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EBAY: FROM GREEN TO GOLD 
 

US consumers are truly “sleeping giants” in terms of the ability to affect change through 

purchase behavior. 

---Robert Chatwani, Director Global Citizenship, eBay Inc. 

INTRODUCTION 

When the devastating earthquake hit Haiti in January 2010, eBay‘s response was fast and 

powerful.  The eBay foundation provided $100,000, as well as matching gifts for employees‘ 

donations, to support the relief efforts of The American Red Cross, Save the Children and 

Oxfam.  While most companies can provide support through a corporate foundation, due to its 

large community, eBay‘s reach is unmatched.  It mobilized this community by enabling buyers 

to make a contribution at checkout (Give@Checkout), and waived the processing fees for these 

donations.  Celebrity giving on the site included Scarlett Johannson‘s offer of tickets to the 

opening night of her Broadway play and Stephen Colbert‘s offer of the interview table from 

―The Colbert Report‖.  Through PayPal, users could also make gifts directly to nonprofit 

organizations involved in the relief efforts; eBay waived processing fees for these gifts for a 30 

day period.  Finally, sellers could commit to donating a percentage of their listings‘ final sale 

price (Donate Now) to the nonprofits of their choice.  By January 21, 2010, the eBay community 

had raised over $835,000 through the Give@Checkout and Donate Now features on the site.   

 

These actions showed the power of eBay‘s consumers and their power to make purchasing 

choices based on issues that were most important to them.  Enabling users to donate to the causes 

they cared about was important and valuable but it would not be the extent of eBay‘s global 

citizenship.    CEO John Donahoe was pushing the company forward with a vision of global 

citizenship as the lens through which the company would be judged in the future.  

COMPANY BACKGROUND 

In 1995, computer programmer Pierre Omidyar wrote the code for an experiment: What would 

happen if everyone in the world had equal access to a single global marketplace? Omidyar tested 

his new auction website by posting a broken laser pointer, which he was about to throw away. To 
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his surprise, a collector bought it for $14.83. The sale of a broken laser pointer was the beginning 

of a radical transformation in commerce.
 
 

 

eBay became an efficient marketplace by connecting individuals who would not otherwise be 

connected.  It may have been the world's first example of online social networking. While 

skeptics questioned whether people would trust doing business with strangers online, Omidyar 

firmly believed that people are basically good, and that any issues would work themselves out by 

the community; despite differences in culture, language, geography, economic status, people 

around the world are fundamentally united in their desire to discover, interact, and communicate.  

A sense of opportunity and shared interests bound eBay‘s community together. 

 

In 2002, eBay acquired PayPal, which brought new efficiencies to e-commerce and redefined 

possibilities for eBay's future. The company expanded by acquiring innovative businesses, such 

as Shopping.com, StubHub, Bill Me Later and others, which have positioned the company as the 

global leader in e-commerce and payments.  Since its founding, eBay created a presence in 39 

markets (including partnerships and investments), accumulated more than 88 million eBay.com 

users worldwide, and traded more than $1,900 worth of goods each second in 2010.
1
 

SUSTAINABILITY AND SOCIAL IMPACT AT EBAY 

Being green and promoting sustainability had always been part of eBay‘s culture.  Not only did 

eBay offer a marketplace for used/secondhand goods but it also created opportunities for people, 

many of whom had little access to a viable marketplace, to participate in commerce, run their 

own businesses, and serve customers.  eBay‘s had a social purpose at its core.   

 

The company furthered its social impact by becoming the first company to endow a foundation 

with pre-IPO stock. After 9/11, it launched the eBay Giving Works Program that enabled sellers 

to donate a portion of their sales to more than 18,000 non-profits.  (Giving Works raised over 

$165 million from 2004 to 2009.)
2
   

Advancing the Cause 

In early 2006, eBay reached a point in its history when it was ready to extend the positive impact 

of its everyday business operation into new areas and make an even bigger impact on the world.  

Meg Whitman, the company‘s former CEO, asked Gary Dillabough, vice president of global 

citizenship, to get a better understanding of eBay‘s corporate citizenship activities, particularly 

philanthropy.  Dillabough and Libby Reder, head of environmental initiatives and global 

citizenship, investigated the right mix of citizenship priorities, a method for getting executives 

involved in corporate citizenship, and the vision for global citizenship at eBay.    

