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About this PDF

I started writing these notes because the usual eBay advice felt too small.

Most seller advice still talks as if visibility is mainly about pleasing one search algorithm. Choose the

right keywords. Fill the title. Refresh the listing. Feed Cassini. Wait for the sales.

There may be useful pieces in that advice, but it doesn't explain enough of what I see while selling

specialist GB stamps through Apollo's Lots.

Buyers don't always move in a straight line. They search, compare, browse, watch, return, save sellers,

build baskets and follow related material. Some arrive through exact catalogue numbers. Some seem to

come through recommendations. Some start with low-value items and end up looking at something else

entirely.

That has made me think less about individual listings in isolation, and more about buyer journeys.

This PDF pulls together the main ideas from my Notes on eBay Discovery & Selling series. It isn't inside

knowledge, and it isn't a formula. It's my attempt to think through eBay search, recommendations,

similarity, auctions, buyer behaviour and related inventory using the best public information I can find,

plus what I notice from selling.

The live articles remain on danwilliams.site, where I can update them as my thinking changes.

How to read this: treat it as a companion to the live notes, not a replacement. The links at the end

point back to the full articles and to the public eBay engineering pieces that shaped the thinking.
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The short version

Search still has a job on eBay, especially for specialist items. A collector looking for a specific catalogue

number, watermark variety, plate number, postmark or error may still go straight to the search box.

But search isn't the whole picture.

eBay's own public engineering articles discuss Cassini, Best Match, behavioural data, personalisation,

recommendations, visual discovery and vector similarity. That suggests a broader discovery

environment than the usual seller folklore of "Cassini explains everything".

Search:

Titles, category, item specifics and clear

identifiers still help exact-intent buyers.

Recommendations:

Related, similar and complementary items can

shape what happens after the first click.

Buyer journeys:

Buyers may search, compare, watch, return,

save sellers and build baskets.

Seller work:

Clear descriptions, useful photos, sensible

pricing and trust still do much of the heavy

lifting.

My working view is simple enough:

A listing still needs to be clear, accurate and findable.

Related inventory may create more paths for buyers to follow.

Low-value items can sometimes act as entry points rather than just small sales.

Recommendations and similarity systems may connect items in ways sellers don't immediately see.

Auctions may create useful buyer behaviour beyond the final price.

The safer seller strategy isn't to chase one ranking trick, but to make the buyer journey easier.

That means better titles, better images, honest descriptions, sensible pricing, useful stock relationships

and enough trust for a buyer to make a decision.
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1. Search still has a job

It is tempting to say search is dead. It makes a good headline. It also isn't true.

For specialist collecting areas, search is still one of the cleanest ways for a buyer to get close to what

they want. If someone is looking for a particular catalogue number, watermark variety, phosphor error,

official overprint or plate number, they may not want a discovery feed. They may want the search box.

That is why I still care about clear titles. Not keyword-stuffed titles, but useful titles. The sort of title that

helps a buyer and a system understand what the item is.

In stamps, this often means including the right identifiers: catalogue number where appropriate, reign,

value, issue, condition, watermark, variety, postmark, phosphor type, plate or other distinctive detail. The

title has to do enough work without becoming a junk drawer.

Exact-intent buyer
      |
      v
Search box
      |
      v
Useful title + category + item specifics
      |
      v
Relevant listing

Where I think older eBay advice goes wrong is treating search as the whole game. Search may get the

buyer near the item. It doesn't necessarily explain what happens next.

After the first click, the buyer may compare condition, price, postage, related stock, seller feedback,

images and other items in the shop. Search is the starting point, not always the finish line.

That is the line I tried to draw in Search Is Not Dead, But Recommendations Are Taking Over. Search has

a job. It just isn't alone.
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2. Low-value items can start journeys

The idea that a low-value item can be more useful than its price suggests sounds odd at first.

A £1 stamp isn't worth more than a £50 stamp if we only look at the sale in isolation. But selling on eBay

rarely feels like a set of isolated sales. Some listings seem to play different roles.

