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ABSTRACT 
 

This project examines the implementation of digital innovations in the Contemporary Art Market 

as a reaction to the outbreak of Covid-19. Often considered latecomers in relation to digitalisation, 

almost all the actors in the industry engaged in online activities to face such a pervasive crisis. 

Among those, two cases of companies developing their own digital project have been chosen – 

Bonhams, an international and renowned auction house, and Artland, a start-up that offers galleries 

online tools and services. One representant for each company has been interviewed and the data 

gathered have been analysed in a pragmatist perspective. As to guide the analysis, studies on 

strategy, innovation and entrepreneurship have been used to create a model that illustrates the two 

possible scenarios in which the innovations have been ideated and implemented. Specifically, 

studies on strategy and innovation in the Art sector have been of key importance. The results of the 

analysis underline that the case companies successfully implemented their projects thanks to a 

strong entrepreneurial mindset and an orientation toward innovation. This also suggests that the 

Artworld may undergo a cultural shift towards digitalization if the actors of the market adopt a 

more entrepreneurial and strategic mindset.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Art is for me a close companion, a thrill and a dynamic source of enchantment. I have been raised 

to love Art in all its forms and I still consider this passion as my guiding thread. Indeed, my free time 

is mostly dedicated to the consumption of art – visiting exhibitions, attending concerts, theatre, film 

festivals and travelling for cultural purposes are my favourite pastimes. Growing up, my passion 

has developed and expanded in different directions, including more philosophical and economical 

perspectives. 

Later, I realised that I would like to turn my passion into a job as there is nothing better than 

working with something you live for. Cinema and the Art Market have always been my first choices, 

so I decided to delve more into them. If Cinema fascinates me for the possibility of translating the 

vision and work of different professionals into one artistic piece, the Art Market casts his spell for 

its cycles and the personal relationships it creates and fosters. Currently, three aspects intrigue me: 

the discussion on the worth of artworks, the one on ethics and the business’ trends, cycles and 

tastes. 

Regarding the worth of artworks, it is interesting to reflect on the kinds of value we take into 

consideration. Artworks are not evaluated on the basis of their functional value because most of 

them do not own a specific function apart from decorating (a vase has a clear functional value while 

a drawing does not). They are not evaluated on the basis of their material value either – the price of 

a drawing is not determined by the price of the material and tools used to create it. However, the 

issue goes deeper when the instrumental value is considered (Kieran, 2013). We usually assign a 

certain degree of importance to those art pieces that provide a particular experience or feelings, but 

if the evaluation was based on these factors only, we would not fight against fake copies or we would 

appreciate Ikea’s posters as we appreciate the original paintings. Originality is, in fact, one of the 

main aspects of art appraisal since we consider the art piece as the manifestation of the creator’s 

own idea. This is especially reinforced by Intellectual Property Law which not only covers art in the 

strict sense, but everything that is considered creative (Pila & Torremans, 2016). Then, an art piece 

can be evaluated by its aesthetic qualities and the relation between them and the content or 

message it delivers. The first factor includes objective aspects, as coherence, complexity or intensity 
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and the distinction between high-brow and low-brow art – which will be delved into later – as 

aestheticism emphasizes “the distinctness of aesthetic aims and pleasures” (Kieran, 2013, p.293).  

The other factor, the focus on content, leads to the second aspect that fascinates me: the ethical 

debate. Can we appreciate a work that conveys an immoral message? Some believe that only 

aesthetic features should be taken into consideration, others that the work should be appreciated 

because of its immorality (Gaut, 2013). The issue involves the relation between artist and art, too: 

should we despise Caravaggio because he was a murderer? Or should we discriminate between the 

artist and the person? 

Lastly, what has been fascinating me in the past few years is the market’s mechanisms. In the past, 

they would have been called fads and fashions, but now that the Art Market increasingly resembles 

a stock market, we talk of taste, cycles and trends. Art has always been prerogative of nobles and 

elites – for this reason many regard taste as nothing more than a social category, a standard that 

separates what is acceptable – of good taste – from what is inferior (Korsemeyer, 2013). From a 

different point of view, the centuries-long dispute about taste focuses on the clash between being 

able to acknowledge aesthetic merits and enjoying them or, on the contrary, being allowed to enjoy 

something that is labelled as poor taste. Despite the philosophical diatribes, the market has the 

power to change tastes. It is extremely interesting to follow the path of the brightest stars of 

Contemporary art, such as Jeff Koons and Jean-Michel Basquiat. There was a time when few believed 

in their potential, but this time has already been forgotten: Koons and Basquiat have been leading 

the auction market for the last 20 years and the value of their works keeps rising at head-spinning 

rates (Moine, Minguet, & Ehrmann, 2020). As it happened to the Impressionists and Picasso after 

them, Koons and Basquiat have been admitted to the artists’ Valhalla – now, there is not a self-

respecting collection without one of their works.  

Alongside my interests, my previous education and my current occupation stimulate even further 

my curiosity towards the Art Market and set the path for this thesis. In 2018, I completed my 

bachelor programme in Languages, Markets and Cultures of Asia, through which I got acquainted 

with the Arabic language and the Islamic culture. Little is known about the relationship that Arabic-

speaking countries have with Art, but in the last 20 years, the market has undergone a substantial 

change in terms of its participants. Asian countries – especially China – have become increasingly 

important to the point of stealing the throne from the United States. But Gulf Countries have not 

just stood and watched. It is common for collectors from emerging economies to collect local artist 

and move progressively to more international and contemporary ones. However, Islam has specific 
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rules about visual representation, which led rich countries to invest in international museums – e.g. 

The Louvre and the future Guggenheim in Abu Dhabi – or collections, as Sheik Saud al-Thani’s and 

Sheika al Mayassa bint Hamad al-Thani’s. From the point of view of the commerce, the cosmopolitan 

Dubai leads the way with a worthy gallery scene and a renown fair, Art Dubai (Adam, 2014). 

On the other side, my current occupation as Data Analyst at Artland and the reason why I got there 

– an incredible increase in client base due to the pandemic – make me reflect. New technologies 

create opportunities, challenges and raise doubts. Covid-19 does the same. A period of intense crisis 

for some sectors has been a period of growth for others. As an Art lover, I wondered how I could 

consume art if museums and galleries are closed. As interested in the business, I paid attention to 

the ways in which the Art Market’s actors adapted to the new situation. Thus, I thought that it would 

have been interesting to study how some of them have reacted, considering their belonging to 

different branches of the market. Bonhams, among the top and oldest action houses, invested 

considerably in hybrid and online-only auctions. Artland, a successful start-up platform that 

connects galleries and collectors, launched its first Virtual Reality fair, in collaboration with 

UNTITLED, ART, called UNTITLED, ART Online. 

In the next sections, I will take a closer look at the specifics of this Master thesis. 

1.2 Problem identification 

This project focuses its interest on the Contemporary Art Market. The word market usually defines 

the demand and offer that regulate a specific trade; while the word industry refers to the actors that 

create such offer. However, Art Industry is not commonly used among the professionals as it might 

be associated with an industrial or mass production of art, which may be seen as offensive by artists 

and institutions. Instead, it is more common to encounter Art Market as a definition of the actors as 

a group, often divided into Primary and Secondary Art Market – as it will be delved into later. 

Therefore, I will use the word Art Market as just defined, together with Art World as defined on the 

basis of Dickie’s studies (1974, 1984): “a semi-formal, social structure consisting of myriad of 

coordinated activities … shared understandings … and a hierarchy of institutions … which partake 

in the production and reception of what the artworld designates as works of art” (Guter, 2010, p.19). 

Thus, Art World has a broader scope and includes whoever can be considered a stakeholder in 

relation to art despite not having commercial interests in it.  
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The Art Market has always been pictured as shadowy, ruled by irrational laws and fond of its own 

traditions. Despite that, new businesses have grown from the opportunities of digitalizing the 

market – online auction websites, investment advisors, customized tools for decision making and 

more. Opportunities are many and for any actor, but challenges and doubts also arise from the 

peculiarities of the market itself. It has always been perceived as an undemocratic and unfriendly 

elite club, which is difficult to join both from the side of the businessman and from that of the novice 

collector. Now, the web has torn down many barriers to entry, allowing Art lovers to browse 

without the pressure of buying and allowing galleries to be known by a wider audience. It could be 

said that the discovery process, which is at the base of the Art Market, has become easier – the 

transition from local markets to international ones has become quicker and communities have 

better chances to be served (Khaire, 2015).  

However, if young artists and cheap works may sell more, many professionals have raised doubts 

on the sale of more expensive works (Adam, 2014). The reluctance lies on leaving to the web what 

is usually a prerogative of the dealers – showing sensitive information and best pieces. That of 

dealing is indeed an interesting point. Online platforms allow galleries and buyers to bypass the 

middleman and, so, to save those money that in the analog world would end up in fees and 

commissions. Besides, the web offers indexes, reports and consulting services that make the 

collector more independent. But are intermediaries so unnecessary? The Art World has its doubts.  

Intermediaries are crucial in sharing information, knowledge and judgement or, as Khaire (2015) 

claims, they introduce, instruct and select. The web could be a limitless source of information, 

discourses about art can have several mediums (forums, encyclopaedias, magazines, etc.) and they 

can have virtually no end, but the quality can be affected. If the web can be praised to be the most 

independent of the intermediaries, it is difficult to verify its degree of expertise. This leads to a final 

reflection on the role of people in the market. Building trust and building emotional connection 

online is challenging and this is the reason why the secondary market works better than the 

primary market when it comes to online platforms and websites (Khaire, 2015). On the top of it, 

consumption and trade of art are naturally social – much of the charm of the Art World lies in 

personal connections, events and participation. Therefore, to become an effective substitute to the 

traditional market or to promote it effectively, the online one should recreate the ecosystem and 

allure of the physical one, but keeping the openness and relative ease that distinguishes it.  

When it comes to exceptional situations such as a pandemic, the drawbacks of distance and 

independence become advantages. Covid-19 forced art businesses to close to the public and art 
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lovers to spend most of their time home, away from those recreational activities they used to enjoy. 

As a consequence, artists, galleries and auction houses tried to take the most out of the web. Some 

companies increased the focus on what until then had been a side activity, others had to embark on 

new adventures. To survive, galleries had to overcome their perplexity and trust in online buyers, 

which resulted in the acceleration of the growth of online sales, especially for lower price points 

(McAndrew, 2020). However, if strong players, such as important auction houses, invested in 

consolidating their online presence with an eye on the future, smaller realities might have been 

focusing on the short term. Simultaneously, online platforms and marketplaces have seen their 

audience grow and expect sales to increase (Hiscox, 2020). New events and creative solutions might 

not revolutionize the Art World, but this new form of online engagement “might forever alter the 

way the art market, and its stakeholders, approach their digital presence” (Hiscox, 2020, p.4). It is 

not possible to foresee how fast and deep these alterations will happen, but it is already possible to 

record and analyse how business models changed due to the pandemic.  

Overall, a market that relied almost completely on social events, on personal relationships based on 

trust and on emotional connection had to adapt to distance and virtual relationships. Therefore, not 

only we consider the sales aspect, but also – and mostly – the variety of virtual ventures that have 

been undertaken for necessity but that are going to last by becoming part of business models. Art 

Basel and UBS’s report (2020) underlines how priorities have changed for galleries due to Covid-

19. If fairs, exhibitions and widening geographical reach were at the top in 2019, in 2020 they 

focused on enhancing their online presence, cutting costs, strengthening relationships with 

collectors and incorporating new technologies, which will remain focal points in the near future too. 

To conclude, the Art Market needs to cope with an increasingly digital world and a temporary crisis 

that speeds up digitalization – some will adapt to it, some will benefit from it. 

1.3 Problem formulation 

The main research question of this thesis is: 

RQ: How can the Art Market use online innovations in the wake of Covid-19 to evolve corporate 

strategy towards an improvement in digitalization? 

In order to answer this question, I analyse the panorama of the Art Market in relation to the recent 

pandemic outbreak and I draw a picture of the different ventures that have taken place, with 

particular attention to those undertaken by two actors of the market: Bonhams and Artland. 
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SubRQ1: Which online solutions have been implemented during the Covid-19 crisis? 

Then, I put in relation the above-mentioned ventures and the context they have taken place in. From 

the academic point of view, by applying fitting theories and models, I aim to answer to the following: 

SubRQ2: How do these innovations fit in the current corporate strategies? 

SubRQ3: Which is the role of managerial entrepreneurship in regard to these innovations? 

In conclusion, I compare the success of the case companies and I provide some advice on how the 

Art Market can take the most out of the digitalization process: 

SubRQ4: How effective was the implementation of these innovations? 

SubRQ5: How can the Art Market adapt to and become better at online tools and events? 

1.4 Delimitations 

In this section I will define the boundaries of my research. Firstly, it is important to understand 

what I mean by “Art”. It can be defined with a range of characteristics: good, bad, high, low, elite, 

mass and so on1. Each adjective is associated with a specific aesthetical debate and each indicates a 

range in which artworks can be placed. Overall, for the scope of this paper, I can define art as blue-

chip, high-quality artworks, those that are validated by art institutions (Masè, 2020). By 

elimination, I do not consider the trade of reproductions and amatorial works as part of the Art 

Market. Moreover, these works, created by professional artists, exhibited by galleries, and sold 

through auctions, often become investment assets. 

In the vast panorama that composes the Art Market, I have chosen to focus on two companies, 

belonging to different sectors. First, a renowned auction house, Bonhams, that acts as intermediate 

between different actors: artists, collectors, and collections. Then, Artland, an online platform 

whose clients are galleries and whose users are art lovers and collectors. Now, the reader can 

understand that an enormous part of the Art Market has been left out and, therefore, this research 

cannot provide a comprehensive view. Instead, one should read this work to get an idea of which 

ventures have been undertaken, of their outcome and of the other ideas that could stem from these 

experiences. Moreover, despite some innovations had taken place in the real world, the specificity 

 

1 For more information see: Fisher, J.A. (2013). High art versus low art from: The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics Routledge 
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of the situation created by the pandemic prompted me to address my interest toward digital 

innovations. 

At the same time, this research does not take into consideration the companies as wholes, but only 

the aspects directly related to the implementation of new innovations and strategies. Therefore, the 

spotlight is on the managerial/entrepreneurial perspective while more functional levels – such as 

marketing, accounting and human resources – have been left out because not relevant. Similarly, 

the same topic could have been studied from the point of view of the buyer, the collector. Despite 

the enrichment in terms of knowledge that such perspective could have brought, this thesis aims to 

be of help to the businesspeople that constitute the sellers group.  

1.5 Choice of methods 

Methodology is an essential part of an academic research and it will receive the attention it deserves 

later on. However, it is important to define now the perspective that the writer assumes in 

developing the discourse. Such perspective is mediated by a series of assumptions on the nature of 

reality (Ontology), the validity of knowledge (Epistemology) and the role of values (Axiology) 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). In their turn, Ontology, Epistemology and Axiology depend 

on the philosophical approach that the researcher adopts. In the light of this work, I mostly agree 

with the pragmatist position, which focuses on the actionability of concepts and leads me to adopt 

the following assumptions.  

From the ontological point of view, the reality can be seen in both objective and subjective ways. 

Objectively, it is the result of ideas and actions which are related to the subjects’ reasons. Therefore, 

epistemologically, knowledge is valid when it leads to the effectiveness of such actions. However, 

with this approach, I do not want to find the “secret recipe” to success or suggest the perfect 

practice. On the contrary, I aim to give one of the many contributions that could be given on this 

difficult situation and on the actors’ reaction. As seen in the Problem Formulation paragraph, the 

answer to my main research question aims to give suggestions on how to tackle a wide issue that 

could be tackled with a range of measures.  

Philosophical approach and research question also shape the method of data collection and 

analysis. Therefore, I can define my approach as abductive, which means that I do not merely apply 

theories to the data (inductive approach) nor I only try to create new theory from the data 

(deductive approach) but I try to find a solution to my problem – integrating technology in the 
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strategy of art companies, through a conversation between data and theories. Abduction offers 

multiple possibilities regarding the methodological choice, as also Pragmatism does: it is the 

researcher’s responsibility to find the most useful. In my case, I adopt mainly qualitative data, 

collected through interviews with the case companies and written material, but I also rely on 

quantitative data, for example statistics and reports. As already underlined, data will interplay with 

theory. The next section provides a brief introduction to the pertinent theory. 

1.6 Choice of theory 

The academic framework of this thesis is that of strategy management and innovation. The 

innovations I focus on resulted from the adaptation to a new challenging situation. However, 

despite their conception for a short-term crisis, their application has affected the overall strategy 

of the case companies. Also, by being technological innovations, they are part of the wider process 

of digitalization of the Art Market.  

Art management studies are divided into those that explore functional aspects, those that analyse 

administrative issues and those that apply a more sociological perspective (Varbanova, 2012). The 

present thesis aims to belong to a less explored area, that of strategic management and planning. 

Strategy management implies reflecting on the creation of strategies, their implementation and 

their success or failure, which implies, in turn, a reflection on a wider context. Firstly, I review the 

different meanings of strategy and their implications. Indeed, I present the various shades of 

strategy, as Mintzberg et al. (2008) present them. Then, I focus on the concept of strategy for the 

Art Market. There are two elements that makes strategizing difficult for art companies – one is the 

peculiar characteristics of the product, its emotional values; the other is the peculiar characteristics 

of the market: shadowy, made by unwritten rules and traditions. However, when technology comes 

into the picture, art companies need to start thinking intrapreneurially too (Varbanova, 2012). 

The second part of my theory review is, in fact, dedicated to the notion of innovation. As with 

strategy, I highlight the main definitions of innovation and the studies on management of product 

innovation and strategy innovation. The work by Bilton and Cummings (2010) on creative strategy 

allows me to reflect on those characteristics that are necessary to bring innovation to life, which I 

see summarized in the role of the entrepreneur. To conclude, I link all these aspects to the Art 

Market in a model that will guide my interpretation of the data collected. 
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1.7 Structure 

 

 

  



 

10 

 

2. METHODOLOGY 

This chapter illustrates the choices about the research philosophy, design and the process of data 

analysis. When choosing the methods, it is important to keep in my mind the research question, as 

it is the guiding light of the research itself. The main research question is:  

How can the Art Market use online innovations in the wake of Covid-19 to evolve corporate strategy 

towards an improvement in digitalization? 

The chapter is divided into the following sections: philosophy, which examines the chosen views on 

ontology, epistemology and approach; research purpose, which explains the objectives and reasons 

to carry such a research; research design, which deals with the case study strategy and data 

collection techniques; and, in conclusion, collecting, processing and analysing and data, which is 

mainly dedicated to qualitative interviews. 

2.1 Philosophy 

As already mentioned, the research question shapes every aspect of the research. Since a topic  can 

be considered under different aspects, researchers should be clear in their decision and coherent 

in following its implications, as not to create confusion in the reader. In this case, the adopted 

philosophy is Pragmatism because it fits with the research question, but mostly with the believes 

and assumptions in relation to this study topic and to the type of knowledge the researcher wants 

to produce. Generally, one’s philosophy depends on how they see the reality and how they define 

what knowledge is. Both these aspects offer a spectrum of choices, where the researchers position 

themselves. When considering ontology – which is the view on reality – researchers position 

themselves somewhere between complete objectivity and complete subjectivity. As a result, when 

considering epistemology, researchers decide to take into consideration only general measurable 

facts or they focus on the shades of the actors’ interpretations or they adopt an in-between position.   

The topic of digitalization in the Art Market was chosen out of curiosity about the activities 

implemented as to face Covid-19 crisis. As the word itself suggests, Pragmatism considers “theories, 

concepts, ideas, hypotheses and research findings not in an abstract form, but in terms of the roles 

they play as instruments of thought and action” (Saunders et al., 2019, p.151). This implies a view 

of reality that is not completely objective but not completely subjective either. From an ontological 

point of view, the researcher sees reality as the product of practices, as the tangible consequence of 

decisions. From an epistemological point of view, instead, she commits to use and create useful 
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knowledge. The researcher does not believe in the total objectivity of reality nor in its total 

subjectivity, but rather in a middle way. Therefore, from a philosophical point of view, Positivism 

and Interpretivism have been discarded because they lie, respectively, at the most objective and 

most subjective ends of the spectrum. Between those, there are Critical Realism, Postmodernism 

and Pragmatism. Postmodernism has been discarded because the researcher does not see reality 

as the result of power relations nor she is interested in participating in the debate about dominance. 

In the end, she had to choose between Critical Realism and Pragmatism. She recognizes the appeal 

of the former and she believes that it would be interesting to explore this same topic from that point 

of view. However, given the purposes of the research and the research questions, distinguishing 

between the events and the experience that people have of those would not provide appropriate 

answers. Therefore, the selected philosophy is one that lead to collect knowledge that can be useful 

to others. 