                                                           
1
 ―eBay History,‖ http://www.ebayinc.com/list/milestones, (January 21, 2010). 

2
 eBay Green Team, ―CEO John Donahoe Speaks of Community, Innovation, and the Uniqueness of eBay Inc. at 

BSR Conference,‖  eBay, October 22, 2009, 

http://www.ebayinc.com/sustainability#ceo_john_donahoe_speaks_at_bsr, (January 19, 2010). 
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Driving Social Good: Addressing eBay’s Environmental Profile with eBay Green 

In the fall of 2006, Dillabough and Reder began examining eBay‘s environmental profile.  As 

Reder explained, ―In the same way we have always thought of eBay as driving social good, we 

realized there was an incredible environmental story that happened also on the day-to-day basis 

through the reuse and resale of products on eBay‘s site.  We needed to tell this story.‖
3
   

Gaining Internal Support 

To increase their understanding of eBay‘s sustainability and gain other employees‘ support, 

Reder and Dillabough met with employees in various parts of the company.  They hoped, Reder 

explained, to get a better understanding of eBay‘s environmental impact and gain supporters: 

  

We talked with the people who built and ran the buildings.  We talked with the 

procurement team, and the travel organization and the marketing team.  Our 

message to them was, ―Your line of business has a disproportionate impact on the 

environment and we have an idea or two.  We‘d like to work with you to find a 

way to align with your business priorities and also help us address an 

environmental issue at the same time.‖ 

 

Some employees were reluctant to get involved, specifically those that regarded the corporate 

management of environmental issues as a risk management issue, something disconnected from 

the company‘s core business.  Others, Reder explained, saw the team‘s work as an opportunity 

for the business. 

 

Reder and Dillabough developed an understanding of the opportunities for improved 

sustainability practices.  The company‘s biggest environmental impact was its data center 

operations; eBay had a relatively light carbon footprint since the company did not make any 

products or ship products (although these activities occurred as a result of eBay‘s business).  

Reder recalled how many individuals had interests in sustainability the context of their jobs, 

―People working in facilities didn‘t just want to talk about buildings.  They had ideas for other 

things.‖ Though they did get doors slammed their faces, the team was gathering a following.   

The Inspiration: Connecting the Initiative to the eBay Business 

The conversations drove clarified a view that most employees widely held: reuse, a cornerstone 

of sustainability, took place on eBay every day.  Reder recalled:  

 

There was a sense that we had this incredible story tell.  When we started 

explaining that, in the last ten years, eBay had traded more than a $100 billion 

worth of used goods, the response was often ―Oh, my gosh.‖  It proved eBay‘s 

business is an incredible force for the environment. 

 

The next questions the team needed to answer were, ―How can we do more than we are already 

doing? What can we do to shift consumer behavior around smarter, greener choices as they make 

a shopping decision both on eBay and in other outlets?‖  This realization echoed the message 

                                                           
3
 All quotations and company commentary are from the authors‘ interviews unless otherwise noted. 



eBay: From Green to Gold M-329 

 

 p. 4 

that eBay had learned from the World Business Council for Sustainable Development‘s paper on 

sustainable consumption.  The council concluded that in order to bring emissions levels down 

sufficiently and protect the environment in the long term, consumers needed to shift their 

behavior towards more sustainable consumption patterns.   

THE GREEN TEAM: USING DESIGN THINKING TO RECRUIT AND BUILD 

D Day 

 

To capture the momentum of their project, on May 7, 2009, the team pulled together 

approximately 40 colleagues for a pizza lunch.  The whole team sat in one room and shared what 

it had learned from engaging with existing groups.  For instance, the facilities group was 

planning a new building and the Green Team had introduced them to the Leadership in Energy 

and Environmental Design (LEED) certification program.   By talking about these early wins, the 

group got some wind at their back.    

 

Coming out of the lunch, the team started holding monthly gatherings for people to get together 

and talk about environmental issues and the intersection between these issues and eBay‘s 

business.  The team brought in speakers for meetings or simply discussed ideas.   Even though 

none of the efforts expanded beyond San Jose, participants started telling their friends about the 

meetings.     

