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Sotheby's  sold a record number of online lots  this  year. Image credit: Sotheby's

 
By DANNY PARISI

International auction house Sotheby's spent 2017 focusing on bringing new, innovative ways to its consumers so that
they could bid on high-end items through digital means.

These tools, ranging from online bidding to video to social media, have driven an unprecedented increase in
online auction sales at the house, totaling more than $180 million in online sales for this past year. Sotheby's
successful practices in 2017 is a great example of how the digital revolution has affected every corner of the luxury
industry.

Digitools 
Digital tools have had a profound effect on the way customers at all levels shop, but for luxury consumers this is
especially true.

As these consumers are increasingly accustomed to having the highest quality customer service afforded to them,
digital tools such as livestreaming and comprehensive mobile shopping apps can help make an online luxury
shopping experience just as smooth as an in-store one.

This is the strategy that drove Sotheby's in 2017 as the auction house focused on driving up online sales.
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Brice Marden's "Cold Mountain Series, Zen Study 1-6" was included in Sotheby's March 2 auction

The results have been resoundingly successful with online sales up 16 percent and online underbids up $500
million and 27 percent from the previous year.

What is equally encouraging for the health of the auction sector is that more than half of all these online sales, 53
percent, are new customers entirely, a record number of new customers in one year for Sotheby's.

Sotheby's attributes this unprecedented growth in customers to its increased online activities such as partnering with
online auction houses and offering interactive digital tools to customers.

Nearly a quarter of all sales in from Sotheby's in 2017 came from its online auctions.

Online auctions
One of the primary drivers of Sotheby's digital innovations this year is competition from major ecommerce sites.

Sotheby's was aware that digital auction sites such as Amazon and eBay had the possibility of damaging its
business, even though Sotheby's is much more high-end. Instead of attempting to take down the new trend or ignore
it, the auctioneer partnered with eBay instead.

The auctioneer invested in online auctions and partnered with eBay to live stream the former's in-person auction on
the latter's platform. This allowed Sotheby's to increase its visibility to those who would not previously have had
access or been aware of its  auctions (see story).

A Francisco Goya print sold by Sotheby's online this year. Image credit: Sotheby's

Sotheby's also built a highly in-tuned audience and notifying consumers of relevant happenings via an online
platform partnership.
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Through a partnership with the IoT platform IFTTT, Sotheby's is allowing customers to customize notification
settings so they can stay up to date with what is happening in the auction community. The platform integrates with
major applications and other platforms, allowing users to set up a personalized experience for each app based on
preference (see story).

But Sotheby's innovations have also caused its competitors to enhance their own digital toolsets.

For example, art and antiques search engine Barnebys has completed its first acquisition as it looks to strengthen its
position in the United States.

Barnebys has purchased U.S.-based Simple Auction Site for an undisclosed sum. The Simple Auction Site was
founded by Bob and Steve Freedman in 2005 and supplies software bidding systems to small and medium-sized
auctioneers throughout the U.S (see story).

With a year full of digital successes behind it, Sotheby's is looking into 2018 with an eye on continuing to increase its
online presence and bring in even more online and digital customers from around the world.
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