Bargain Hunt Auctions - Sydney
Mock UX Review and Recommendations
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1 About This Document
1.1 Purpose
This document provides a user experience review of the Bargain Hunt Auctions (BHA) website. This review
aims to assist the website operator in understanding user behaviour and provide recommendations on how
to improve user experience, site traffic and turnover.
This review has not been requested by the site operator and is undertaken purely as a learning exercise.

1.2 Structure
This document first provides context by summarising the background for the review and the core
experiences being analysed. Each use case is then described in detail, covering the current state and
identifying potential issues. A set of recommendations is then proposed based on the analysis.

2 Background
Bargain Hunt Auctions is a company based in Thornleigh which hosts fortnightly auctions with bidders both
on-site and participating remotely via the web.
The company has recently experienced significant growth in the popularity of its auctions, particularly in
online bidders. However usage data has revealed concerning patterns, including:



Users trying to access the auction, failing and giving up
A high number of bids submitted after the item is sold

In addition, there has been an increase in the number of technical incidents during the auctions and a spike
in the number of user complaints (disproportionate to the increase in traffic).
At least, these are our assumptions for the purpose of this exercise.

3 Methodology
3.1 User Interviews
A small sample of users were interviewed individually about the way they used the website and what their
experience has been with it (the good and the bad).

3.2 Observation
Sample users were observed interacting with the website before and during the auction.

3.3 Workflow Analysis
The key workflows and screens related to each use case were analysed for usability issues and considered in
the context of user goals.

3.4 Participative Design
The sample group of users were consulted for input on the revised screen designs that form part of the
recommendations.
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4 Core User Experience
The growth in Bargain Hunt Auction’s user base is due to more than purely the functionality of their auction
platform. There are a number of large, well established online auction platforms which BHA competes with.
To fully explain this pattern of growth, the broader user experience must be taken into account. So what is
the BHA user experience, and how does it differ from that of competing websites?

4.1 Hunting for Bargains
As the name implies, a core experience for BHA is hunting for bargains, whether for specific items or just to
turn a profit. Posting a huge catalogue of auction lots and allowing limited time for users to peruse it
provides an analogous experience to rummaging through a market or antique dealer. The volume of items
gives the user a sense that they might find something everyone else missed. This is different than competing
auction sites like Ebay where global reach, deep categories and powerful search tools make the browsing
experience closer to online shopping. While BHA has a huge variety of items, it doesn’t sell many brand new
items, which also contributes to the ‘antique dealer’ experience. It’s also focused around a geographical
location, which enhances the experience by adding a degree of exclusivity.

Source: Bargain Hunt Auctions Homepage

4.2 Joining the Live Auction
The most unique aspect of the BHA user experience is the live auction interface. While this is a third party
service (and so not globally unique), it is a key point of differentiation from the large auction sites BHA
competes with. The tension and excitement of an Ebay or GraysOnline auction (while very real) is based on
abstract information – the user must focus on simple status messages. This is efficient but doesn’t provide
the same level of excitement and engagement as the live video feed on BHA. The live auction audio, in
particular, keeps the user engaged for extended periods of time. With BHA, the user gets a real sense of
participating in a large auction, at a frantic pace and with a lot of real people involved. This is a major point
of distinction compared to the smaller, more sterile auction experience on sites like Ebay.

Source: Bargain Hunt Auctions Homepage
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5 Goals and Activities
To understand the experiences provides by BHA, we need to understand how users interact with the
website, and why. Based on our interviews with users, we have identified the following typical goals and
activities for users of the Bargain Hunt Auctions website:

5.1 Hunting for Bargains
The user will visit the website prior to the fortnightly auction to view the catalogue for the upcoming
auction. The goal of this activity, at a high level, is to find items of interest in the catalogue and record them
to bid on during the live auction. Items may be of interest to fulfil a personal need, as a gift or to resell.
The user can browse or search through the catalogue of items to view images, descriptions, and an
estimated price range for each item. This activity has two broad possible outcomes:



The user will find items they would like to bid on, compile a shortlist and later join the auction
(either in person or online)
The user won’t find any items they would like to bid on, in which case they will return in subsequent
weeks to browse a new catalogue.