A low-value item may lower the barrier to a first click. That first click can lead to a shop browse, related

inventory, a saved seller, a basket or a later return. The item isn't just a small sale. It may be an entry

point.

Thought experiment: some listings generate margin. Some generate trust. Some generate

discovery. The best inventory mix may include all three.

Low-value item
      |
      v
First click
      |
      v
Related inventory
      |
      +--> basket
      +--> saved seller
      +--> return visit
      +--> later purchase

This doesn't mean every cheap item is useful. Plenty of low-value listings are just low-value listings. It

also doesn't mean eBay rewards a seller for listing cheap material. I can't prove that, and it would be a

poor claim.

What I can say is that buyer journeys often start somewhere smaller than the final purchase. In

specialist collecting, a modest item may help a buyer understand the seller, the stock area, the condition

standards and the surrounding material.

That is the useful idea inside Why a £1 Stamp Can Be More Valuable Than a £50 Stamp. Not literally

more valuable. Potentially more useful inside the journey.
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3. The green wave and related behaviour

One of the patterns that got me thinking about this series was the occasional feeling that related items

sell close together.

I don't mean a magical burst of sales caused by one item. I mean something more ordinary and harder

to prove: a buyer finds one item, then another buyer or the same buyer appears around related material.

Sometimes it feels like a small green wave moving through a stock area.

There are several possible explanations.

The items may have been surfaced together by recommendations.

A buyer may have browsed the shop after finding one listing.

Several collectors may be searching the same area at the same time.

Promoted listings, saved searches or external factors may have nudged visibility.

It may simply be coincidence, noticed because it is interesting.

The point isn't to turn the pattern into a rule. The point is to notice that listings don't always behave as

isolated pages. In a marketplace, items can be connected by buyer behaviour, category, text, image,

price, theme, history and timing.

That is why the green wave idea belongs in the discovery series. It isn't a tactic. It is a reminder to look

for relationships.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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4. Collectors don't behave like general shoppers

Stamp collectors often don't behave like general shoppers.

They may search by exact catalogue number. They may browse by reign, watermark, plate, variety,

postmark, region, condition or shade. They may look at several similar items before deciding. They may

buy a low-value item because it fills a gap, not because it is exciting to anyone else.

They may return to a seller because the descriptions are predictable. They may trust a seller because the

faults are stated rather than hidden. They may add several small items to a basket because the postage

is reasonable and the stock area is useful.

This behaviour changes how I think about visibility.

A general shopper may want the fastest acceptable result. A specialist collector may want comparison,

confidence and context. For that buyer, related stock can be very helpful. So can consistent listing style,

clear images and honest condition notes.

General shopper:
need -> search -> acceptable item -> buy

Specialist collector:
interest -> search/browse -> compare -> check detail -> related items -> decide -> 
maybe return later

That is why I don't think all eBay advice transfers cleanly across categories. Selling stamps is different

from selling phone cases, trainers or commodity goods. The buyer's job is different, so the listing's job is

different too.
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5. Thematic density

Thematic density is my shorthand for a simple idea: a group of related items may create more useful

buyer paths than isolated listings scattered across unrelated areas.

If I list one Machin variety, it may sell. If I list a coherent group of Machins, watermark varieties, regional

definitives, booklet panes or related errors, a buyer has more to explore.

The item is still important. But the surrounding stock may help the buyer make sense of it.

This doesn't mean a seller should fake a theme. It means the real relationships in stock should be made

easier to see. Titles, categories, specifics, descriptions and shop organisation should help the buyer

understand how one item relates to another.

A listing is not only a page trying to rank. It can be a doorway into a small neighbourhood of

related material.

For collectors, that neighbourhood can be valuable. It reduces the work of comparison. It gives more

chances to find a missing item. It may make combined postage more attractive. It may encourage

repeat visits.

From the system side, I can't claim eBay rewards thematic density as a confirmed ranking factor. That

would be overreach.