Employees at the Center of a Grassroots Movement 

From the beginning, the initiative had social benefits that were valuable to employees.  The 

cross-functional nature of the Green Team gave people a new dimension to their job, offered a 

new avenue for expressing their values, and empowered them to accomplish something on their 

own.   Reder explained, ―It did not feel like the company was sponsoring it.  It was very 

grassroots.  We‘ve tried to maintain this going forward.  We don‘t want to make the effort look 

too flashy.‖    

Morphing from a Starfish to a Spider 

The Green Team realized that, in order to maintain its authenticity and spread the movement 

outside of San Jose, it would need to identify leaders in other geographies.  However, it wanted 

to ensure that the initiative did not look too prescriptive or centralized.  This stance was partially 

the result of the team reading Rod Beckstrom and Ori Brafman‘s bestseller, The Starfish and the 

Spider, which demonstrated the power of decentralized organizations.  Rather than maintaining a 

starfish or centralized structure and driving the Green Team agenda from San Jose, the team 

chose to enable leaders in other geographic sites and eBay subsidiaries to help determine the 

future for eBay Green. The team evaluated the volunteer leaders at its large sites to ensure they 

were natural culture carriers or high potential employees but then left them free to communicate 

and drive the eBay Green concept however they saw fit. 

 

As a result of this decentralized approach, the Green Team‘s leadership started to see innovative 

ideas come from local offices in other parts of the country and other parts of the world.  The 

team‘s leadership not only learned what participants were interested in from a subject matter 
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perspective but also the benefits they experienced from being a part of a cross-functional team.  

The Green Team was a community of learning and sharing where people could gather around a 

common issue rally around a cause. 

THE EBAY GREEN WEB SITE 

On March 3, 2009, eBay launched www.ebaygreenteam.com.  This transformed the Green Team 

from an employee movement to an initiative for the entire eBay community.  The Green Team 

posed the question, ―What can we achieve if we take the ideas that we are talking about as an 

internal team and allow the world to engage in the same conversation?‖  This online home would 

enable individuals to learn and share from each other and connect around the idea of 

sustainability.  

 

 
 

The Green Team hoped to engage its users and employees with the idea of being a smarter, 

greener consumer.  However, the team had no idea what kind of reception it would receive.  To 

their surprise, in the first six weeks of the site, more than 100,000 people signed up to be 

members of the Green Team.  The vast majority the sign-ups were eBay users who wanted to 

learn more about the initiative and share their green practices.  Employees also made up a large 

http://www.ebaygreenteam.com/
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fraction of the group.  A vast number of employees and eBay sellers and buyers experienced the 

same ―ah-ha‖ moment as the Green Team members did when they firm became involved; they 

realized that eBay existed by promoting and enabling reuse.  This connection between 

sustainability and eBay, Reder explained, ―Made intuitive sense to everybody we talked with 

about the project.‖ 

Site Features and Functionality 

eBay Green, was a web site for eBay employees, eBay buyers and sellers, and the general public.  

In addition to handling new initiatives, eBay Green provided access to eBay‘s existing 

philanthropic work.  The following is a description of the different sections of the eBay Green 

Site:  

 

―Join Us‖: Users could become members of the Green Team.  They could join conversations or 

access guides about how to ―buy green‖, take a quiz on their ―green personality‖ or participate in 

a challenge to reduce their carbon footprint.  (This challenge was a collaboration between eBay 

and carbonrally.com, a platform for sharing ideas and committing to collective steps to reduce 

energy consumption and climate change.)  For individuals who wanted to become more green 

and needed some help as to how to do this or wanted to connect with like-minded people, eBay 

Green was a perfect destination.  
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―Buy Green‖:  This section explained how to look for green products, including a quiz about 

buying green.  It offered a several questions that buyers could ask themselves when considering a 

purchase of a good that would be new to them, including the following:  Can you find it used, 

pre-owned?  Can you find it made from sustainable materials? Can you find a kind of version 

that is resource saving?   
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―Sell Green‖: This section included tips for sellers/business managers about how to green their 

business by reducing waste in production, saving electricity, and reducing waste in shipping.  

