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1. Research problem and justification for the study 

Transparency and growing access to information, especially in terms of prices, make 

investors more and more often decide to invest in works of art. Auction houses and online art 

platforms try to provide collectors with as much information as possible so that they can make 

informed decisions. Works of art belong to alternative investments and have some unique 

features which make the comparison with other objects noticeably challenging. Investing in 

art is characterized by low liquidity – the works of art are not sold and valued at regular 

intervals. Art is generally not susceptible to speculation aimed at achieving a high rate 

of return in the shortest possible time. Moreover, unlike stocks or bonds, works of art do not 

guarantee a regular income in the form of dividends or interest. The characteristics of a work 

of art differ in many aspects from other investment assets. Thus, examining the relationships 

that shape the prices of works of art is an important area of current research. 

The subject of the dissertation is the ‘death effect’ in the art market, which is the increase 

in the prices of works of art in the period close to the artist’s death (before, at and after) 

(Ekelund, Ressler, & Watson, 2000). In previous research, special attention has been paid to 

changes in the prices of works of art after the artist’s death and this perspective is adopted 

throughout this dissertation. The research problem of the thesis includes the verification of 

the ‘death effect’ in the art market and the determination of its possible determinants. 

The issue of death in the context of the prices of works of art emerged from the studies on 

the role of the artist’s living status (i.e. information whether the artist was alive or not at the 

time of sale) in art price formation. Numerous studies in this area indicate that the prices of 

works of art sold at auctions after the artist’s death are significantly higher than the prices of 

works of art auctioned during the artists’ lifetime (Agnello, 2002; Higgs, 2012; Higgs and 

Worthington, 2005; Renneboog and Spaenjers, 2013; Seçkin and Atukeren, 2011; Taylor and 

Coleman, 2010; Witkowska and Kompa, 2014). However, it is worth emphasizing that the 

findings in this regard are not conclusive (Agnello and Pierce, 1996; Campos and Barbosa, 

2009; Kräussl and Elsland, 2008; Shi, Conroy, Mang, and Wang, 2018). In research on the 

‘death effect’, the area of interest is primarily focused on changes in the prices of works of art 

in the period immediately following the artist’s death. 

The conducted literature studies allow us to conclude that only a small number of scientific 

studies concerned the integration of various aspects that may affect the ‘death effect’. The 

findings so far have shown that the ‘death effect’ may depend on factors related to the artist, 



such as his/her reputation or age at death. Research on the relationship between the artist’s 

age at death and the posthumous increase in the prices of works does not provide consistent 

conclusions. The research challenge is also the difficulty in developing a method to measure 

the well-established in the literature determinants of the ‘death effect’. 

The death of a famous personality is associated with increased media attention. The 

intense media interest triggered by the artist’s death may arouse renewed interest in the life 

and work of the deceased artist. In the case of artists in the art market, this may not be without 

impact on the demand for the created works of art. Increased media attention underlies one 

of the concepts explaining the ‘death effect’. In this sense, the posthumous price increase is 

a temporary phenomenon. Another theory, Coase’s conjecture, refers to the durable goods 

monopoly theory. None of the previous theories explaining the phenomenon has 

unequivocally settled the circumstances of the ‘death effect’ on the art market. It is also worth 

exploring how long after the artist’s death an increase in the prices of the auctioned works 

can be observed. 

The justification for the study can be summarized according to the following criteria: 

• Scientific criteria: 

– lack of a model integrating a number of possible determinants of the ‘death effect’; 

– lack of including qualitative features in the analyzes of the ‘death effect’; 

– theoretical discrepancies regarding the explanation of the ‘death effect’; 

• social criteria: 

– growing interest in works of art as elements of portfolio diversification; 

– increase in turnover in the auction market; 

• economic criteria: 

– better understanding of issues in the art market by collectors (the need to examine 

dependencies behind the value of works of art); 

– increasing access to information on art investment, particularly on art pricing, which 

makes the art market highly accessible for the investors. 

