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The key to success?
Understanding the consumer
How have shopping habits changed in the past two years?  

What	has	influenced	those	changes?	What	does	this	mean	 

for business?

These are the questions that have shaped this second major report from 

Barnebys into behavioural trends in online bidding and shopping as we look to the 

future. An accurate assessment of what drives consumers is the key to successful 

planning, not just for us and the way we develop our platform, but also for our 

clients, whether auction houses or dealers, as well as for consumers.

In our last major report in 2016, we noted that the consumer had adapted quickly, 

adopting the most convenient route to market for whatever they wished to buy. 

Branded goods and services still command loyalty, but retailers and auctioneers 

that	have	failed	to	keep	up	with	the	latest	marketing	and	fulfilment	trends	online	

have seen custom migrate to the likes of Amazon and other competitors who 

have a clear understanding of what their customers want.

While auctions are generally more complex than simple retail transactions, time 

has shown that the online process lends itself well to catalogue searches, auction 

alerts,	live	bidding	and	fulfilment.	Competitive	pricing	at	auction	–	even	with	fees	

added – has made it a more attractive option for a wider audience, many of whom 

have now become adept at registering and bidding 

thanks to their experience with the likes of eBay 

and the burgeoning number of apps.

Barnebys’ access to extensive data allows us 

to	identify	influences	that	shape	and	change	

people’s habits. Add to this our direct engagement 

with those who use our services and we can 

create a more rounded picture of these trends. 

Here we share what we have found with you.

Christopher Barnekow

Founder and CEO
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•  Watches and jewellery are two of the fastest growing categories. The single 

brand most in demand through online auction alerts is Rolex.

•  The importance of brand trust gives the online auction industry a major 

advantage over peer-to-peer platforms.

•  Among the most frequently named luxury brands in online auction alerts are  

Rolex, Cartier, Omega, Bulova, Tiffany, Patek Philippe, Piaget, Waltham 

watches, Jaeger LeCoultre, Tag Heuer and Chopard.

•  As the market grows, buyers are committing to higher spending levels, with 

a spike in sales between €1000 and €5000. These are up by over 5% in value 

terms of market share, but by far more in absolute terms due to market growth.

•  At the same time, sales under €100 have grown strongly as the market offer 

diversifies to include more consumer goods, furnishings, etc, while attracting 

new target groups, including younger buyers. Volume sales provide entry-level 

marketing opportunities for higher-priced items.

•  The leading motive for consignors to auction is to clear out unwanted items. 

Decluttering and Downsizing have taken over from Death, Divorce and Disaster 

as the most common ‘D’s for consigning to auction. So the typical auction client 

buys and sells more often.

•  Brand building and developing knowledge about buyers are increasingly 

important. The importance of brand trust when consigning gives established 

auction houses and dealers an advantage over peer-to-peer platforms.

Summary of principal 
findings



7•  This means that auctioneers must ensure that their branding is promoted clearly 

at every touchpoint, from media adverts to social media and trading platforms 

they use, rather than being subsumed by their service providers’ brands.

• Consignors most frequently find auction houses through online searches.

•  Over 45s dominate the global auction market and are migrating to mobile 

faster than younger bidders, who have moved back towards desktop. This is 

the result of older buyers becoming more tech savvy and being less concerned 

about mobile data costs.

•  Once the most conservative industry, superfast broadband and excellent 

connectivity are essential to market growth. Any problems with these diverts 

buyers elsewhere.

•  Greatly improved online images at auction attract users to bigger screens for 

inspecting items in more detail – desktop remains an important tool.

•  Simplicity, transparency and close relationships with auction houses and experts 

are crucial for attracting consignments and buyers. The auction industry still has 

to lower the barrier to invite new people to the arena.

•  When it comes to priorities for buyers, websites wanting to attract bids must 

be easy to use (especially for bidding, payment and delivery), reliable and 

trustworthy – the level of fees charged are less important. As confidence builds 

and technology and logistics improve to the point where fulfilment is no longer 

an issue, expect to see a larger percentage of bidding on lots overseas.

•  When it comes to priorities for sellers, convenience for consigning items, 

presentation of lots for sale and specialist expertise are more important than 

the fees charged. Again, it’s about value for money.

•  When it comes to priorities for auctioneers and dealers, most important 

are attracting new buyers, choosing the right online strategy, acquiring/sourcing 

new inventory, maintaining and managing the client base, and concerns over 

increased competition.



•  Auctioneers seem to have a good grasp of what is important to buyers, but  

also stress the importance of guarantees of authenticity, pointing to better self-

regulation of the market.

•  Barnebys’ report creates typical user profiles for each major market and shows 

how	they	differ.	For	instance,	the	typical	UK	buyer	is	likely	to	be	male,	over	65	

and focused on art, antiques and collectibles, while the typical Swedish buyer 

is likely to be female, over 35 and more interested in home décor and inteiror 

design. The typical French buyer is male, over 55 and loves contemporary 

photography, ceramics, luxury watches and, notably, anything to do with Tintin.

8
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Younger and new buyers are essential to any strategy  

for growth. We call our development plan for this 

Barnebys ETC:	Education,	Trust,	Confidence

People will only commit to higher 

spending levels when they are 

comfortable	and	confident	in	the	

online auction process. First you have 

to educate them in that process by 

making your system clear and easy 

to use. You also have to build trust in 

your brand as an auctioneer through 

clear pricing, excellent payment 

and delivery services, as well as 

prompt and fair 

mediation when 

necessary. From 

that, inexperienced 

buyers will develop 

the	confidence	to	

explore further.

It’s at that point that 

you need to follow 

these buyers, to 

see where they are 

heading. What are they interested in 

and why? Where are they spending 

money? What trends develop? What is 

the best way of attracting new buyers? 

If you are going to broaden the range 

of	goods	you	offer	to	do	this,	what	

should you be looking at? Our software 

programming and research tools tell 

Building your audience

us that high-quality, mass-appeal, low-

value collectibles like art photography 

and posters are a good place to start.

Like the housing market, entry-level 

buying supports everything above it, 

because these are the people who 

eventually climb the buying ladder 

to bigger and better things. It’s at this 

early stage that auctioneers have 

the chance to 

help buyers learn 

to appreciate the 

excitement and 

value for money of 

the process.

As Barnebys’ 

analysis of the 

key brand names 

appearing in its 

auction search 

facility shows, many 

of our users would love to own art 

by the world’s greatest names, such 

as Picasso, Banksy and Koons. This 

aspirational element is vital to growth 

because	even	if	they	cannot	afford	to	

buy major works by these artists – yet 

– they can start with less expensive 

prints, which gives them a taste for 

Like the housing 
market, entry-level 
buying supports 
everything above it, 
because these are the 
people who eventually 
climb the buying 
ladder to bigger and 
better things.
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something better and the ambition to 

seek it out. It is our job, and that of the 

auctioneers we serve, to foster that 

ambition.

About this report

This report relies on access to data 

sampled from:

• Over 65 million lots sold at auction; 

• Almost 16.4 million user sessions 

linked to 5 million pre-sale items.

