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Online auctions combine shopping with entertainment and thrill. When perceiving the 

competition of real contenders, people tend to increase their bids. (Photo: KIT) 

The thrill is part of the game – whoever waits for his bid to be 

accepted on online auction platforms, feels the excitement in 

the bidding war for the object of desire. The heart beats faster, 

palms start to sweat. Physiological measurement methods of 

researchers of Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT) now re-

veal the influence of emotions on the behavior of users of elec-

tronic markets. The September issue of the Journal of Retailing 

now reports the results of the KIT study. 

DOI:10.1016/j.jretai.2015.01.003 

Nowadays, internet auctions play an important role in online trading. 

No matter whether you want to buy a hedge trimmer or an antique 

pocket watch – unlike purchases by a click at a fixed price, online 

auctions provide the atmosphere of a competition for the auction 

object. Whoever perceives the competition of real contenders, e.g. 

by avatars or photos on the screen, wishes to stay in the race – and 

increases his bid. This is a result of a KIT study with more than 450 

test persons.  

Real Competitors Enhance Thrill of Auctions 

Social Competition and Time Pressure Drive up Prices in Online Auctions. Physiological Meas-

urements Reveal: Human Contenders Influence Behavior on Electronic Markets 
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Online auctions combine shopping with entertainment, fun, and ex-

citement. This is the charm of this type of trading and considered the 

reason of its success. The battle against the expiring time until the 

defined end of the auction, however, is not sufficient to boost the 

auction fever so strongly that a bidder increases his bid. “It was 

shown by laboratory experiments that time pressure enhances the 

thrill and heartbeat, but the bidder will only become more venture-

some, if he notices that he competes with other, real contenders,” 

says Marius Müller of the Institute of Information Systems and Mar-

keting (IISM) of KIT. At the IISM Chair of Professor Christof Wein-

hardt, the doctoral student studies user behavior on electronic mar-

kets. The study among others focused on the decision behavior 

during online auctions based on measurements of heartrate and 

skin conductance. By evaluating physiological data, the excitement 

of bidders can be assessed objectively to complement their own 

subjective opinion.  

“Contrary to assumptions in theory, decisions are not made by a 

sensible homo oeconomicus, but driven by emotions,” Müllers says. 

For this reason, experimental economic research at KIT also focus-

es on emotions, such as joy and disappointment, which are studied 

on the basis of physiological parameters. “Behavioral economics 

bridges the gap between observation and theory,” the scientist ex-

plains. The findings with respect to the role of bidder emotions might 

be used by traders to offer their customers attractive shopping expe-

riences and reach higher incomes by an appropriate design of the 

auction portal. Auction participants become aware of the influence of 

their emotions on their decision.  

At KIT’s Karlsruhe Decision and Design Lab (KD2Lab), emotional 

states of test persons in decision situations can be examined. The 

laboratory with presently twelve workplaces will be extended in the 

near future for the interaction of up to 40 participants while measur-

ing their physiological data. “It will be one of the biggest laboratories 

of this kind in Europe,” Müller says.  

The results of the study are reported by the September issue of the 

Journal of Retailing under the title “Auction Fever! How Time Pres-

sure and Social Competition Affect Bidders’ Arousal and Bids in 

Retail Auctions.” The study is published by Marius Müller and the 

two other KIT scientists involved in the study, Professor Jan Krämer, 

who meanwhile holds a Chair at the University of Passau, and Marc 

Adam who now teaches at the University of Newcastle in Australia.  
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Adam, Marc T.P., et al., Auction Fever! How Time Pressure and 

Social Competition Affect Bidders’ Arousal and Bids in Retail Auc-

tions, Journal of Retailing. DOI:10.1016/j.jretai.2015.01.003 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00224359   

Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT) is a public corporation 

pursuing the tasks of a Baden-Wuerttemberg state university 

and of a national research center of the Helmholtz Association. 

The KIT mission combines the three core tasks of research, 

higher education, and innovation. With about 9,400 employees 

and 24,500 students, KIT is one of the big institutions of re-

search and higher education in natural sciences and engineer-

ing in Europe.  

Since 2010, the KIT has been certified as a family-friendly university. 

This press release is available on the internet at www.kit.edu. 

 

The photo of printing quality may be downloaded under www.kit.edu 

or requested by mail to presse@kit.edu or phone +49 721 608-4 

7414. The photo may be used in the context given above exclusively. 

 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00224359
http://www.kit.edu/
http://www.kit.edu/
mailto:presse@kit.edu