Useful knowledge is actionable knowledge – truth is defined in terms of its actionability in the 

context, not absolutely (Saunders et al.,2019). This concept of knowledge also influences the 

collection of data and the meanings they embody. As it will be explained further later, qualitative 

interviews are the main source of data for this research and, as consequence of the pragmatist 

philosophy, the meanings exchanged and created through interviews are seen as a way to face a 

flowing reality (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). In addition, qualitative data are combined with 

quantitative ones, the choice of which reflects the axiological stances of pragmatism, as the 

researcher includes both biased and unbiased perspectives (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). 

To put these academic definitions into context, one can always go back to the research question. 

The problematic context of Covid-19 asked the Art Market for solutions, which happened into 

another problematic context for the industry, that of digitalization. Pragmatism allows to study 

what these solutions consists of from multiple perspectives – objectively, the actions undertaken 

are analysed; subjectively, the participants’ ideas are connected with the outcomes. As Pragmatism 

also aims to inform future practice with actionable solutions, some boundaries are set to direct the 

study (shown in the subquestions). Therefore, the academic topic of corporate strategy is chosen to 

influence the researcher’s view. By being pragmatist, the researcher is aware that the same topic 

could have been studied in almost infinite ways, so she is reflexive and open to different 

interpretations. For this reason, the most fitting approach appears to be the abductive one. 

Abduction is the approach to theory development that combines induction and deduction. 

Researchers keep moving from data to theory and vice versa to produce knowledge. However, not 



 

12 

 

only is abduction the halfway between two extremes, but it also entails some original 

characteristics. In fact, this approach is mainly used for topics that are well-studied in some areas 

but not in others and, so, are more likely to generate surprising events. In this case, several studies 

and articles about the digitalization of the Art World can be gathered, but the newness and 

unpredictability of the situation caused by Covid-19 outbreak add a surprising element to the topic. 

Abduction allows to explore this phenomenon without defining a priori if the aim is to develop new 

theory from the data collected or to test existing frameworks on the phenomenon. As Arbnor and 

Bjerke (2014) underline, the abductive research should produce an explanation for the surprising 

fact – in the light of Pragmatism, it could be more appropriate to say that the research produces 

practical knowledge on how to face the surprising fact. While reality provides the context and the 

surprising phenomenon, theory provides the direction in which new knowledge will be developed. 

The Theory Review chapter defines such direction.  

The main difference between induction, deduction and abduction is that the first two provide a 

formal type of reasoning, which may not create new knowledge (Yu, 1994). Deduction has not been 

chosen as the approach to theory development because it presumes that the answers one is looking 

for are within the premises – they just need to be arranged in logical hypothesis. Instead, the 

researcher believes that her role is that of searching a pattern and trying to categorize data so as to 

create a hypothesis. For this same reason, the inductive approach seems equally distant, as it 

presumes that there is one general answer or correct behaviour that can be extended to the whole 

Art Market. Contrarily to those, abduction guides the researcher to build those tools (or categories) 

that will help her in exploring her data. The activity of building these tools is the core of the research 

itself, as they represent the “very structure of the meanings themselves” (Yu, 1994). 

2.2 Research purpose 

Alongside the production of interesting knowledge, researchers define the kind of narrative that 

will bring forth that knowledge. Again, the purposes of the research cannot be separated from the 

research philosophy and the tone and language of the research question. Considering these 

elements, the exploratory purpose is identified as the most suitable. By exploring the phenomenon, 

the researcher wants to gain a better understanding of the digitalization in the Art Market and of 

the issues and opportunities created in this area by the pandemic. To explore also means to satisfy 

the researcher’s curiosity (Babbie, 2010). Eventually, the knowledge produced could not be 

generalized, but it will at least provide an account about the interesting phenomenon. In fact, in this 
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case, the explanatory purpose may overlap with the descriptive one, as noted by Saunders et al. 

(2019). The reason for this overlap is, again, related to all the other elements of the methodology – 

in short, the newness of the topic requires an extensive description which, however, would be 

useless if not combined with a practical interpretation. For this reason, the study cases hold a 

position between the intrinsic and instrumental, as the aim is to explore a curious case but also to 

explore the issue and extract some useful practice from it (Creswell, 2013). Therefore, the 

researcher wants to have an in-depth knowledge of it that is not an end in itself. 

2.3 Research design 

2.3.1 Defining Qualitative research 

The researcher conducts a Qualitative research because its purposes coincide with the purposes of 

her study. Firstly, Qualitative research is most appropriate for issues that need to be delved into. 

Qualitative research aims to offer the most complex and thorough description possible, where 

“complex” indicates that the essence of the issue is not distorted (Hatch, 2002). However, not only 

is it important that researchers describe the issue but also that they unfold it, making visible its 

meaning. Also, the central meaning can be oriented towards understanding (verstehen) (Hatch, 

2002) or towards a change – as Pragmatists and Creswell (2013) underline.  

Despite the purpose one assigns to the Qualitative research, the human participation in and the 

context of the issue have the same importance. In fact, as to unfold the meaning, Qualitative 

researchers believe that it is crucial to understand the perspectives of the actors and the reason for 

which they act. Perspectives, reasons and decision-making processes are intrinsically connected to 

the context where humans act and where their behaviour is exhibited. For this reason, the research 

is conducted in natural settings and researchers immerse themselves in the context. Researchers 

themselves become the data gathering instrument and make sense of those data as they are part of 

the actors’ everyday life (Hatch, 2002). 

Therefore, researchers are an important participant of the research (Creswell, 2013). They select 

and collect the data and make sense of them through their own values and perspectives. Those are 

reflected in their statements and objectivity is discarded in favour of reflexivity, a continuous re-

negotiation of influences, biases and experiences that guide researchers in their understanding of 

the core issue (Hatch, 2002). 
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Data collection can involve multiple methods. The different data that result from the data collection, 

however, are not kept in separate boxes but analysed together as the researcher cuts across them. 

For this flexibility pervades the whole research, the design itself is flexible or emergent – research 

questions and methods change during the early phases of the study. Moreover, the unit of analysis 

itself can be chosen as to best fit the purposes of the Qualitative research. As it is explained in the 

next section, the study conducted is a multisite one (Creswell, 2013) because the unit of analysis is 

multiple cases.  

2.3.2 Research strategy: Case Study 

At this point, a reader may wonder: how do all these assumptions and believes are shown in the 

research itself? Through the research design. The choice of strategy, of data collection technique 

and process depends on the philosophy and purposes listed hitherto. As stated above, two cases 

have been chosen – this section explains the reasons behind this choice, but firstly it gives a brief 

overview on the research strategy options and why case study has been opted for. 

Saunders et al. (2019) list eight possible research strategies, but given the purposes and other 

research design choices, only three options would have been of interest. Grounded Theory and 

Action Research have been ruled out because, although interesting, the current pandemic would 

have prevented the researcher to conduct fieldwork, especially if in multiple companies. Narrative 

Inquiry would be a valuable alternative, as it is concerned with explaining the logical thread behind 

a venture. However, adopting Narrative Inquiry would have meant to focus more on how the 

venture is narrated, which are the temporal sequences, and which is the point of view of the 

narrator. For these reasons, this strategy is not consistent with the pragmatic philosophy. 

Nonetheless, the narration assumes an important role when it comes to analyse the collected data, 

as it will be shown in the dedicated chapter. 

Thus, Case Study was chosen. Case Study is a strategy and a research method employed to explore 

the dynamics of a contemporary phenomenon, where the boundaries between the phenomenon 

and its context are almost non-existent (Saunders et al., 2019). Case Study is flexible and malleable 

on the researchers’ purposes. Given the interest for exploring the phenomenon – as the “how” 

research question also underlines (Yin, 2014) – Case Study is the chosen strategy. Moreover, when 

considering other methods, Case Study seems the most appropriate: experiments draw boundaries 

between phenomenon and context, historical reports deal with past phenomena and surveys are 

not able to provide a clear picture of the context (Yin, 2014).  
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The need for clarity is also one of the reasons for choosing multiple cases. The idea is that multiple 

cases with different characteristics offer the reader more thorough insights of the phenomenon. 

Contrarily to Yin (2014), there is no interest in finding replicated elements or paths, but rather in 

providing several examples. Scholars may argue that, therefore, this is not a real multiple-case 

study, but single cases glued together. It surely is a limitation of the work, but it would be difficult 

to talk about a variegated industry such as the Art one without providing multiple examples, so the 

researcher defines hers as a mixed-methods design. Indeed, as underlined, the aim is to provide a 

picture and actionable solutions, not to generalize and create universally applicable theory. 

Moreover, the design can be defined as embedded, as the unit of analysis is not the whole 

organisation (holistic design) but specific projects inside the organisation. The description of the 

projects will be accompanied by a description of the context: the Context and the Case Companies 

chapter provides the necessary information to understand the industry and the companies. 

Once these elements are defined, it is important to choose proper cases and assess their validity. 

According to Flyvbjerg (2006), researchers have two ways to choose the study case: either they 

select random examples or they collect information to make an informed choice. When making an 

informed choice, researchers filter the options on the basis of: their deviance from the norm, their 

proper characteristics, their importance, their being a paradigm or a mix of those. In this research, 

the interest is in showing a thorough picture of the phenomenon in the Art Market, which is made 

by many different actors. Therefore, one could say that the researcher is closer to the maximum 

variation cases selection strategy. As the limitations section mentioned, “Art Market” is interpreted 

as the totality of people and companies dealing professionally with the making and trading of high 

art. Due to time constraints, it is not possible to analyse a proponent for each reality (artists, 

collectors, galleries, dealers, auction houses, museums and so on) but a selection had to be made. 

The idea for the topic of this thesis came from the huge success of Sotheby’s’ first livestream auction 

and from the researcher’s internship at Artland. To choose the most fitting companies and cases, 

two requirements have been set: the digital innovations must have been developed during the wake 

of the pandemic (between March and July 2020); and, the innovations must have been developed 

internally, which means that subscribing to third party’s services would not have satisfied the 

requirement.  

By being an auction house, Bonhams belongs to the so-called secondary Art Market (even if a small 

part of the business deals in the primary market), while Artland provides galleries and collectors 

services that belongs mainly to the primary Art Market. The common denominator of these 
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companies is their being innovators in their specific areas and their being recognized by the 

industry. As Arbnor and Bjerke (2014) underline, the cases studied “cannot be selected on the 

principle that they will represent all other systems (in the sense of being constructed the same, or 

of behaving the same way)” (ch.7, p.9). The intention is to study one or more types of system, chosen 

for their versatility and appeal. Therefore, the selected organisations do not represent all firms in 

their industry and their projects do not represent the population of ongoing projects. 

Alongside the features of the companies, researchers take into consideration accessibility, quality 

and amount of data that a potential case company can provide. Regarding accessibility, the 

researcher is both internal and external (Saunders et al., 2019). She is internal as she works for 

Artland and, therefore, she has access to data and information or, if not, she can easily find the 

persons that do. Moreover, she favours from her deep knowledge of the platform and company – 

even if she did not take part in the Virtual Reality fair, which is the unit of the study. On the other 

side, she is an external researcher in regard to Bonhams; in this case, she cannot access information 

autonomously, but she has to find a contact person inside the company who is willing to share 

information and data. The process of selecting participants is also different for Artland and for 

Bonhams (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2014). In Artland’s case, the choice of Nicholas Robinson, Partner and 

Head of International Development, has been an opportunity-oriented one, because the researcher 

knew beforehand that he had been in charge of UNTITLED, ART Online. In Bonhams’ case, the choice 

has been a recommended one. In fact, the researcher contacted a member of the company 

recommended to her by her colleagues. This person, Jacqueline Towers-Perkins, Director of Post-

War & Contemporary Art department, accepted to participate. 

It is critical that the cases provide enough data and that researchers select only what is relevant 

(Arbnor & Bjerke, 2014). Once again, what is relevant is defined by the research question and 

purposes, but also by the chosen theoretical framework. The abductive approach suggests that the 

results of this research will come from the interplay between data and theory, so the data needs to 

be fitting. Information that does not pertain to the key topic would only create confusion to both 

the researcher and the reader. However, as it often happens with case study research and abductive 

approach, the boundaries are established during the data collection and the research undergoes a 

continuous shaping process until the last day of the analysis. 

2.3.3 Methodological choice: data collection method 
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Case study research allows both quantitative and qualitative data, alone or in several degrees of 

combination. In order to deeply explore and describe the cases, a mixed method has been employed 

to collect and analyse data. Moreover, Pragmatism is often associated with mixed methods. It might 

seem a contradiction, since this philosophy is focused on actionability rather than on the methods 

itself, but it makes sense since Pragmatism aims to find “what works” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2017).  

By conducting a mixed method research, the researcher employs a mixed method design. Therefore, 

the research design is defined as a mixed method case study design. A design defines the procedure 

to follow, but since case study research allows a looser attention to procedures, the researcher and 

her objectives shape it. Mixed methods and loose attention to procedure are indeed fit to analyse 

complex cases. To define the design, works by Creswell and Plano Clark (2017), Nastasi, Hitchcock, 

& Brown (2015) and Saunders et al. (2019) are used. Academics have changed the classification of 

the designs several times, trying to condense the meaning in short definitions. However, providing 

a detailed definition will help the reader in understanding the research itself. 

Defining a design comprises three elements: time orientation, emphasis on the data typology and 

level of integration. Time orientation regards the sequence in which qualitative and quantitative 

data are collected. When they are collected during the same phase of the research, as in this case, 

the design is concurrent or parallel. The amount of data collected depends on the a priori choice to 

give more weight to one of the typologies or to give them the same emphasis. This research is 

qualitatively driven, as the focus is on the qualitative data, which are integrated by the quantitative 

ones. Therefore, dominant role and priority are assigned to the collection method of interviews. 

Given the concurrent time orientation and the dominant status of qualitative data, the interaction 

of data is partial and happens through a nesting method – the secondary source (quantitative) is 

embedded in the dominant one during data analysis and follows its conceptual model.  

A convergent (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017) or concurrent (Saunders et al., 2019) mixed method 

design research employs the following procedure. In a first stage, researchers define how 

qualitative and quantitative data will be accessed, if through interviews or questionnaire, databases 

or reports, or others. Then, data are accessed – the interviews take place, the access to the database 

is granted. Then, data are analysed. In this case, the nesting method is used to combine collection, 

analysis and integration of data. By being a multi-case study, the analysis is divided into three sub-

stages. Qualitative and quantitative data are analysed for each case singularly and, then, in a cross-

case analysis.  As underlined already, data collection and analysis in case study qualitative research 



 

18 

 

happens simultaneously. This means that immediately after the interviews – the researcher 

analyses them, therefore blurring the boundaries between collection and analysis.  

2.3.4 Data collection: primary and secondary data 

This section delves into the conceptual aspects of data collection techniques, while the last section 

of this chapter deals with their actual implementation. 

The primary data collection techniques chosen for this research are qualitative interviews and 

participant observation. About the former, the data source is verbal, but since the interviews are 

analysed once transcribed, the source is actually textual. Interviews are special types of 

conversation that allow researchers to explore interesting topics and create meaningful knowledge 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 1997; Saunders et al., 2019). As Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) underline, an 

interview presumes an inter-change of views between people. Therefore, meanings are created 

from the interaction between unequal participants, where the interviewers hold and direct the 

interview where they need. However, different kinds of interviews grant the interviewee different 

degrees of freedom. Given the characteristics of this study, semi-structured interviews are believed 

to be the most fitting. 

Semi-structured interviews are pre-arranged as researchers need to develop a list of questions for 

the interviewee (Saunders et al., 2019). The questions are developed from the topic of interest, the 

research question itself and the relevant theory. In fact, theory sets the boundaries of the topic and 

helps in framing the case (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). In this case, an analysis model – built from 

theory and expected results – mainly influences the formulation of the interview guide. Case study 

research, qualitative research and abductive approach all assign an important role to theory in 

collecting data through interviews. Therefore, once researchers have an overview of the case and a 

detailed knowledge of the relevant theory, then they can develop the interview’s guiding questions. 

In fact, the interview is said semi-structured is because the questions and topics decided a priori by 

the researchers only guide it. The interviewee can elaborate on her answer as much as she wants, 

and the interviewers can follow up and explore new topics – with the purposes of the research 

always in mind. The starting questions of this research are included in Appendix I.  

Thus, it is worth analysing the role of the participants of the interview. Despite mimicking real 

everyday conversations, research interviews are mainly respondent interviews as the interviewers 

control the interaction (Saunders et al.,2019). However, this dominant position of the interviewers 

may lead to collect biased data, as the tone, the non-verbal communication and the interest can 
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influence the interviewee’s attitude and the way in which data are then analysed. Given the focus of 

this research and the pragmatist tone, the researcher/interviewer is a pollster as her interest is 

recording the opinion and ideas of the interviewee rather than analysing how they are conveyed 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). 

On the other end of the conversation there is the interviewee. Her role varies greatly depending on 

the kind of research and the method utilised. In this case, the chosen interviewees are informant as 

they have been chosen for their expertise on the topic, and participants, not only respondents. This 

view of the interviewee fits with the beliefs in term of epistemology. The interviewee participates 

actively in creating meaning and knowledge, which are socially constructed and unavoidably 

collaborative (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997). The purpose of such interviews is exploring the relevant 

topic, gathering factual information and uncover less evident meanings. 

Another kind of primary source is unstructured interviews. By being part of a case company, the 

researcher has a privileged point of view and she acquires information in her everyday life. Informal 

conversations with her colleagues not only provide valuable knowledge, but they also increase the 

empirical content of the research. As the name suggests, unstructured interviews are not planned 

and the questions are not set: they are in all respects everyday conversations. For this reason, they 

are not used as main source. When it comes to the analysis of data, information gathered from 

unstructured interviews is used in The Context and The Case Companies chapter and in the Findings 

chapter. Such data are integrated with semi-structured interviews to provide a more 

comprehensive perspective. Unstructured interviews are reported as notes in Appendix II. 

The last primary data source is observation. Again, the researcher is a complete participant as she 

conducts her observation in an environment, Artland, of which she is already a part of (Saunders et 

al., 2019). Besides, this active role allow the researcher to conduct a participant observation. One 

of the concerns of such an observation is on the validity of the data, as the researcher might have a 

biased attitude. At the same time, being involved might add value to the research as it provides 

more details and a wider perspective. Regarding the use of such information, it will be found in the 

Findings and Discussion chapters. To be precise, such data are be about the company in general 

only, because the researcher was not part of it during the implementation of the project that is the 

study unit. 

Data are qualified as “secondary” when they are collected for different purposes but analysed by 

the researcher in the light of her own research. In this case, the secondary data source is mixed. 
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Articles and reports that describe and evaluate the case companies’ ventures are the most 

interesting secondary sources. The interest in these sources is both qualitative and quantitative, 

but it is worth noting that the focus is on the objective evaluation. Similarly, the chapter dedicated 

to the context is almost entirely based on several reports that have been redacted by independent 

institutions. Indeed, secondary data can come from the case companies or from external providers, 

and, in both cases, the data may be publicly available or researchers may need to be granted access 

in order to collect and analyse them. 

2.3.5 Additional notes on methods 

It is worth illustrating two more points regarding this research: the view on methods and the time-

horizon. Consistently with what explained hitherto, the view on methods is considered pluralist 

(Saunders et al., 2019). The researcher believes that research topics can be studied in different ways 

and that a perfect choice does not exist. In this case, the combination of qualitative and quantitative 

methods seems to be the best approach to the study cases; but it is fair to say that more researches 

from different points of view would be beneficial. 

About time-horizon, the research and data suggest a cross-sectional horizon, which means that this 

is a “study of a particular phenomenon at a particular time” (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 212). 

Digitalization in the Artworld could be studied by taking into consideration multiple points in time. 

In this case, it is analysed in the light of the exceptional events that occurred in 2020 and which, in 

the researcher’s opinion, urged a quick response. The first critical months of the pandemic have 

been chosen because their peculiarities make comparisons with other historical times impossible. 

Indeed, primary data are exclusively on this challenging time, while some of the secondary data 

cover a longer period of time in order to provide a background and a comparison between how it 

was “before”, the “normality”, and how it is now. As already mentioned and as it will be delved into 

in the Context and the Case Companies chapter, Covid-19 has posed new unexpected challenges 

that needed to be tackled. Thus, this has provided fertile ground for studies and analysis.  

2.4 Collecting, processing and analysing data 

Semi-structured and unstructured interviews have been analysed differently. As mentioned, 

unstructured interviews’ information is represented as notes, which are the formal write-up of such 

everyday conversations. Instead, semi-structured interviews are analysed through a more 

thorough process. 
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Data collection and analysis has been concurrent. Two employees have been interviewed, one for 

each case company (see Appendix III for more). Interviews have been transcribed and formatted 

by removing filler words. Then, the coding process took place, which is the assignation of symbolic 

meanings, or labels, to data (Miles, Huberman & Saldaña, 2020). Through coding, pieces of the 

collected material are categorized and condensed, which starts the data analysis itself (Emerson, 

Fretz & Shaw, 2011). As scholars suggest, two cycles of coding have been conducted. During the first 

cycle codes have been assigned to sentences of various length; during the second cycle new codes 

have been used to group the previous results into wider themes (pattern coding) (Miles et al., 2020). 