Findings are supplemented by:

• A detailed 2016 user survey.

• An informal 2017 user survey.

• On-going interaction with our users.

We have been able to note 

demographic	profiles	for	each	

country, showing age and gender 

differences,	as	well	as	traffic	by	device.	

User categories have allowed us to 

segment	consumer	profiles	by	interest	

and search terms. In all, these variables 

come together to create a fascinating 

picture of buyers and their interests, 

noting	significant	differences	between	

geographical markets, as well as 

between age groups as we monitor 

changing behaviours.

From all of this we have been able to build 

a	typical	user	profile	for	each	country. 

We do not claim this to be an exact 

science;	instead,	these	profiles	should	

be treated more as an indication of 

where the primary interests lie for each 

of these markets.

It is the direct data itself that forms the 

central plank of research in this report. 

The survey has addressed buyers and 

sellers and has looked at a wide range 

of factors, such as routes to market 

and what aspects of buying and selling 

at auction users value the most. Even 

where we have noted a strong trend 

among the survey results, we have not 

relied	on	them	as	scientific	evidence,	

rather as indicators of how people 

are thinking and making decisions. 

Nonetheless, consistent anecdotal 

evidence across subjects that are less 

easy to measure in absolute terms 

points to its reliability and has helped 

inform our views.

Pontus Silfverstolpe

Founder & Head of Content

Barnebys
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Research by Massachusetts Institute of Technology reveals 

that, starting at 1900, it took 25 years for telephones to reach 

10% adoption and another 39 years to reach 40% penetration. A 

further 15 years passed before universal adoption was reached 

at the end of the 1970s. By comparison, from a starting point of 

2002, Smart phones reached 40% penetration in just ten years. 1

In short, the rate of adoption of 

technology is speeding up and younger 

generations now cannot remember 

a time when they could not use a 

computer, text or go online. The internet 

has become the norm, and while many 

people of pensionable age were too 

intimidated to join this technological 

revolution	even	five	years	ago,	that	is	

no	longer	the	case	now	the	benefits	

have become so much clearer. These 

benefits	include	the	more	intuitive	

design of technology, whether on 

desktop or mobile, making it easier for 

everyone to understand, as well as the 

expanded life opportunities and new 

commercial possibilities that saturation 

connectivity brings.

A mobile phone is one thing, a 

portable computer another. From the 

convenience of doing your weekly 

supermarket shopping via the internet 

Two years on,  
what’s changed?

1 http://goo.gl/CY6oKt

and having it delivered to your door to 

the supplanting of satnav devices by 

mobile phone apps, the digital age has 

now developed to such an extent that 

we are all active users, regardless of 

our age.

So if the technology is there and the 

demand is there, what can go wrong? 

As we have found through our latest 

analysis, markets face frustration if 

the supporting infrastructure does not 

keep pace with the interface. Mobile 

broadband speeds and reliability – and 

to some extent pricing and availability 

– are not yet up to the job in many 

markets, and this is costing money and 

opportunity.

How do we know this? Because users 

in most markets – and especially 

younger users – moved back to the 

desktop from mobile in 2016-17. That 



12trend is now beginning to reverse, but 

it is a warning that markets can change 

quickly if consumers become frustrated.

Whilst this 2016-17 trend came as a 

surprise, when one considers that 

fulfilment	–	payment	and,	particularly,	

reliable	and	cost-effective	delivery	–	has	

long been the stumbling block for online 

auctions, perhaps we should have seen 

this coming.

We now seem to be back on track, 

but if we are to revitalise the digital 

momentum that these markets have 

enjoyed over the past few years, then 

governments must put saturation 

superfast broadband delivery at the top 

of the business agenda.

Auction houses and dealers that have 

not yet made their websites mobile-

friendly should note that they are likely 

to lose search engine ranking as Google 

introduces its Mobile First policy, which 

is happening right now. 

How are the volumes 
and values shifting?

With a database of more than 65 million 

prices for lots sold at auction, emerging 

trends are becoming easier to spot. In 

our last major global market report we 

drew on data from 1.6 million lots sold in 

22 countries; this time our sample size 

is much larger, covering just under 5 

million lots that together sold for more 

than €13 billion in the same number 

of countries – a much larger total. In 

addition, we have looked at behavioural 

trends among users from a sample 

of almost 16.4 million online sessions, 

showing variations according to age, 

gender, nationality and IT device.

Comparing the tables for 2016 and 

2017 Fig 1 and 2, we can see that while 

the overall pattern has not changed a 

great	deal,	significant	shifts	have	taken	

place in one or two distribution ranges 

when it comes to market share. As the 

range	of	material	offered	for	auction	

expands to include more consumer 

items such as home furnishings, the 

market share of lots sold for under 

€100 has expanded to account for 

34% of lots sold by volume. At the 

same time, it must be remembered 

that while the 22% market share for 

lots sold between €1000 and €5000 

has stayed the same by volume, it 

is a share of a far larger market, so 

the number of sales in this range has 

actually soared, as has the share by 

value, from 13.4% to 18.8%. Meanwhile 

the most dramatic change can be seen 

at the highest value distribution range 

over €1m. Here, the volume share has 

remained the same – albeit of a larger 

market sample – but the value share 

has leapt from 22.6% to 36%, perhaps a 

reflection	of	the	general	polarisation	of	

the market.
u  

p.14



13Fig. 1 Distribution of sales volumes 
and values in auctions 2016

n  Volume n  Value

28%

30.5%

12%

22.6%

4%

1.5%

0.6%

0.4%

0.2%

0.07%

0.05%

0.02%

0.2%

1.7%

2.2%

13.4%
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6.1%
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6.9%
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6.1%

19.8%

22.6%
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than 
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€100-
€500
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€1k- 
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€5k- 
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€10k- 
€25k

€25k- 
€50k

€50k- 
€100k

€100k- 
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€500k- 
€1m

Over 
€1m

Barnebys data 2016-2017

Fig. 2 Distribution of sales volumes 
and values in auctions 2017

n  Volume n  Value
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6.4%

5.5%

36%
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€25k- 
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€250k- 
€500k

€500k- 
€1m

Over 
€1m



14The increased purchasing in the 

€1000-5000 range is of particular 

interest as it points to general growth 

in	the	market	and	confidence	in	

bidding – including online – up to the 

€5000 threshold. This is in keeping 

with the recent Art Basel Report 

assessment that the global art market 

has grown over the same period, up 

12% at $63.7bn.

Within this general trend, the data 

has	revealed	significant	differences	

that	have	helped	us	to	profile	each	

market individually, highlighting their 

singular characteristics and buying 

preferences, and this in turn helps 

to explain distinctions in behaviour 

patterns and price levels.

While all countries have users at 

every age level and covering the 

widest range of interests, the greatest 

concentrations within each market 

vary, and this has allowed us to create 

typical	user	profiles	for	each	country,	

which are detailed within each market 

chapter. 

What does all this tell us?