5.2 Joining the Live Auction
The user will visit the website on auction day with one or more of these goals in mind:
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.

To bid on item(s) of interest
To watch for items going cheap and bid on them
To see how much items sell for
To experience the auction atmosphere

There is a single auction screen through which the user engages in a number of activities:








Watching (and listening to) the live auction feed (video feed and auction log)
Viewing the details of the item currently being auctioned
Checking the current price of the item being auctioned
Placing bids
Viewing upcoming items in the auction queue
Searching for items they wish to bid on in the queue
Viewing the sale price of recently sold items
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6 Current Workflows
6.1 Hunting for Bargains
Two auction catalogues are available from Bargain Hunt Auctions:



A BHA-branded catalogue hosted on third-party service ‘HiBid’
A catalogue hosted on the third-party service ‘Invaluable Auctions’ which provides the live auction
interface

The workflow being considered here uses the catalogue on HiBid, branded as Bargain Hunt Auctions and
linked directly from the BHA homepage.

6.1.1 Trigger
This workflow is triggered when the user remembers that an auction is being held soon and decides to check
what items are in the catalogue. There is also a mailing list to remind users of upcoming auctions.

6.1.2 Bargain Hunt Auctions Homepage
Entry to the website is typically to the homepage (via search or bookmark) where a link to the catalogue for
the upcoming auction is presented as below (annotated in blue):

Usability concerns:





Having to enter through the homepage rather than bookmarking the catalogue directly (the
catalogue link changes for each auction)
The most commonly used link (to the catalogue) is below the fold (ie. requires scrolling to see) which
will slow down and frustrate users
The icon for the catalogue link is not part of the link, requiring more precise clicking and an
additional click if users click the icon initially
The bright red text is difficult to read and not WCAG 2.0 AA compliant
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6.1.3 Catalogue – Item List
When the user clicks through to the catalogue, they are presented with a paginated list of all lots submitted
for the upcoming auction, which can be searched, filtered and sorted:

Usability concerns:







The subtle “Past Auction” warning near the top right indicates that the entire catalogue relates to
the previous auction, as the catalogue for the upcoming auction has not been posted yet – this is
not made clear enough, potentially resulting in users browsing items that have already been sold
without realising
Not much information is provided for each item, and screen space is being wasted
Photos are not well framed or lit, making it difficult to see the item clearly
White text on bright orange is difficult to read and not WCAG 2.0 AA compliant
This page is not responsive and does not display correctly on a small screen
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6.1.4 Catalogue – Item Details
Upon clicking on an item of interest, the user is presented with an item description page (with multiple
tabs):

There are five tabs in total:
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Usability Concerns:







White text on bright orange is difficult to read and not WCAG 2.0 AA compliant
Some tabs contain very little information or information not related to the specific item; they could
be combined to save clicks
Some of the copy could be simplified, for example:
o “Price Realized: Price Realized Not Uploaded“ could read “Sale price not available yet”
o “Lot # : 51 - ” could be “Lot #51: ” (the extra punctuation adds visual noise & cognitive load)
Wasted screen space to the right of the image could be utilised
This page is not responsive and does not display correctly on a small screen

6.1.5 Adding items to a shortlist
When the user finds an item they would like to bid on, they record the details manually (or mentally). This
shortlist is then referred to during the auction when items come up for bidding.
Note: A shortlisting feature is integrated into the Invaluable Auctions version of the catalogue.

6.1.6 Conclusion
Once the user feels they are unlikely to find any more items of interest in the catalogue, they will leave the
website. If any items of interest were found, the shortlist will be referred to later during the auction.
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6.2 Joining the Live Auction
6.2.1 Trigger
This workflow is triggered when the user remembers (or is reminded) that an auction is starting or in
progress.