The first cycle can be defined as focused, since the text analysis was line-by-line, because the 

researcher knew what to look for, but she was also open to new codes to come up (examples in 

Appendix III). The second cycle is defined as pattern coding, since the intention was to create a map, 

a structure that could then be used to write the Findings chapter. Both lists of codes are organised 

and visually represented in the operative scheme (or matrix display) in Appendix III. 

Codes have been created simultaneously to the coding phase and are mainly descriptive of the data 

themes (Miles et al., 2020). However, since the interviews’ questions were based on the research’s 

theory and questions, the researchers already had some codes in mind (e.g. “Strategic structure”, 

“Mission” and more). For clarity purposes, some evaluation codes were used, namely codes that also 

assign a positive (+) or negative (-) value to the data (Miles et al., 2020). Moreover, some data 

chunks have been given more than one code (simultaneous coding). Finally, the table on the 

interviewees’ information (Appendix III) has been created through what is formally called attribute 

coding. 

As for the next step of analysis, the case-oriented approach has been adopted, which means that the 

focus is more on the knowledge that originates from the single cases rather than from their 

comparison (Miles et al., 2020). However, this means that together with within-case analysis, cross-

case analysis is conducted with the aim of deeply understanding the investigated themes and facts, 

by looking at them altogether too. In conclusion, the cases have been looked at singularly, to explore 

the topics in depth and to gain some practical knowledge; but they have also been looked altogether, 

to develop a discourse on the market in general. As already mentioned, it is not possible to analyse 

art companies without taking into consideration the context of the Art World. So, as for the analysis, 

the conclusions will also focus on both aspects of the project. 
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3. THEORY REVIEW 

This chapter is dedicated to the review of the guiding theoretical concepts. It is divided into two 

main sections: strategy and innovation. On the topic of strategy, a theoretical and a practical view 

are presented. The former is based on Mintzberg’s fundamental ideas; the latter on the concepts of 

Aaker and Moorman’s (2017) analysis and the inside-out and outside-in approaches; Then, the 

topic of innovation and its relation with strategy and entrepreneurship are reflected upon. 

3.1 Strategy – a theoretical perspective 

3.1.1 Definitions 

Strategy as a word is defined and used in multiple ways, depending on the time orientation 

considered. Strategy is a plan when the organisation chooses the path to follow to reach given 

objectives; but strategy is also a pattern if the organisation looks back and examines the path 

followed until then (Mintzberg, Ahlstrand & Lampel, 2008; Bilton & Cummings, 2010). However, 

one definition does not exclude the other: instead, they might be seen as two points of view on the 

same matter. 

Similarly, the concept of strategy can be considered from the inside or the outside of the company. 

When considering vision, mission and values of the company, it is seen as a perspective, unique and 

rooted inside the company. When, instead, the company looks at the market, strategy is the position 

of its products. Again, these definitions complement each other, as they must be consistent with 

each other to make sense. 

Another way to think of strategy is as a series of actions to win over the competitors. However, some 

may prefer to distinguish the thoughts from the process. As stated in the Art of War (Sun-Tzu & 

Minford, 2008): “all men can see the tactics whereby I conquer, but what none can see is the strategy 

out of which victory is evolved”. With this simple but incisive sentence, we understand that not only 

tactics and strategy are different, but also that strategy is somewhat more profound and pervasive. 

Scholars tried to understand the characteristics of a successful strategy; however, often different 

schools of thought disagree – some praise concise plans, others prefer detailed step-by-step 

instructions. Whatever the form, successful strategies show common elements – the company has 

clear and simple long-term goals, a deep understanding of the competitive environment and of the 

internal resources and capabilities (Grant, 2010). Grant (2010, p.10) lists also a fourth element: 
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effective implementation. However, this is debatable too. Literature often discriminates between 

intended, deliberate, emergent and realized strategy (Mintzberg et al., 2008). Companies may draft 

an action plan, the intended strategy, which is deliberate when it is fully pursued. However, theory 

is one thing and reality is another. Often, unpredicted changes in the environment may force the 

company to discard parts of the intended strategy, which end up being unrealized strategies. At the 

same time, actions that were not originally predicted or included have to be taken – these become 

part of the realized strategy and are called emergent strategy. Emergent strategy has several 

degrees of meaning, for example, it can refer to the strategic decisions taken by lower levels 

managers to face a difficult situation, which “emerge”, move upwards, and are then accepted by the 

higher levels as part of the company’s strategy (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). For the sake of this 

research, an emergent strategy is defined as “a pattern … realized that was not expressly intended” 

(Mintzberg et al., 2008, p. 12).  

That being said, this research adopts the view of the effective strategy as a continuum in which 

deliberate and emergent strategies interact (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). In the end, the process 

itself is adaptive and depends on the adaptive behaviour of the company. Andersen and Nielsen 

(2009) conducted a quantitative study to test the relation between adaptive behaviour and 

strategy: the result of such relation is “an adaptive strategy-making model that combines elements 

of autonomy, participation, and strategic planning in emergent and intended strategy modes” (p. 

102). The implication is that an organisation reacts better to environmental changes if the intended 

strategy is flexible and left open to variations coming from below. The intended strategy is, so, a 

guiding structure in which to integrate more operational choices that can assure effectiveness and 

efficiency.  

Then, what does a successful strategy bring? Bilton and Cummings (2010) list three outcomes: 

orientation, animation and integration. Orientation means that the company not only sets a goal but 

also knows which direction to take; animation is the level of motivation and commitment to reach 

the goals. Integration is the coordination and interaction of people, ideas and processes.  

However, strategy may have some drawbacks. In his renowned book, “The rise and fall of strategic 

planning” (1994), Henry Mintzberg reviewed the pitfalls and fallacies of strategic planning. He 

listed a series of assumptions related to commitment, change and control that make strategy not 

working or even hindering the process of growth of the company. A longer description of such work 

is provided in Appendix IV.  
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3.1.2 Orientations 

Generally, scholars identified two opposite ways to relate to the market: inside-out and outside-in. 

In short, companies adopt the former if they want to influence the market through their resources 

and capabilities; instead, they adopt the latter if they want to satisfy the customers’ needs. 

The inside-out approach leads to a resource-based view of the organisation. According to this view, 

the organisation must be aware of its own resources in order to overcome the market barriers and 

create opportunities (Wernerfelt, 1984). The strategy is shaped on such knowledge as exploiting 

some resources instead of others can bring a higher competitive advantage (Penrose, 2013).  

Organisations that adopt an inside-out approach focus on their own resources, skills and 

capabilities (Alexander, 1992). As to gain competitive advantage, the company research 

asymmetries and build them into capabilities. Asymmetries are characteristics that the competitors 

cannot access or replicate easily and can include external and internal aspects of the company: from 

alliances to outputs, from processes to knowledge (Miller, Eisenstat & Foote, 2002). The research 

for asymmetries must be conscious, regardless of how they arose – intentionally or casually). Once 

the company has recognized its unique characteristics, it can work to turn them into capabilities, 

which will allow the access market opportunities. However, it is the company that creates its own 

market opportunities by enhancing its own mission, vision and values (Alexander, 1992; Urde, 

Baumgarth & Merrilees, 2011).  

Virtually on the other side of the spectrum, organisations rely on the market for their competitive 

advantage. Largely based on Michael Porter’s works, this view proposes an idea of the organisation 

at the mercy of external forces. Inside its industry, the organisation must strategize to take 

advantage of certain forces and defend itself from others (Porter, 1979). Adopting the outside-in 

approach means that to satisfy customers’ needs and wants is the company’s guiding principle 

(Urde et al., 2011). As a result, such companies focus on studying thoroughly the market to find 

opportunities and then, manage their capabilities to seize those opportunities (Alexander, 1992). 

Some criticise this approach because the company is seen as a tool that needs to be reshaped when 

the opportunities in the market change. However, it is also true that capabilities themselves become 

obsolete, so, anyway, the search for competitive advantage must be continuous. 

3.1.3 Market philosophies and management 
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Some scholars emphasized a middle way, which is shaped by the attitudes – or philosophies – that 

organisations adopt. Such philosophies influence the organisation’s objectives as well as the 

strategies to reach those objectives (Duus, 2017). The organisation can adopt seven different 

philosophies – it can be more oriented towards product, production, marketing, sales, social 

responsibility, essence or innovation (Duus, 2019). For the characteristics of the primary and 

secondary Art Market, product, essence and innovation philosophies seem to be the most 

interesting. 

Organisations that adopt a product or innovation philosophy consider the product itself as the core 

of their business. The difference is that product-oriented companies work on making the most of 

their resources as to create the highest quality product that meets the customers’ needs. Indeed, 

this philosophy may be considered a branch of the inside-out approach. Instead, innovative (or 

entrepreneurial) companies try to anticipate the customer’s needs. Their approach transcends the 

two classical perspectives described above and stresses a more future vision. The first type stresses 

the importance of uniqueness and originality as to satisfy the current needs; the second type 

evolves around an idea of future needs, a forecast of changes. In both cases, those companies attach 

high importance to an idea of identity and personality. Essence-oriented organisations, instead, 

have the spirit (Duus, 2019) of their activity as focus and do not really fall in either the outside-in 

or the inside-out perspective. These organisations share that spirit with the customers, in what 

Gerken calls interfusion (Gerken as in Duus, 2019). Classic examples are related to cultural 

industries, where interest and passion not only bring together the customers, but also connect 

customers and suppliers.  

3.2 Strategy – a practical perspective 

As seen, knowledge is an essential resource for the company. Companies seek usable knowledge of 

the market, which, combined with internal knowledge, allows the management to create and 

implement a strategy. In their fundamental work, Strategic Market Management (2017), David 

Aaker and Christine Moorman propose a practical approach to such matters. The perspective of the 

analysis is both internal and external – it usually goes from the macro to the micro level. In other 

words, the outside-in perspective is adopted first and the inside-out second. 

The first step is to carry out an external strategic analysis. The authors divide the analysis into four 

layers: Customer Analysis, Competitor Analysis, Market/Submarket Analysis and Environmental 

Analysis. The purpose of the first layer is understanding who a firm’s customers are, their 
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motivations and needs and how to group them as to define a realistic target. Segmentation is based 

on the golden rule for which different segments behave differently. However, multiple factors are 

considered when defining segments – characteristics that are proper to the customers, such as age 

or occupation, but also aspects of the products, for example the kind of user or the sensitivity to a 

feature. A firm enhances its competitiveness also by reflecting on the needs of the customers and 

by asking: which needs are met? Which are not met yet? And above all, how can we anticipate 

customers’ needs? 

The second layer of strategic analysis is on the competition. As with customers, firms delineate their 

competitors’ profiles – they analyse their strategies, their assets and other characteristics, such as 

size and aggressiveness. In the jungle of companies that can be identified as competitors, a firm 

orient itself by making groups based on the similarities of their products or services, on how direct 

or indirect is the threat that these companies pose. As with customers, different characteristics 

leads to identify different groups, therefore one must always keep in mind its own identity when 

conducting such an analysis. 

The third level of analysis looks at the market a company is in. By building on the previous layers, 

the company tries to understand the market’s dynamics and appealing. Such an analysis includes 

consideration about the size of the market and submarkets, their future developments, growth and 

trends. This layer of analysis is mostly future-oriented as the firm wants to understand which 

opportunities and risks it is likely to face and how it can face them. For this reason, the authors also 

include a fourth, broader, level of analysis, which studies all the factors that can affect the company 

(Aaker, 2014). These factors are the state of the art in technologies, legislations, consumer trends 

and general threats and opportunities. This analysis also comprises, at the same time, 

considerations on the present and on the future. Indeed, it is particularly important to be aware of 

the current big picture and to imagine how it could evolve. By picturing different scenarios, an 

organisation can improve its behaviour if faced to uncertainties and crisis. 

After the external analysis, the authors suggest what to look for inside the organisation – the current 

status of profitability, strength and weaknesses and the possible threats and opportunities. The 

second part of the book is, instead, dedicated to the ideation and application of a strategy – which 

is delved into in the next section. 

3.2.1 In the arts 
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Studies on strategy and the Art World are few and mainly focused on the non-profit sector. 

Therefore, the main source for this section is Strategic Management in the Arts by Professor Lidia 

Varbanova (2012), which is compared with Aaker and Moorman’s (2017) directions to strategize. 

An industry’s characteristics influence how strategy is thought of and carried out. Creative 

industries, and in particular Cultural industries, are associated with the original creative expression 

of innovators and artists (Oxford Reference; Cambridge Dictionary). Creative industries imply the 

exploitation of intellectual property (or, in a simpler way, knowledge), while Cultural Industries 

specifically offer cultural products and services (Caves, 2000; UNESCO, 2009). Within Cultural 

Industries, one can find several branches – what is of interest for this research is the commercial, 

profit-oriented, part of the Artworld, where Art is mainly figurative, or the Art Market. For such 

companies, strategy-making process and outcome are influenced by the analysis and trends of the 

industry (Varbanova, 2012). 

Varbanova (2012) suggests a five-step process of strategic planning, which follows the scheme 

proposed by Aaker & Moorman (2017). The first phase, labelled “Strategic Thinking”, is defining the 

mission and vision of the company. Defining values and long-term objectives is the first activity of 

any company or start-up, but it is also an ongoing activity, since new ventures and identity must be 

fitting. This first phase finds a parallel in Aaker and Moorman’s (2017) chapter about creating a 

brand strategy. The authors claim that the brand identity is a key aspect of managing the brand side 

of an organisation. From a practical point of view, it is suggested to write a list of words that can be 

associated with the organisation; by skimming skim such list, the organisation finds its core identity 

elements and its vision (p. 160). Alongside the vision, it is also suggested to identify the essence 

(p.161) of the brand, that is the most important value in which employees can recognise themselves. 

The second phase, “Strategic Analysis”, is the study of the internal and external environment. The 

external analysis must go from direct competitors to those factors that can hinder or enhance the 

company’s activities. Social, economic, technological and political factors must all be taken into 

consideration. Technological assets currently used or legal regulations can be either an opportunity 

or a threat – for instance, the Art Market is known to be shadowy when it comes to legal policies. 

On the other hand, the internal analysis must consider stakeholders, resources, capabilities, past 

and current activities. As to put in communication these two analyses, the author suggests to begin 

with a simple method such as SWOT analysis. This second phase can be compared to the external 

and internal strategic analysis proposed by Aaker and Moorman (2017). The external part has been 

summarized at the beginning of section 3.2, while the internal part needs more attention. Again, the 
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authors propose a four layers analysis. The first layer should analyse financial performance and 

other performance indicators (second layer), as financial data do not offer a comprehensive view 

(Aaker & Moorman, 2017, p.91). Performance indicators can involve the product sphere (e.g. quality 

level), the customer sphere (e.g. brand loyalty) and the employees sphere (e.g. motivation). The 

third and fourth layers can be summarised in the SWOT analysis, as Varbanova also mentions. 

“Strategic Planning”, the third phase, is about drafting the plan. On the basis of the chosen method, 

the company can plan the implementation of the strategy. Varbanova (2012) lists five methods that 

are often adopted by companies working in the Arts: goal-oriented, extravert, problem-based, 

project-based and business portfolio planning. Clearly, the choice depends on the previous phases 

of the planning activity. Having a good overview of internal and external environment allows the 

company to use the resources in specific tasks for specific goals (goal-oriented planning) or to find 

solutions to an issue (problem-based planning), to carry out an activity limited in time (project-

based planning) or to integrate ideas coming from external stakeholders (extravert planning). 

Lastly, a company can base the plan on the specifics of each product, on its positioning in the market 

and among competitors (business portfolio planning). This third phase does not find a perfect 

equivalent in Aaker and Moorman (2017). Their view appears wider than Varbanova’s as their set 

goal is the evolution of the business, to which they propose four ways. The first is about taking the 

most out of the current resources, for example: launching existing products into new markets, 

proposing something new to the loyal customers or use differently the brand. The second way is to 

establish a new business, while the third way is about expanding geographically. Lastly, the fourth 

way is about energizing (Aaker & Moorman, 2017, p.181) by innovating, investing in marketing or 

in incentives to customers.  

The fourth and fifth phases of Varbanova’s (2012) process are “Implementation and Monitoring” 

and “Strategic Reflection”. When it comes to reflecting on a strategy, it must be noted that evaluation 

and corrective actions must be undertaken during the whole process. Strategy should not be seen 

as fixed and static, but it should be flexible, as we have seen in the previous sections of this chapter. 

About this topic, Aaker and Moorman (2017) provide suggestions throughout the whole book, 

rather than in a specific chapter. With regards to monitoring and evaluation, the authors do not 

cover the topic in the concerned work. 

Now, one may ask why there is the need to study, and specify, strategic management for the arts. As 

said, the Art World has peculiar characteristics that influence the way in which companies do 

business. Such companies embody the classic clash between art and business, between the 
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irrational, creative side and the financial, functional side (Caves, 2000). Moreover, they are 

completely dependent on the tastes of their stakeholders, which make them flexible and open to 

novelty. Two more peculiarities come from this: the newness of their ventures and the niche market 

pose high risks for the companies; and, measuring results might be difficult, especially if the board 

or the investors prefer quantitative reports. 

Not only are these peculiarities influencing the way companies do business, but they often prevent 

managers to plan a strategy. Planning and formalizing are, in fact, often seen as limiting the 

creativity of the company, therefore managers may be resistant to change. As a result, the academic 

literature often bolsters this view, and it is not able to provide a clear definition to Arts 

Entrepreneurship (Stuart, 2018). 

As Stuart (2018) underlines, strategy, strategy planning and strategic thinking are often used 

interchangeably and wrongly. Consequently, an Art entrepreneur can be sceptical and refrain from 

them. The hope for the future is that Art entrepreneurs will be more open and, by having a clear 

understanding of such concepts, they will be able to build usable models, which will fit with the 

peculiarities of their environment. 

3.3 Innovation 

3.3.1 Definitions 

As with “strategy”, the term “innovation” has been defined in multiple ways. Joseph A. Schumpeter, 

the most influential economist in this area of studies, distinguished between innovation and 

invention, stressing that innovation always defines a practical implementation of an invention or 

idea (1983). So, innovation includes a stage of creativity and a subsequent stage of realization.  

When considering the initial stages, innovation is defined by its sources. Usually, innovation is 

thought to be the product of the firm’s strategy and resources, stemming from the R&D department 

or from the mind of entrepreneurs (Garcıá Manjón, 2020). However, innovation often comes from 

external sources, which can cooperate in the process or not. Partnerships, joint-ventures and other 

kind of inter-firm collaboration are known to enhance innovation as different individuals bring 

different expertise and knowledge. But spillovers can happen unintentionally – a firm can learn 

from competitors, suppliers, users or can acquire information by purchasing patents or licenses. 

Whatever the sources might be, innovation is based on knowledge. Therefore, it is essential for a 

firm to be able to acquire, accumulate and use it from different sources, as knowledge itself has 
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become “the most important competitive resource nowadays, being the most valuable asset of the 

company” (Garcı́a Manjón, 2020, p.66). 

A particular kind of source-defined innovation is open innovation, where the user becomes the 

innovator. Open innovation is special because it happens outside the control of the firm and, often, 

without the its approval. Certain firms are adopting more and more an open strategy, making the 

innovation process more inclusive through contests and prizes. However, the same companies 

usually implement a hybrid system, where the external innovation is controlled – in this way, the 

firm avoids the ownership issue and can maintain a control over the innovation process 

(Chesbrough & Appleyard, 2007). Chesbrough (2003) also differentiates between outside-in and 

inside-out innovation. Despite the denominations being the same, those innovation theories have 

nothing to do with the strategy approaches explained at length at the beginning of this chapter. 

Outside-in innovation occurs when the firm adopts innovations that have been developed outside 

it; Inside-out occurs when the firm sells licenses and patents on original innovations. 

When considering the second part of the innovation process, the implementation of the idea, 

innovation is defined on the outcome. Schumpeter (1983) identified five possible innovations: 

introduction of a new product, introduction of a new method of production, opening of a new 

market, development of new sources of supply and changes in industrial organisation. Successive 

scholars have developed those definitions further, focusing on the different degrees of change that 

the innovation brings. An example is Oslo Manual’s definition of product innovation, where the 

stress is on the significance of the change (Oslo Manual: Guidelines for collecting and interpreting 

innovation data, 2018). Appendix V offers a more thorough overview of the definitions of 

innovation, with a visual comparison between the level of the analysis (if it affects the society, the 

industry, etc.) and the level of radicalness.  