―Sell Green‖ also included a subsection about green marketing including offering green products 

on WorldofGood.com as well as donating a portion of sales to a green nonprofit. 
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―Think Green‖ Section:  This section included stories and tips to enable people to become green 

and had links to ―The Daily Green‖, Hearst publishing‘s web-based consumer guide to becoming 

green.  The section also provided links to three other eBay sites: World of Good, Giving Works 

and MicroPlace. 
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―Green at eBay‖: These pages included information about how eBay and its subsidiary 

companies followed sustainable business practices.   
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Re+purpose: This area contained information about how users can take advantage of recycled 

goods.   

 

 

 
 

eBay Green ignited many of the existing eBay users who felt they had something to share with 

the world.  These users could share their ideas in electronic discussions on sustainable living and 

sustainable business practices.  The site also supported the kind of environment that the company 

had worked hard to create, as Reder explained: 

 

eBay has always tried to enable people to choose their own adventure.  eBay 

Green is not a program that‘s aligned around a single cause.  Instead, people can 

choose the cause that they care about the most and pursue the things that they‘re 

passionate about.   
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SPREADING THE EBAY GREEN MESSAGE 

eBay encountered little resistance in spreading its message of sustainability.  The eBay 

community was traditionally one of engagement, participation and conversation—any story 

about the Green Team garnered a great deal of interest. Additionally, the fact that eBay‘s 

business was a green business encouraged dissemination of sustainability messages, Reder 

explained: 
 

People either had already understood eBay was an engine for resuse and had been 

clamoring to discuss this for a while or it they simply reached a realization of, 

―Oh, of course, eBay is green.  They sell used things and keep those goods being 

from landfills.‖ It was right there before their eyes, but they hadn‘t ever seen eBay 

in that way.  Once people made this realization, they were excited to share it.   
 

Being headquartered in Northern California, an area of the country that was very concerned with 

environmental sustainability, gave eBay a friendly audience for its message.   

 

Highlighting Employees’ Experiences 

 

eBay viewed its employees as both story builders and storytellers.  The team would look for 

great ―green‖ stories inside eBay and then reflect them out into the world via its web including 

www.eBayGreenTeam.com, the corporate website, eBay.com, and eBayInk.com (corporate 

blog).  These managed channels provided multiple ways for the company to share stories about 

employees‘ activities.   

 

Promotions in Traditional Press 

 

eBay raised awareness of its activities through traditional partner relationship marketing and 

issuing press releases about its work in green operations and green building.   Its 2009 campaign 

in Oprah Magazine bundled green products together in an advertising spread, communicating 

that living a green lifestyle is not a tradeoff between great products and the environment.  The 

company pictured a vintage necklace next to an organic cotton dress with to an up-cycled denim 

bag as an additional accessory. 

The Repurpose Campaign 

In fall 2009, eBay Green initiated partnerships with three reuse organizations that were pioneers 

in promoting the reuse concept.  One such partnership was with the ―Ecofabulous‖ style blog.  

Ecofabulous‘ goal was to inspire and educate readers about quality eco-friendly products.  The 

Green Team and the blog‘s founder, Zem Juaquin, worked together to design contest for user-

generated examples of creative reuse, reupholstering, refinishing, or any kind of adaption of an 

old item into something.   
 

The Green Team also worked with a Brooklyn-based organization called the Uniform Project.  

The founder, Sheena Matheiken, committed to wearing the same little black dress every day for a 

year in order to raise awareness for reuse and garner donations for a school in India.  Matheiken 
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accessorized her dress with used goods from eBay.  The goal of the partnership was to both 

highlight Matheiken‘s innovative approach towards reuse as well as engage her community.    

 

Finally, eBay partnered with the Pop Tech Head, an organization that held an annual gathering 

called Maker Faire that showcased the ideas, trends, challenges, and opportunities shaping the 

future.  eBay highlighted several Maker Faire participants who sourced materials from eBay, 

including one man who made solar powered robots out of like broken old Sony Walkman.  

Individuals such as these brought reuse to life.    