The	first	thing	Barnebys’	data	and	the	complementary	anecdotal	user	survey	tell	

us	is	that	demand	for	online	sales	platforms	is	growing,	as	is	the	confidence	of	

buyers and sellers in using them. Secondly, what matters to buyers and sellers 

doesn’t change much; they simply want the online auction experience to be easy 

to use, reliable and trustworthy; they are prepared to pay reasonable fees but are 

price	sensitive	and	will	be	put	off	completely	if	having	their	purchases	delivered	

is	too	costly	or	difficult	to	arrange.	Is	it	any	wonder	that	Amazon	has	been	

focusing	so	closely	on	improving	it	fulfilment	offer	in	the	past	year	or	so,	with	this	

in mind?

Dealers and auctioneers selling online are much more attuned to what their 

clients want, whether buying or selling, and are adapting to meet these demands 

in a highly competitive marketplace. The international art market, for so long 

the target of criticism over issues like transparency and customer service, now 

sees	them	as	priorities	in	promoting	consumer	confidence.	Self-regulation	works	

because it is good for business. However, although the art market itself realises 

this, governments and NGOs often don’t, instead calling for more restrictive 

legislation, especially on cross-border trade. Inappropriate legislation is clearly a 

threat to future trade, which is why market operators need to be visibly on top of 

their	due	diligence	as	a	means	of	breeding	confidence	and	trust.

t p.12
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At the top of the list for selling successfully online as a trade professional are 

guarantees of authenticity, reassuring buyers that they are getting what they 

pay for. Improving technology, especially digital imaging, means better and 

more detailed condition reports and photography of auction lots; tech-savvy 

consumers who know that such standards are available, will now accept nothing 

less. Those auction and trade professionals who fail to provide these standards 

will lose out because such shortcomings damage their brand and consumers will 

not trust them.

Of course the internet and rapidly improving technology help to democratise  

the market, creating the opportunity for many more people to launch  

businesses as sellers. No wonder, then, that auctioneers and dealers who 

have long enjoyed relatively exclusive access to the buying public now fear 

competition, not just for new buyers but also for existing clients, as well as for 

fresh stock. Choosing the right online strategy becomes evermore important 

under these circumstances.
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As the online marketplace 

grows, many businesses have 

started to develop apps rather 

than websites, or simply added 

the website later. The single 

most	important	difference	

between using an app and a 

website is that the former allows 

you to tap on the icon and 

get down to business straight 

away, while the latter involves 

keying in the web address or 

downloading it from favourites 

before logging in, all of which takes time.

This may only be a few seconds, but patience is no virtue in the cyber world 

today, especially among the young, who simply don’t understand why anyone 

would want to wait around for this when an app gives instant access.

Look at a typical smartphone now and standard apps are available for online 

banking, paying to park your car, buy a train ticket, book a hotel room or stream 

music. With all of this going on, do traditional websites have a future? And what 

about	long-established	auction	businesses,	which	might	find	themselves	up	

against start-ups with a relatively low cost base?

These are the sorts of questions we at Barnebys ask ourselves all the time. After 

all, our client base is largely made up of auction houses and dealers from a 

traditional trade background.

Technology and trust 
–	building	confidence	
for the future

Mats Theselius

 “Aluminium chair” 1990 –  

sold at Bukowskis for €7,800
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Peer-to-peer  
problems

Having studied these developments 

closely over the past couple of years, 

several features have emerged to 

show that the well-established online 

model of live or timed auctions, 

whether via an app or website, are  

here to stay. In other words, it’s not so 

much about the technology as what’s 

behind it.

As we discovered in 2016, brand is 

extremely important in building trust 

and	confidence	

among potential 

clients, which is why 

those over the age 

of 25 still generally 

prefer to bid online 

via a well-known 

auctioneer with an 

established  

bricks-and-mortar 

business. Where things go wrong, 

buyers and sellers know they have a 

fair chance of them being put right.

Compare this with anecdotal evidence 

pointing to issues with protection 

for sellers using some peer-to-peer 

platforms; fraud among buyers can 

leave sellers exposed as payment 

platforms grant refunds without 

carrying out proper investigations.  

This echoes the experience of antiques 

dealers in the early days of eBay 

trading, as well as what was then seen 

as the abuse of the feedback system.

That’s not to say that peer-to-peer 

platforms using apps don’t have a 

future, just that the path to consumer 

confidence	is	not	always	smooth	 

for them.

Targeting your  
market

As we discovered 
in 2016, brand is 
extremely important 
in building trust and 
confidence among 
potential clients.

This does not mean that the 

traditional auctioneer can rest on their 

laurels, however. It remains a highly 

competitive marketplace; knowing 

exactly what drives 

consumer behaviour 

and adapting to it is 

essential to gaining 

market share.

Our detailed survey 

in late 2016, coupled 

with a more informal 

survey in 2017 and 

our regular contact 

with buyers and sellers has helped us 

build a picture of what matters. One 

of the questions we constantly ask 

ourselves is: how far is the industry in 

tune with what its clients want?

Ask auctioneers what matters to their 

buyers and, currently, they list the 

following	five	priorities:

1  Guarantees of authenticity

2  Detailed condition reports and imaging



183	 	Satisfactory	fulfilment	(payment	and 
delivery)

4 Personal customer service 

5 Price transparency

Ask the same question to the buyers 

themselves and their priorities are as 

follows:

1 Easy to bid

2	 	Satisfactory	fulfilment	(payment	and 
delivery)

3  Detailed condition reports and imaging

4 Reasonable fees

5	 	Knowledgeable	staff/	Personal 
customer service

The	significant	crossover	between	

these two priority lists suggests that 

auctioneers are largely getting it right, 

but the absence of guarantees of 

authenticity from the buyer list, while 

they top the auctioneers’ list, is a 

notable oddity.

It’s possible that buyers simply take 

such guarantees for granted and so 

don’t feel the need to mention them, 

but the fact that auctioneers place so 

much emphasis on them, as well as 

price transparency, also suggests that 

they are thinking ahead and facing 

up to wider concerns about the art 

market, as frequently expressed in the 

media today. This is very good news 

indeed, because it shows a general 

appreciation of the need to raise 

standards and that doing so is good for 

business.

The importance of  
fulfilment

For the most part, buyers we have 

consulted seem happy with their 

experience online at auction. Nearly 

all expect to repeat the process and 

already recommend others to take 

part. But making it easier – especially 

with registration, payment, delivery or 

pick-up – is still the main challenge.

As	confidence	builds	and	technology	

and logistics improve to the point 

where	fulfilment	is	no	longer	an	issue,	

expect to see a larger percentage of 

buyers bidding on lots overseas; the 

number that already do so is still well 

under 50%, while those happy to use 

Amazon to buy anywhere must already 

be far higher.

Make it simple, easy and safe and the 

market will follow you.

What next for dealers 
and auctioneers?

When we asked Barnebys’ auction and 

trade clients to list their chief concerns 

for the next 12 months, here is what 

they came up with:

1 Attracting new buyers

2 Choosing the right online strategy

3  Acquiring and sourcing new 
inventory

4  Maintaining and managing client base

5 Increased competition
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We have seen what buyers want and what auction houses are 

prioritising in the coming year, but what about sellers? If, as 

auctioneers have told us, acquiring and sourcing new inventory 

is	a	top	five	priority,	then	it	is	important	for	them	to	know	how	to	

attract sellers.

