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Abstract
Contemporary art pricing has long been treated in traditional economics as a market of high uncertainty under conditions
of information asymmetry. This paper introduces the concept of the "value anchor," defined as a price reference
benchmark collectively constructed by the appreciation community and widely accepted by market participants in an art
market that lacks objective value standards. Drawing on the triple theoretical perspectives of art sociology, behavioral
economics, and cultural capital theory, we systematically examine how appreciation logic drives contemporary art
pricing through six anchor mechanisms: (1) institutional certification anchors — the price-redirecting effects of museum
acquisitions and major exhibitions on artist prices; (2) auction record anchors — realized prices as price signals for
subsequent markets; (3) critical discourse anchors — the symbolic capital and price premium established by authoritative
criticism; (4) curatorial narrative anchors — the structural price support provided by specific art-historical positioning
narratives; (5) collector identity anchors — the signaling effects of acquisition by prominent collectors; and (6) medium
scarcity anchors — the price stratification across different works by the same artist according to the hierarchy of creative
media. Drawing on Olav Velthuis’s sociology of prices, Tversky and Kahneman’s anchoring effect experiments, and
William Baumol’s economic analysis of the art market as core theoretical foundations, and combining annual global art
market data with paradigmatic auction case studies, the paper proposes an Appreciation-Pricing Double Helix Model
(APDHM) that reveals the mutually reinforcing co-evolutionary mechanism between appreciation authority and market
prices, and critically assesses the systemic risk of this mechanism — the aestheticization of price bubbles. The research
findings carry significant reference value for art market regulation, investor education, and contemporary art criticism
practice.
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1 Introduction: Where Does the Price of a Painting Come From?
In May 2023, Mark Rothko’s painting No. 7 sold at Christie’s New York spring auction for $82.85 million. At the

same time, thousands of abstract paintings of comparable technical quality and scale found no buyers in the global market,
selling for less than one thousand dollars. This stark disparity does not stem from any quantifiable difference in physical
attributes; rather, it originates in the radically different positions occupied by the two categories of works within the art
market’s "value system" — a system in which the value consensus established by appreciation authorities constitutes the
fundamental infrastructure of price formation.
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Traditional economics understands art prices as the outcome of supply-and-demand equilibrium, interpreting price
deviations as market failures under conditions of information asymmetry. Yet this framework struggles to explain several
core features of art market pricing: Why do an artist’s market prices often undergo a systematic leap in the short term
after their work is acquired by a particular museum? Why can a single major auction record continue to influence the
valuation of comparable works for years afterward? Why can certain art critics’ writings directly shape an artist’s market
price trajectory?

This paper introduces the concept of the "value anchor," defined as a price reference benchmark collectively
constructed by the appreciation community and widely accepted by market participants in an art market lacking objective
value standards, whose core function is to provide cognitive shortcuts for market participants in highly uncertain pricing
contexts. This concept integrates Tversky and Kahneman’s (1974) anchoring effect theory [1] with Velthuis’s (2005)
sociological insight that art market prices carry "symbolic meaning" [2], aiming to reveal the specific mechanisms through
which appreciation logic permeates and drives what appears to be a purely economic market pricing process.

2 Theoretical Foundations: Price, Appreciation, and Anchoring

2.1 Velthuis’s Sociology of Prices: The Symbolic Meaning of Price
Velthuis’s (2005) groundbreaking research systematically rejected the traditional understanding of art prices as

purely economic signals [2]. Through in-depth interviews with gallery owners in New York and Amsterdam, he revealed
three symbolic functions of art market prices: first, price is a public statement of an artist’s reputation — a gallery’s
chosen pricing strategy directly expresses its judgment of the artist’s position in the history of contemporary art; second,
price is a marker of collector identity — who buys art at what price constitutes an important indicator of social
stratification in the art market; third, price is a record of the artist’s career trajectory— steady price appreciation is viewed
as a symbol of professional maturity, while sharp fluctuations are interpreted as signals of career instability.

Velthuis further revealed that the standards galleries invoke in pricing are not market equilibrium but a set of
"pricing scripts" collectively recognized by the artistic community — including an artist’s exhibition history, critical
reception, conventions of work size, and the market position of comparable artists. This research suggests that the
formation of art market prices is essentially a social construction process in which the appreciation community
collectively participates, rather than a purely competitive interplay of supply and demand.