6.2.2 Bargain Hunt Auctions Homepage
Entry to the website is to the homepage (via search or bookmark) where a link to the live auction site is
available on the right (annotated in blue):

Usability Considerations:




The most commonly used link on auction day is below the fold (ie. requires scrolling to see) which
will slow down and frustrate users
Here the icon is part of the link, but the bottom line of text isn’t – this isn’t consistent with the
catalogue link, which may cause confusion
The bright red text is difficult to read and not WCAG 2.0 AA compliant
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6.2.3 Invaluable Auctions Website: Bargain Hunt Auction Information
The above link takes the user to a different website called Invaluable Auctions, which has the auction details,
a link to a different version of the catalogue (prior to the auction), and a button to enter the live auction (if it
is in progress). Note that the user can bookmark this page directly, in which case the workflow may start
here.

Usability considerations:





The unexpected transition to a different website with its own branding is disorienting for the user
The inclusion of the Bargain Hunt Auctions logo smooths the transition so that it’s less of a
disconnect, but also makes the transition less apparent
The redundant catalogue available on this site has some useful features not present in the HiBid
version, so users will be split between them and may regularly get them mixed up.
This page is not responsive and does not display correctly on a small screen
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6.2.4 Live Auction Interface
Upon entering the live auction, the user is taken to an auction page with a number of features:
1. Invaluable
Branding

2. Auction Details
5. Bid Button

3. High
Bid
4. Currency
Converter
8. Current
Item Details

6. Live
Video Feed

9. Overall
Auction
Progress

7. Auction
Log

11. Language
Selection
10. Scrollable
Catalogue
Usability considerations:






While there is a lot of information to be conveyed, not all of these page elements are critical to
include – the clutter makes it very hard to locate key page elements
The most visually prominent dollar figure is the proposed bid amount on the bid button, which
updates with every bid – this is more often than not confused with the current bid value
Page updates lag several seconds behind the auction (and the video even further behind that),
meaning users have to compensate for the delay and bid early to avoid being too late
The catalogue view is too small – the thumbnails and truncated text do not effectively convey what
each item is
This page is not responsive and does not display correctly on a small screen
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7 User Experience – Recommendations
7.1 Unify branding for consistency
The transition from Bargain Hunt Auctions to Invaluable (where users generally spend the most time) while
trying to access the auction can be confusing for users. It also means new users have to register with an
unfamiliar website before bidding. In addition, the auction catalogue being duplicated across sites adds
more confusion and a lot of unnecessary maintenance.
We recommended that:





Invaluable allow client branding to be prominently displayed on every screen related to the client
auction, preferably with support for custom branded skins/themes across all pages (as is offered by
HiBid)
The catalogue link goes straight to the Invaluable catalogue (with appropriate branding) to leverage
its additional features and integration with the live auction
Both links on the Bargain Hunt Auctions website that take you to the Invaluable website should
clearly indicate to the user that they will be taken to a third-party website (this can be done without
adding extra clicks)

7.2 Minimise latency to prevent missed bids
The infrastructure supporting the Invaluable live online auction platform should be reviewed with the goal of
minimising latency. This review should include the video capture, computer and network equipment on-site
at the Bargain Hunt Auctions venue, as well as the internet connection being used.
Any opportunity to minimise the delay from the auctioneer to the users online should be carefully weighed
against the cost, as it will improve the user experience and result in more successful bids.
If the video latency cannot be effectively reduced, another solution would be to alter the rules of the auction
to better accommodate online bids. For example, providing an explicit warning to online bidders just before
the auction ends or allowing online bids 1-2 seconds after the hammer has dropped. This would reduce
missed online bids but may cause confusion among bidders, particularly initially.
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7.3 Support for mobile devices
The catalogue and live auction platform should be made responsive so that users can participate from any
location on any device. This will increase participation from users who are away from a PC during the auction
(a common scenario, given that it runs throughout the day).