Innovations have different magnitude for a firm. While incremental and minor improvements often 

happen daily – especially in small and medium enterprises (SME) – and thus are difficult to identify 

(Tajvidi & Karami, 2015), radical changes require a supportive environment. By modifying 

substantially what the firm is doing or how, radical innovation projects need the management’s 

approval and often a strategic plan to follow as to implement the innovation successfully 

(McDermott & Colarelli O’Connor, 2002). 

Especially for product innovation, the steps of the process and the assumptions the firm makes can 

vary greatly if the product is to be launched in a familiar market or in a new one. In both cases the 



 

31 

 

firm relies on internal capabilities, accumulated over time, but in case of a venture in a new market, 

it may collaborate with other firms as to reduce the risks. In their article about Managing radical 

innovation (2002), McDermott and Colarelli O’Connor identified some difficulties that selected 

firms faced in implementing radical innovations both in familiar and unknown markets. Firms tend 

to approach radical innovations as they approach incremental innovations, which leads to 

confusion on how to manage the novelty and, in case, on how to behave in new markets. The authors 

believed that the solution would be for the management to build ad hoc competencies for the radical 

innovation, simultaneously to the development of the innovation itself. 

3.3.2 Management and innovation capacity in product innovation 

In their study about Product Development in SME Tajvidi and Karami (2015) present a 

comprehensive summary of the state of the art, by including an analysis of those elements that lead 

to product innovation – where product stands for both services and goods. The first important step 

is to recognize opportunities. The environment in which firms compete is in constant change, 

dynamic and turbulent. To take advantage of this dynamism – and not to succumb to it – the firm 

must have strong capabilities. Knowledge capabilities and learning capabilities allow the firm to 

analyse the situation and apply what has been accumulated through organisational learning.  

Knowledge is a resource that is built by interactions within the firm and between the firm and the 

environment. Knowledge and learning ability are part of a loop, together with innovation and 

innovation capacity, where the latter is increased by the former and vice versa. However, 

possessing extensive knowledge must be accompanied by proactivity and risk-taking attitude. 

These characteristics are proper of the entrepreneurial firm and of the entrepreneur. Usually, in 

SME, the management takes decision, plans and makes strategy. Therefore, consistently with 

Bjerke’s definition of entrepreneurship (provided by Tajvidi & Karami, 2015), the management 

enacts a creative process where the opportunity is grabbed, or a possibility exploited.  

As underlined, in an ever-changing environment, it is important to be open to innovation and 

proactive – to anticipate the competitors’ future moves or to move first. Managers need to be fast 

and take risks, that can be of various nature – business, financial, personal. They also need an always 

update overview of the market and technologies. Hence the role of the manager – or the 

entrepreneur – is extremely important, especially in SME, where their experience and skills are 

applied throughout the whole product development process, from strategy-making to operative 

decisions (Deeds et al., Hunger & Wheelen: as in Tajvidi & Karami, 2015). 
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Once the opportunity has been grabbed, the company develops the idea and find the necessary 

resources. The authors put particular emphasis on this phase, underlining that especially for high 

technology driven SME, acquiring resources might be difficult and expensive. Again, the role of the 

entrepreneur is key as their strategic decision define the resources’ allocation and the support to 

the team’s creativity.  

In their results, Tajvidi and Karami (2015) stress once again the positive effects of innovation on 

the firm performance, especially for SME. Moreover, one of their main results concerns the effective 

relationship between product development strategy and innovation success. Where a structured 

strategy has been developed by the managers to grab an opportunity and exploit it with a well-

thought use of the resources, the resulting innovation has higher chances of success.  

3.3.3 Creative strategy 

Innovation is often associated with creativity. It is generally recognized that innovators are in first 

place creative, in the sense that they think “outside the box”, to find new and original solutions. 

However, this is not enough. Solutions must not only be new, but they must also be valuable in a 

way in which the original problem is seen under a different light, and this can happen only if the 

solution brings a change (Bilton & Cummings, 2010). So, not every novelty is creative, but any 

creative thing is new. In other words, we differentiate between innovation and creativity – 

innovation is more about novelty while creativity is more about change. 

The reason why such dichotomy is relevant is that also strategies are or are not creative. Adopting 

a creative strategy is important because businesses are subjected to cycles, which take place only if 

the business itself is resilient. Otherwise, it dies. Standing businesses do not rest or let themselves 

be carried, but they actively work on transforming. The core of creative strategy is bisociative 

thinking, which is the ability to combine opposite attitudes (e.g. being cunning and naïve at the same 

time). As seen, strategy can be understood as the set of values and ideals of the organisation, which 

are its roots and guide it to new developments. Bisociative thinking is the skill that allows a 

company to develop something new that fits with the vision of the company. Bisociative thinking 

leads to recombination and to the rediscovery of original truths, so, creative strategy is “iterative, 

not linear, continually circling back on itself through successive loops of innovation, 

entrepreneurship, leadership and (re)organisation” (Bilton & Cummings, 2010, p. 232). 

Creative strategy leads to strategic innovation, which is something new and transformative in its 

outcome. There are six kinds of strategic innovation: 
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 Value innovation fills a void in a market or create a new market, by creating and satisfying 

new needs. This kind of innovation can be radical or incremental. 

 Cost innovation is about analysing the sources of costs and think how to smartly cut or 

rearrange them. 

 Volume innovation means to redefine – and increase – the volume of production or to 

increase the volume of products sold. 

 Market innovation is about changing the ways in which products are sold or the perception 

that consumers have. 

 Boundary innovation regards the value chain and the new recombination of steps of the 

process. 

 Learning innovation helps the company to better acquire and examine information as to 

improve the innovative cycle. 

It is worth noting that these types are not isolated, but are interconnected and one innovation can 

show several of them, if not all. For this reason, labelling the innovation may be difficult – the only 

way to succeed in that is probably turning to the management and clarify the reasons behind it, that 

is the strategy. 

3.3.4 Innovation and entrepreneurship in the arts 

Strategic innovation is particularly relevant for Cultural Industries, which, as seen, are a branch of 

the Creative Industries. In the Art Market is of primary importance to never cease innovating and 

to come up with new ideas to satisfy customers and influence the market. This kind of innovation 

is part of the so-called social innovations, as it creates benefits for people (Varbanova, 2012) – in 

this case, benefits are related to knowledge, education, values, enjoyable experiences and so on. 

Innovation in its broad sense and art are not distant – they both originate from an idea, are in the 

mind of creative people and can have an impact on various levels, from the individual to the entire 

society. However, despite the similarities, the Artworld is known to be conservative, especially in 

its ways of managing the market. 

Arts organisations often do not trust the Web and despise marketing or other commercial activities, 

which, as such, are far from the core of the Arts. Even those organisations that make use of online 

tools do not consider them essential to the success of their business (Varbanova, 2012). However, 

innovation in business management is often considered a resource for competitiveness and it helps 

in defining the value of a good or service, together with the social and financial aspects. Nowadays, 
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the Art Market operates in an uncertain environment, where innovativeness in the management of 

the company makes a real difference. Being up to date with trends and tools helps in facing such 

uncertainty.  

As seen, managers and entrepreneurs have an important influence on implementing innovations. 

The discourse on entrepreneurship was initiated by Edith Penrose in her fundamental work The 

theory of the growth of the firm (1959). Penrose argues that entrepreneurship is mostly a 

psychological trait that defines ambitious actors. Ambition, however, is not only related to the 

desire of making money, but is rather an attitude that encourages the management to the growth 

of the firm (Penrose, 2013). Firms can have various structures – entrepreneurial and managerial 

tasks can be performed by different people or by the same person. Usually, entrepreneurs are 

associated with the ideation of innovations, while managers are in charge of implementing and 

monitoring such innovations (Penrose, 2013). Despite the configuration of the firm, both activities 

are fundamental. The reason is explained by the Resource-based view theory that Penrose 

introduces in the same book: not only is the firm an institution, but it is an amalgam of resources 

which are transformed into the final outcome. It is the entrepreneurial management, with its 

decisions, that allows the most efficient transformation (Penrose, 2013). 

This is valid for art organisations too. Many figures can be grouped under the term managers, but, 

generally, they share some responsibilities. Managers in the arts deals with facilitating the 

communication between the firm and the environment and decide the stakeholder group to 

prioritize. Therefore, art managers try to balance internal and external forces. Varbanova (2012) 

differentiates between managers and entrepreneurs, basing her description on the work of Giep 

Hagoort. Entrepreneurs in the arts are driven by passion and motivation, they emphasise 

innovation and care about the effect that the organisation’s products and services have on the 

society. The author also presents the views of other scholars, which focus on the importance of 

innovation. However, entrepreneurs also represent the link between the two contrasting sides of 

an art organisation: art and business, passion and money. In addition, Varbanova (2012) defines 

comprehensively Art entrepreneurship as “an economic as well as sociocultural activity, based on 

innovations, exploitation of opportunities and risk-taking behaviour. It is a visionary, strategic, 

innovative and social activity.” (p. 17) and lists the characteristics of an art entrepreneur. Such 

characteristics are displayed schematically in Figure 1. 
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As to sum up, one can use Ma and Tan’s (2006) 4-Ps of entrepreneurship: Pioneer, Perspective, 

Practice and Performance: entrepreneurs have an innate sense for innovation which is translated 

into a mindset that allow them to never settle but always act as to exploit opportunities. 

3.4 Analysis model 

On the basis of what has been said in this chapter and of the research’s question, subquestions and 

purposes, a model has been developed. It will direct more precisely the analysis of the collected 

data. Figure 2 is a visual representation of the main hypothesis proposed.  

Figure 1 Traits and competences of arts entrepreneurs. Source: Varbanova (2012, p.18). 
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The assumption is that the case companies had defined a strategy, or more informally a “roadmap”, 

that they had wished to follow to reach their objectives (intended strategy). Once Covid-19 hit, those 

companies saw their plans being subverted and a rise of threats or opportunities. From that 

moment, their intended strategy has become more flexible, and the realized strategy has started 

drifting away from roadmap. After a moment of uncertainty, the companies decided to implement 

some innovation as to seize the opportunity or to face the threat, making those innovations the 

emergent strategy. 

The first scenario depicts the innovation to be developed with the abovementioned purposes. 

Thanks to a strong managerial entrepreneurship, the company has quickly ideated and 

implemented a digital innovation. From the strategical point of view, the company has adopted an 

emergent strategy. The second scenario presumes, instead, that the digital innovation was on the 

roadmap, it was planned to be implemented some time in the future. However, due to the urgency 

of the situation, the managerial entrepreneurs sped up the implementation process. Strategically, 

the company has made the intended strategy adaptive. In both cases, the management developed 

innovations by entrepreneurial action, wherever manager tasks and entrepreneurial tasks are not 

performed by the same persons. About the outcome, the case companies undertook such ventures 

with the belief that they would help them in both the short term – facing the crisis – and the long 

term – opening new opportunities. 

Figure 2 Visual representation of the analysis model. Created by the author. 
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It is believed that the reasons behind the choice of the innovation type – radical or incremental, 

product or process, value or market, etc. – cannot be generalized, as many peculiar characteristics 

may have influenced it. For example, reputation of the brand or the typology of the business or the 

position in their roadmap. However, there are two points in common: the implemented innovations 

are related to the digital world (and that is a fact) and they would not have been possible without 

the presence of a strong entrepreneurial attitude. As to gain and analyse information on such 

attitude, Varbanova’s (2012) scheme on traits and competencies of arts entrepreneurs is used 

(Figure 1). About digital innovations, they were the most natural choice for two reasons – the case 

companies are highly technological or, at least, innovative; and Covid-19 regulations deprived art 

lovers from the possibility of attend physical art events.  

The described model influences the research in the following ways. Firstly, it shapes the interview 

guide and further possible follow-up. Secondly, it shapes the Findings chapter in its structure, and, 

thirdly, it determines the analysis of such findings. 
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4. THE CONTEXT AND THE CASE COMPANIES 

This chapter presents the context in which the case companies operates and, consequently, the 

context of this research. The discourse starts with a general presentation of the Contemporary Art 

Market, then it moves to a more detailed description of the categories to which the case companies 

belong – auction houses and online platforms. The situation of the gallery sector is also illustrated 

(Appendix VI); in fact, despite no case companies belongs to this category, galleries are among the 

most important actors in the market. To conclude, some observations on the outbreak of Covid-19 

and the Contemporary Art Market’s response are provided. 

4.1 The Contemporary Art Market 

Providing a definition of the Contemporary Art Market is as difficult as studying it. In the first 

chapter, a definition has been provided for the use of Art Market and Art World. It has been 

underlined that Art Industry – which in economic jargon would be more appropriate – is instead not 

common, as the word industry is still connected to the idea of industrialization and, so, mass 

production, which is something seen as offensive by artists and art professionals in general. 

When it comes to contemporary art, researchers, institutions and the industry itself disagree on 

what can be labelled as such– some take into consideration the artists’ year of birth, others the year 

of creation of the works, while others the cultural period (Thompson, 2012; McAndrew, 2021). For 

the purpose of this research, Contemporary Art applies to those artworks produced after World 

War II. 

However, Contemporary artworks may circulate in the different environments. Zorloni (2013) 

identifies three markets – the Classic Contemporary Market, the Avant-Garde Market and the 

Alternative Market2 (See Table 1). The first trades those artists that are already considered classic 

and whose works can be already found in museums, whereas the second is the oligopolistic market 

of “brand” galleries and artists. The Alternative Market, instead, can be associated with the national 

market, where trends, movements and artists stay within the boundaries of the country.  

 

 

2 The author identifies also a fourth type: the Junk Market. This label identifies those, mainly unbranded, artworks for which 
the commercial aspect is dominant, and the purpose is mainly decorative. For these reasons, these are not relevant to be studied 
in this context. 



 

39 

 

 

Another common distinction is between primary and secondary market (see Figure 3). The primary 

Art Market is mainly formed by galleries, as it focuses on artworks that are sold for the first time. In 

fact, it is rare that artists sell directly or through auctions. The secondary market is dominated, 

instead, by auction houses. In recent years, these main actors have been seconded by online 

platforms, some operating simultaneously in the primary and secondary markets. Other important 

actors in the market are dealers and collectors, but due to the focus of this research and time and 

space allowed, these categories are not explored further. 

 

 

 

Market Geographical 
Boundaries 

Production 
time frame 

Quality Price Range Risk 

Classic 
Contemporary 

Global Historic High High Medium 

Avant-Garde Global Last 20 years High Very High High 

Alternative National Variable Good Medium/Low Low 

Junk Local Recent Low/Acceptable Very 
Low/Low 

Low 

Table 1 Vertical segmentation of the Contemporary Art Market. Created by the author on data retrieved from: Zorloni 
(2013). 

Figure 3 Horizontal segmentation of the Contemporary Art Market. Created by the author on data retrieved from: Zorloni 
(2013). 
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The Contemporary Art Market can be described as in stasis and in flux at the same time because it 

presents characteristics that seem unmodifiable, while being reconfigured (Velthuis, 2012). 

Although the underlying structure is unchanged, with the same games of power and the same 

mechanisms of taste setting, technology and globalization bringing changes. Despite a slow start, 

the Art Market is now discovering and using more strategically the tools that the web offers, which 

are able to reach  sellers and buyers, irrespectively of their location. In sort of a loop, technology 

and globalization have sustained each other (Sidorova, 2019). 

In the last twenty years, the geographical segmentation of the Contemporary Art Market has been 

completely overturned. Not only the number of countries active in Contemporary Art auctions rose 

from 39 in 2000 to 64 in 2020 (Moine et al., 2020), but also the importance of those countries 

changed drastically. Today, more and more galleries are expanding to Asia, with the result of 

bringing diversity among collectors and artists. Despite the United States and Europe dominating, 

China has rapidly climbed the rankings and broke the records: since 2000 it has been the country 

with the highest turnover growth (+64.170%) (Moine et al., 2020), and in 2020 owned the second 

position, sales-wise, in the whole Art Market, together with the United Kingdom (20%) and 

preceded by the United States (40%) (Bialynicka-Birula; McAndrew, 2021).  

While China, the Far East (Korea, Taiwan and Singapore, in particular) and the other BRICS 

countries have experienced an interesting growth, the same cannot be said for the Arabic world. At 

the beginning of the century, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the Emirates were expected to dominate the 

Art Market. However, despite huge investments in public institutions, the private market did not 

grow accordingly. Reasons are related to Islamic precepts, that often ban contemporary art, and to 

the size of the collectors group, formed by royal families and few other billionaires (Adam, 2014; 

Moine et al., 2020). 

Alongside new entrants, the market has also experienced a change in its drives and mechanisms. 

Art pieces have become financial assets and alternative objects of investments, mainly for portfolio 

diversification. As a result,trade has become more calculated and, in some cases, statistical 

information and forecast have replaced passion as the reason to buy art (Velthuis, 2012). The 

curious aspect is that artworks cannot be classified as commodities, as they are not perfectly 

replaceable, they are highly illiquid and have various different costs associated to them (Horowitz, 

2014). Another related phenomenon is that of the bubbles: artists have become “one-hit wonders”, 

the prices for their works grow extremely fast and then suddenly burst. At the same time, the 

Contemporary Art Market relies on few artists (0,3% of the total), whose names are now real 
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brands. Kusama, Koons, Murakami are only some of these superstars. What they have in common 

is their presence outside the Art Market: often they collaborate with fashion brands or create their 

personal trademark to sell collectibles and more (Moine et al., 2020). 

In a world characterized by social encounters, travels and personal connections, the outbreak of 

Covid-19 had a devastating impact. The Market actors had to follow governmental regulations and 

stopped welcoming potential buyers in their physical spaces. This led to the biggest recession since 

the 2008/09 financial crisis (McAndrew, 2021). Indeed, the biggest decline in expenditure hit the 

Art fairs, while IT experienced the highest growth (see Figure 4). 

 

 

The online Art Market worth accounted for 13% of the total Art Market in 2019, with expectations 

to double the value in five years (passing from $4.82bln to $9.32bln) (Statista, 2020). As mentioned, 

the online Art Market allows a wider category of people to access artworks. Among the benefits: 

higher price transparency and the possibility to buy works in few seconds (the so-called “Buy Now” 

options). Consequently, the largest volume of sales happens at the lowest price points, since buyers 

do not feel the need to physically see the work and evaluate the purchase for a longer time 

(McAndrew, 2020). Despite the steady decline in sales since 2015, researchers agree on a new wave 

of success caused by Covid-19 (McAndrew, 2020; Hiscox & ArtTactic, 2020; McAndrew 2021). The 

online Art Market as a whole, in fact, realized $12,4 billion in sales, doubling the previous year’s 

(McAndrew, 2021). 

Figure 4 Ancillary Expenditure in 2019 versus 2020. Source: McAndrew (2021, p.342). 



 

42 

 

Online viewing rooms, virtual reality exhibitions (VR), augmented reality apps (AR) are now part 

of buyers’ and sellers’ normality, while cryptocurrencies and the use of algorithms (AI) are raising 

more and more interest. However, those tools are seen by some not as complimentary to the 

existing business, but as creators of a new Art Market which differs from the traditional one 

(Sidorova, 2019). The online Art Market is seen as more democratic and flattening disparities 

(Velthuis, 2012; Adam, 2014). Whoever has access to the web can browse and eventually buy 

artworks, almost anonymously. So, the market has expanded to those that would feel intimidated 

by entering a gallery or would not be able to participate in an auction because of their location. 

Though, some believe that this is only an illusion of democracy: online buyers are not really setting 

the course, creating fashions and trends – that power is still in the big institutions’ and rich buyers’ 

hands (Milano, 2019; Fernandes & Afonso, 2020). To confirm such beliefs, top-tier businesses were 

those who witnessed the steepest rise in 2020, despite online sales increased at all levels. The 

general feeling is that Covid-19 crisis could polarize the market even more, but that the 

technological changes were disruptive and here to stay (McAndrew 2021). 

4.2 Auction houses 

Since the turn of the century, auction houses have experienced some changes. Firstly, the number 

of auction houses nearly doubled, and many Chinese companies have become highly competitive, 

even if the podium is still owned by Sotheby’s, Christie’s and Phillips (Moine et al., 2020). Similarly, 

the number of lots and the turnover increased exponentially, the second passing from $92mln in 

2000 to $1993bln in 2019 (Moine et al., 2020). In this panorama, Contemporary Art has become the 

protagonist and it is now seconded by collectibles and memorabilia (Velthius, 2012; McAndrew, 

2021). United States are again leading the market (36%), but China is quickly growing (McAndrew, 

2021). 