  



2. Research objectives and hypotheses 

The main objective of the dissertation was to identify the ‘death effect’ in the art market. 

The completion of the fundamental objective of the dissertation was complemented by the 

following specific objectives:  

1. determining the significance of the artist’s living status (i.e. information whether the artist 

did or did not live when the transaction was held) in the formation of art prices in relation to 

other factors; 

2. determining the size of the ‘death effect’ in the art market; 

3. determining the durability of the ‘death effect’ in the art market; 

4. determining the theory explaining the ’death effect’ in the art market; 

5. determining the factors influencing the ‘death effect’ in the art market. 

On the basis of the presented objectives, the following main research hypothesis has been 

formulated: There is a ‘death effect’ in the art market i.e. the increase in the prices of works 

of art following the death of an artist. 

Referring to the specific objectives of the dissertation, the following supporting hypotheses 

have been stated: 

H1: There is a negative relationship between the artist’s age at death and the ‘death effect’. 

H2a: There is a positive relationship between the artist’s reputation (measured by the 

number of Google search results for an artist’s name) and the ‘death effect’. 

H2b: There is a positive relationship between the artist’s reputation (measured by the size 

of the artist’s portfolio) and the ‘death effect’. 

H3: There is a positive relationship between the magnitude of media interest caused by the 

artist’s death and the ‘death effect’. 

  



3. Structure of dissertation 

The overall structure of the dissertation takes the form of five chapters. The first chapter 

seeks to examine the relationship between art and economy – a work of art can be considered 

both as a product of culture and as an investment asset. This chapter provides an overview of 

the historical understanding of the concept of value in terms of economy and aesthetics. This 

part of the thesis also discusses the relationship between the cultural, aesthetic, artistic, and 

economic value of the work of art. Considering the different ways of presenting art in 

economic and aesthetic terms, a ‘double discourse of values’ has emerged. Despite the 

existing discrepancies, when solving problems in the field of economics, researchers refer to 

concepts drawn from other sciences.  

After discussing the question of the value of the work of art, which economists most often 

identify with its price, the second chapter of the thesis aims to unravel some of the mysteries 

surrounding the price of art. Art constitutes a specific form of investment, characterized by 

the unpredictability and heterogeneity of goods being traded. Since art market prices are 

determined by high transaction costs and a multitude of motives that drive the buyer’s urge 

to purchase, the valuation of art may be difficult. The chapter aims to examine the factors 

influencing the prices of works of art and to define their significance. This part of the thesis 

presents the aspects related to the artist’s death in relation to other determinants of the art 

prices. Factors affecting the prices of works of art can be divided into three main categories: 

art-related factors, artist-related factors, and sales-related factors. When analyzing the prices 

of works of art, macroeconomic factors and aspects related to the art market itself may be 

taken into account as well. Factors related to the work of art include technique, medium, 

topic, year of creation, size, or authenticity, for example. Less often, studies investigate 

aspects as the significance of artwork in the artistic oeuvre, the number of exhibitions at which 

it was presented, or the placing of the work of art in the catalog. The artist-related 

determinants include the reputation or the number of exhibitions. The size of the artistic 

portfolio and the prices of other works of his/her authorship are also of great importance. The 

variables relating to the artist’s death (e.g. the artist’s living status or the fact that the artist 

died prematurely) should also be listed in this category. 

The third chapter moves on to describe in greater detail the relationship between the 

artist’s death and the prices of works of art. The issue of artist’s living status has received 

considerable attention from researchers. A number of studies have reported that 



a posthumous sale increases art prices. However, the evidence for this relationship is not fully 

conclusive. Some studies provide important insights into the change in the prices of works of 

art in the period around the artist’s death. This chapter discusses the theoretical explanations 

of the ‘death effect’ that have been developed so far. It then goes on to summarize findings 

regarding the possible determinants of the ‘death effect’. Emphasis was placed in particular 

on factors such as the artist’s reputation, the artist’s age at death, and increased media 

attention following artist’s death. On the basis of research in the field of art and beyond, 

an attempt was made to identify other possible determinants of the ‘death effect’. These 

include the suddenness of death, life expectancy, and the artistic quality of the artworks. 