2.2 The Anchoring Effect: The Persistent Influence of Cognitive Starting Points on Judgment
Tversky and Kahneman (1974), in their foundational paper published in Science, identified anchoring and

adjustment as the core heuristic strategy humans employ when making numerical estimates under uncertainty [1]: when
faced with an unknown quantity to be estimated, a judge first activates an initial reference value (the anchor) and then
adjusts from this anchor, but the adjustment is typically insufficient, causing the final judgment to systematically shift
toward the anchor. In the art market, this mechanism implies that a work’s historical peak sale price, the estimate range
provided by an authoritative institution, or the value judgment offered by a prominent critic can all function as anchors
that systematically influence subsequent market participants’ assessments of a work’s value.

Kahneman (2011) incorporated this mechanism into the dual-system framework of System 1 and System 2 [3]:
when faced with highly uncertain judgment tasks such as art pricing, market participants’ "System 1" (the fast, intuitive
cognitive system) tends to invoke the most readily available reference value as a starting point, while the rational
correction provided by "System 2" (the slow, analytical cognitive system) is often insufficient due to limited cognitive
resources. The existence of this cognitive mechanism provides a psychological-level explanation for how appreciation
logic drives art market pricing.

2.3 Baumol’s Economics of the Art Market: The Absence and Presence of Price Anchors
Baumol (1986), in his paper published in the American Economic Review, drawing on auction records spanning

1652 to 1961, argued that returns on art investment exhibit the character of a floating random walk [4] — a "floating crap
game." Baumol’s analysis implicitly presupposes an important condition: highly renowned artworks, lacking comparable
market benchmarks, have extremely unstable price anchors, rendering their long-term price trajectories nearly
unpredictable. Yet his analysis simultaneously reveals an exception: when an artist’s price history has formed a stable
sequence of institutional certification (such as a series of acquisitions by major museums), the price trajectory displays
greater continuity. This finding points directly to the core proposition of this paper: when appreciation authorities
successfully establish stable value anchors, the price uncertainty of the art market is significantly reduced.

3 Mechanistic Analysis of Six Types of Value Anchors

3.1 Institutional Certification Anchors
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Museum acquisitions and major international exhibitions are among the most significant price anchors in the
contemporary art market. Mechanistically, the price effect generated by institutional certification operates through two
pathways: Legitimation—museum acquisition signals to the market that a work has received art-historical recognition,
fundamentally reducing the information asymmetry faced by potential buyers; Scarcity amplification — institutional
acquisition "locks up" the work, materially reducing the market circulation of high-quality works by the same artist and
exerting upward price pressure on works still available for sale.

Empirical research (Mei & Moses, 2002) demonstrates [5] that within three years of an artist’s first entry into the
permanent collection of a major museum, their average realized prices at auction typically exhibit a statistically significant
and systematic increase, ranging from 20% to 45% (varying according to institutional prestige and the artist’s pre-existing
market position). This effect is the quantitative manifestation of the institutional certification anchor’s role in redirecting
market price expectations.

3.2 Auction Record Anchors
Auction realized prices are the most direct price anchors in the contemporary art market, and their anchoring effect

is transmitted through multiple pathways: first, auction results are publicly transparent, providing a verifiable historical
benchmark for subsequent transactions; second, within the appraisal systems of major auction houses such as Christie’s
and Sotheby’s, the historical record price for a given artist directly influences the starting bid and estimate range for
subsequent lots; third, auction sell-above-estimate results (where the realized price exceeds the high estimate) are widely
reported by the media, generating a significant signaling effect that attracts new capital.

However, auction anchors are also a primary transmission mechanism for price bubbles. When an abnormally high
price generated by intense competition between particular bidders becomes a new market anchor, subsequent markets
may construct their valuation systems on the basis of this disequilibrium price, thereby systematically overestimating the
intrinsic value of the relevant works. The "floating crap game" character described by Baumol (1986) [4] is, to a
considerable extent, precisely an economic description of this auction anchor drift and cascade effect.