A second change is the growth in online sales. While physical auctions almost stopped due to Covid-

19 regulations, lots sold online grew by 56% in the last year, representing almost 20% of value sold 

(McAndrew, 2021). Although the biggest growth was experienced by top-tier auction houses, 

second-tier ones valued positively the online option, while finding more problematic the 

relationship with suppliers, equally constrained by the regulations. Second-tier auction houses 

prefer third party platforms – even if some have experienced better results by building their own 

(Fernandes & Afonso, 2020) – while top-tier ones usually own a dedicated website. Also, top-tier 

auction houses have been online for more than 20 years, but only recently they experienced live-



 

43 

 

streamed auctions as a way to recreate the lost anticipation. Despite the general expectations on 

the first hybrid auctions were not met, the prices reached by single pieces shown that collectors 

were less hit by the crisis and willing to try the new form of auction (Deloitte. Private, 2020). 

4.2.1 Bonhams 

Bonhams is an English auction house that currently holds the 11th place in the top auction houses 

by turnover, the 4th in Europe (Moine et al., 2020). It was founded in 1793 by Thomas Dodd, a 

Cockney prints dealer who chose Covent Garden as his headquarter. After Dodd went bankrupt, his 

pupil George Jones became the head of the company and stipulated a partnership in the 1850s with 

George Bonham. From that moment on, the auction house would keep Bonham’s surname during 

any new partnership and acquisition (Bonhams, n.d.). In the same period, Bonhams started selling 

antiques and artworks, too (Ontiveros Valdés, 2021).  

In the 1980s the company was considered among the top auction houses, but a drop in sales urged 

the management to rethink the business model and the vision itself. As a result, Bonhams focused 

on those niches that were often overlooked by its competitors (Ontiveros Valdés, 2021). This also 

brought new opportunities for expansion. After becoming an institution in London, Bonhams 

managed to expand globally (Moine et al., 2020). In 2002, thanks to the acquisition of Butterfields, 

Bonhams opened new offices on the American West Coast, with their headquarter in Los Angeles 

and the following year in Australia, too. Few years later, Asia became a primary goal, and nowadays 

Hong Kong is still one of the most important locations for the company. The company now counts 

60 different departments and presence in 22 countries. The Post-war & Contemporary Art 

department, which is the focus of this thesis project, organises 14 live auctions during the year, 

together with private sales and exhibitions (Bonhams, n.d.). 

From the digital point of view, the company had its first online-only auction within the department 

of Watches & Wristwatches (Bonhams, n.d.). However, the new management, established in 2018, 

has been advocating for a deeper attention to digital tools. Epiris, a British investment fund, 

acquired Bonhams as part of its Epiris Fund II as to diversify its portfolio. As a result, for the first 

time in its history, Bonhams is no longer private. One of the main objectives of the new Bonhams is 

to make the auction business easier to approach by new buyers (Bonhams, 2018).  

Together with undisclosed terms, the Epiris-Bonhams’ deal included Bruno Vinciguerra as the new 

CEO. Just before the European and American outbreak of Covid-19, Vinciguerra participated in the 

Global Auction Houses Summit organised by Invaluable (an online auction platform) and 
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emphasised the importance of digital presence for his company. “We talked about digital marketing 

and digital marketing is really about reaching new clients, giving every client an opportunity to do 

business with Bonhams”, and again, “what we're doing now is to try to develop a model that reaches 

clients where they are and consumers where they are, which means more online sales” (Invaluable, 

2020, 01:49). Despite real life auctions still being the core of the business, Bonhams has experienced 

25-30% growth in online registrants and 20% growth in online sales before Covid-19 (Invaluable, 

2020; Ontiveros Valdés, 2021).  

Interviewed by The New York Times (2020), Vinciguerra expressed his confidence towards the 

opportunities that the pandemic has brought created – the crisis accelerated the digitalization of 

the Art Market, which finally recognizes its value. As for Bonhams, the auction house has increased 

their private sales and online-only sales and has launched a hybrid format (where “hybrid” 

indicates the presence of an auctioneer”. Technically, it has mainly worked on reducing the virtual 

lag during online live auctions as to guarantee a seamless experience of bidding (Jacqueline Tower-

Perkins, videocall, May 17, 2021). 

4.3 Online platforms and Fairs 

Online businesses can be divided into pure online businesses and hybrid businesses (Sidorova, 

2019). Physical galleries and auction houses can have their own marketplace – being therefore 

hybrid – or they can use third party platforms. Third party platforms are online companies that 

operate on different levels of the Art Market. These are preferred by businesses with lower 

turnover, which is the reason behind the growth of the online Art Market has grown in the last 

decade (McAndrew, 2021). Covid-19 accelerated the digitalization, too: Artlogic, an online company 

specialized in websites and databases for galleries, reported the total websites to have grown by 

75% between March and December 2020.  

Alongside online-only galleries and auction houses (which hold the top positions in Global Rank, 

according to UBS & Art Basel’s report), many different art platforms allow collectors to browse and 

purchase, thus contributing to the fragmentation of the online fine art sales (Hiscox & ArtTactic, 

2020). Such activities are not new, but they have been surely enhanced in 2020. According to 

Art+Tech research 80% of the respondents have bought art online at least once (Gold, Leipold, 

Neuschäffer, & Schwanz, 2021). However, despite the interest in online marketplaces, the Market 

may be dominated by few big companies in the near future, which will be joined by big (physical) 
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galleries, auction houses and artists, even if new disruptive players coming from other markets or 

industries may join, too (Hiscox & ArtTactic, 2020; McAndrew, 2021).  

Online competitivity is also related to the tools themselves. The main challenge is how to attract 

clients to an environment that differs completely from the physical Art Market (McAndrew, 2021). 

The solution might be the usability of the interfaces, which should have pleasant designs and 

intuitive functions. However, it might be important to switch to a more “conversational commerce”, 

to a technology that “links digital experience with a personal dialog” (Gold et al., 2021, p.24). 

In the midst of pandemic-driven changes, art fairs have been among the most hit sectors and among 

the sectors that most relied on online platforms. Generally, large fairs have been able to redirect the 

audience to their website and to organise online events (McAndrew, 2021). Indeed, 62% of 132 

interviewed fairs used online tools alone or together with live events and, consequently, 67% of 

galleries used virtual art fairs more than in 2019 (McAndrew, 2021). Some fairs developed their 

own websites, others collaborated with third party platforms, such as Artland and UNTITLED, ART.   

To conclude, the Market is optimistic about the possibility of holding fairs physically again in 2021, 

even if most of them will probably still have a hybrid nature (Figure 5). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3.1 Artland  

Artland is an art-tech start-up founded in 2016 by Danish entrepreneurs Jeppe and Mattis Curth. As 

part of their Master degree, they had developed the idea for an app that could connect collectors to 

Figure 5 Art Fairs’ Future Plans for Live and Online Events in 2021. Source: McAndrew (2021, p.183). 
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build a community. Thanks to the investment of Danish collectors Jan and Mads Nygaard, the 

founders hired a developer and laid the foundations for their venture. However, collectors are often 

eager to discover new raw gems, so ArtlandApp started welcoming galleries too. Collectors were 

free to upload their collections and communicate, while galleries were required to pay a 

partnership fee (Farmbrough, 2018). In the same year, the website (www.artland.com) was 

launched. 

In 2017 the company became runner up for the newcomer section of Nordic Startup Awards; three 

years later, Artland won the award as the most creative start-up (see Curth, 2021, Appendix II). In 

2018, the investors had grown to four and Nicholas Robinson joined the company, becoming the 

third partner. Artland was considered one of the fastest-growing European start-ups (“Artland Is 

Revolutionizing The $32 Billion Art Industry with Its App”, n.d.). In the same year, Mattis Curth was 

included in Forbes’ “30 Under 30 Europe: Art and Culture”. At that point users were around 12000 

and 60 galleries had signed up as partners. Today, users are twice as many – without counting non-

subscribers – and the number of partner galleries has reached 300. 

The mission is still the same – opening the Art Market to a wider audience, probably younger and 

tech-savvy, but also to those who see galleries as sacred temples or mysterious shops for the 

richest- But in order to pursue it, Artland has expanded its offer to galleries. Since 2018 Artland has 

been offering galleries the possibility to record their exhibitions in 3D, have them published on the 

website and app and embed the recording on their own websites and channels. In 2019, then, the 

marketplace was inaugurated and galleries started listing their artworks online (see Curth, 2021, 

Appendix II). Besides, alongside the traditional business, the company launched a weekly magazine 

(The Artlander) and special projects, such as collectors auctions, virtual reality exhibitions and 

augmented reality tools.  

At the beginning of 2020, the company partnered with UNTITLED, ART, a fair held annually in 

Miami. Galleries had the possibility to have their exhibitions recorded in 3D, turned into online 

exhibitions or Viewing Room, where the works were virtually hung to a wall and compared with a 

bench for scale. However, due to Covid-19, the format of the fair changed. The virtual reality fair 

was launched on July 31st and lasted three days, after which Artland kept working on improving 

this new tool. Despite bitter-sweet reviews (The Art Newspaper XR Panel, 2020), Jeff Lawson, 

founder of UNTITLED, ART, underlined how the event had been an occasion for the Art World to 

witness and embrace new means. While the market does not have to be revolutionize, it can find 
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opportunities in the possibilities of technology, which, by definition, is always on the move (Lawson, 

2020). 

Besides UNTITLED, ART Online, Artland had seen 175 new galleries joining the community from 

the beginning of the pandemic to end of the year and it now counts 9 investors. This has meant 

major changes in the structure of the company. A “Support Team” was created to help galleries and 

collectors in the use of the platform, more web developers were hired and a whole VR team was 

added. The company now counts 30 employees – freelancers excluded – located in 10 countries (see 

Curth, 2021, Appendix II).  
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5. FINDINGS  

This chapter presents a structured and coherent compendium of the data collected through semi-

structured and unstructured interviews. The content is organised by company, at first, and then by 

themes and it is presented without any interpretation. The aim of this chapter is to make sense of 

the data collected and underline what is relevant for the purposes of this research while building a 

framework for further analysis.  

5.1 Bonhams 

When focusing on the Post-War & Contemporary Art Department, Bonhams’ mission is to bring 

“exceptional objects and works of art to the public market and getting incredible prices for important 

and unique pieces” (Towers-Perkins, 02:02; hereinafter JTP). As to reach this aim, the company 

shares the values of “World-Class expertise” and “providing exceptional client service”, besides 

“bringing an enormous amount of attention and care” to the exceptional objects and clients in 

question (JTP, 02:29 and 5:58). In the interviewee’s description of those aspects that make the 

company self-confident, namely their competitive advantage, the above factors are repeated and 

expanded. In fact, it is the “really personal service”, the ability to provide “great buying … and selling 

experiences” through “a bit more TLC (=Tender and loving care)” than the competitors (JTP, 05:52).  

Such competitive advantage also depends on the company’s strategy and strategic structure. In 

Bonhams’ case, the way in which strategic choices are considered and applied is hierarchical: “we 

have a CEO, we have a management team and then we have global heads for department” (JTP, 06:25). 

The CEO has an overview in terms of how the company “fit(s) globally”, while the heads of 

departments have a more specific knowledge of their market. The exchange of knowledge between 

the two leads to discussions on “what our clients want and then how we fit in terms of everything else 

in the Art World” as to have “ongoing strategy conversations” on “pivoting or re-evaluating as faced 

with new challenges … or new areas of the market” (JTP, 07:00). The result of such conversations is 

“instructions … that then filter down to all the different levels” (JTP, 42:00). Given the dimension of 

the company, in fact, not everybody can be included in the decisional phase, so for important 

projects the decisions come directly from the CEO, despite the company being described as “tight” 

and “very intimate”.  

Indeed, the interviewee underlines such tight feeling when asked about the characteristics of those 

people that are part of the strategic structure: “our global head is really hands on, provides a lot of 
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great leadership for all our global regions” and “is very hands on to the implementation of the strategy 

for our department” (JTP, 43:25 and 44:00). And also: “they’re very hands on, very available to talk 

through things, very available for new ideas, problem-solving” (JTP, 43:50). 

On a wider level, the strategy is about quality and uniqueness: “to continue to bring world class 

pieces of contemporary art to market. … Quality pieces that are unique and important at great prices” 

(JTP, 04:00). Such artworks are not “necessarily … trendy”, but the company tries to have a broad 

approach, by trying to lead people towards “new areas, artists and movements” (JTP, 15:40). The 

underlying idea is about both “getting more audience in and having more options for our clients” (JTP, 

16:30).  

How is the strategy pursued? Through a series of activities, such as building up market for artists 

and works that are new or overlooked – such as female artists. In fact, Bonhams is known to offer 

works from specific niches, for example: European Op art (JTP, 11:37) and Modern and 

Contemporary African art (Beugge, 2014; “Bonhams and Sotheby’s, two auction houses determined 

to support African art”, 2020). The market and its characteristics are discussed later, but it is 

important now to delve more into the practical activities. In connection to live and online auctions, 

Bonhams organises exhibitions or, when not, it has its doors open to the public. People “come in off 

the street, see the work, they’ve got a sense of it, they leave, they bid” and “if there was any ever 

condition issues with something, if you knew they were coming in to see it, you wouldn’t worry about 

it” (JTP, 27:23 and 28:58). As we will see later, Covid-19 has changed these habits, including the 

way of bidding. In fact, normally “you have people in the room. And of course, we have people coming 

in online and on the telephones, but it’s those in the room that are trying for the most part and that’s 

where most activity is” (JTP, 23:00). 

Regarding the company’s position in the market, the interviewee places Bonhams in “an area in the 

market that we think is less served”, which is the “middle market”, where both the collectors’ and the 

artists’ needs have not been met by the competitors (JTP, 09:38). Moreover, the interviewee 

believes that the above-mentioned activities of discovering and launching artists make them 

“considered to be market makers”, as often Bonhams’ efforts in paving the way result in big galleries 

and the Art World in general noticing those artists (JTP, 10:11). 

To conclude the section dedicated to Bonhams, the description of the ventures undertaken as to 

face Covid-19 is given. Further considerations are presented together with the other companies’ in 

the cross-case analysis section. When Covid-19 hit the United States, Bonhams focused on two 
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fronts – as Jacqueline Towers-Perkins say: “we upped our private sales offering” and “we also started 

to expand our online sale offerings” (JTP, 21:20). Regarding the online ventures, the company 

“pivoted [their] hybrid model” and “definitely doubled” online sales, especially because some sales 

that were supposed to take place in real life had to be moved online. So, in the end, through the use 

of “specialists globally who were telephone bidding with people and then our specialists were bidding 

online on their behalf”, the interviewee affirms: “we were able to offer … that live auction service in 

the middle of a pandemic” (JTP, 23:39 and 35:33). 

5.2 Artland 

Artland’s ultimate aim is to “improve the digital tools and performances of galleries in the online 

arena” and the belief is that such objective can be reached through “technology that enhances the way 

works can be communicated, … understood by collectors and … transacted online” (Robinson, 02:52; 

hereinafter NR). As spokesperson for the values of the company, the interviewee also says that 

Artland is “part of trying to participate in, or to some extent, enact a cultural shift and change habits 

of galleries” (NR, 07:00). The interviewee builds on the question about mission and values by talking 

about “strategic objective” and by shifting the focus from the market in general to the company: “to 

encourage more and more galleries to join Artland by scaling the B2B part of our business” and by 

linking it to what can be seen as the competitive advantage of the company, namely: “through those 

tools, through the quality of the tools, through the affordability and accessibility and usability of the 

tools” (NR, 04:10). Moreover, partner galleries can benefit from Artland’s traffic, which also 

constitutes “the world’s largest online community of collectors”. Indeed, the collector’s point of view 

is fundamental in the positioning of the company: “we felt that there was a gap in the market in terms 

of a platform that looked at things from the perspective of a collector, how they can receive, learn 

about, be communicated to, about artworks” (NR, 06:12). 

Such introduction leads the interviewee to elaborate more on the strategy: “we have to continue to 

improve the demand side because ultimately the objective is to always, as a sort of a basic revenue 

stream, have a SaaS model software as a service for what we do” (NR, 05:09). Indeed, the two strategic 

objectives are strongly correlated, as more demand would encourage galleries to subscribe to 

Artland’s service and, therefore, expand the offer of artworks available on the platform. So, if on a 

side Artland aims to expand its B2B service, on the other side, it wants “the main revenue source to 

be commissions from the marketplace” (NR, 05:40).  
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The questions then focus on who makes strategic decisions and how. Decisions are made by 

consensus – unanimous or by majority – by the three partners of the company, which also have 

different perspectives. Because of his previous career as a gallerist, Nicholas Robinson says about 

himself: “I feel qualified to sort of troubleshoot some of the suggestions from how they may or may not 

be received by industry professionals and people working to represent artists and to sell art” (08:50). 

About his colleagues, he says: “Mattis is the CEO and he has a very good grasp of strategy, but also 

has a very good grasp of how to translate that into things that we could realistically make. … Jeppe is 

responsible for a lot of the business infrastructure” – meaning that Jeppe Curth mainly takes care of 

human resources and administration (NR, 09:33). So, each one with his own expertise, the partners 

have an ongoing discussion on how to expand and improve the business, which often leads, as said, 

to a consensus.  

However, the interviewee also underlines that the decisional process is influenced by the 

technicalities and practicalities of the idea implementation. In fact, Mattis Curth often discusses new 

ideas with the CTO and the lead web developer as to understand what can or cannot be done, and 

then reports it to the other partners. If it is not possible to develop the original idea, the team 

reasons on what can be done instead. For this reason, the interviewee believes that “ultimately will 

be Mattis, I guess, who decides if we’re going to pull the trigger on something or not” (NR, 10:46). 

The experience deriving from personal observation confirms what the interviewee said, especially 

about the division of duties and perspectives. Mattis Curth embodies most of the strategic 

competencies and leadership in terms of networking and cooperation. He represents the technical 

side of the company and he is the one that creates plans, organises people and resources. Instead, 

Jeppe Curth has the financial overview and takes care of the administrative processes of the 

company. He also communicates and shows strong team spirit and takes care of any issue 

employees might have. Both of them are motivating and open to feedback. Regarding the 

interviewee, Nicholas Robinson, he has a lesser role in the social aspects of the company; he mainly 

coordinates specific projects and manages the communications with specific clients and project 

partners. Although they are all passionate about art, Nicholas Robinson is the only one to have 

professional experience in the field. 

Regarding the activities of the company, by its platform being a SaaS, partners – physical or online 

galleries – have access to tools that they can use freely. As mentioned, they can sell artworks on the 

platform’s marketplace, but not only. Galleries can also reproduce their exhibitions or present 

online ones through dedicated pages or they can have their physical exhibitions recorded in a 3-
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dimensional view through specific hardware brought by Artland itself. At the time of writing, 

Artland also offers a new kind of virtual reproduction, which originates from the project developed 

to face Covid-19. As with Bonhams, the project will be presented now, but it will be delved into 

further, in the next section. In partnership with UNTITLED, ART, Artland created an “online art fair 

made in a virtual environment”, which represented a replica of an art fair “where you have a huge 

kind of convention center premises full of booths of participants showing their stuff” (NR, 14:45). The 

users were able to experience the online fair as a real one by “walk around the fair with their mouse, 

with their keyboard arrows” (NR, 15:00) and by doing so they could admire 900 artworks offered 

by 40 galleries. 

5.3 Cross-case analysis 

The cross-case analysis focuses on specific themes, presenting and comparing the views of all the 

interviewees.  

As seen, both interviewees think their companies fill a gap in their respective markets, Bonhams by 

serving the middle market, collectors that have a budget between “several thousand dollars to 

several million” and artists that “aren’t going to make 300 million” (JTP, 05:04 and 09:30); Artland 

by taking the perspective of the collectors. However, as Nicholas Robinson notes: “it’s a traditional 

industry in some ways. And so, one of the things that we definitely find that we have to do is overcome 

resistances to using digital tools to pivot to online activities, to improving that aspect of galleries’ 

activities” (NR, 06:20). If galleries show some resistance, users of the platform seem to be more 

open as they already and often buy luxury goods online, but there still seem to be frictions as with 

the mentioned luxury goods “they have a much clearer idea about what they are getting” (NR, 31:59). 

So, for the arts: “if you improve the tools for people to understand, perceive, and read an artwork 

through the way it’s represented online, then there are less and less frictions for people to do that” (NR, 

32:05).  