Barnebys’ ongoing research into what drives activity in the market includes looking 

into what makes sellers choose one auction house over another when it comes to 

consigning their property.

As with buyers, convenience trumps everything else. If the simple act of handing 

items over to an auction house becomes difficult, sellers will look elsewhere.

Having consigned the goods, though, the way they are presented for sale is the 

next most important factor, so great photography and cataloguing, especially 

online,	and	confidence	that	the	relevant	expertise	is	available	to	carry	out	that	

cataloguing to a high standard are paramount.

What about the matter of fees?

If	all	of	this	is	on	offer,	it	is	only	then	that	sellers	will	start	to	take	account	of	the	fees	

charged.	In	other	words,	service	is	about	value	for	money;	if	a	first	class	service	is	

not available, consignors will not care that vendor commissions are low, they will 

still opt for a competitor who can take care of them as they demand. 

When it comes to service, it’s not just specialist knowledge of art and objects, but 

the	entire	customer	experience,	from	the	initial	contact	to	fulfilment	and	delivery	

that counts.

Add-ons that are nice to have but sellers tell us are not necessarily deal breakers 

How do sellers 
choose an  
auction house?
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and online valuations services.

As the main thrust of this report emphasises, developing trust in your brand is at 

the heart of future success when it comes to attracting the right consignments, 

as	well	as	for	keeping	buyers	happy.	But	auction	houses	can	also	use	fine	art	and	

collectible brands to boost their own brand reputations. Christie’s and Sotheby’s, 

for example, have always prioritised competition for trophy lots by the world’s top 

artists, like Picasso, Koons, Van Gogh, Warhol and others. Think of the ultimate 

coup, Christie’s sale of Leonardo da Vinci’s Salvator Mundi for $450 million in 

November 2017. The auction house will have made an exceptional sum of money 

from the sale in fees, but the reputational value of such a sale for future business is 

almost incalculable.

Such marketing exposure is as important to all auction houses, and promoting 

the value of your brand through developing touch points via social media, search 

engines and service platforms should now be an essential part of any business 

development plan. In turn, that makes competition between auction houses all the 

keener, thereby making them focus further on what matters to both sellers and 

buyers. No wonder auctioneers place so much emphasis on the importance of 

guaranteeing the authenticity of the items they sell. 

Making	first	contact

Looking	at	how	sellers	first	find	auction	houses	that	they	consign	to,	the	most	

common path is via an online search. At least 20% of all consignments arise from 

this	initial	point	of	contact.	Add	to	that	another	17.5%	who	named	a	specific	auction	

platform or search engine and the importance of a great online presence is more 

than self-evident.

After this, personal recommendations feature strongly at 16.5%, underlining just 

how	essential	all-round	great	customer	service	and	efficiency	is.	And	although	

sellers	don’t	see	valuation	services	as	vital	to	an	auction	house’s	offer,	at	least	9%	of	

consignments arrive via this route.

Promotion through newsletters, advertising and social media are also helpful, but 

do not feature as strongly as the factors listed above.
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Barnebys Online Auction Report

A year ago, one aspect of online behaviour among those 

searching	for	items	at	auction	was	starting	to	look	very	different	

from what had come before – and where we are today.

Barnebys’ detailed study of online shopping habits revealed some unexpected 

trends when it came to technology use.

The	general	assumption	has	long	been	that	online	traffic	is	largely	migrating	from	

desktop to mobile, but data from Barnebys showed that in 2016 a much more 

complex picture was emerging. 

Year-on-year comparisons then showed that while mobile use was either steady 

or climbing in some markets, it had fallen dramatically in others, including the 

United	States,	the	world’s	leading	market,	with	traffic	largely	moving	back	to	

desktop, while tablet use remained mostly unchanged. What is more, the return 

to desktop was generally most prominent among younger users.

Connectivity and broadband speeds are key

From talking to users, it became clear that slow and unreliable broadband 

in some countries was at least partly to blame, but improved digital imaging 

appeared to be another cause as bidders took advantage of larger screens to 

scrutinise sale items.

Noticeable	differences	in	trends	occurred	between	the	US	and	UK,	which	

together represent almost 70% of Barnebys’ users. Mobile usage was down 

across all age groups in the US. However, in the UK it had doubled among those 

Take your cue from 
changing online 
behaviour
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aged	over	55,	grown	significantly	among	those	aged	between	35	and	54,	but	

notably shrunk among those under the age of 35, with 18 to 24-year-olds using 

mobile less than half as much as they did a year before. Anecdotal evidence from 

this last age group provided some idea of why this might have been happening.

The primary concern seems to have been connectivity. “Broadband connections 

within the UK are still unreliable, so you risk dropping the link in the middle of 

bidding if you’re out and about,” one respondent said.

Another	echoed	this:	“When	a	popular	company	like	Supreme,	Yeezy	or	Off-

White have clothes drops (when a limited number of expensive items are put up 

for	sale	on	their	website	at	a	previously	announced	fixed	time)	all	the	customers	

are waiting at their laptops because these items sell out within a minute of going 

online. Phones are just not an option in this scenario because mobile data just 

isn’t	as	fast	as	wifi.”	This	underlines	why	the	widespread	introduction	of	superfast	

broadband	is	so	vital	for	auctions;	any	continuing	difference	in	the	speed	and	

reliability	of	mobile	data	and	wifi	will	act	as	a	barrier	to	mobile	migration.

Data contracts direct choices for the young

The other chief concern among younger people was using up too much of their 

monthly	data	allowance	if	they	couldn’t	get	access	to	wifi,	or	even	running	out	of	

their data allowance mid bidding. With younger people increasingly streaming 

music and video, monthly data allowances can be used up very quickly indeed. 

It	is	no	surprise	that	the	first	thing	most	teenagers	and	twenty	somethings	ask	for	

when	they	arrive	at	a	friend’s	house,	cafe,	restaurant	or	hotel	is	the	wifi	passcode,	

so that they don’t have to use up their own precious data allowance.

Note, too, that while monthly contracts have become more expensive, they have 

gradually reduced data allowance packages. In the UK, for example, a simple 

check showed how allowances have been eroded over the past eight years. A 

2010 contract with mobile phone service provider 3 gave one user unlimited data 

for £35. In 2014 a contract with EE gave the same user 20gb data for around £40. 

Now that user pays £55 a month to EE for just 10gb of data.

p.24 u
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Fig. 3 Global share of sessions by device 2017

n  Desktop n  Mobile n  Tablet

•  The global shift is reverting towards mobile after the 2017 move towards 
desktop. However, there are major regional variations.

•  Only in Spain does mobile usage outstrip desktop usage. Improved imaging 
and the desire for more detail in searching points to desktop retaining strength 
moving forwards.

•  Sweden, the most mature market, almost exactly mirrors the global distribution.