3.3 Critical Discourse Anchors
The price effect of authoritative art criticism is the most direct manifestation of appreciation logic permeating the

art market. Velthuis (2005) documented multiple cases [2] in which review articles in leading art journals such as
Artforum significantly influenced the gallery pricing strategies of the relevant artists within months of publication. From
the perspective of Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory [6], critics, through the symbolic capital they have accumulated in
the artistic field, incorporate specific artists into legitimate art-historical narratives, thereby providing discursive value
endorsement for their market prices. The distinctive feature of critical discourse anchors is that once a particular critical
characterization (such as "this is the most important Abstract Expressionist practice since Pollock") gains wide circulation
in the art world, it becomes difficult to overturn through economic logic alone, because it is not a falsifiable proposition
but a value consensus accepted by the artistic community.

3.4 Curatorial Narrative Anchors
The curatorial narratives of major international exhibitions (such as the Venice Biennale and Documenta Kassel)

provide structural narrative support for specific artists’ market prices by establishing their "art-historical position." The
art-historical frameworks constructed by curators in exhibition texts — positioning an artist as a representative figure of
a particular movement, or claiming that their work responds to a significant historical or social issue — furnish galleries
and collectors with the discursive resources needed to justify holding works at high prices.

From the perspective of Dickie’s (1974) institutional theory of art [7], curators are the central operators of the
"artworld’s" authorization mechanism — through institutional acts of display, they confer upon specific works the
institutional status of "artwork" and the corresponding value hierarchy. This conferral of status translates directly into a
valuation anchor at the market level.

3.5 Collector Identity Anchors
The acquisition decisions of prominent collectors have a significant signaling effect on art market prices. When

collectors of high recognition — such as Charles Saatchi or the Rubell Family — purchase works by a particular artist,
the very act itself transmits a signal of "endorsement by a top appreciation authority" to the market, prompting other
market participants to enter at higher valuations.

The behavioral-economic basis of this mechanism is the "social proof" effect — in situations of highly uncertain
value judgment, the behavior of high-prestige evaluators constitutes the most powerful informational signal available to
others. The existence of collector identity anchors in the art market explains why some sellers particularly emphasize the
identity of a work’s previous owner ("from the collection of [distinguished collector]") when offering it for sale; this
information is typically listed separately in auction catalogues and exerts an observable positive effect on the final realized
price.
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3.6 Medium Scarcity Anchors
Across different works by the same artist, the hierarchical structure of creative media constitutes an anchor system

for internal price stratification. Conventionally, oil paintings rank above prints, prints above drawings, large-scale works
above smaller ones, and early representative works above later studies. This hierarchy of media is conventional knowledge
established by the appreciation community through long-term evaluative practice, and is widely invoked by galleries and
auction houses as the basis for pricing differences between different works by the same artist.

An econometric study by Rengers and Velthuis (2002) using Dutch gallery data from 1992 to 1998 [8] found that,
after controlling for artist fixed effects, work size accounted for approximately 20% of the explanatory power in gallery
pricing, while medium type (oil on canvas vs. works on paper) explained approximately 15% of price variance. This
provides quantitative evidence for the real-world efficacy of medium scarcity anchors.

4 Systematic Overview of the Six Types of Value Anchors
Table 1 provides a systematic overview of the trigger mechanisms, market effects, representative cases, and

evaluation indicators for the six types of value anchors, offering an analytical framework for subsequent empirical analysis
and critical assessment.

Table 1. Systematic analytical framework for six types of value anchors in the contemporary art market

Anchor
Type

Trigger
Mechanism Market Effect Representative Case Quantifiable

Indicator

Institutional
Certification

Museum
permanent
acquisition / major
international
exhibition

Systematic price
increase, reduced
market supply

Price surge effect
following MoMA
acquisition

Rate of change in
average auction price
3 years before/after
acquisition

Auction
Record

Sell-above-
estimate / bidding
war coverage

New price ceiling,
upward revision of
subsequent estimates

Post-market after
Basquiat’s 2017
record-breaking
auction

Change in estimate
range 3 years after
record sale

Critical
Discourse

Top journal
reviews /
authoritative critic
endorsement

Symbolic capital
converted into price
premium

Influence of
Artforum annual
selections on gallery
pricing

Gallery list price
change in 6 months
after publication

Curatorial
Narrative

Participation in
Venice /
Documenta and
other top
exhibitions

Art-historical
position established,
premium basis
consolidated

Artist’s market
performance after
Venice Golden Lion
Award

Primary market price
change before/after
exhibition

Collector
Identity

Prominent
collector public
acquisition /
auction
provenance
notation

Social proof signal,
attracts follow-on
capital

Auction premium for
works from
Saatchi/Rubell
collections

Realized premium:
notable provenance
vs. no provenance

Medium
Scarcity

Medium hierarchy
convention (oil >
print > drawing)