On her side, Jacqueline Towers-Perkins faces the topic of market and digitalization from two 

perspectives. She believes that, in general, the fact that art is unique and individual and that trends 

are always changing highly affects the work of the company: “I would say I believe that sort of every 

season we are looking at market trends” and, again “what are we expecting for our clients to be looking 

out for in six months’ time…? Where is the market going?” (JTP,14:56 and 16:01). While, for the digital 

side of the business, she tends to present a similar view to Nicholas Robinson’s, by suggesting as a 

reason for uncertainty, the knowledge about artworks: “That’s certainly because of the age of the 
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work. You do definitely know a lot more about what you’re getting if something is less than 50 years 

old, while older than that, I can understand if you want to see more in person” (JTP, 26:20). However, 

for these same reasons, the interviewee thinks that the clients of her department, Post-War & 

Contemporary art, “are already fairly tech savvy” and “they feel pretty confident about buying work 

just with the digital catalogue or buying it from additional images or a Facetime with me” and also “I 

feel like our client base is a bit more used to doing this online” (JTP, 25:53). Nicholas Robinson also 

agrees: “I would say that people are familiar with the tropes of video games. They’re familiar with 

online. They’re familiar with viewing rooms. They’re familiar with online platforms for selling works” 

(NR, 28:38). The familiarity with online, in turn, encourages galleries to join platforms such as 

Artland: “they can also benefit from the traffic and the audience that we develop ourselves through 

various methods. Artland is a platform with a rising audience and so obviously it’s in the galleries’ 

interests to participate in the platform in order to benefit from that traffic” (NR, 3:41).  

In order to conclude the account of the interviewees’ opinions on the market, it is now necessary to 

divert to the themes of Covid-19 and its consequences, especially the ventures undertaken by 

Bonhams and Artland. When considering how the pandemic hit the market – and the case 

companies – the interviewees share a similar positive position: “It definitely did change a lot … the 

outcome was very positive… in general, the market’s has done really well with Covid” and also “When 

I look at the competitors as well, I think everyone did a really terrific job of providing a really good 

experience” (JTP, 16:55 and 36:00) . The interviewee also believes that by being forced at home, 

without the possibility of participating in any recreational activity, collectors had both the time and 

the money to refresh their collections, plan what to buy and what to sell. As a result: “There was 

more demand than there was supply. … It’s been a very strong 12 months just because as well, our 

competitors were quieter: the galleries, they had to close their foot traffic; the art fairs closed down” 

(JTP, 19:05). So, for auction houses it was a great time, as “that’s where everyone went to buy with 

everything else being closed” (JTP, 20:26). 

From Artland’s side, instead, there was a significant increase in user traffic – the number of new 

users between March and September 2020 was almost six times higher than the same period in 

2019 (Artland, 2021) – but also in terms of interest from the galleries: “Covid has forced galleries to 

consider more seriously digital initiatives or to accelerate ones that they were already thinking about. 

… they’ve had to consider alternative ways of conducting business often, on a very basic level, to stay 

afloat. … We’ve made a lot of overtures to galleries to sort of suggest that we can help them … a lot of 

galleries have contacted us on their own volition. … Some of them just sort of move up the time frame 
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or the seriousness of the way they engage with us. Some of the approach us through sheer desperation” 

(NR, 12:01). Consequently, the number of subscriptions to the platform doubled between March 

and September 2020 (Artland, 2021). 

Regarding the everyday activities of the companies, Nicholas Robinson does not mention any 

difference from pre-pandemic times, apart from the abovementioned burst in subscriptions, which 

was also drawn by a more intense outreach to galleries. The situation was different for Bonhams. 

Despite the prospect of cancelling the spring sale season and jump directly to the fall one – the two 

most important periods for auction houses – Jacqueline Towers-Perkins recognizes that Bonhams 

successfully operated in the spring, although with some adjustments. “People were asking a lot more 

of me” the interviewee says, referring to the amount of unprecedented type of effort she had to make 

(27:30). In fact, being the people deprived of the possibility to see the artworks for sale with their 

eyes, Jacqueline Towers-Perkins had to spend much of her day photographing, taking videos and 

videocalls as to show and give the collectors all the necessary information. “The onus was less on the 

buyer, more on the specialist at this time”, so they were required to “be particularly conscious of that 

and make sure that everyone had all the information they could possibly want in order to feel really 

confident about bidding” (JTP, 28:12). This also leads to give more attention to communicate 

condition issues, for example, and to “drawing their [=collectors] attention to anything” but also to 

be available to have single appointments, when made possible by the government restrictions (JTP, 

29:14). Another big change for the auction house was being forced to move away from selling 

exhibitions, a modality which had been proven successful before the pandemic outbreak, but which 

did not make sense anymore. Interestingly, the interviewee mentions a strong internal change: “… 

working together as a global team became particularly important. So, implementing weekly calls for 

everyone in our team globally became very important to that. Everyone was constantly 

communicating with everyone” (JTP, 43:42). 

Alongside the impact described so far, the interviewees also find some negative sides. For Bonhams, 

the main issue was related to the logistic and operational processes that, in the wake of Covid-19, 

had to stop or were delayed: “getting things in and out to different countries and across different 

borders was a new challenge that we hadn’t really faced much previously” and also “we pushed back 

some of our sales at the very beginning simply because of operational delays and the fact that we 

actually had to be physically closed in and shipments were delayed” (JTP, 29:55 and 20:08). She also 

underlines that “this is a huge thing for us. Not everything could be done virtually. We do have to be 

able to access them [=the artworks], photograph them as a specialist and inspect them” (JTP, 22:11). 
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However, once the issue of physical access to the works was solved, “we pushed back our main sale 

by a few weeks. But that wasn’t because we didn’t have the operational technology to roll out the sale. 

That was simply because the world had shut down” (JTP, 35:50). For Artland, which has always 

moved in the online realm, the only negative thing is that “as the pandemic has dragged on and on 

and on, people have been increasingly sort of forced to look at online things. … many of which are not 

so good, a bit boring, not so fully resolved” (NR, 13:43). Jacqueline Towers-Perkins also agrees on 

this point, using almost the same words: “I think people got quite tired about the virtual experiences. 

… after a while, some people got a little bit tired of going to virtual art fairs” (19:58).  

Moving now to the digital ventures undertaken by the companies, thoughts on some aspect of those 

are compared. Given the specificities of the companies, the projects have already been described. 

When asked about the timeline of the project – enhancing online-only auctions and launching 

hybrid ones – Bonhams’ spokesperson is vague about it, since she cannot remember exactly when 

the implementation process begun. However, she also says that they were able not to skip a sale, 

and that “it was pretty swift because I feel like we didn’t miss the season” (JTP, 37:28). Indeed, the 

first big sale for the department took place in July and in May, she recognizes, the restrictions were 

still very strict. On Artland’s side – which organised a virtual reality fair – Nicholas Robinson is surer 

about the dates: “we started looking into it in earnest in April 2020 and we decided to do the fair 

probably few weeks after that. And then we worked pretty exhaustively all summer, launching it in 

August” (21:56). If the fair was launched with no delays, the interviewee recognizes that the urgency 

of the situation prompted Artland to work “much more quicky than otherwise would have been the 

case” (NR, 19:57). Despite such technological products are constantly evolving, the interviewee 

underlines that “we built the plane while we were flying”, meaning that with more time at disposal, 

Artland would have given more attention to the development of the product (NR, 22:27). 

The topics of time and development brings us to the beginning of the story: the ideation phase. Here, 

we witness two different approaches – the creation of the project in order to face the crisis or the 

change of pace for a planned venture. Jacqueline Towers-Perkins says that, regarding online sales, 

“it was something already in place, but we really, really ramped up in a big way”, while regarding the 

hybrid ones, “the hybrid sales were not something we had in place already… was something that was 

down to covid” (31:05). Nicholas Robinson, instead, says that the company was already thinking 

about expanding their offering by the implementation of new technologies, but since galleries could 

have their physical shows recorded in 3D, Artland did not have the urge to explore the possibility 

of creating digital environment. However, Covid-19 changed the situation: “the pandemic rapidly 
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accelerated our looking into it and it created an opportunistic set of circumstances which prompted 

us to bring all these constituent parts of our development road map together at one time” (NR, 19:40). 

Which were the strategic and practical objectives of such projects, then? For Bonhams, since all the 

activities that were previously in real life moved online, the practical objective was to accommodate 

such big change: “we focused on working out the technology so that we could still bring a live auction 

experience as much as possible” and “to make sure that that was totally seamless” (JTP, 22:36 and 

24:23). Strategically, “you want people to feel really confident about bidding because they’re going to 

continue to bid up” and that people also “feel confident on winning their bids” (JTP, 24:34). Artland 

also wanted to offer an experience that would reproduce a real art fair as closely as possible: “we 

could create a certain kind of excitement and a true sense of discovery” because the visitors of the fair 

“could turn, literally turn and have something else catch their eye and really just feast on all the 

things… the visual feast of things on offer, like an IRL fair” (NR, 15:58). Other than moving around 

the space and turning, the fair also aimed to give a sense of personal contact: “when a visitor would 

go into the booth, it triggered a little message in the top of the screen with an avatar of the galleries 

indicating that the gallerist was there, ready to receive inquiries, ready to have a chat exchange about 

works” (NR, 16:25). 

So, if the practical objective was offering a new and exciting way of experiencing artworks online, 

the strategic one was launching Artland’s own technology with an existing player in the market, 

namely UNTITLED, ART. “Working with an established fair brand was sort of important for us … they 

have relationships with really good galleries and they would bring those galleries to take part in an 

event on the Artland platform, galleries that we were not previously working with and had no real 

relationship with” (NR, 17:49). So, since Artland and UNTITLED, ART were already having an 

ongoing conversation, when the chance came, both jumped in, each one doing its part – by bringing 

the technology or by bringing the clients. On a wider level, “This was the natural step for us to 

improve our offerings, as part of our SaaS business and by adding a VR component to the palette… 

gave us the ability to add, like, upscale and premium components to our subscription models” (NR, 

27:16). 

Considering all the above, when asked about whether they considered their digital ventures as 

radical or incremental innovations, the interviewees answer in opposite ways, despite both of them 

underlining the novelty of the technology. Jacqueline Towers-Perkins says that it was “pretty” and 

then “very” radical, because of the speed of response – again, Bonhams did not miss a Spring sale – 

and because of the technology, which was “new” and “pretty different”. As seen, also at a market 
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level, the interviewee recognizes how “everyone did a terrific job” (JTP, 36:00). Nicholas Robinson, 

instead, sees the innovation as incremental. The reason is the fact that people, in general, and 

collectors, in particular, are used to online experiences: “none of these things are new… none of them 

are earth shattering…. So I would say that its an evolution not a revolution” (NR, 28:45). However, 

the interviewee describes the technology as “very novel. Nothing like it had ever been done before 

and nothing like it had ever been pulled off before on that scale” and also “this involved bringing lots 

of new-to-market tech that we had never worked with before, that we had never tested before” (NR, 

24:15).  

Now, the focus will shift on the issues, positive sides, and consequence of the projects. About issues, 

Jacqueline Towers-Perkins mentions the initial difficulty to accommodate a high number of 

telephone bidders and the bidding latency: “there was quite a delay in the beginning. … the auctions 

at the beginning were much longer than they are now. We were able to slim them down a little bit, 

which is good.” (25:28). For Nicholas Robinson and his team too, issues had been technical. One of 

the key ideas of the digital space was to make the visitor able to be transported directly to a selected 

booth, but on the inaugural day of the fair this feature did not work, and the visitor would have been 

brought to the main entrance anyway. Moreover, a “massive technical challenge” was to make the 

huge digital files and content enjoyable on personal computers, phones and tablets: “we had to make 

some visual sacrifices in order for the overall thing to function” and “of course, the environment was 

simple and stylized” (NR, 26:05), as also noticed by The Art Newspaper’s XR Panel in their review 

article (2020). In order to have a more internal perspective, Giada Schiuma, head of the Support 

Team, was asked to share her impressions. By being in direct contact with galleries, she noticed 

delays in uploading the artworks on the platform, which made the technical team bake the digital 

space multiple times. Moreover, galleries often were not able to use the VR editor themselves (see 

Schiuma, 2020, Appendix II). However, she was also enthusiast with the result and saw the project 

as a good way to make Artland more known. 

Indeed, the interviewees also see multiple positive sides in their projects. Nicholas Robinson is 

satisfied with the results too and believes that the audience also reacted very positively: “People 

were delighted that they could have this sort of fun video game experience walking around the fair” 

(24:03). He also mentions the Art Newspaper’s article (2020) too, saying that they “did a full-scale 

analysis of all the constituent parts. They broke down the tech. They tried to analyse what was good, 

what it did, what it was for” and he concludes by saying that “they were very praiseworthy of our 

efforts” (NR, 24:45). From her experience, Jacqueline Towers-Perkins underlines the thrill for the 
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new experiences, online and offline, which were mainly related to personal contact with bidders. 

Indeed, Bonhams had organised some private, one-to-one appointments, but also pivoted a closer 

virtual contact: “hybrid sales … provided a lot of personal touches that my colleague in Asia could be 

bidding with our clients, speaking in their preferred language and not have to be in the room. But they 

could have that direct line to the specialists, they know they are getting a really good overview of 

what’s happening and getting that personal service” (JTP, 32:24). Regarding the technology, she says 

that “to pivot to online-only was a bit more seamless” in comparison to the abovementioned issues, 

that mostly involved hybrid sales (JTP, 26:44). In any case, the overall judgement is very positive: 

“I’m really impressed by how we were able to do that and what a great experience it gave” (JTP, 35:50). 

Because of such experiences, Bonhams’ customers were also satisfied with a virtual relationship 

even when restrictions became milder. The company, too, is satisfied with it: “those sales that were 

previously live will remain as online sales because they’ve been successful… so that was definitely 

something that we hadn’t anticipated and that Covid showed us that was a really good option” (JTP, 

31:20). Despite the excitement for physically welcoming people at Bonham’s premises again, the 

interviewee says: “We will certainly be keeping the element of the hybrid sales going forward… So, I 

think that will certainly be incorporating those hybrid parts” (JTP 32:08). Regarding the future plans 

of the company, she also says: “I definitely think that what we’ve implemented will be continuing to 

use going forward, because I think they were all really good additions and just an added string to our 

bow” (JTP, 45:48). On Artland’s side, such project not only allowed the company to add a new 

product to their offering, but it also gave them the possibility to expand their clientele: “we’ve got 

quite a lot of gallery subscribers [=to the virtual reality subscription] now, … galleries who want to 

do custom spaces. We were chosen to do a custom exhibition for UBS, which is the sort of premier 

corporate art collection in the world. So we’ve achieved a lot of wins out of being forced to embrace it 

and figure out a way to do it” (NR, 27:55). 

In the last part of the interviews, the interviewees are asked to look back to the choice of their 

company and to look forward to the future of the industry. When asked to look in retrospect on the 

project ideation phase, Jacqueline Towers-Perkins says that personally she would have loved to 

implement some virtual reality project, but the uncertainty and urgency of the situation did not 

allow it: “has the budgets been there and had the timeframes been there, but everything moved quite 

quickly. But I think that would have been a really cool thing to be able to offer” (34:50). However, she 

also says that: “I think that would have been probably the next step. Rather than tweaking what we 

had, we kind of rewritten the rule book in a way, that would have been great” (JTP, 39:36). For 
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Nicholas Robinson, even if other projects would not have been precluded, the chosen one appeared 

as the most interesting and required Artland’s full attention: “I think that the fact this was new to us 

and the fact that this involved bringing lots of new-to-market tech that we had never worked with 

before, that we had never tested before, I think that our capacity was stretched on this project and we 

would not have been able to embrace lots of other initiatives simultaneously” (20:58). In retrospect, 

Artland would not choose a different venture.  

Looking forward, Bonhams’ spokesperson thinks that “a lot more still needs to be done to keep 

pushing it [=digital] and for the auction houses, most of all, will be keeping their digitalization that 

they picked up in Covid” (JTP, 16:46). In fact, she also underlines that what has been done during 

Covid-19 represents just a step, but that the Art Market has not caught up yet. There is a lot more 

to be done and what has been done “…is not ground-breaking, it’s not pushing things forward”, as it 

has been done out of survival (JTP, 45:43). Nicholas Robinson holds a positive opinion of Artland’s 

future: “We sell works on our platform all the time and more and more all the time as well and I feel 

that it’s a given that that will continue” (32:19). The positive attitude continues also it is mentioned 

that reports forecast many efforts by bigger players online, but they do not exclude disruption from 

a new entrant (Hiscox & ArtTactic, 2020): “We’ve been existing now for … five years, we grow year on 

year, often by a lot. I wouldn’t categorize us as an established player but I don’t feel that our position 

is in jeopardy of the big players” (NR, 34:22). 

To conclude, the interviewees hold similar opinions on the future of the industry – as also various 

reports do (Hiscox & ArtTactic, 2020; McAndrew, 2020; McAndrew, 2021). As seen, they both 

underline that, since any kind of experience had moved online, people are perceiving a certain 

fatigue and “are very hungry to get back out into the world again” (NR, 14:22). And the same can be 

said for professionals: “art fairs … they’re very excited to go back to in-person traditional things. … 

They want people there in person in the normal way and galleries as well” (JTP, 46:25). On the matter, 

Nicholas Robinson says: “in the short term, there’ll be a reaction against online things … people will 

want to gorge on those [=physical] things while they can because they’ve been deprived of them” 

(30:02). So, in Nicholas Robinson’s opinion there will be “not a difficult patch, more of like a stasis 

for online stuff” (30:32), while Jacqueline Towers-Perkins thinks that “auction houses are the ones 

who are going to keep pushing forward and who were going to be more excited about developing those 

digital strategies that we picked up” (46:54). To sum up the interviewees’ ideas, since the online side 

of the industry is still underdeveloped, but it keeps growing, as Nicholas Robinson says: “there have 
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been enough things that have worked and provided good service to the industry that I do think 

attitudes will change for good” (30:43). 
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6. DISCUSSION 

This chapter links together all the elements described so far. The conversation between the data 

collected and the relevant theory leads to a narration that serves the purposes of this project and 

builds the ground for answering the questions posed at the beginning. Managerial, normative and 

research implications are also be discussed throughout the chapter. 

6.1 Strategy 

The first part of the Theory Review chapter outlined the main theories and definitions on strategy. 

Often scholars have different perspectives on the matter and, thus, their definitions of strategy can 

be opposite. Some see it as a plan for the future, others as a pattern in the past; some identify it with 

the internal values of the company, others with its positioning on the market. However, there are 

also those – such as Aaker (2014), Aaker & Moorman (2017) and Varbanova (2012) – that prefer a 

practical approach and, so, do not linger on details but rather suggest a more comprehensive way 

of designing and employ a strategy. 

If scholars agree on the internal aspects of the company (e.g. the difference between vision and 

mission or between those and values) the positioning on the market is, again, a topic of debate. 

Traditionally, companies can have an inside-out approach – influencing the market – or an outside-

in approach – following the market. However, some have recognised that certain approaches 

transcend the traditional ones or that some companies cannot be categorized strictly. As said, 

Bonhams fills a gap in the market and acts accordingly – for example, we can rarely expect works 

belonging to the cheapest or the most expensive artists. However, as stated by the director of the 

Post-War & Contemporary art department, Bonhams tries to influence the market by launching 

unknown artists or by focusing on specific niches. Artland, instead, offers products that are still seen 

as very innovative by the industry and built its name as the world’s biggest collector community 

and 3D recording provider. At the same time, it recently felt that the competitors were moving 

towards Virtual Reality, which also meant that customers have become interested in it. The reason 

behind these choices is simple – focusing only on following the market would be detrimental for the 

identity and focusing only on vision and principles would make the company not competitive. 

An aspect to remember is the kind of market these companies belong to. The Art Market is 

characterized by trends and cycles that change quickly, alongside some institutions – artists 

superstars, big galleries, world-famous dealers and top collectors. For how strange this might seem, 
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the market is extremely traditional in its processes and still dependent on personal relationships 

and connections. The consequence is that new ventures and products, or expansion to other 

markets and other locations might be a failure, even if they are consistent with the company’s 

strategy. It can be assumed, then, that companies such as Artland and Bonhams work through trial-

and-error. Bonhams has not planned to implement hybrid auctions before the pandemic, but their 

success has encouraged them to keep the product; for online-only sales, it even enhanced their 

program because it could offer a better service to customers located far away.  

It follows that the demarcation lines drawn by theorists are much blurrier in real life. As shown in 

the previous chapter, participants spontaneously include multiple perspectives when talking about 

their company’s strategy. If we were to analyse Bonhams’ spokesperson’s replies, word by word, 

we would find that she has provided insights on their “Strategic Thinking” (Varbanova’s first layer 

of analysis), namely mission, vision and values. She has also touched upon “Strategic Analysis”, 

when she mentions the characteristics of the market or the level of digitalization, but also when she 

underlines the importance that customers hold. Despite not explaining planning in depth, she talks 

about some key activities, and she says that a conversation on evaluating and pivoting activities is 

always ongoing (“Implementation and Monitoring” and “Strategic Reflection”). The same can be 

said about Nicholas Robinson’s account on Artland.  

For this thesis’ purposes, it is of less importance to analyse how the participants have answered the 

questions or how they have built their narration. Nevertheless, in their narration of mission, vision 

and values – which pertain to the internal analysis – participants often mentioned their position in 

the market or their target segment – which pertain to the external analysis (Varbanova, 2012). By 

offering important works of art in their sales and by providing a thorough customer service, 

Bonhams serves the auction middle market, a segment often neglected by its competitors, which 

instead aim to rack up records. Artland participates in a cultural change by offering galleries digital 

tools, among which an online marketplace, and by offering collectors a community; both 

differentiate Artland from their competitors and place it in a specific position in the market, which 

was lacking such services before. 