Social Technology 

The Green Team also had a presence on Facebook to provide an additional medium for 

communication about sustainability.  It included much of the same content as the eBay Green 

Team site within the Facebook site.  Twitter users could also follow the Green Team using that 

application.   

 

RESULTS 

The Green Team‘s measurement strategy was focused on recruitment, engagement, and 

environmental impact and the metrics it tracked included the following (December 2009 results 

are listed in parentheses): 

 

 Number of employees on the Green Team distribution list (2,300, or more than 15% of 

the global employee base) 

 Number of offices with engaged employees (60) 

 Number of countries with engaged employees (24) 

 Number of employees participating in the Big Green Idea contest, a new program that 

launched in the Fall of 2009 encouraging employees to send their ideas on how to make 

eBay a greener company (428 from 32 office locations) 

 Number of employees participating in Green Team-sponsored volunteer activities (more 

than 300 in 2009) 

 Environmental impact of specific events and activities (see below)
4
 

 

The Green Team measured its progress based on the number of members, Facebook friends, and 

Twitter followers it had.  The eBay Green Team had over 110,000 total members by June, 2010.
5
  

As of July 2010, the Green Team had 5,313 fans on Facebook and 3,372 followers on Twitter.
6
  

The company also followed its ―net promoter‘s score‖ which was a measurement of how lucky 

consumers were to recommend an online business to a friend.   

 

The team could boast of numerous positive outcomes stemming from its work: 

                                                           
4
 ―Social Innovation Awards: eBay Inc‘s Idea,‖  Just Means, www.justmeans.com, 

http://www.justmeans.com/contestidea?ideaid=MzE1, January 2010, (July 19, 2010).   
5
 ―Four Steps to Go Green Like eBay – Starting with Employees,‖ Green Economy Post, June 2010, 

www.greeneconomypost.com, (July 19, 2010). 
6
 Author‘s investigation on July 19, 2010. 

http://www.justmeans.com/
http://www.justmeans.com/contestidea?ideaid=MzE1
http://www.greeneconomypost.com/
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 8,200 lbs of e-waste collected at SJ e-recycling drive in May 2009  

 Employees in North America rode over 3,500 miles during Bike to Work Week in May 

2009  

 650 kW San Jose solar array took 18% of the company‘s energy consumption at that 

campus off the grid; green building features at same site delivered energy savings of 

approximately 39 percent, smart irrigation system were expected to save at least 8 million 

gallons of water, or 25-35 percent of the building‘s irrigation needs  

 Supporting a Net Metering bill that was signed into law in Utah.  (The bill allowed 

businesses and residences to sell excess power generated from reusable resources back to 

the local utility.) 
7
 

 Opened state-of-the-art green data center in South Jordan, Utah in Spring 2010.  The 

facility was built to the U.S. Green Building Council‘s LEED Gold standards and 

delivered state-of-the-art efficiencies in cooling and power management. The site served 

as a showcase for peer companies looking to drive green tech practices within their own 

operations.
8
 

 

The combination of having top-down support and bottoms-up interest and engagement helped 

create an environment where the project could engage middle managers, traditionally a difficult 

group to pull in the fold. 

Empowering Individuals: A Corporate Community Garden in Memphis 

The Green Team served as a central pivot point for living a green life and sustainable business 

practices while still enabling radical decentralization.  It had a budget to help employees make 

their projects a reality, brought together employees who would not normally connect within the 

organization, and focused employees on a common purpose.  As Reder explained, ―The team 

created a new cause around which people could rally.  Rather than a distraction, eBay Green tied 

everything together−the green initiative is really locked up with who we are as a company.‖  

 

In Memphis, the Green Team‘s volunteer leader decided to use part of the land around the office 

building to plant a garden.  Passionate about her cause, she organized the first Fortune 500 

community garden. Employees could garden during their break times or before or after work and 

harvested vegetables, and herbs for their families.    

A CORPORATE AGENDA FOR GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY 

Sustainability Beyond the Green Team 

 

In addition to the Green Team, in 2008, the company launched a program called Giving Works.  

