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Abstract. The global art auction market has long been dominated by two major auction houses, 

Christie's and Sotheby's, whose global networks and expertise in high-end art transactions 

have established their leading position. However, in recent years, the rise of the Chinese 

market has injected new vitality into the global art auction landscape. Although local 

competitors such as China Guardian and Poly Auction have performed well in regional 

markets, they face cultural and economic context constraints in their global expansion. This 

study reviews the latest developments in the art auction industry, with a particular focus on 

the strategic choices of auction houses and potential opportunities for international 

competition, while exploring the profound impact of technological innovation on transaction 

efficiency, market expansion, and customer experience. The study found that Western auction 

houses rely on diversified asset portfolios and technological innovation to maintain their 

global advantages, while Chinese auction houses attract emerging consumer groups through 

specialization in traditional art fields and digital tools. However, the rapid development of 

technology may invalidate some of the research conclusions, and it is recommended to 

conduct long-term research in the future to reveal the continued impact of technological 

changes on the auction industry. 
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1. Introduction 

Two industry titans, Christie's and Sotheby's, have long controlled the global art auction market. 

These auction houses' outstanding quality standards, vast global networks, and in-depth knowledge 

of high-end art transactions have allowed them to maintain their position as industry leaders. But in 

recent years, the Chinese market's growth has become an indisputable reality, bringing new life to the 

world of art auctions [1]. In mainland China, up-and-coming rivals like China Guardian (established 

in 1993) and Poly Auction (formed in 2005) have made a big impact. Even though they dominate the 

Chinese market, they work in different cultural and economic environments and focus on artistic 

mediums that appeal to local tastes [2]. This specialization, combined with a focus on local markets, 

has limited their global influence in comparison to Christie’s and Sotheby’s. 

Nevertheless, although they have managed to succeed significantly in China, these auction Houses 

have significant difficulties in terms of growth and gaining strong presence in the international arena. 

The given paper aims to present an in-depth overview of the recent advances in the art auction 

industry through the analysis of the literature and the existing market trends. It will specifically target 



 

 

strategic choices and the opportunities that Chinese auction houses have with reference to global 

competition. In addition, the paper will find out how the technological innovations have 

revolutionized the practice of the auction business, how it has brought about efficiency in transactions, 

expansion of market limits and customer experience. 

2. Basic concepts and models of auctions 

2.1. Definition of auction 

An auction is a public or private event during which goods or property are sold to the highest bidder. 

Auctions can be held in a physical location such as a gallery, hotel, or auction house showroom, or 

through an online platform that allows bidders to participate remotely. There are two common types 

of auctions: live auctions, where participants attend and bid in person, and online auctions, where 

bids are placed electronically over the internet [2]. Items auctioned range from fine art and antiques 

to real estate and collectibles, depending on the focus of the auction. The main participants in auctions 

are sellers, buyers, and the auctioneer who conducts the sale. Auctions generate revenue through 

commissions charged to both the buyer and the seller, which is usually a percentage of the final sale 

price. For high-end auctions, this percentage can be substantial, making auctions a highly profitable 

business model [3]. Successful auctions depend on the careful curation of valuable items, effective 

marketing to attract bidders, and a well-executed bidding process to drive up prices.  

2.2. Auction process 

Both online and offline auctions follow a structured process, with some variations. In online auctions, 

the process begins with the consignor providing details about the items, which are then photographed, 

cataloged, and marketed to potential buyers on the auction house's platform. Registered bidders place 

their bids over a set time period, either manually or through automatic bidding systems. The highest 

bidder at the close of the auction wins the item and is required to complete payment, after which the 

auction house arranges delivery. In contrast, offline (live) auctions involve a similar preparation stage, 

where items are cataloged, and previews are held for potential buyers to inspect them in person. 

During the live auction, the auctioneer starts bidding at the reserve price, and participants place bids 

by raising paddles. After the auction, the winning bidder completes the payment, and unsold items—

those that do not meet their reserve price—can be re-auctioned, returned to the consignor, or sold 

privately [2]. Unsold items, also known as "buy-ins," can affect the item's market perception if 

repeatedly left unsold. Both types of auctions require careful preparation from consignors, bidders, 

and the auction house, ensuring that all roles are aligned to facilitate a successful sale. 

3. Auction house's operation model and market strategy 

Through organised sales, auction houses serve as crucial middlemen in the art market, enabling the 

exchange of valuable goods. The tactics and business plans that auction houses utilise have a big 

impact on their capacity to gain market share and maintain expansion. By utilising adaptable 

ownership structures, diverse portfolios, and creative market strategies, Western auction houses like 

Christie's and Sotheby's have become world leaders. On the other hand, by concentrating on 

traditional Chinese artwork and taking advantage of special ownership circumstances, Chinese 

auction houses like Poly Auction and China Guardian have become quite popular in the local market. 