The point of this short analysis is that companies naturally collect and process information about 

many layers and perspectives to conduct a 360° analysis on their business.  

6.2 Innovation 
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The second part of the Theory Review chapter focused on innovation. Since the unit of analysis of 

this study is a single innovation for both companies and not their overall take on innovation, this 

section puts in relation general theory and specific data on such innovations.  

We learn from theories, and we witness every day that innovation is a product of knowledge. 

Knowledge can come to the company from different sources which discriminate between outside-

in and inside-out innovations (Chesbrough, 2003); but innovations are also judged according to the 

degree of novelty they bring forth. 

Artland has been developing a virtual reality editor that galleries could use on their own to 

reproduce their physical exhibitions or to create original ones. About the type of source, Artland’s 

editor can be defined as an inside-out innovation, even if the company is not patenting or licensing 

it; regarding the degree of novelty, the discourse is wider. If we consider the technology only, one 

must agree with Nicholas Robinson and interpret Artland’s work as incremental. After all, virtual 

reality has been used in different fields for decades – from videogames to architecture, from 

medicine to tourism – and a few of Artland’s competitors also offer similar services. However, if we 

were to consider it in its context, Artland’s project has been the first of its kind. It might still be too 

soon to judge how profoundly it is going to affect the Art Market, but by UNTITLED, ART Online 

being the first ever VR art fair, its magnitude has already been proven by the attention received 

from the audience, the press and the art professionals. If there is something certain, though, that is 

the fact that such project had been the launchpad for a new branch of Artland’s business, the 

Premium VRoom subscription. 

 

Figure 6 View of UNTITLED, ART 

Online, virtually organised on Miami 

Beach. Source: Artland. 
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Figure 7 Artland’s VR editor, 

now included exclusively in the 

Premium Vroom subscription. 
Source: Artland. 

 

 

 

 

It is interesting, now, to look at Bonhams. From the technological point of view, again, online and 

hybrid auctions have been used for years by multiple players, including direct competitors. 

However, contrarily to Nicholas Robinson, Jacqueline Towers-Perkins sees the innovation as 

radical. Again, what this tells us is that theories often draw walls instead of lines. Context is key to 

understand the impact of an innovation. While some innovations are clearly and undoubtedly life-

changing for any part of the society (even if often this is recognized after some time or in 

retrospect), some hold different values depending on the context. Going from the general to the 

specific, at this moment in time both Artland’s and Bonham’s innovations can be considered 

incremental for the society. Artland’s innovation can be seen as more radical than Bonhams’ when 

considering the Art Market. And, finally, when considering the context of the companies, it can be 

said that both innovations are incremental. 

Figure 8 Example of Bonhams’ hybrid 

sale: the auctioneer is located in London. 
Source: Bonhams. 
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Ultimately, given such considerations, both innovations can be considered strategic. As explained 

at length, referencing Bilton and Cumming’s Creative Strategy: Reconnecting Business and 

Innovation (2010), only creative strategy can lead to strategic innovations, which are called so 

because they bring change. The section dedicated to the application of the analysis model delves 

further into such concepts. 

6.3 Entrepreneurship 

Despite their different structural configuration, both companies show a strong entrepreneurial 

trait. The experience deriving from participant observation at Artland confirms it, beyond the data 

collect. In fact, when reading the traits listed by Varbanova (Figure 1), each one of them can be 

applied to the heads of the company. As explained by Nicholas Robinson, the three of them have 

different functions in the company and embodies different competencies. As a result, they balance 

themselves and provide the company with what is needed. From this point of view, the experience 

as an employee is totally positive and it can also be assumed that the success of the company 

depends on these multiple characteristics. 

Regarding Bonhams, Jacqueline Towers-Perkins’ words suggest a similar environment. Despite 

being a corporate, with a defined structure and straight processes, Bonhams has been able to be on 

the market for such a long time because of the characteristics that define the art entrepreneurs. 

Indeed, the corporate structure does not discourage confront, innovative thinking and change, 

which are all typical of entrepreneurs and of those that enact creative strategies. 

Regarding the roles of entrepreneurs and managers, Penrose (2013) differentiates between the 

former – the “mind” of the organisation – and the latter – the “arms”; while Varbanova (2012) 

indicates as entrepreneur whoever is driven by passion and innovation-oriented. In a medium firm 

such as Artland, it is not possible to apply Penrose’s distinctions. In a corporate such as Bonhams, 

one can consider entrepreneurs the head of the company, Bruno Vinciguerra, but also the global 

heads of department. In fact, Jacqueline Towers-Perkins’ words point out the openness and 

flexibility of the heads of the department, which are also included in the innovation process, to a 

certain degree. However, considering Varbanova’s traits of art entrepreneurs (Figure 1), it would 

be wrong to draw a line between entrepreneurs as the head of the company and managers as those 

that oversee everyday operations. The two figures, in fact, cannot be divided since the entrepreneur 

has managerial competencies – and Bonhams shows that this is not only theory, but it is reality.  
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From the practical point of view, being entrepreneurs means to act, as outlined by Ma and Tan 

(2006). Bonhams and Artland, as entrepreneurial companies, have been able to link the view or 

purpose of the company to their being innovators and act consequently. Fundamentally, 

entrepreneurial companies always look for a way to act and innovate, do not settle for comfort but 

rather keep challenging themselves and their environment. 

6.4 On the companies’ ventures 

Focusing now on Covid-19 times and the digital ventures undertaken by the companies, the analysis 

model will be used to explore their themes and introduce the topic of innovation. The model is based 

on the idea that the strategic response to the crisis (or emergent strategy) came in the form of an 

online project through a strong managerial entrepreneurship and that it could be of two types. 

Either it was a project created ad hoc as to face the crisis or it came from accelerating the 

implementation of a planned project. 

Bonhams belongs to the first scenario. Before the pandemic outbreak, the auction house’s plan was 

to invest in physical exhibitions, which had sparked much interest during the previous year. 

However, given the strict regulations and the logistic issues, that option had to be discarded. In a 

period that the interviewee remembers as “pretty swift” (Towers-Perkins, 37:28), and that it is 

assumed that it lasted less than two months (from the beginning of March), the company opted for 

and implemented two digital projects. On a side, it improved online-only sales’ technology and 

increased the number of planned sales; on the other side, it launched the hybrid sales. These were 

not the only activities that Bonhams did to face Covid-19, but certainly the bolder ones. While 

private sales – which received the greatest attention from the company – had been crucial for the 

success of the Post-War & Contemporary art department, online sales and, especially, the hybrid 

ones, represented a risky step which also conveys the message that the company wanted to turn 

the crisis into an opportunity.  

Artland belongs to the second scenario depicted by the model. The company had already in mind to 

create a VR editor as part of its offering and it was already in a conversation with UNTITLED, ART 

about a partnership for that summer. Covid-19 hit Denmark in March 2020, with the first 

regulations adopted around the 15th, and still the world did not know how long and serious the 

threat would have been. However, after few days, everyone realized that the pandemic would have 

lasted longer – as shown in the model and confirmed by the interviewee, in few weeks Artland and 
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UNTITLED, ART decided how to act. Then, the challenge for the company was diverting all the 

team’s efforts toward that project and developing it at a much faster pace than estimated.  

If the process seems evident from Nicholas Robinson’s words, the reasons behind might be less 

clear. Eventually, as Bonhams, Artland would have survived the crisis, given that it is an online 

platform and anti-Covid-19 regulations had forced people to be online to get any kind of service or 

entertainment, including buying art. Besides, more or less desperate galleries had started signing 

up for Artland’s services. However, there are two key factors in Artland’s choice to launch a new 

project and both are related to the nature of being a start-up. The first is the characteristics of high 

innovation, risk and entrepreneurship. The second is the need to get known as to expand one’s own 

market. These are the same reasons why the interviewee sees such project as being a “natural step” 

(Robinson, 27:16) for the company.  

Presumptions about the typology of the innovative outcome had been left out on purpose in the 

model because the differences between the companies made it difficult to assume. According to the 

literature reviewed, it is possible to categorise innovation in two ways – depending on 

Schumpeterian types or on Bilton and Cummings’ (2010) types. Bonhams’ online auctions 

represent at the same time a new method of production and a new product. In fact, especially hybrid 

sales represented a change in the way the service (auctions) is offered. However, since it is assumed 

that online and hybrid sales target an audience that is partially different from the one that attends 

live auctions, those online services are a new product in all respects.  Considering Bilton and 

Cummings’ (2010) work on Strategic Innovations, six are the degrees of innovations. As they 

underline, an innovation is Strategic also because it affects multiple aspects of the company; 

however, it is possible to identify the way in which the innovation affects the company the most. In 

Bonhams’ case, we can talk about Value Innovation through the introduction of new technology and 

the improvement of the existing one, the company satisfied unmet needs and created new demand.  

A similar reasoning can be done about Artland’s VR fair and editor. In Schumpeterian terms, both 

the fair and the editor can be considered as new products and new method of production. While 

Artland had previously offered static online exhibitions or 3D recordings, now it also offers a new, 

additional way that holds new value but the same principles. As for the art fair, the outcome is the 

same – a new way to offer a service but also a new service in itself. Considering, instead, Bilton and 

Cummings’ (2010) categories, both aspects of the innovation can be defined as Value, Boundary and 

Learning innovations. In fact, not only they are new, original and create a new demand, but they 

also mix up existing elements from different industries to create a unique result, that overcomes 
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the uniqueness of the product itself. As a result, the Art World’s traditional scepticism towards 

technology has been challenged. Besides, UNTITLED, ART Online has represented a first step in the 

VR editor development. Thanks to the partnership with UNTITLED, ART, Artland could test the 

product and the technology and receive practical feedbacks that then helped in developing further 

the editor and the fair – as a product. 

To conclude this section, it can be said that, differently from what assumed in the initial model, the 

case ventures are similar in their categorization. This suggests that developing new services and 

new methods of offering existing services, and consequently creating new value and challenge 

established uses, might not only help in fighting a crisis but also open new possibilities.  

6.5 Implications and limitations 

6.5.1 Managerial implications 

This section outlines the main managerial, societal and research implications of the results, then it 

presents the limitations of the work. The research’s purpose stated at the beginning of was to 

explore the digital ventures undertaken by the case companies as to understand how those could 

impacted strategy. At the same time, the chosen philosophical approach encouraged to find and 

create actionable knowledge. For this reason, managerial implications can be considered as advice 

for companies working in the Art Market – in particular, commercial companies with an interest in 

the cultural change of the market, introduced by digitalization. 

The first step to undertake a successful digital venture is to be able to recognize opportunities. As 

seen from the results, two aspects are crucial – knowledge and attitude. To accumulate knowledge 

means to have a complete overview on the characteristics of the company, of the market and of the 

society in general. Managers need such wide knowledge to take right decisions and to be ready to 

face crisis or, as said, seize opportunities. The process of knowledge accumulation is what has been 

previously called strategic analysis. The management usually gathers information on the customers 

from those with whom they have direct contact – therefore, it is advisable to foster communication 

among the various layers of the company. Such communication also proves to be important for the 

development of the company’s identity – in fact, the management needs to always reflect on its 

objectives, dreams but also the values that it is fostering among the employees. As for the external 

knowledge, the environment goes from competitors to customers, from legislation to market 

trends. Nothing can be left out if one aims to be competitive and a strategy can be called as such 
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only if it is consciously developed. As to do so, art businesses may need a guidebook. The work by 

Varbanova (2012) suggests simple but effective practical exercises and guides through the process 

of ideating, creating and adopting a strategy. 

Alongside knowledge, art managers need the right attitude. Although an entrepreneurial mind is 

often an innate trait, art managers can develop the bisociative thinking or they can learn to “think 

outside the box”.  

Once the opportunity has been recognized, the company needs to seize it. In special circumstances, 

like a pandemic, the management needs to act fast. The uncertainty on the future and the gravity of 

the situation are part of the opportunity too. If the course of the usual business is interrupted, the 

company has to look elsewhere and either take advantage of the existing capabilities or create new 

ones. In this case, since the entire world moved online, companies with a high rate of technology 

and an important online presence can take advantage of their products and services and reach out 

to new potential clients (as Artland did); but they may also feel to undertake new bold projects. 

Otherwise, companies that have previously focused on different activities may now decide to boost 

their online presence and undertake new ventures that, instead, had already been undertaken by 

competitors (as in Bonhams’ case).  

In both cases, the ventures have added new value for the company and the stakeholders. The key to 

such success has not been the degree of radicalness, but the choice of a project that fitted the 

strategy of the company. Indeed, developing a new product, changing a process or expanding to 

new markets work only if a careful analysis has proven the idea to be fitting. A second key aspect is 

that the project is developed internally – only so the company can enhance the value for its current 

and future stakeholders. The competitive advantage of a successful digital tool or online event 

overcomes the one deriving from a good use of social media or third-party platforms.  

As a final note, when developing new projects, especially under unexpected circumstances, it is of 

major importance that the value of the project is communicated to the team. As the results show, 

both projects were developed in a short time with full attention and motivation from the teams.  

6.5.2 Societal implications 

Some final considerations on society are needed since this research covered not only the specificity 

of the case companies, but also the broader level of the Contemporary Art Market. Innovative 

companies are often the beneficiaries of subsidies and loans by government, especially if start-ups. 
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Contests and prizes give them the possibility to get known and to earn extra funds for their projects. 

Supposedly, these incentives could work for innovative companies in the Art sector as well. The 

legal aspect would need improvements by governments, too. Both the virtual realms and the Art 

Market seem to lack regulations and, thus, are seen as grey areas. To reduce the uncertainty created 

by this absence of regulations are, for example, identity verification systems, which guarantee that 

buyers are not scammers; similarly, a universally approved certificate of authenticity would make 

the buying process safer for collectors. 

However, as often underlined, the Artworld as a whole would need some incentives towards 

digitalization. This means that end-users (the art lovers) should be educated on the new ways to 

consume and buy art. This responsibility is mainly on public institutions and the press, which have 

a wider influence than the marketing strategies of the single companies. Besides, given the general 

economic crisis triggered by Covid-19, many governments are now adopting recovery plans to 

guarantee help to the most hit sectors. Again, this could be an opportunity for the Artworld and, 

especially, for the innovators.  

Besides, the digitalization of the Artworld brings complementary positive and negative sides. On 

one hand, digitalization means democratization, which in this case can be seen in two ways; people 

from different countries and time zones access art in the same ways, despite the differences, and 

more cheaply. This aspect is also connected to a more sustainable way of accessing art – for 

example, online fairs do not require people and artworks to travel. Also, digitalization opens the 

Artworld to new segments of the population which may be more intimidated by the traditional ways 

of displaying and selling art (for example, young art lovers). On the negative hand, access to the 

internet and, increasingly, to smartphones is necessary to benefit from such innovations. Therefore, 

as they open the Artworld to young people, they also prevent less tech-savvy art lovers to enjoy it 

in the same way. 

6.5.3 Research implications 

Regarding the academical implications of this research, the take on knowledge is pragmatic. As 

such, the research supports those works that try to overcome theoretical divisions in favour of 

blurrier but more actionable understanding of reality.  

On a general level, the research mainly provides knowledge related to the field of strategy and 

innovation in the cultural industries. Specifically, it participates in the conversation about such 

topics in the Art Industry and, even more in depth, about commercial art businesses, often neglected 
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or overlooked. As seen, the most important work in the field is Varbanova’s (2012), which offers a 

hands-on guide on how to analyse the environment and define the strategy. In its own small way, 

this research wants to participate in that conversation and offer practical examples of how two 

companies consider and enact strategies and innovate. Considering a different scope, this research 

also participates in the conversation about start-ups, specifically digital ones, by presenting a case 

of a technological start-up belonging to the Artworld, and by analysing it in terms of strategy. 

Together with Adam (2014), Khaire (2015), Milano (2019), Sidorova (2019), Velthuis (2012) and, 

increasingly, many others, this research participates in the discussion on the digitalization of the 

Art Market. However, rather than having a sociological or economic view on the phenomenon, this 

research focuses on offering small-scale practical example, that would hopefully be useful for 

similar realities. As a consequence, an important research implication is the expansion of 

knowledge on the topic. In fact, the lack of specific research on the sector makes this project a step 

towards an increasing of knowledge. 

To conclude, this research supports a view of strategy as a path that guides companies, but that can 

be subjected to changes. In fact, this view is coherent with the ideas of emergent strategy and 

adaptive strategy, terms that have been introduced by Mintzberg & Waters (1985) and then delved 

into by others (e.g. Andersen & Nielsen, 2009). As the Pragmatic approach has shaped the making 

of this project, its outcomes are consequently pragmatic.  

6.5.4 Limitations 

Some of the limitations of the research are here highlighted. The first is on the nature of the 

companies. While choosing them, the focus was more on the market they belonged to (primary or 

secondary) and on the project they have developed than on the company structure itself. This has 

led the research towards analytic rather than to statistical generalization (Yin, 2014). As stated in 

the Methodology chapter, the objective was not to create generalizable knowledge, but explore the 

digital ventures and create a narration on them. However, from an academic point of view, lack of 

statistical generalizability can represent a limitation. 

A second limitation is the value of the insights. Writing this thesis while being an employee at 

Artland made it possible to understand the company in depth. About Bonhams, instead, many 

assumptions had to be made. This limitation is two-fold. On a side, a research only on companies in 

which the researcher was not involved would have appeared more objective. However, in that case, 

it would not have been possible to take advantage of the precious insights that only a participant 
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observation can provide. On the other side, by being part of Artland, the judgement on the company 

is inevitably biased. 

The third important limitation is on the typology of data collected. Despite the intentions, the 

amount of quantitative data collected is limited, compared to qualitative data. This has been caused 

mainly by the fact that accessing data of a private company, such as Bonhams, is more complicated. 

The last important limitation regards the theory. As it will be suggested in the next section, the Art 

World and the Art Market need specific studies. Due to the lack of theories and models for the 

commercial Art sector, I had to rely on general studies. Despite the fundamental importance of some 

of those, more specific approaches would have benefited greatly my research. 

6.5.5 Future research 

As underlined multiple times, the Art Market lacks specific researches, which is a limitation but also 

a positive side for those researchers that want to participate in building specific knowledge for this 

sector. Considering the main themes of this research – strategy and innovation – much can be done 

especially for commercial art businesses. Case studies on specific actors of the market would help 

to see if strategies are applied, how and what has changed if compared with the past. The same can 

be said about innovation – case studies would make clearer the process of innovation that the actors 

follow. 

Considering, instead, the types of companies examined, start-up and online platforms like Artland 

would require more attention. Indeed, given the novelty of such businesses, their presence in the 

market has been studied even less. Researches with a future orientation would be also of help for 

the companies themselves. Moreover, existing studies often focus on famous enterprises or big 

names, and overlook thousands of small businesses – including artists and private dealers. 

As reports and studies confirm, often researchers focus on financial aspects (price bubbles, market 

trends, etc.) or on the change in the geographical composition of the market (expansion to China, 

investments from the Gulf area, etc.). However, studies with a practical take are very much needed. 

In fact, only through guidelines and practical examples, the industry would finally abandon its 

scepticism and accept that art and business not only can live together but can enhance each other. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

At the beginning of this journey, many pages and few months ago, I explained at length the reasons 

behind the choice of the topic and the reasons behind my passion for art. I also observed that both 

digital tools and Covid-19 create difficulties, open up opportunities and make us reflect on our 

established practices and everyday life. What I could not see is that opportunities can be called as 

such only if we are open to them, if we are willing to dig through the layers of fear and scepticism. 

Opportunities do not find open-minded people: open-minded people create opportunities. 

Through this project, I explored some realities of the Art Market and I learnt that motivation and 

belief in change are at the core of any innovation. However, I also learnt that ideas do not turn into 

innovations without competencies. The key for change is innovation, and the key to innovation is 

strategy, but the key for all of them is the right mindset. 

Now that I illustrated the notions I learned, as an individual, from this work, it is only appropriate 

to conclude the project with a more academical take. The next few pages link back to the questions 

that guided the entire project, from the choice of methodology to the structure of the discussion, by 

providing them a brief answer that sums up the knowledge gained this far. Since subquestions are 

formulated as a path to the answer to the main research question, these will be answered first. 

SubRQ1: Which online solutions have been implemented during the Covid-19 crisis? 

In the pandemic's wake, almost any company belonging to the Art Market had tried to land online. 

Since some ventures have been more innovative and challenging than others, this research has 

explored two cases that not only helped the companies to survive the crisis, but that eventually 

brought about a considerable change. In both cases, the ventures undertaken evolved from being a 

resource against the crisis to be part of the offerings of the companies.  