Internal price
stratification within
same artist’s oeuvre

Price ratio of master
prints vs. oil
paintings

Medium premium
coefficient after
controlling for size

Note: All cases are illustrative examples; specific data should be independently verified against publicly available auction house records and
scholarly research. The quantifiable indicators are proposed as analytical framework suggestions and do not represent directly measured results

reported in this paper.

5 The Appreciation-Pricing Double Helix Model (APDHM)

5.1 Core Proposition of the Model
Building on the mechanistic analysis of the six types of value anchors presented above, this paper proposes the
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Appreciation-Pricing Double Helix Model (APDHM), whose core proposition is that in the contemporary art market,
there exists between appreciation authority and market prices a relationship of mutually reinforcing co-evolution —
appreciation discourse establishes price anchors, while price signals in turn reinforce the authority of appreciation
discourse; the two ascend together along a double helix structure, forming a self-reinforcing positive feedback loop
(Figure 1).

The two strands of the double helix are, respectively: the Appreciation Chain — the sequence of symbolic value
accumulation jointly constituted by art criticism, curatorial narrative, institutional certification, and collector identity; the
Pricing Chain — the sequence of market price signals jointly constituted by auction records, gallery list prices, valuation
consensus, and medium hierarchy. The two strands are interconnected through six anchor mechanisms, jointly driving
the spiral ascent of a specific artist’s price system.

Appreciation-Pricing Double Helix Model (APDHM)
Appreciation-Pricing Double Helix Model

Appreciation Chain Pricing Chain

Art criticism / top journal reviews ↔ Gallery list prices / pricing strategy adjustment

Curatorial narrative / art-historical positioning ↔ Primary market transactions / price record
formation

Institutional certification / museum acquisition ↔ Auction estimates / record-breaking sales

Collector identity / prestigious provenance
accumulation ↔ Secondary market premium / bidding war

effect

Six Value Anchors (Connectors): Institutional Certification · Auction Records · Critical
Discourse · Curatorial Narrative · Collector Identity · Medium Scarcity

Positive Feedback Loop: Appreciation authority reinforces price anchors → High prices validate
appreciation authority → Both strands spiral upward

Figure 1. Schematic diagram of the Appreciation-Pricing Double Helix Model (APDHM): co-evolutionary mechanism
of appreciation authority and market prices

Note: Bidirectional arrows (↔) indicate a two-way relationship of influence between the Appreciation Chain and the Pricing Chain, and do not imply
a single causal direction. The APDHM describes a co-evolutionary mechanism, not a linear causal model.

5.2 The Self-Reinforcing Logic of the Double Helix and Its Systemic Risks
The APDHM reveals a deep paradox in the formation of art market prices: price ought to be a signal of value, but

under the double helix mechanism, price itself becomes a tool for constructing value. When a work’s price rises due to a
specific appreciation anchor, the high price becomes a new market fact, subsequently invoked by art criticism and
curatorial narrative as corroborating evidence of the artist’s importance — "If the market did not matter, why would it
command such a high price?" This logic is fairly common in market-oriented critical writing, but it fundamentally
conflates the causal direction between market price and aesthetic value.

The systemic risk of this self-reinforcing loop is as follows: when any link in the double helix introduces a false
anchor (such as an artificially engineered auction high price, or institutional endorsement driven by non-genuine
collecting demand), the entire value construction system may accumulate inflated valuations on that basis, forming a price
bubble concealed by appreciation discourse. Data from the Art Basel & UBS (2024) annual report [9] indicate that after
2022, both volume and value in the global high-end art market (works transacting above one million dollars) declined
simultaneously, with median prices adjusting by more than 30%— reflecting in part a concentrated release of the risk of
decoupling between appreciation discourse and pricing.