Example layout: Live auction screen on mobile
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7.4 Revise auction screen layout
The layout of the auction screen should be revised to better support the pattern of use for that screen. The
details of the item currently auctioned have been arranged in the top left. The live auction elements (live
feed, current bid, bid button) have been grouped in the centre, extending to the right. The lower section of
page contains an expanded catalogue view for users to browse ahead and review sale prices during the
auction. Features that are rarely used such as the currency converter have been moved to a separate user
preferences page. The current layout can be reviewed in section 6.2.4.
A mock-up of the proposed layout is provided below (unified branding not shown):

Each of the activities users engage in on this screen is described below in the context of the revised layout.

7.4.1 Watching (and listening to) the live auction feed (video feed and auction log)
The video provides a live view of the auctioneer. This is where the eyes of the user typically rest, but it
provides limited information (and is delayed). Placing it in a central location makes it easier for the user to
watch or glance to other page elements as required.
The status updates provide a running log of auction events. It has less latency than the video feed, but given
that users focus on the video it is largely redundant as a live view. As a result it is used only occasionally to
review recent events, and has been positioned on the far right.
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7.4.2 Viewing the details of the item currently being auctioned
The details of the item currently being auctioned are in the top left as they are the most critical information
for a user arriving on the page who may wish to bid. The layout of this section of the page has been revised
to provide more complete information at a glance.

7.4.3 Checking the current price of the item being auctioned
The current bid has been made much more prominent and positioned directly under the video where it will
be easy to see for a user watching the auctioneer.

7.4.4 Placing bids
The bid button has been placed directly below the current bid and given a more conventional size and
shape. This will make it more apparent what it is and how to use it. The proximity to the current bid will
make it clearer which number is which.
Crucially, the button is very close to the video feed. Bidding is the most critical and precise interaction the
user has on this screen (and indeed the website). The user will typically be watching the video feed in order
to precisely time their bid, so having the button very close to it is important. The button is still generously
sized so it can be selected quickly and easily.

7.4.5 Viewing upcoming items in the queue
The catalogue view has been expanded and enriched with more filtering features, as well as a preview pane
on the right for the currently selected item in the queue. This will allow users to browse items more easily
while watching the auction – something which users were observed doing a lot even with the current limited
interface.
The catalogue can be set to track the auction progress (always highlighting the current item). This feature
will be switched off if the user scrolls ahead or behind, or filters the list. A button is provided to easily jump
to the current item at any time (this clears all active filters).

7.4.6 Searching for items they wish to bid on in the queue
The category filter supports users who are interested in items of a particular type which may still be a long
way down the queue. It also provides an easy way to preview the broad categories of items that are being
sold.
A search feature is also provided to locate items by keywords or lot number – saving the need for extensive
scrolling. This will be used heavily as users seek out items from their shortlist.

7.4.7 Viewing the sale price of recently sold items
Scrolling back through the catalogue to items that have already been sold will display the sale price over the
thumbnail. User can still view the full details of the item in the preview pane by selecting the item in the
queue.

7.5 Enhanced catalogue features
Additional catalogue features should be added to support common use cases when browsing the catalogue.
These include:




Shortlisting items
Setting reminders for auction day
Pre-bidding

Note: Some of these features are already available from the Invaluable catalogue
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8 Appendix A – Design Alternatives
The following alternative designs for the auction screen were considered:

Design 1:
Here the bid button was positioned on the item itself, a similar convention to sites like Ebay.
The auction log was emphasised above the video feed, as the video has a longer delay. The user’s attention
was still drawn to the video however, requiring them to cross the width of the page to bid (a critical
interaction).

Page 16 of 18

Design 2:
Catalogue controls were simplified and the catalogue preview was redesigned to better utilise the available
space.
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Design 3:
In this design, the video was brought to the left as the main focus and the auction log moved all the way to
the right (as it just presents a different view of the same information). The logical relationship between
those two elements was too strong for this separated layout to be effective. Additionally, the top-left
position is not well utilised as the user’s eye is quickly drawn to video regardless of where it is positioned in
the layout.
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