Giving Works‘ feature for buyers, ―Give at Checkout‖, enabled buyers to donate funds at the 

                                                           
7
 ―Four Steps to Go Green Like eBay – Starting with Employees,‖ Green Economy Post, June 2010, 

http://greeneconomypost.com/green-ebay-employees-11127.htm, (July 19, 2010). 
8
 ―Social Innovation Awards: eBay Inc‘s Idea,‖  Just Means, www.justmeans.com, 

http://www.justmeans.com/contestidea?ideaid=MzE1, January 2010, (July 19, 2010).   

http://www.justmeans.com/
http://www.justmeans.com/contestidea?ideaid=MzE1
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time of purchase.  Giving Works also facilitated sellers‘ charitable contributions, enabling users 

to shop, sell, and donate for a good cause. 

 

 
 

 

In the same year, eBay hired Tracey Turner  (GSB ‗98), founder of MicroPlace and MicroPlace 

became a marketplace for microlending and a subsidiary of eBay.  Further, Robert Chatwani, 

director eBay global citizenship, hatched the idea for what is now known as World of Good, 

eBay‘s marketplace for sustainable products. 
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Bringing It All Together 

MicroPlace, World of Good, and eBay Giving Works were all led by internal entrepreneurs.  

Their starting points were never top-down corporate strategy.  In 2008, when John Donahoe 

succeeded Whitman, he wanted to understand the bigger picture of what eBay was trying to 

achieve with these ventures.  He had been an enthusiastic environmentalist for most of his 
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professional career and was very interested in figuring out if sustainability could be a source of 

competitive advantage for eBay.   

 

When Donahoe, took the stage at the 2009 Business for Social Responsibility conference in San 

Francisco, he explained how eBay approached sustainability.  It followed sustainable internal 

business practices, such as building a carbon neutral campus and setting emissions reductions 

goals; it leveraged its business model to enable users to become good global citizens with sites 

like MicroPlace (an eBay business that uses PayPal for microloans to entrepreneurs); and 

pursued a relatively sustainable core business by selling secondhand goods.  eBay was having a 

pronounced impact sustainability; over $100 billion items have been reused or recycled with the 

help of eBay.
9
 

 

Beyond recycling and reuse, eBay buyers and sellers had donated more than $165 million to 

charity through the eBay Giving Works program; sold tens of thousands of ethically-sourced, 

Fair Trade and eco friendly products through its WorldofGood.com marketplace; and, through 

PayPal, users had provided funding to help more than 150,000 of the world‘s poor to start small 

businesses.  While these actions were admirable and impactful, Donahoe felt the company was, 

―just getting started."  eBay would continue its focus on sustainability and would, as Donahoe 

explained, ―Build our reputation, not on our words, but on our actions.‖
10

   

 

The programs were innovative and powerful components of the brand but there was a bigger 

story about the change eBay was trying to affect in the world. Donahoe‘s larger question was, 

―How do these businesses tie to the eBay brand and what we stand for in the world?‖  He asked 

Chatwani to develop a corporate strategy that would move beyond discrete initiatives towards a 

unified strategy for global sustainability. 

Creating a Position 

In formulating its strategy, eBay began by looking at other companies that had developed 

corporate social responsibility programs.  Most companies‘ introduced programs for corporate 

social responsibility to minimize issues they were facing in their core business.  For instance, 

Starbucks had labor issues with their coffee producers and needed to both resolve these as well 

as offset the attention they were generating in the public.  In response, Starbucks launched an 

initiative called ―My Shared Planet‖ and acquired Ethos Water.   

 

eBay was fortunate that it could begin from a position of strength; it did not have anything it had 

to need to apologize for to the market.  Instead, eBay took a more proactive perspective: How 

can we take the $70 billion in transactions on the eBay marketplace and the tens of billions of 

dollars through PayPal and harness that consumer power to create positive change in the world? 