3.1. Ownership structure and flexibility 

Ownership systems of the auction houses are critical in the determination of the operational strategies 

and market positioning of these organizations demonstrating their flexibility to the changing demands 



 

 

in the industry and regional features. Christie is a family-owned business (Pinault) which enables it 

to be more flexible in their sales operations and in future strategic decision-making [4]. Previously a 

publicly-traded corporation, Sothebys changed its strategy when the company was purchased by a 

private investor Patrick Drahi in 2019 [5]. With such acquisition, Sotheby was free to concentrate on 

individual sales and Asian minimized the operational strain which usually accompanies the public 

ownership. Chinese auction houses, such as Poly Auction and China Guardian, on the other hand, are 

of different ownership structure. Poly Auction has the support of a state-owned conglomerate with 

which it provides considerable financial resources and assistance, especially in acquiring high-value 

cultural assets [6]. In the meantime, China Guardian has a partnership with Taikang Insurance which 

allows it to concentrate on the curation and sale of the traditional Chinese art and capitalize on the 

financial and institutional similarities [2]. 

3.2. Specialization and diversity 

Their respective portfolio of Western and Chinese auctioneers such as Christie, Sotheby and China 

Guardian and Poly Auction can be used to illustrate how they deal with different markets; 

international or local. Both Christie and Sotheby have been known though their various categories of 

auction where they deal with a wide variety of items of art across the various cultures including 

contemporary art, luxury collectibles and pop culture memorabilia. Their international footprint 

enables them to market at the global scale with their sales mainly being made by renowned artists 

such as Picasso and Warhol [1]. Chinese auction houses, such as China Guardian, Poly Auction, on 

the other hand, are more specialized, with numerical importance being on Chinese art, i.e., antiquities, 

calligraphy, and traditional paintings. Although these specializations are more efficient in serving 

local clientele, the low level of their diversification and orientation on traditional art minimizes their 

influence on the worldwide market and hamper their attractiveness to international clients [2]. 

4. The impact of auction technology and digital transformation on the auction industry 

More recently, technological innovations have further accelerated the development of the art auction 

sector, including blockchain to confirm provenance and authenticity and artificial intelligence to 

forecast analytics and optimal bidder experiences. The global pandemic increased the movement 

towards online auctions and became a permanent part of the industry. Currently, the art of auctions 

is a live and changing market, a blend of tradition and innovation to satisfy the demands of a 

globalized and digitally-connected world. 

4.1. The development of social media and digital transformation of o auctions 

The onset of digital technology has also changed the nature of the auction industry in a major way by 

helping the auction houses to capture more targeted and wider audiences. Tik Tok, Instagram, Twitter, 

and Chinese apps WeChat, Weibo, Douyin (Chinese version of Tik Tok) have turned out to be the 

means of auction event promotion and interaction with the potential buyers. Social media enables the 

auction house to offer a closer, more interactive experience through the multi-facet courtesies of live-

streamed previews as well as offer market announcements and displaying products, unlike the 

traditional advertisement approach, which relies more on the usual methods of stocking [1]. 

International as well as Chinese auction houses are adopting technology to an increasing extent in 

order to access wider markets. Both Sotheby and Christie have invested heavily in online auctioning 

and both companies have reported a rise in online sales due to the COVID-19 pandemic [6]. In China, 

the traditional physical auction is still favored by Chinese auction houses like China Guardian that 

have also entered into online auctions especially of high value antiquities. This notwithstanding, 



 

 

online auctions are rapidly gaining prominence as an established mode of both international and 

Chinese auction houses as they adopt the evolving dynamics of markets [5]. 

4.2. Advantages of online auctions 

The shift back and forth between the stagnant adverts with simple pictures and texts to the three-

dimensional (3D) formats of video, virtual reality (VR), and augmented reality (AR) is a radical 

change in the sphere of auctioning marketing. Such advanced technologies provide unrivalled 

interaction with items under auction and add a tremendous boost in the buyer experience [7]. VR VR 

allows buyers to engage in the full 360 experience by feeling the texture, size, and appearance of the 

item in different environments, whereas AR allows the item in question to be included in the real 

environment of a user, giving them a realistic idea of how it may fit or work. Using such technologies, 

the auction houses can create a better engagement and interest to the activity, which may lead to a 

rise in the level of participation and its closing bid [6]. 

Moreover, the expansion of online platforms has torn down the physical geographical boundaries. 

The use of online marketplaces and specifically targeted social media campaigns now makes auction 

houses reach across the world allowing participation without any hindrance anywhere in the globe 

and that too virtually. This has increased availability and has verified to broaden the market base of 

auction houses in such a way that they are able to draw in customers and sellers within the entire 

world making their presence more formidable and the prospects of revenue even greater [5]. 