• Tablet usage is not climbing anywhere.

Barnebys data 2017
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24Barnebys noted that in Sweden, where superfast broadband connectivity is far 

more advanced, the trend remained strongly towards mobile, even as other 

countries headed back towards desktop. Leap forward a year and the picture has 

changed once more, with all markets moving back towards mobile from desktop 

as businesses and technology adapt, but still desktop dominates.

Fig 3 shows that Spain is the only market covered by Barnebys where mobile 

usage already outstrips desktop, but that is still a relatively minor market 

compared to the others. The most important pie chart is the one top left, showing 

the global share by device. Here, mobile is catching up with desktop, while tablet 

usage remains static.

Fig 4	breaks	down	the	flow	of	global	traffic	by	age	group	and	device.	The	most	

interesting aspect of this chart is how it has changed from 2016. Perhaps counter-

intuitively, it is those aged over 45 who have moved away from desktop towards 

mobile	to	a	significant	degree,	while	younger	age	groups	have	moved	back	

towards the desktop. Back in 2016, only 14% of the 65+ age group used mobile, 

now it is 37%. For 55-64 the change is from 23% to 43%; for 45-54 it is from 32% to 

40%.

Compare this with 35-44 (46%/36%), 25-34 (51%/34%) and 18-24 (55%/33%).

What this tells us is that the development of technology use may be more 

Fig. 4 Global traffic by age group and device

n  Desktop n  Mobile n  Tablet
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Fig. 5 Global share of sessions by age 2016-17

n  18-24    n  25-34    n  35-44    n  45-54    n  55-64    n  65+

•  Older users (45+) dominate across all markets except for Germany and  
Hong Kong, which both see the highest take-up for 18-24 year olds.

•  In Germany, there is a fairly even split between the age groups.

•  In Hong Kong the 25-44 age ranges dominate..

•  Sweden (the most mature market) and Spain (the least) show low take-up for  
18-24 year olds.

•  Comparing age distribution with market category by object type may help 
explain	the	difference.

Barnebys data 2017
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complex than we have previously 

thought. Firstly, older generations 

are becoming more tech savvy and 

comfortable with mobile, while not 

having to worry so much about data 

allowances or costs, while younger 

generations appear to be using mobile 

to scan sales and conduct searches, 

before moving to desktop, at least 

part of the time, when it comes to the 

actual bidding or 

purchasing process.

As Fig 5 shows, 

users over the age 

of 45 account for 

over 60% of the 

global buying base, 

so auctioneers must 

ensure that website 

navigation is clearer 

than ever, with no 

delays or confusion over the bidding 

process.

Better display of lots, with 360° 

imaging, which helps cut down 

requests for condition reports, 

must	not	affect	connectivity	or	

data processing speeds. To risk any 

problems here is to risk losing paying 

customers, especially those over the 

age of 45 who are turning increasingly 

to mobile and have the lion’s share of 

disposable income.

t p.24

Better display of lots, 
with 360º imaging, 
which helps cut down 
requests for condition 
reports, must not 
affect connectivity 
or data processing 
speeds.

As Figs 1 and 2 (the global distribution 

of sales volumes and values across 

Barnebys’ client base) on page 13 

show,	confidence	is	building	among	

bidders as they commit to spending 

more money at higher levels, notably 

in the €1,000-5,000 bracket, which 

only accounted for 13.4% of the total by 

value in 2016, yet a year later soared 

to 18.8%. This is extremely important, 

because it points 

to a strengthening 

of the vital middle 

market segment, 

an objective that 

has been elusive 

for some time. At 

the same time, a 

greater volume of 

items are now also 

selling for less than 

€100. At least part 

of the reason for this appears to be the 

wider	offer	of	lower-value	consumer	

goods that have been added to the 

art, antiques and collectables mix as 

the public sees auctions as a route 

market beyond specialist categories. 

These are extremely important to 

market growth because they attract 

new customers to Barnebys’ platform, 

who are then exposed to specialist 

auctioneers and dealers in art, 

antiques and collectables.
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Barnebys Online Auction Report

Barnebys has not stood still over the past two years. Hong Kong has now come 

online, while Spain and Italy have started to develop well as client markets. We 

have not focused in detail on them here because they are not yet mature enough 

markets for us to extrapolate trends from their data as reliably as we would wish.

As the following chapters show, the US, UK, France, Germany, and Sweden remain 

the	most	active	markets	covered	by	Barnebys,	largely	reflecting	the	profile	of	the	

global art, antiques and collectables market. However, it is also worth remembering 

that	the	volume	of	sales	covered	has	increased	significantly,	with	its	profile	

widening to include more everyday consumer items, as well as designer goods and 

home furnishings.

Similarities	and	differences

Divergence	and	convergence	between	individual	market	profiles	are	evident	in	the	

popularity of search terms, and other factors have allowed us to create typical user 

profiles	for	each	market	nation,	although	these	really	are	very	broad	brush.

Market spotlights

United States

Sweden

Germany

France

United Kingdom
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we have focused on individual results tables for each of them – along with Sweden, 

which	is	a	very	different	market	from	the	rest	–	while	summarising	the	rest	of	

Europe in one set of results, which can be seen in the French and German chapters.

Motives for moving to the market

Our researches have revealed that the biggest single reason for private individuals 

to sell online at auction is clearing out unwanted possessions, followed by 

wanting	to	sell	in	order	to	buy	new	items.	Redecorating	and	financial	reasons	are	

other major factors. Recycling is the name of the game – and the fact that this 

helps create a vibrant global market is further food for thought among industry 

professionals as they plan for the future.
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The largest, most complex market in the world can also herald 

what is likely to happen next elsewhere. Where Barnebys’ US 

user	base	differs	from	the	wider	art	market	is	that	it	is	much	more	

evenly dispersed across the states, rather than being massively 

concentrated on the East and West coasts. New York, Chicago 

and Los Angeles are important, but not the whole picture.

United States
Luxury brands lead the way 
in this mega market

It’s no secret that when it comes to 

technology and innovation, young 

people tend to be the early adopters. 

However, when this technology starts 

to become embedded, the user base 

often matures, and evidence of this 

appears	in	the	age	profile	of	Barnebys.

com, the US-based search engine. 

Look at Fig 6 and note the changes 

from 2016-17. While the overall user 

base in the US has grown, it has begun 

to age slightly, with the proportion of 

those using the site under the age 

of 35 falling as older users take over. 

This is good news for auction houses 

and	dealers	using	the	site	to	find	

customers as it tends to give them 

access to an increasingly wealthy 

audience. Note, also, that this shift is 

relatively smooth rather than dramatic, 

a characteristic of stability within a 

fairly mature market and a sign that 

users are not only becoming more 

Barnebys Online Auction Report

comfortable with this form of search 

method, but know what to expect from 

a particular brand. Another sign of 

this	is	stability	of	users’	gender	profile	

across the period (see Fig 7).

