing amount of time browsing the eBay site and actively bidding on items.  George spent several hours every day shopping on the eBay site.  He would check the site before going to work in the mornings, several times while at work, and several times in the evening, and at night.
The positive reinforcement that George gained from this activity was of a social and emotional nature.  The social reinforcement occurred when Dan asked about the items on which George had bids.  This conversation encouraged George to shop more online and subsequently bid on more items.  The emotional reinforcement that George received was a combination of happiness when he won an item on which he had bid, and sadness when he was outbid on an item that he really wanted.  Although the sadness may have seemed to be an incentive for curbing the behavior, it had the opposite effect.  When George was outbid on an item, he would spend more time shopping for other comparable items on which to bid.  While George waited for his packages to arrive, he was eager with anticipation.  The positive emotions that George felt due to this expectancy further reinforced his shopping behavior.

During this period, there were negative consequences of the behavior.  One consequence is that George purchased many items that were either counterfeit or did not work.  Because there is no return policy, George was not able to obtain a refund for these purchases.  Another consequence was that George accumulated numerous items that he subsequently did not want.  For example, George once purchased four identical hammer drills and three motorcycle vests (none of which he liked).  Also, the balance in George’s bank account decreased due to his spending habits.  In spite of the consequences, though, the behavior did not subside. 
Behavior Modification Plan

The intent of the behavior modification plan was to reduce George’s shopping and spending habits.  Working with George we established a contingency contract that specified the target reduction in behavior.  The goal was to have a maximum of 2 items on bid per day or a maximum dollar amount of $50.  Because a single item could potentially have either a high or low cost, the existence of an alternative dollar amount made the goal more manageable for George.  There were two primary methods used to reduce the bidding behavior: (a) the use of logging, and (b) the use of a modified response cost.  Each time that George placed an item on bid, he would update a table like the sample shown in Appendix B.  George would record the number of items that were on bid each day and the total dollar amount of those items.  Because there were several times when George wanted to bid on an additional item or he wanted to exceed the dollar limit, a modification of a typical response cost was enacted.  A typical response cost (Ormrod, 2004; Driscoll, 2000) is a payment or loss of a prior earned privilege or reinforcer.  In his contingency contract, George agreed that if he exceeded the target dollar amount, he would have to forfeit a comparable dollar amount that he would have spent otherwise.  Examples of response costs that George agreed to were eating dinners at home rather than dining in a restaurant, and reduced future spending during upcoming holidays.
In addition to the primary methods of reducing the target behavior, there were also reinforcers that helped overcome obstacles to attaining the goal.  Although it was not included in the contingency contract, one of the policies of the eBay® site served as a reinforcer to reduce the target behavior.  Although a bidder may retract a bid, it is considered socially unacceptable to do so.  The eBay® company maintains a log of bidders’ retractions and makes this information available for all bidders.  Because George wanted to avoid this stimulus, he did not retract any prior bids when he wanted to bid on a new item.  Instead, he either accepted a response cost or waited until he had been outbid on prior items before initiating a bid on a new item.
Another method of reinforcement that was used was to make sure that the unsatisfactory items that George had purchased were readily visible to George.  For example, three of the four hammer drills that George had purchased remained on the dining room table to remind him that the purchase was excessive and unnecessary.  The vests that George had purchased, but did not like, were hung on the door to the bathroom to serve as constant reminders of unwise purchases.  Also, when George informed me that he was planning to bid on a new item, I asked George if he had information about the authenticity or trustworthiness of the item.  In several cases after these conversations, George decided that he no longer wanted to bid on the item.
Results

Figure 1 portrays George’s behavior related to eBay during the 23 days of behavior modification recorded.  During this period, days 20 through 42, George had an average of 2.5 items on bid per day at an average amount of $104 per day. These numbers are reduced by more than half of the baseline data collected. Although there were a few periods when George exceeded the desired limits of the target behavior, there was a steady reduction in the level of the behavior during the 6-week period of behavior analysis and modification.  In addition, the last six days show true evidence of the behavior modification success in that during that time George only had 1 item on bid for $20.

Conclusion
There were two main reasons to which the success of the behavior modification plan was attributed: (a) the contingency contract, and (b) cognitive knowledge.  The use of the contingency contract was essential for having George take ownership of the behavior and the process of reducing the behavior.  Through the use of tables and charts to log George’s bidding activity, George was presented with quantified evidence of his bidding habits.  This knowledge allowed George to engage in cognitive processing to determine whether or not his behavior was on track and how to adjust his behavior.  Although George has fulfilled the requirements for this project, per the contingency contract, of using the table to track his bidding habits, he has also agreed to continue to monitor his bidding activity using the logs that are published on the eBay® site. The continued tracking and monitoring of behavior is likely to be necessary for some time to insure that George’s behavior has been modified. This is likely one weakness of the operant conditioning principles used but subsequent fading or a ratio schedule of reinforcement might assist in this area.
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Appendix
Sample Log Used to Track Bidding on eBay®
	Day
	No. of Items on Bid
	$ Amount on Bid
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Figure Caption

Figure 1.  Number of items on bid and dollar amount of items on bid before (day 1 through 19) and during (day 20 through 42) behavior modification.
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