The case ventures present different natures. In Bonhams’ case, the realized strategy has comprised 

the introduction of unplanned activities. The company boosted online-only sales and pivoted hybrid 

ones. By doing that, the company had moved its focus from physical activities, such as exhibitions, 

to these new online ones. In Artland’s case, the realized strategy has resulted from moving up a 

future venture. Through the partnership with UNTITLED, ART, Artland has been able to develop a 

virtual reality editor, otherwise planned to be released later in the year. Indeed, the impossibility 

of holding a real-life art fair – and, thus, for Artland to make a 3D recording of it – has prompted 

both companies to find a reasonable solution. 
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SubRQ2: How do these innovations fit in the current corporate strategies? 

The innovations were implemented because they made sense (Bonhams) or were felt as a natural 

advancement (Artland). Despite the unexpected crisis, the case companies were able to ideate and 

implement, in a short time, a solution that would not have clashed with their strategy. Bonhams had 

previously held online-only sales, so implementing its technology would have only been a matter of 

time. Regarding hybrid sales, those are also an evolution of online sales and have been developed 

by a number of Bonhams’ competitors. Moreover, just before the beginning of the pandemic, the 

new management of the company had underlined the importance of being online and the 

importance of not underestimating the cultural change that is taking place. 

For Artland, the development of a virtual reality editor was already planned. By offering galleries 

tools to recreate their exhibition online or to take advantage of the online arena as it was a new 

branch of the gallery – therefore with its own specificities – Artland’s way was already paved. 

Besides, if one considers the platform as an online community, the organisation of an online fair 

was expected.  

SubRQ3: Which is the role of managerial entrepreneurship in regard to these innovations? 

Entrepreneurship has been fundamental. None of those ventures could have been possible without 

an entrepreneurial approach. Entrepreneurs – being the CEO or the management team as a whole 

– are characterized by a mix of leadership and managerial competencies that encourage them to 

keep going. Start-ups like Artland and innovative corporates like Bonhams are always looking for a 

way to improve, for an opportunity to grab. Without such a spirit, they would not have been able to 

be competitive, especially in an environment like the Art Market, where creativity and innovation 

are pervasive. Another aspect that cannot be forgotten is that the peculiarity of the situation 

required entrepreneurs to employ their skills even more – motivating employees in such a hard 

time has been central. The findings show that developing those digital ventures meant to work 

harder or work differently than before – leadership and team spirit have been a major ingredient 

for the success of such projects. 

SubRQ4: How effective was the implementation of these innovations? 

The implementation was successful. Such evaluation derives from two aspects. First, the reactions 

of the press and of the audience to the innovations have been positive for both companies. In fact, 

not only Bonhams has decided to keep developing and holding online-only and hybrid sales, but it 



 

75 

 

had also planned more of those for the present season. In Artland’s case, the UNTITLED, ART Online 

fair had brought to the platform new clients, more collectors and more attention from the press. 

The second aspect is directly related to the issues caused by Covid-19. In a very short time, the case 

companies had to ideate and implement some solutions to face a crisis, the characteristics of which 

have never been experienced before. Consequently, as the governments were closing down cities 

and countries, and physical contact had been banned, the normality had to change: no more office 

meetings, no more exhibitions, no more physical encounters. One result was a challenging time for 

people. Despite such a situation and despite technical and logistic issues, Artland and Bonhams 

were able to set a goal, enhance the motivation and commitment towards it and coordinate 

efficiently their resources.  

SubRQ5: How can the Art Market adapt to and become better at online tools and events? 

The results suggest that the Art Market needs a cultural change. What is meant by cultural change 

is a change in the mindset of the professionals. The Artworld is still sceptical about the online arena 

– by being an elitist environment, everything that has to do with democratization is hardly accepted. 

However, by now, digital ventures can be found in almost any sector, so why is the Art Market so 

reluctant? Ventures such as Bonhams’ and Artland’s have shown that collectors are ready to try 

new ways of learning and buying art. However, not all companies are ready for it. 

If it is true that art professionals are often creative and innovative, it is also true that they often lack 

strategic thinking. However, the old prejudice for which art and business are incompatible cannot 

be used as an excuse anymore. Successful innovations do not depend on luck, but on powerful ideas 

and effective implementation; and at the basis of those, there is a strategy. As long as companies do 

not change their opinions on strategy and on digitalization, the cultural shift would not take place. 

Numbers confirm that online activities and sales have been growing for years, but that a lot there is 

still to be done. If big enterprises and start-ups are keener to try innovative ideas, older traditional 

companies are sceptical. The key aspect that needs to change is the idea for which online activities 

are only the virtual reproduction of real-life ones. Every art lover would agree that seeing a 

masterpiece in real life provokes emotions that are unique and cannot be reproduce online; but this 

is not what the web is trying to do. When companies understand that online ventures are not a fake 

and cheap copy of reality, but a reality on their own, with their own characteristics, then they 

appreciate online tools. Only at that point, art companies stop considering digitalization as a side 
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project, something that has to be done because the times and the society say so. Only at that point, 

they give digitalization the deserved importance. 

RQ: How can the Art Market use online innovations in the wake of Covid-19 to evolve corporate 

strategy towards an improvement in digitalization? 

Actors in the Art Market need first and foremost the appropriate attitude. Anti-Covid-19 restrictions 

have offered the ideal occasion for digitalization. However, one can choose between digitalising for 

survival or digitalising to create value. Such purposes, such intentions are the first step to 

understand whether digital tools can become part of one’s business. The rapidity at which reality 

had to change due to the pandemic required art companies to take quick and effective decisions. In 

such uncertain situations, leadership and managerial skills are essential. 

As the findings show, crisis moments can become opportunities in the eyes of the innovators. Such 

innovators seize the opportunity and create value by redirecting people and resources. In this 

context, innovator is a synonym for entrepreneur. The innate characteristics of the art entrepreneur 

make her think strategically of the present, but mostly of the future. 

From the practical perspective, the Art Market can take advantage of the situation by launching new 

projects or moving up planned ones. This requires a rearrangement of tasks, resources and 

employees. The findings also underline that the project itself or the management must foster 

motivation in the team, which sees its everyday tasks changed or increased. Then, the company 

might develop the digital project by themselves (as in Bonhams’ case) or in partnership (as in 

Artland and UNTITLED, ART’s case). However, even if in partnership, the technology was developed 

fully by Artland. This suggests that it might be ideal for art companies to develop their own 

technology rather than relying on somebody else’s – which also suggests that a “further step” might 

be the right idea. What is meant by further step is that developing something that it is just the 

company’s is more advisable than subscribing to platforms or increase the use of social media. 

Nevertheless, what has been said until now depends on one activity: strategizing. No innovation can 

be successful in its ideation, implementation and outcome if not related to a strategy. In real life, 

strategy means many different things, but above all, it means knowledge. Despite the newness of 

the situation brought about by Covid-19, companies with a solid knowledge of their identity, their 

market, their competitors and general environment are able to ideate, implement and manage 

digital ventures more successfully. 
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Finally, the success of such ventures can bring unexpected changes to the company, as they bring 

new value for the company itself or its stakeholders. As seen with Bonhams, the success of online 

and hybrid sales encouraged the company to invest more time and effort in those, with the result 

that sales that could be live have been moved online – this time not for necessity but for strategy. 
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APPENDIX I – Interview guide 

Introduction 

- Personal introduction: I introduce myself by saying my name, age and few information 
about my academical career and personal interest in the Arts. 

- Consent: I ask for the interviewee’s consent to record the call/videocall/physical 
interview. The information disclosed will be used for the only purpose of writing my 
Master thesis. The recording will be afterward deleted. 

- Answers: I inform the interviewee that he/she has the right not to answer any of the 
questions, to stop the interview when he/she prefers and to withdraw from helping in 
this project. 

- Information: The interviewee is informed that he/she can decide if participating 
anonymously or disclosing his/her name. Any information disclosed about the person, 
the company and the project can be deleted or modified. The interviewee will receive a 
copy of the thesis to review. If he/she wishes some of the information to be modified or 
deleted, he/she must communicate such intensions no later than one week after having 
received the document.  

- (All the above have been already communicated in an email/letter of consent). 

 

Personal information 

- Age. 

- Role in the company. 

- Time spent in the company. 

 

Company information 

- Which is the vision of the company (long-term objectives)? And which is the essence 
(internal main values)? 

- What is a strategy for your company? Do you have one? Who takes care of strategizing? 

- How would you describe the company’s main strategy? Does the company try to 
influence the needs of the customers or does it follow the market? Or do you rather not 
take these aspects into consideration? 

- How much is it your strategizing affected by the peculiarities of Art? Can you give me 
some practical examples? 

- Who takes decisions about expansion (=evolution of the business)? Does he/she/they 
take decisions also during crisis times? 

- How long have they been working for the company? 
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- Do these people also execute and supervise the operations? 

- How strong is their influence in the innovation process? 

- How would you describe these persons? Which traits do they show in respect to 
leadership and management? 

- How Covid-19 impacted your business? 

 

Project information 

- Tell me about your project. 

- Did you have any problem in the decision phase? Were there more options of possible 
projects among which to choose? Why did you choose this one? 

- Was it born to face Covid-19 or did Covid-19 accelerate the process? 

- How long did it take to be implemented? When was it launched? 

- Do you consider it a radical or an incremental innovation in relation to your company? 
Why? And in relation to the market/industry? 

- Does it fit in your strategy? Would you have implemented it in another context? 

- Which values does it represent? 

- Did you face any issue in the realization phase? 

- How did the audience react? Do you agree with them?  

- Would have you done something different? 

- What do you think about the rapid increase in digitalization in the Art Industry due to 
Covid-19? 
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APPENDIX II – Notes (unstructured interviews) 
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APPENDIX III – More on interviews  

Interviewees’ information 

Name  Company Age Role Time in 
the 
company 

Type of 
interview 

Duration 
(min.) 

Jacqueline 
Towers-
Perkins 

Bonhams 33 Director of Post-
War and 
Contemporary Art 
Department  

4 years Videocall  47 

Nicholas 
Robinson 

Artland 47 Partner/Head of 
International 
Development 

+3 years Personal 35 

Table 2 Interviewees’ information. Created by the author. 

 

Operative coding matrix 

First cycle codes Second cycle codes  Findings chapter’s structure 
Project ideation 
Project objectives 
Project strategy 
-Project issues 
How it worked 
+Project positive sides 
Project consequences 
Feedbacks to project 
Project timeline 
Project innovation 
Type of innovation  
Technology 
Mission 
Values 
Competitive advantage 
Activities 
IRL 
Project 
Entrepreneurship 
Strategic structure 
Strategic process 
Strategy 
Company’s position 
Market&Digital 
Customers/Users 
Effects of being art 
 

 
 
 
Project 
 
 
 
 
 
Innovation 
 
 
 
Company 
 
 
 
 
Entrepreneurship 
 
Strategy 
 
 
 
Market 
 
 

Bonhams 
Company 
Strategy 

Entrepreneurship 
 

Artland 
Company 
Strategy 

Entrepreneurship 
 

Cross-case analysis 
Market 
Covid 

Project 
Innovation 
Reflections 
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Market&Covid 
Covid Impact 
-Covid Issues  
Looking back 
Future 
Platforms future 

 
Covid 
 
 
Reflections 

Table 3 Visual display of the codes and their evolution through the analytic process. Created by the author. 

 

Coding example 

Clara: [00:31:04] And always talking about the only online only and the 
hybrid ones, in both cases. Were these innovations already in a sort of 
roadmap for your department or was it something that the people who 
take decisions, they came up with these ideas because they had to face the 
situation? 

 

Jacqueline: [00:31:33] So the online sales, we were already doing, but we 
definitely increased it. We definitely doubled it. And certain sales that we 
were planning on being live, we pivoted to auction. So I guess that it was 
something already in place. But we really, really ramped up in a big way. 
And covid made us realize that it was a better route to do it that way. So 
now that we are coming out of covid, those sales that were previously live 
will remain as online sales because they've been successful, they're lower 
value pieces, they can be put in online sales and do very well. So that was 
definitely something that we hadn't anticipated and that covid showed us 
that was a really good option. The hybrid sales were not something we had 
in place already. We were doing traditional auctions and of course, we had 
telephone bids and online bids. But, like I said, it was a different format. So 
the hybrid sale was something that was down to covid. I've been thinking 
a lot about whether and how we will continue. I think we are expecting to 
be able to very confidentially, hopefully have maybe some people back in 
the room in next season, which would be exciting. But I do think that we 
will certainly be keeping the element of the hybrid sales going forward just 
because it provided a lot of personal touches that my colleague in Asia 
could be bidding with our clients, speaking in their preferred language and 
not have to be in the room. But they could have that direct line to the 
specialists, they know getting a really good overview of what's happening 
and getting that personal service, even though they were miles away. So I 
think that will certainly be incorporating those hybrid parts. 

 

 

 

 

 

PROJECT 

PROJECT IDEATION 

PROJECT 

CONSEQUENCES 

PROJECT IDEATION 

PROJECT 

CONSEQUENCES 

FUTURE 

 

+PROJECT 

POSITIVE SIDES  

FUTURE 

Clara: [00:05:47] All right. And this idea that you have of strategy and 
objectives, how does it originate? Is it something that you want to do 
because, let's say, the market is asking for that or you are trying to change 
the roads, the ways of the market? 
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Nicholas: [00:06:12] It's a good question. I think that we felt that there 
was a gap in the market in terms of a platform that looked at things from 
the perspective of a collector, how they can receive, learn about, be 
communicated to, about artworks. So that was certainly something that 
we felt was lacking in the industry. But it's a traditional industry in some 
ways. And so one of the things that we definitely find that we have to 
do is overcome resistances to using digital tools to pivoting to online 
activities, to improving that aspect of galleries activities. And so we 
definitely also feel that we are part of trying to participate in, or to some 
extent, enact a cultural shift and change habits of galleries. 

 
COMPANY’S 
POSITION 
 
MARKET 
 
MARKET&DIGITAL 

VALUES 

Table 4 Examples of first-cycle coding. Created by the author. 
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APPENDIX IV – The drawbacks of strategizing 

“The rise and fall of strategic planning” (1994) is a fundamental work by Henry Mintzberg, who, for 

the first time, analysis the disadvantages of a strategy. He focuses on three topics: commitment to 

the plan, the ability to change and the obsession with control. 

About commitment, the main assumptions are related to how strategy is often thought of as 

something easily embraceable: once the strategy is chosen and the management embraces it, then 

it is automatically embraced by the rest of the company and it is implemented. However, in reality, 

strategies are much more difficult to be shared and appreciated by those who did not created them. 

When it comes to strategy and change, those that are generally considered as the features of a good 

strategy can become obstacles when innovation and change are considered. As mentioned, 

coordination and direction are the main objectives of planning; therefore, a very strict plan is also 

a “freezing” plan, one that does not allow flexibility. Also, directing competencies and resources to 

one only defined direction can make the organisation blind.  

The author also underlines how the future orientation of planning is actually based on the past and 

current structure of the organisation. Indeed, a new strategy is only the continuation of previous 

strategies and it is built on what the organisation already knows: innovation is seen as something 

that happened already and needs to be structured and included, formalized for the organisation to 

exploit it. Control and stability are desired while risks are avoided. The relation between strategy 

and time is among the most interesting topics: many believe that a strategy can give an idea only of 

the road that the company has travelled so far, while the orientation of strategy is planning the 

future steps.  

Planning entails forecasting, strategy needs stability, but stability is apparent and forecasting is 

almost impossible. While strategy is associated with stability, strategy-making is associated with 

making sense of changes. The environment external to the company can change in two ways: 

regularly or discontinuously. Logically, regular or cyclical changes can be predicted, at least in the 

short term, but one-time changes cannot. A company tries to forecast how the environment will 

change and imagine even different scenarios, basing its assumptions on a cause-effect relationship. 

However, it is intrinsic to the idea of forecasting that the current situation will change, that some 

uncertainty will come into play. The organisation can try to develop some contingency plans, but 

these would work only if the environment is almost stable, that is if the changes that can happen 
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are limited and easy to understand. Again, this is rare and it is the reason why we discriminate 

between intended strategy and realized strategy.  
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APPENDIX V – Overview of definitions of innovation  

This section provides an overview on some meaningful definitions of innovation. Such definitions 

are grouped by authors and are then synthetically displayed in Figure 9. Figure 9 offers a 

comparison between the extremity of radicalness and the level of the analysis of the definition. 

 

Marquis (1969) 

Ma1 - Radical Breakthrough innovations: “Turn out to change the whole character of an 

industry…. Such innovation is quite rare and unpredictable”. 

Ma2 - Complex system innovations: “Such innovation is characterized by thorough, long-range 

planning that assures that the requisite technologies will be available and they will all fit together 

when the final development stage is reached”. 

Ma3 - “Nuts and bolts” innovations: “Absolutely essential for the average firm’s survival… this sort 

of innovation is more intimately paced by economic factors”. 

 

Mensch (1979) 

Me1 - Basic innovations: “New method of operation or a new technology, that is, a novel area of 

activity that can potentially offer employment to a large group of people….Create a new type of human 

activity”. 

Me2 - Improvement innovations: “Introduction of a new product that is superior to its ancestor in 

its quality, reliability, ease of use, environmental protection, raw material use, labor cost, and so on. It 

could also be the application of new and better production techniques that would allow old or new 

products to be made more reliable, of better quality or simply in larger quantities, or at a lower price”. 

 

Rothwell & Gardiner (1988) 

RG1 - Re-innovation: “Combining the existing with the new. … In some instances re-innovation can 

mean a complete rethink”. 

RG2 - Incremental innovations: “minor improvements, cost reductions, addition of new features, 

etc., which increasingly become the focus of firms' developmental activities” 

RG3 – Improvements: “Improved materials in existing products”; succession of minor details: 

“new technology improving subsystems of existing products”. 

 

Freeman (1991) 
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F1 - Changes of techno-economic paradigm: “A change of this kind carries with it many clusters of 

radical and incremental innovations and may embody a number of new technology system…. It has 

pervasive effects throughout the economy”. 

F2 - Radical innovations: “Are discontinuous events … They involve both organisational and 

technical change, and just because they do not readily fit into the existing built and institutional 

environment they lead to structural changes in the economy”. 

F3 - Incremental innovations: “Occur more continuously … but they are concerned only with 

improvements in the existing array of products, processes, organisations and systems of production”. 

 

Utterback (1994) 

U1 - Discontinuous change /Radical innovation: “Change that sweeps away much of a firm’s 

existing investment in technical skills and knowledge, designs, production technique, plant, and 

equipment”. 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 9 Comparison among definitions, based on radicalness and analysis levels. Created by the author. 
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APPENDIX VI – More on the Contemporary Art Market 

Galleries 

As mentioned at the beginning of the Context and the Case Companies chapter, galleries are among 

the most influential actors in the market, reason for which it is worth to say a few words about their 

category, even though a case company will not be included in this project.  

In 2020, Galleries had to reshape their business model, too. When in previous years they could host 

7 exhibitions on average, last year they could plan only 4 (McAndrew, 2020). So, a number of them 

(30%) started to use or gave another chance to online tools (McAndrew, 2021) or engaged in 

collaborations within the sector or even outside the industry (60% of galleries interviewed 

collaborated with other business as to survive the pandemic) (McAndrew, 2020). As Art Basel and 

UBS report shows, different tools were used, with different efficacy (Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10 Most Helpful Online Strategies for Dealers in 2020 and 2021. Source: McAndrew (2021, p.223). 

As for other sectors of the Market, galleries’ business was funded on travels and personal contact, 

both significantly impeded over the last year, leading to average loss of 36% on sales in the period 

January- June in respect to the previous year (McAndrew, 2020). Thus, as galleries increased their 

online efforts, they also tried new – or fairly new- technologies to provide an exhibition experience 

as close as possible to the physical one. However, after an initial excitement for VR, AR and 3D 

imaging, the tools did not bring the number of sales expected. In fact, as in Figure 10, galleries has 



 

95 

 

not recognized them as effective. However, online sales by galleries rose from 10% in 2019 to 37% 

in 2020 (January-June) (McAndrew, 2020).  

Just as for auction houses, technology enhanced sales especially for galleries with higher turnover. 

Among those, a few important names can be mentioned. David Zwirner, pioneer in technology, 

launched its Viewing Rooms in 2017 and during Covid-19 made them available to small galleries 

through the project “Platform”. Hauser&Wirth, the Switzerland-based top gallery, has initiated a 

technological project called “ArtLab”, with the aim of exploring crucial matters such as accessibility 

and sustainability in the Artworld. Pace Gallery has always invested in tools to offer its artists, and 

it is now exploring the business possibilities of those. Through its Online Exhibitions and 

multidisciplinary art platform (“Pace Live”), Pace Gallery, founded in 1960 by the dealer Arne 

Glimcher, is investing in a new future for the arts. 

 