                                                           
9
 ―Highlights: John Donahoe, eBay Inc., BSR Conference 2009,‖ BSR Conference, October 23, 2009 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ttMsYGDxzU), (January 19, 2010). 
10

 eBay Green Team, ―CEO John Donahoe Speaks of Community, Innovation, and the Uniqueness of eBay Inc. at 

BSR Conference,‖  eBay, October 22, 2009, 

http://www.ebayinc.com/sustainability#ceo_john_donahoe_speaks_at_bsr, (January 19, 2010). 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ttMsYGDxzU
http://www.ebayinc.com/sustainability#ceo_john_donahoe_speaks_at_bsr
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Setting a Goal 

The team took a fresh perspective on consumer spending and charity.  Instead of assuming that 

people do good with one part of their wallet and shop with the other part, Donahoe‘s vision was 

for these two activities would converge.  eBay wanted to focus on how the broader eBay 

community and marketplace to begin to shape consumers‘ decisions, Chatwani explained: 

 

We are looking at the decisions that consumers make about what they buy, how 

they shop, the person behind the transaction, and the impact of their decisions.  

We want to take that energy and be able to manifest it and channel it in a way that 

creates good.  We want to promote a choice architecture where consumers decide 

how they want to shop and what they want to buy.  We want to create the right 

choices at the moment of purchase, whether it‘s an eBay search results page, or at 

Wal-Mart, looking at two products next to each other on the shelf.  Creating 

transparency of the information behind the product, we think, is incredibly 

powerful. 

BUILDING THE NEW EBAY 

Chatwani‘s team‘s goal was to position Green Team as the starting point for eBay‘s new 

strategy.  While the Green Team work was significant, they did not expect the world to give 

eBay much credit since reuse and recycling was already part of eBay‘s business.   In order to 

have an eBay-level vision that encompassed all of the initiatives, Donahoe felt eBay needed to 

take the independent assets—MicroPlace, World of Good, etc.—and relocate them closest to 

where the resources were and the decision-making occured.  This meant putting MicroPlace in 

PayPal and World of Good in the marketplaces group.   

 

The next step was to create a vision for eBay‘s purpose in the world.  eBay‘s purpose, felt 

Donahoe, was to create opportunity and make a difference in that world through its businesses.   

The team examined its brand positioning which centered on trust, value, and selection.  While 

Donahoe saw these brand identifiers as important, there was a growing sentiment in the 

organization that trust, value and selection were the minimum requirements to be a good online 

e-commerce player.  

 

eBay needed to do more to differentiate itself from the rest of the world.  This would involve 

taking the principles of people, planet, and community, and let them become the heart of eBay‘s 

brand.  Playing on the fact that there was a person behind every transaction and that buying on 

eBay was good for the planet were two ways to bring the emotional experience and loyalty back 

to the eBay experience.   

 

Donahoe was adamant that the company needed to move beyond a campaign or brand initiative 

to achieve social impact. eBay‘s revenue strategy was to reach $4-5 billion in revenue from 

PayPal and $5-7 billion from eBay, grow new formats, and expand internationally.  The 

customer strategy was to use marketplaces as a way to drive growth, enhance its reputation 

through better customer support, invest in loyalty programs, and improve trust.  It also had clear 

strategies for operations and people.  It needed a strategy for social impact.   
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CREATING A GLOBAL CITIZENSHIP STRATEGY 

Following on Donahoe‘s vision, the framework the global citizenship team formulated a strategy 

with three areas of quantifiable economic and social impact: protecting our planet, fostering 

global entrepreneurship and strengthening our communities.  These areas reflected the direct 

impact of eBay‘s businesses and people, focused the company on a few bold and meaningful 

goals, and capitalized on the company‘s unique strengths.  The company strategy would provide 

a map for eBay global citizenship and be viewed alongside eBay‘s revenue, customer, people 

and operating strategies.  In other words, global citizenship would not be a separate thing that 

eBay would be doing but, as Chatwani explained, a concept that tied all of the work of eBay 

together: 

 

Our company strategy will determine the way in which we grow and the decisions 

we make that affect the world.  We will still have other leading indicators of 

success, but we will begin to weave in and wrap in these principles of 

sustainability. It‘s not only something that‘s nice to do.  It‘s critical if you want to 

differentiate ourselves and succeed as a company. 