But eBay's public recommendation articles do discuss related categories, co-view behaviour, co-search

behaviour, item similarity and relevance filtering. That makes it reasonable to think that related inventory

can help systems and buyers find sensible paths through stock.
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6. Vectors, similarity and recommendations

The eBay public article that changed my thinking most was eBay's Blazingly Fast Billion-Scale Vector

Similarity Engine.

It describes a system for item-to-item similarity across text and image, as well as personalised user-to-

item recommendations based on historical behaviour. It also refers to production indices for item-to-

item, query-to-item, query-to-query and user-to-item recommendations.

That isn't normal seller-blog folklore. That is eBay describing a serious similarity and recommendation

layer.

The useful seller takeaway isn't to pretend we know how every part of it works. We don't. The useful

takeaway is that similarity may be broader than obvious keyword matching.

Listing data
  title
  image
  category
  item specifics
  price
  behaviour
      |
      v
Similarity / recommendation systems
      |
      +--> similar items
      +--> related items
      +--> query-to-item matches
      +--> user-to-item suggestions

Two listings may be close because they share words. Or because they share attributes. Or because

buyers view them together. Or because images look similar. Or because they sit near each other in a

modelled representation of marketplace behaviour.

In that world, similar doesn't always mean identical. Related doesn't always mean obvious to the seller.

This is why clean images, clear titles and structured details are not just cosmetic improvements. They

help humans first. They may also help machine systems interpret what the item is and how it fits with

other inventory.
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7. Auctions are about more than the final price

The easiest way to judge an auction is by the final price.

It sold for more than expected. Good auction.

It sold for less than expected. Bad auction.

That is the visible number, so naturally we stare at it. But it may not be the only useful outcome.

An auction can create views, watchers, bids, return visits, comparisons and shop browsing. It can

introduce a seller to a buyer. It can place an item inside a live decision process. It can create losing

bidders who may still become future buyers.

Does that directly boost other listings? I can't say. I shouldn't say.

But eBay's older search article discusses clicks, bids and purchases as behavioural data used to

improve search. So it doesn't seem unreasonable to think of auctions as behavioural events, not just

price-discovery mechanisms.

Auction result we see:
final price

Possible behaviour we may not fully see:
views -> watchers -> bids -> comparisons -> shop browse -> later purchase

This is why I now think about some auctions as more than disposal tools. Used carefully, they may also

be discovery events. Not magic. Not guaranteed. But potentially useful inside a broader marketplace

journey.
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8. Cassini, Best Match and the rest of eBay discovery

Whenever eBay visibility is discussed online, one word tends to appear quickly.

Cassini.

Some advice treats Cassini as a single all-seeing marketplace brain controlling every visibility surface on

eBay. I am no longer convinced that is a useful way to think about it.

In The Architecture of eBay Search, Cassini is described as the eBay search engine. That wording points

towards search infrastructure rather than the entire marketplace.

At the same time, eBay's own articles describe Best Match, behavioural data, title intent, personalisation,

complementary recommendations, visual discovery, vector similarity and recommendation ranking.

My working model is this:

Cassini
= core eBay search engine / search infrastructure

Best Match
= default search-ranking experience within search

Recommendation systems
= modules that suggest related, similar or complementary items

Similarity systems
= vector, image, title, query, item and user relationships

Personalisation
= buyer-specific ranking or recommendation adjustments

Ads and promoted surfaces
= additional visibility systems with their own objectives

Some of these may overlap. Some may share data. Some may feed each other. Some may use common

infrastructure. Some may be separate product systems.

The point isn't to create a new myth. It is to avoid shrinking everything into an old one.

Cassini is part of the picture. Best Match is part of the picture. Search is part of the picture. The rest of

eBay discovery deserves a place in the conversation too.
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9. Successful buyer sessions

One reason the "one listing, one rank, one sale" model feels too small is that it ignores the session.

A buyer session may include search, filters, item pages, similar items, seller pages, shop browsing,

watching, basket activity and return visits. The successful outcome may not belong to the first listing

they clicked.