4.3. Technology integration comparison: international vs Chinese auction houses 

Although international giants such as Sotheby and Christie as well as most of the top Chinese industry 

companies such as China Guardian or Poly Auction have adopted technology, their usage and 

strategies vary according to market and cultural preferences. The online platforms adopted by 

Western auction houses many years ago have been heavily invested in, as the houses have done their 

bit to transform digitally so as to satisfy the needs of a global, digitally-aware audience. Such an 

active strategy during the COVID-19 pandemic allowed maintain the business and enter new 

segments of buyers. Therefore, online transactions have formed a significant fraction of the income 

of these houses where one can find fine art up to luxury items [3]. 

Historically, Chinese auctioneers have focused more on traditional and alternative, face-to-face, 

auctions, especially, although not limited to, in such categories of goods as antiquities and classic 

Chinese art, where physical examination of the goods has been a time-honored necessity. As of late 

though, these auction houses have adopted technological development and are making headway in 

online sales. Although this has changed, physical auctions are still the most preferred form of high 

value, in line with the cultural expectations of first hand view. Simultaneously, the increasing role of 

younger and more technology-minded consumers in China is making these auction houses be 

innovative and combine the old with the new technology. Examples of this new cooking include live-

streamed previews on social and virtual reality (VR) previews of exclusive items. 

The peculiarity of this cultural and marketality is revealed in this difference in approach. The 

western auction houses target a broad market that is used to shopping using the internet and 

conducting other online activities and use these market needs to their advantage. In comparison, 

Chinese auction houses are largely working with a local customer base, and the time-tested principles 

of conducting an actual auction and meeting a customer face-to-face is still deeply rooted in their 

culture. But due to increasing technological usage in China, Chinese online auction houses will 

increasingly depend on the Internet and digital marketing to expand their operations globally [6]. 



 

 

5. Suggestions for the future development of auction houses 

The measures taken by auction houses, which include introduction of barriers to entry or offering 

tickets to sell events, are aimed at drawing in the rich and rich collectors, financers and other affluent 

buying forces [8]. This is a good way of ensuring that the auctions are not too mass-market and 

increases the exclusivity of to the events. Such entry requirements also assist in developing the brand 

perception of a luxurious brand, thus making the auction experience more confidential and attractive 

to the high-net-worth individuals. Such customers are more likely to value the experience and fun in 

the auctions and are not attracted by the fact of purchasing the items. Hence, the pricing of tickets or 

occupancy control is not only a marketing technique but a market segmentation as well. Besides the 

improvements in exclusivity, the sale of the tickets also offers an additional source of revenue to the 

auction houses as the standard commissions they make on the sellers and buyers. The auxiliary 

revenue will enable the auction houses to streamline the way their revenues and increase their 

presence in the upper markets especially in selling rare and limited edition pieces of art. In the case 

of Christie, this two-distinct strategy enhances the market dominance and the stability of its financial 

standing. 

This strategy has improved the brand image, though, it might bring inequalities in the market. 

Development of entry barriers can lead to shutting out of potential buyers, particularly young buyers 

and low-income buyers, to the auction and hence there will be a limitation to the variety of market. 

On the contrary, the open auctions without participation tickets can bring more participants and 

visitors. Thusauction houses must have a balance between exclusivity and inclusivity in putting such 

a barrier in place to prevent the unnecessary restriction of its market potential. Auction houses such 

as Christie have enhanced their online facilities to boost engagement and participation in its online 

auctions, to overcome the drawbacks of face-to-face tender auctions. As an example, the online 

preview and live auctions are implemented at Christie, and a buyer located anywhere in the world 

may still engage in the auction even in case he can not attend it physically. This information 

technology brings the difference of not only increasing the market reach but also increasing the 

display and involvement of the auction process, that will involve more varied clientele of various 

backgrounds. 

6. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study has discussed the history and current state of the art auction market across 

the world and noted the divergent interpretations and technological assimilation between the 

established global auction firms such as Christie and Sotheby and the emerging ones such as China 

Guardian and Poly Auction. The findings highlight the significance which ownership structures, 

specialisation and digitalisation have in shaping the competitive landscape. Western auction houses 

keep dominating the world market through expansive portfolio, flexible ownership and the use of 

innovative technologies. On the other hand, Chinese auction houses are local market powerhouses. 

They also focus on the conventional Chinese art and gradually utilize digital technologies to attract 

younger, more technosavvy customers. 

Nevertheless, technological development is so fast that some of the discoveries, particularly related 

to digital platforms and tools might become outdated. Longitudinal research may also be used to trace 

the changing effects of digital transformation on Western and Chinese auction houses and gain a 

better understanding of the role of technology in structuring consumer behavior and market strategies. 
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