Rare “Chess Table” model no IN-61, 

by Isamu Noguchi from 1947-49, 

sold by Phillips for €205,400
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Luxury brands 
dominate in the US
The typical user of Barnebys’ US 

website is likely to be male and over 

the age of 45. They tend to be focused 

on entertainment and shopping, with 

a	strong	bias	towards	TV	and	film,	

and are technophiles. This means that 

when it comes to bidding online they 

are most interested in luxury brands, 

Fig. 6 % of sessions by age group in the US
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25

20

15

10

5

0

Barnebys data 2016-2017

18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

particularly watches, art glass and 

contemporary art. Purchases tend to 

be in the €1000-5000 bracket, with 

a median price of €800. This level of 

commitment on the purchase front 

means they are more likely to access 

Barnebys and auction websites from a 

desktop. However, as Fig 8 shows, the 

long-term trend is moving away from 

desktop towards mobile usage, and 

this is likely to continue if connectivity 
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and superfast broadband access 

improve. Certainly, users will move 

more towards mobile for searches, 

even if they eventually complete their 

purchases via desktop.

The median price is higher because 

this is a more mature market that 

focuses on luxury brands and high-

end art. It attracts a more international 

buying	base,	but	still	finds	65%	of	its	

audience domestically.

Fig. 7 % of sessions by gender in the US
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When it comes to interests, we have 

analysed search terms to see which 

are most commonly used.

Occasionally an anomaly will take 

place	because	of	a	specific	event;	for	

instance, 2017 saw a particularly high 

occurrence of the search term “Deep 

Purple tour programme” possibly 

because the band were coming up  

to their 50th anniversary and next 

world tour.
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Fig. 8 % of sessions by device in the US
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An interesting mix of 
desirable brands
An interesting mix of most commonly 

used search terms on the US site 

illustrates the variety of its reach, from 

art and antiques to luxury watches, 

cars,	fine	and	contemporary	art:	-

Rolex, Piaget, Lalique, wine glass, 

Bratby, Koons, Coin, Ferrari, Chopard 

and Gouache all feature among the 

top 20.

Look further at the top ten pre-set 

search alerts – some generic, some 

brands – and you get a clear idea of 

what people are looking for: Antique, 

Vintage, Japanese, Bulova, Patek 

Philippe, Cartier, Waltham watches, 

Rolex,	Canadian	and	Tiffany.
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using Barnebys’ searches totalled 

just under €4.7 billion, with 35% 

of transactions falling within the 

€1000-5000 bracket and 92% of all 

transactions taking place under the 

€5000 threshold. Less than 1% of all 

sales were for over a price of €50,000, 

but that €50,000-plus bracket 

accounted for 58% of the total sales 

by	value.	This	reflects	the	art	market’s	

increasing concentration of value at 

the top end.

Market growth looks 
more to online sales

A year later, how has the distribution 

of volume and value in the US auction 

market changed? Fig 9 gives some 

clues.	The	first	thing	to	note	is	that	

US sales achieved by clients using 

Barnebys’ searches had climbed 

massively in value to a total of €8.7 

billion, an 85% increase, outstripping 

the 12% global market growth reported 

by the 2018 Art Basel Report. This total 

covers over 3.5 million lots for the US, 

compared to just 1.05 million lots in 

2016, suggesting that the move online 

by potential bidders gathers apace. 

Over 50% of that value is accounted for 

by just 0.3% of market transactions, a 

powerful sign of market polarisation.

When it comes to how the spread of 

payments has changed, sales in the 

€1000-5000 bracket have more than 

Fig. 9 Distribution of volume and  
value, US auctions market 2017
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doubled, although their share of the 

market has declined; down from 35% 

to 27.6% – but 27.6% of a much bigger 

total.

They have been superseded by 

transactions under €100, which have 

grown by more than six and a half 

times in an expanding marketplace. 

In the context of the general rise in 

sales,	this	points	to	diversification	in	

the market, with bidders starting to 

look more to online as a source for 

relatively inexpensive items as well 

as the luxury brands. In turn, this 

points to more competitively priced 

delivery options post-sale as the cost 

of	fulfilment	in	the	past	has	proved	a	

barrier to low-value online sales.

How to capture 
market share

So what is important to 

US users when they 

find	the	auction	they	

are looking for through 

Barnebys, and how 

should auction houses 

be addressing those 

priorities?

Top of the list is an easy bidding 

process, followed by – in equal 

measure – making it easy to pay, 

get purchases delivered and 

charging reasonable fees. 

These four considerations, 

which match the priorities 

given in Barnebys’ 2016 survey, are 

by	far	the	most	important	influencing	

factors in creating repeat business. 

Also important but to a lesser degree 

are convenient arrangements for 

picking up goods and operating a 

reliable right to return items.

US buyers are less likely to have made 

a purchase fromw an auction house 

in another country, but are among 

the keenest to give it a go, so other 

markets wishing to attract US 

buyers should note this 

willingness and take 

note of what their 

priorities are when it 

comes to marketing 

their services. One 

other thing is certain: 

once US buyers have 

made	their	first	purchase	online	

at auction, they are more than likely to 

do so again.
Clara Driscoll

“Wisteria” lamp, 

 sold for €1.08m 

 at Sotheby’s

US buyers are less 
likely to have made 
a purchase from 
an auction house in 
another country, but 
are among the keenest 
to give it a go.
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The typical user of Barnebys’ 

UK website is likely to be male 

and over 65. Like their fellow 

users in the US, they tend to 

be	focused	on	TV	and	film	and	

are also technophiles, but their 

United Kingdom
The dedicated  
art and antiques  
collectors

Pair of 18th century 

English mirrors sold for 

€7,800 at Bukowskis

Barnebys Online Auction Report

tastes lean more towards travel, 

entertainment and news, and 

less towards general consumer 

shopping. Barnebys’ UK users 

have a greater interest in art, 

antiques and collectables, from 

glass to ceramics and furniture, 

but also jewellery and watches.
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The brands that most frequently appear in search alerts are: Rolex, Omega, 

Cartier, Georg Jensen, Patek Philippe, Picasso and Banksy. The most common 

generic terms used for search alerts are: Antique, Art Deco and Japanese.

The typical buying range is €100-500, with a median price of €300. Like US 

buyers, they are more likely to access the web from a desktop when it comes 

to bidding. The median price remains relatively low, despite this being a fairly 

mature market, because the focus is on low- to medium-value collectibles. 

However, Barnebys’ UK market has a more international user base than any 

other, with only 44% of user sessions accounted for domestically.

Fig. 10 % of sessions by age group in the UK
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Profiling	the	UK’s	international	buyer	base
The data allows us to see where most interest is coming from around the  

world for UK auctions. As expected, UK and US interest dominates, but the 

highest	traffic	after	that	comes	from	Belgium,	whose	users	made	more	than	

twice the number of searches of UK auctions than any other country. The 

Netherlands and Italy come next, with Spain, Germany, France and Japan also 

showing strong interest.

Fig. 11 % of sessions by gender in the UK
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UK	dominance	reflects	wider	art	market
UK users account for almost 20% of all users sessions via Barnebys globally, 

compared to around just over 25% for the US, making these the two dominant 

markets outside China, where internet usage is more restricted, preventing 

worthwhile comparisons. When it comes to most statistics relating to the UK 

market, stability is the key word.