For a seller, this changes the question.

Instead of asking only:

How do I rank this listing higher?

it may be more useful to ask:

How do I help the right buyer continue a useful journey?

That question pushes me towards different work.

Make the title clear enough for search.

Make the images useful enough for comparison.

Make condition and faults easy to understand.

Make related stock easier to browse.

Make postage and price feel sensible.

Make the seller trustworthy enough that the buyer can decide.

None of that is glamorous. But buyer confidence is rarely glamorous. It is built from small signals that

line up.
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• 
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10. Beyond eBay SEO

The more I read and observe, the less useful the phrase "eBay SEO" feels.

Not because eBay search is unimportant. Search can be crucial.

But because search is only one route into marketplace visibility.

A listing may be found through search. It may be compared through recommendations. It may be

reinforced by related inventory. It may be trusted because the seller describes items accurately. It may

be clicked because the image is clear. It may be bought because the buyer feels confident. It may lead to

another purchase because the surrounding stock is relevant.

That is not one ranking factor.

That is a journey.

What I wouldn't claim

I wouldn't claim watchers are a direct ranking factor.

I wouldn't claim auctions boost the whole shop.

I wouldn't claim one sale causes a green wave.

I wouldn't claim low-value items improve all-store visibility.

I wouldn't claim thematic density is a confirmed eBay ranking factor.

I wouldn't claim there is a fixed Cassini formula sellers can optimise for.

What I would do

Write clear titles for real buyers.

Use accurate item specifics and categories.

Show clean images.

Describe condition honestly.

State faults rather than hiding them.

Price sensibly for condition, interest and market context.

Keep postage understandable.

Build related stock areas where they make sense.

Pay attention to what buyers actually do, not just what seller folklore says.

I started the series thinking about visibility. I ended up thinking about relationships: between search

terms and titles, buyers and items, one listing and another, images and attributes, a first click and a later

basket.
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Perhaps that is the better way to think about eBay now.

Not Cassini as a single answer. Not recommendations as an afterthought. Not buyers as people who

always search, click and buy in a straight line.

But a marketplace full of systems trying to work out what belongs with what, who might want it, and

what path might help a buyer reach a useful outcome.
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If you only take one thing from this

Don't optimise for Cassini as if Cassini is a small god hiding behind the search box.

Think about buyer discovery across systems.

For me, that means clear listings, honest descriptions, useful images, sensible pricing, careful stock

relationships, and enough trust for a buyer to continue the journey.

That sounds boring compared with secret algorithm advice.

It is also much harder to fake.

- Dan Williams
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Further reading

The live version of this series is at Notes on eBay Discovery & Selling.

My related notes

Search Is Not Dead, But Recommendations Are Taking Over

Why a £1 Stamp Can Be More Valuable Than a £50 Stamp

The Green Wave

Why Collectors Behave Differently From Most Buyers

Thematic Density

Vectors, Similarity and Why Two Unrelated Listings End Up Together

Why eBay Auctions Are About More Than The Final Price

Cassini, Best Match and the Rest of eBay Discovery

Search, Recommendations and the Successful Buyer Session

Beyond SEO: Visibility, Discovery and Selling on eBay

Public eBay engineering articles and source material

The Architecture of eBay Search

Using Behavioral Data to Improve Search

Finding Desirable Items in eBay Search by a Deep Dive into Skipped Items

eBay Makes Search More Efficient Through Personalization

Complementary Item Recommendations at eBay Scale

eBay's Blazingly Fast Billion-Scale Vector Similarity Engine

How eBay's New Search Feature Was Inspired By Window Shopping

Evolving Recommendations: A Personalized User-Based Ranking Model

Improving Shopping Recommendations for Customers Through eBay's Relevance Cascade Model

Editorial note: this PDF is an AI-assisted assembly of my article series and notes. The

observations, judgement and responsibility remain mine. More on this: How I use AI.

Apollo's Lots GB Stamps current stock is sold through eBay. This PDF is a free companion to the live article series and may

be updated later.
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