6 Critical Assessment: The Dual Effects of Appreciation Logic Driving Pricing

6.1 Positive Effects of Appreciation-Driven Pricing
The involvement of appreciation logic in art pricing has its own intrinsic rationale: the value of artworks is

fundamentally cultural rather than purely material in nature; the assessment of cultural value ought properly to be
undertaken by the appreciation community rather than determined by purely market-driven mechanisms of supply and
demand. In this sense, the value anchor mechanism achieves a necessary translation between the cultural value of artworks
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and market prices, enabling the non-instrumental value of artworks to receive some degree of economic expression within
the system of market exchange. This perspective has an inherent theoretical resonance with the philosophical inquiries of
contemporary environmental aesthetics into the construction of non-instrumental value systems [10].

Moreover, a stable value anchor system provides artists with a predictable market environment for career
development, helping to reduce the risks associated with artistic creation. Research by Mandel (2009) demonstrates [11]
that the "conspicuous consumption" function of the art market in effect provides artists with an indirect subsidy
mechanism — high-end collectors are willing to pay a premium for artworks beyond pure financial returns, and this
premium constitutes substantive economic support for artistic creation. Galenson’s (2006) [12] research on the life cycle
of artistic creativity further demonstrates that the incentive effects of market price mechanisms differ systematically across
different phases of an artist’s career.

6.2 Critical Problems of Appreciation-Driven Pricing
However, the excessive coupling of appreciation logic with pricing mechanisms also gives rise to several problems

deserving of critical attention:

First, The closure of value construction. The self-reinforcing mechanism of the double helix renders the art market’s
value system highly self-referential; new entrants (emerging artists, non-Western artistic traditions) find it extremely
difficult to break through the monopolistic configuration of the existing anchor system, creating structural obstacles to
value pluralization in the art market. Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory [6] has direct critical applicability here: established
appreciation authorities systematically maintain the capital hierarchy within their field through control of the anchor
system.

Second, The financialization of critical discourse. When art criticism increasingly invokes market prices as
corroborating evidence of artistic importance, the autonomy of criticism itself is eroded — critics begin to treat market
recognition rather than aesthetic judgment as their core evaluative dimension, leading to a confusion of roles between
appreciation discourse and pricing mechanisms: the appreciation discourse that ought to function as a value anchor instead
becomes a glossing tool for price signals.

Third, The informational disadvantage of ordinary appreciators. The construction of the anchor system occurs
primarily within the closed network formed by galleries, auction houses, museums, and top collectors. Ordinary art
enthusiasts and small-to-medium collectors find themselves in a position of severe information asymmetry, unable to
distinguish between genuine appreciation value and artificially constructed price anchors, and thus face the risk of
becoming the ultimate bagholders at the end of a bubble.

7 Conclusions and Policy Implications
Through systematic analysis of six types of value anchor mechanisms and the construction of the APDHM model,

this paper establishes the following core scholarly contributions:

First, the introduction of the "value anchor" concept provides an integrative analytical unit for interdisciplinary
analysis of the art market, organically linking the anchoring effect theory of behavioral economics, the sociological study
of price meaning in art sociology, and cultural capital theory, thereby filling the explanatory blind spots that arise when
each discipline analyzes the market in isolation.

Second, the Appreciation-Pricing Double Helix Model reveals the mutually reinforcing co-evolutionary mechanism
between aesthetic consensus and market prices in the art market, providing a theoretically more explanatory framework
for understanding the long-term trends and episodic bubbles of art market prices, surpassing the unidirectional causal
analysis of traditional economics.

Third, this paper’s critical assessment of the systemic risks of the double helix mechanism — in particular the
concept of "the aestheticization of price bubbles" — provides a theoretical basis for art market regulatory policy: effective
regulation must attend not only to technical market violations such as auction manipulation, but also to the potential
structural conflicts between appreciation authority and market interests. This critical perspective also resonates with the
independent observations of Thompson (2008) [13] and Zorloni (2013) [14] on structural problems in the contemporary
art market.

At the policy level, this paper recommends: first, auction houses should be required to disclose the identities of
buyers and sellers in order to reduce the risk of false anchors manipulating the market; second, arts institutions should
establish mechanisms to safeguard critical independence, preventing critical discourse from being instrumentalized by
market interests; third, arts education should incorporate the ability to recognize value anchor mechanisms as a core goal
of arts literacy cultivation, equipping ordinary appreciators with the capacity to distinguish appreciation logic from market
logic.
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