Slight variations have occurred across price ranges since 2016, but for the most 

part	these	are	insignificant	and,	as	with	the	general	global	trend,	most	activity	–	

90%, in fact – takes place below the €5000 mark. See Fig 13

Fig. 12 % of sessions by device in the UK
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This stability within the UK market can 

be	observed	in	the	changing	profile	

of users over the past two years, as 

illustrated in Figs 10, 11 and 12.

In general there is a fairly close 

correlation between UK, US and global 

trends, as one would expect from the 

two national markets that dominate. 

However, bounce rates are higher 

on average in the UK than the US. 

This may be because the UK market 

profile	is	more	attuned	to	art	and	

antiques purchasing, with users more 

often moving directly to auctioneers’ 

websites from Barnebys’ searches 

in order to look at lots and sale 

catalogues more closely.

Fig. 13 Distribution of volume and 
value, UK auctions market 2017
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Barnebys’ UK user base is growing, so although older 
ranges continue to dominate, more younger people are 
still coming on board.

Art and antiques attract an older user base
The art and antiques bias may also explain why the most active age group is 55-

64, representing over 20% of all UK users. Despite this, the group that enjoys the 

longest browsing sessions and also searches the highest number of pages on 

average is the 35-44 age range. The emphasis on art and antiques auctions may 

be the reason that younger people are less inclined to use Barnebys in the UK, 

especially with the growing number of alternative peer-to-peer apps available, 

but as our anecdotal survey indicates, these apps have their own problems, 

especially	when	it	comes	to	protecting	sellers	against	fraud	and	unjustified	

refunds where online payment services have direct access to their bank 

accounts. However, all of this should be understood in the context that, as with 

all other markets, Barnebys’ UK user base is growing, so although older ranges 

continue to dominate, more younger people are still coming on board, and this is 

helping the search engine gain a more reliable picture of the global market as a 

whole through the prism of its database.

The gender divide has also started to narrow, moving to a 60-40 split between 

male and female users, while the move away from desktop towards mobile is 

back on course, although tablet usage remains static.
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Barnebys Online Auction Report

One of the most noticeable characteristics that emerged from 

Barnebys’ research two years ago was what appeared to be a 

disconnect in the fourth largest art market in the world.  

The statistics showed that only 11% had bought at a traditional 

auction while 29% had bought at auction online. However, at the 

same time France had the highest rates of cross-border trading 

online, with 49% buying something online from another country.

What did this tell us? 

Putting this in the context of behaviour patterns across other 

markets, what this appeared to show was that consumers in 

France were as keen on online buying as anyone else, but their 

domestic market was not keeping up with demand when it 

came	to	the	online	offer	and	so	they	were	going	elsewhere.

Looking at the 

national landscape 

of auction houses, 

this was borne out by 

the structure of online 

services, with many 

regional auction houses 

not	offering	live	online	 

or timed bidding.

France
A nation with huge potential 
on the cusp of being realised

“Bureau Mazarin”

circa 1700, sold  

for €24,900 at  

Bukowskis
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Heading in the right direction

All in all, then, France has traditionally shown a great deal of untapped potential 

in	the	market,	from	which	other	countries	have	been	benefitting.

Two years on and the picture has begun to change. Now Barnebys’ database 

shows that more business seems to be staying with the domestic market. Over 

70% of searches through the French website come from within France itself, with 

Belgium accounting for another 12%. Switzerland, the UK and US account for 

small	but	significant	customer	bases	attracted	by	the	French	market.

Fig. 14 % of sessions by age group in France

n  2016 n  2017
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A market that is maturing well

User behaviour shows a strong degree of stability, pointing to an online market 

that may at least be entering the stage of maturity, during which market 

operators are able to realise their full potential. Figs 14, 15 and 16 clearly show 

this	stability,	with	very	little	altering	the	user	profiles	between	2016	and	2017	

when it comes to age or gender. As with other markets, users are beginning to 

move away from the desktop towards mobile as technology and the demand for 

doing business on the move increases.

Fig. 15 % of sessions by gender in France
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Photography, ceramics and Tintin

The typical user of Barnebys’ French website is male and over the age of 55. Less 

consumer shopping orientated than some markets, they share characteristics 

with	others	and,	like	Sweden,	display	significant	interest	in	home	decoration	

and travel. When searching online, their preferences are for contemporary 

photography, ceramics, luxury watches and, notably, anything to do with Tintin. 

Buying is concentrated in the €100-500 range, with a median price of €320 and 

access to online auctions and shopping generally from a desktop. The median 

price remains low because the focus is on fairly low-value collectibles and, as 

with Sweden, this helps to explain why most of the audience (71%) comes from 

within France.

Fig. 16 % of sessions by device in France
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The champion brands for online alerts

Look at the pre-eminent online alert terms for brands among users and there is 

some crossover with other markets, but not altogether: Rolex, Fabergé, Jaeger 

LeCoultre,	Cartier,	Omega	and	Bernard	Buffet.	Popular	generic	terms	include	

Atlas/Map, Bavaria, Timbre (Stamp) and Pendule (linked to clocks).

The importance of aspiration

As with other markets, it appears that alert terms for searches are as much 

inspired by general interest and aspiration as a serious intent to buy, but this 

means that users soon become aware of which auction houses are most 

commonly associated with leading luxury brands.

Inspirational market growth

Aside from Sweden, the mainland European online market served by Barnebys 

has grown by over 50% in value in the 12 months to December 2017, albeit from 

a relatively modest base of just under €1 billion, while the volume of items sold 

online	has	all	but	doubled	in	the	same	time.	Clearly,	from	these	figures	it	is	possible	

to glean that most of the growth in volume has taken place among sales under the 

€100 mark. But evidence of a maturing market also appears in the value thresholds 

up to the €10,000 mark, with a greater share of auction totals despite a slightly 

shrinking	share	of	the	market	by	volume.	Looking	at	the	absolute	figures	in	France	

shows that the overall take by value has more than doubled to over €400 million. 

This is extremely encouraging for auction houses looking to grow online sales.
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Fig. 17 Distribution of volume and  
value, European auctions market 2017

n  Volume n  Value

37.0%
0.93%

37.8%
4.1%

9.5%
3.1%

11.4%
11.5%

2.0%
6.4%

1.3%
9.4%

0.51%
8.3%

0.26%
8.4%

0.13%
8.2%

0.08%
11.8%

0.03%
7.8%

0.01%
5.9%

0.01%
11.9%

0.00%
2.5%

Less 
than 

€100

€100-
€500

€500- 
€1000

€1k- 
€5k

€5k- 
€10k

€10k- 
€25k

€25k- 
€50k

€50k- 
€100k

€100k- 
€200k

€200k- 
€500k

€500k- 
€1m

€1m- 
€2m

€2m- 
€10m

Over 
€10m

Barnebys data 2017



47

Barnebys Online Auction Report

When	we	conducted	our	first	review	of	the	global	market	two	

years ago, our survey results indicated that around two thirds  

of consumers had spent money online in some form, but only 

a third of online auction buyers had also bought at a traditional 

auction.