Protecting the Planet 

In protecting the planet, eBay saw its role as twofold.  It would reduce eBay Inc‘s environmental 

footprint and facilitate sustainable shopping in order to promote and create incentives for 

smarter, greener choices for consumers.  One way to accomplish this was to be razor-focused on 

the Lifestyles of Health and Sustainability (LOHAS) market.  No other authoritarian e-commerce 

player had a strong foothold in the LOHAS market.  In the latest figures from 2005, the LOHAS 

market, which included the categories of  personal health ($118 billion), eco-tourism ($24.2 

billion), alternative energy ($400 million), alternative vehicles ($6.1 billion), green building 

($49.7 billion), and natural lifestyles ($10.6 billion, included home furnishings/supplies, natural 

pet products, cleaners, apparel, philanthropy) was greater than $209 billion.
11

 By owning the 

market for sustainable products, eBay would create commerce that could improve the 

transparency of information, help consumers make better choices, and benefit eBay. The 

company would also continue its leadership position in the secondary market including out-of-

season and refurbished goods.   

Fostering Global Entrepreneurship 

eBay already created economic opportunities through its core Marketplaces business and PayPal.  

It also offered microlending through MicroPlace.  These programs were often seen as separate 

though they were actually linked to a common goal.  The new company strategy offered a way to 

look at these groups of activities together as key enablers of economic opportunities, access to 

capital, and improved livelihoods.  An entrepreneur could be a small business woman in 

Kentucky or a farmer living in the Caribbean who was receiving support through a PayPal 

enabled MicroPlace loan.  Regardless of their locations and businesses, each took advantage of 

the technology eBay provided to build better lives for themselves. 

                                                           
11

―New LOHAS Market-Size Data Released: A $209 Billion Opportunity,‖ Green Money Journal, Winter 2009-

2010, http://www.greenmoneyjournal.com/article.mpl?newsletterid=40&articleid=535 (January 19, 2009). 
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Strengthening Our Communities 

Through its commerce and payment platforms and, in particular, the Giving Works program, 

eBay raised millions of dollars for non-profits.  eBay hoped to further engage buyers and sellers 

by offering below-market pricing and transaction fees for non-profits that raised funds using 

PayPal and also engage more employees in volunteering and community service.   

 

While supporting efforts to strengthen the capacity of non-profit organizations was a worthy 

altruistic goal and demonstrated that eBay had a purpose beyond its products, eBay was hoping 

that its efforts would also inspire its customers.  It wanted to create a vanguard corporation, as 

Rosabeth Moss Kanter termed companies that are ―ahead of the pack, the leaders, the ones that 

show the way,‖ and motivate their employees.‖ As Kanter explained, ―People like going to work 

every day with the idea that they have two jobs.  One job is ―do my job‖ and the second is 

―change the world‖.
12

  eBay wanted to enable this kind of environment by reminding its 

employees of the company‘s higher purpose and offering a longer-term vision for them to focus 

on in their work. 

Accountability and Metrics 

eBay had suggested metrics for each part of its strategy. Some sustainability information was 

included in the product description data in the Marketplace business but the company did not 

have good granularity for understanding this data.  It was difficult to quickly query all products 

that were refurbished or sustainably manufactured.   However, it could begin to track how many 

sellers were educated about sustainability practices or if they were committed to making good 

decisions about how they sold their products.  If eBay could get 20 to 30 million sellers to 

change their behavior, they would make a positive impact. 

 

Within entrepreneurship, instead of just creating a platform where people could come and 

engage, eBay wanted to drive a certain number of new sellers to participate in the global 

economy within the next five years, generate an income from that, and measure how many lives 

were impacted.  The company set goals for lives impacted by global entrepreneurship and 

created models to demonstrate how eBay would attain these goals.   Donahoe was a metrics-

driven manager; his job was to set goals.  According to Chatwani, Donahoe wanted to employees 

to look at the numbers that management was proposing as a North Star. It was the job of 

everyone else to figure out how to make them.   

Supporting Bodies 

The next step in developing the strategy was to create a global citizenship council that would 

include eBay‘s executive team as well as individuals supervising government relations, and a 

handful of other key managers. By extending the group‘s reach beyond executive staff, the team 

would be able to create a sense of governance commitment.   
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Sean Silverthorne, ―The Vanguard Corporation- Q&A with Rosabeth Moss Kanter,‖ Harvard business School 

Working Knowledge, October 5, 2009, pp:1-2. 