This was an important discovery because it showed that the 

appetite for buying at auction was well established across the 

populace, and it also showed that auction houses that had not 

yet developed a credible online selling platform were probably 

losing out on potential sales.

Germany
Buyers with a taste for  
the best things in life

1957 “Porsche 356 A Cabriolet 1600 

sold for €137,400 at Dorotheum

Stricter cultural property laws within 

Germany have the potential to make 

cross-border	trade	more	difficult,	and	

it is noticeable that, of all Barnebys’ 

markets, it has the highest percentage 

of domestic users, accounting for 

more than 75% of all those searches 

conducted via the website. The highest 

number of searches emanating from 

another country – in this case Austria – 

account for just 5% of searches.

Taste for modern art 
and graphic design
Governed overwhelmingly by 

domestic demand, the typical user 

of Barnebys’ German website is male 

and over 45. A home-decorating 

technophile,	who	love	films	and	

TV, he is not so bothered about 

entertainment, news or travel. When 

shopping online via Barnebys, his 

primary interests are modern art and 

graphic design in the €100-

500 range, with a median 
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price of €200. Most searches and 

purchases will be made via desktop, 

with a relatively low median price, 

because the focus is on fairly low-

value collectibles.

However, as with other countries, the 

aspirational nature of Barnebys’ users 

emerges when it comes to the most 

popular search alert terms. The most 

frequently sought-out brand names 

are Rolex, Märklin – the celebrated 

tinplate toy manufacturer – Omega, 

Tag Heuer, Rosenthal (ceramics), 

Meissen,	Steiff	and	Hermès.	Leading	

generic search terms include Bauhaus, 

Baroque, China and chronograph.

Fig. 18 % of sessions by age group in Germany
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A younger market 
profile	is	emerging
Again, while there is roughly a 60:40 

split between male and female 

users, and a similar trend away from 

desktop to towards mobile usage, it 

is noticeable that the search engine 

is beginning to attract a higher 

percentage of younger users under the 

age of 45 and especially in the 18-24 

age bracket. This is quite surprising 

for what has traditionally been a fairly 

conservative market, but augurs well 

moving forwards, and as the audience 

grows this could well point to a more 

shopping and interior décor-focused 

profile	among	typical	users.

Fig. 19 % of sessions by gender in Germany
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Fig. 19 % of sessions by device in Germany
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Sweden is Barnebys’ most mature market, but it has a very 

different	profile	from	the	others.

Sweden
The trail-blazing market 
that steers its own course

William Kåge

Gustavsbergs Studio,  

sold for €4,600 at  

Uppsala Auktionskammare

A typical user of Barnebys’ Swedish website is female and young middle-aged 

(over 35). As a travel-loving shopper, her chief interests are home decoration and 

to her Barnebys is the gateway to leading interior décor brands in lighting, silver 

and furniture, as well as contemporary abstract art, vintage fashion and toys. 

Because of this, purchases are at much lower values on average – in the €1-100 

range, with a median price of €72 and almost 100% of sales by volume under the 

€10,000 mark – but turnover volumes are very large indeed, although they have 

remained	stable	over	the	past	couple	of	years	rather	than	showing	significant	

growth.	Nonetheless,	diversification	across	other	areas	of	consumer	interest	

demonstrates that the potential for further growth remains very strong.

Broadband speed a 
key to success

This	lower	financial	

commitment for a typical 

purchase, combined with 

Sweden’s excellent superfast 

broadband connectivity, 

means that buyers are less 

Barnebys Online Auction Report
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inclined to opt for the comfort blanket 

of a desktop transaction and, like 

other countries, the trend is away 

from desktop and towards mobile. 

Whether it’s desktop or mobile, they 

will use whatever is most conveniently 

to hand, while 55% of millennial 

usage is via mobile. Understandably, 

with a very low median price driven 

by the market’s focus on consumer 

goods and furnishing, most online 

traffic	tends	to	be	domestic	(79%)	and	

comparatively little is exported. Where 

it is, Norway and Denmark are the 

primary	destinations.	The	age	profile	of	

users has also remained fairly stable, 

with a slight shift away from younger 

buyers towards the over 45s.

Fig. 21 % of sessions by age group in Sweden

n  2016 n  2017
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Furniture and fabric 
design leads the way
Further	evidence	of	the	difference	

between Sweden and other countries 

can be seen from the most popular 

search alert terms. Furniture and fabric 

design are heavily represented: Carl 

Malmsten, Rörstrand (ceramics), Bruno 

Mathsson, Josef Frank, Hans J Wegner, 

Jetson and Arne Jacobsen are all there. 

Domestic	fine	art	is	represented	by	

Lars Lerin. Rolex is also included, as 

in all markets, while Georg Jensen is 

among the most frequently used direct 

search terms.

Fig. 22 % of sessions by gender in Sweden
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Fig. 23 % of sessions by device in Sweden
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What have we learnt from all of this?

Firstly, that however advanced technology becomes, it is still the means to an 

end	and	will	not	be	effective	if	consumers	do	not	have	confidence	in	those	with	

whom they are doing business. Expertise, excellent client service and, above all, 

trust are what count. People don’t mind paying for a service as long as they feel 

they are getting value for money.

Where technology is weak, or its support infrastructure – especially fast and 

reliable connectivity – fails to keep pace, the negative impact can be swift 

and	significant.	The	same	can	be	said	of	payment	and	delivery	services.	Put 

any barrier between a bidder and what they want to buy and you risk losing 

business. You may also never get a second chance to put that right.

None of this can really come as a surprise; advanced technology may not 

have heralded the age of leisure that we once anticipated, but it has raised 

expectations of seamless transactions, easy access to whatever we want and far 

less patience when it comes to things going wrong.

As some of the spending patterns highlighted in this report show, where online 

services consistently get it right over time, consumer confidence improves, 

leading to spending at higher levels.

We have also learnt not to take the market for granted. Technology is not just for 

the young, as the domination of the online art, antiques and collectables market 

by the over 45s demonstrates. And the fact that they are migrating to mobile 

faster than younger bidders carries its own surprise.

Expect even better imaging and cataloguing as the market progresses – the 

better the service, the more time will be saved on extra condition reports and 

other queries. And time is money, for all involved.

Tomorrow –
the view from today
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This is all part of the process of increased transparency in a market that is fast 

learning how improved standards and clarity engender trust, which in turn 

attracts more and better custom.

Ongoing challenges for market professionals will doubtless include coping with 

a more complex set of international regulations, stronger competition and the 

difficulty	of	finding	inventory	in	a	world	where	discreet	sources	are	harder	to	

come by.

We need to spend more time looking at online search patterns, especially 

auction alerts, and working out how businesses can capitalise on consumer 

aspiration where budgets won’t stretch to Rolex watches and Ferraris.

Above all, we must find new and better ways of looking at the data available 

to us, a rich and exclusive source of what is fast becoming the world’s most 

precious commodity.
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