The next chapter discusses the methodological aspects of the study. The approach to 

empirical research adopted for this study was holistic due to integrating different methods. 

Particular attention was paid to outlining the hedonic regression and repeated sales 

regression as two crucial methods of verifying the ‘death effect’. The repeated sales regression 

is based on data on multiple sales of the same artworks – thus largely eliminating the problem 

of heterogeneity of works of art. Hedonic regression, on the other hand, allows for the 

estimation of the prices of works of art based on a variety of characteristics, including 

qualitative ones. Chapter four also covers the operationalization of variables and discusses the 

sample that was used in the study.  

The thesis ends with a chapter that intends to empirically verify the hypotheses. This 

chapter, in its structure, reflects the presented theoretical considerations. The dependencies 

identified on the basis of reviewing the literature have been empirically tested on the basis of 

real data and with the use of the previously presented methods. In general, therefore, it seems 

that the prices of works of art increase immediately after the artist’s death. The results of 

empirical research did not confirm the importance of increased media attention for post-

mortem price formation. Thus, explaining the ‘death effect’ by referring to the ‘nostalgia 

effect’ does not seem justified. A more accurate theory explaining the ‘death effect’ may be 

Coase’s conjecture. The issue of the artist’s reputation should also be included in this 

perspective – in the case of younger artists who have not gained a considerable reputation 

(a small number of works in their output), no significant posthumous increase in prices should 

be expected. 

  



4. Methods, data sources and the scope of the study  

The initial sample contains information on more than 40,000 transactions of paintings in 

the Polish art market that were held in the five auction houses in Poland from 1989 to 2020 

i.e. Desa Unicum, Agra-Art, Polswiss-Art, Rempex and Sopocki Dom Aukcyjny. 

The database comprises the essential information about each transaction such as: 

• the name of the artist; 

• title of the work of art; 

• price; 

• date of sale; 

• auction house; 

• technique; 

• year of creation; 

• date of birth of the artist; 

• in case of the deceased artists – date of death; 

• size (dimensions); 

• signature; 

• number of Google search results for an artist’s name; 

• search results for an artist’s name in Google Trends. 

 

The theoretical objectives were verified through literature studies on the factors 

influencing the prices of works of art. The empirical part of the study has been conducted with 

a wide range of methods. Among them, the methods that are commonly applied in relation 

to the art market research have been used – hedonic regression and repeated sales 

regression. The additional methods in the analysis involve correlation methods and tests of 

group comparison (Wilcoxon signed-rank test, Kruskal-Wallis H test). With regard to the 

differences between groups, the effect size measures have been taken (Cohen’s d). The 

compatibility of the distribution of variables with the normal distribution has been verified by 

the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test. 

 
The scope of the thesis refers to the ‘death effect’ in the art market, which is an issue in the 

area of art valuation. The problem involves the participants of the art market, i.e. auction 



houses, artists, buyers and sellers. The spatial scope of the thesis in relation to the research 

part includes the Polish art market, while in the literature part the sources refer to art market 

research in many countries around the world. Considering the time frame of the dissertation, 

literature sources cover the period 1963–2020, while the analysis was based on transaction 

data from over 20 years. 
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6. Empirical results 

The first step in empirical verification of the ‘death effect’ in the art market was to 

examine the impact of the artist’s living status on the prices of works of art. The inclusion 

of this variable in the hedonic model made it possible to conclude that the artworks of 

deceased artists were sold at significantly higher prices – the fact that the sale took place 

after the artist’s death was associated with an increase in the prices of the works. 

In order to focus on price changes in the period immediately following the artist’s 

death, a number of methods were used based on the comparison of changes in real prices 

and changes in the relationship between prices obtained during lifetime and 

posthumously. The results of the hedonic regression analysis provided evidence that there 

is a significant effect of variables relating to the time between death and sale, and the 

prices of works of art. It means that the fact that artwork was auctioned in the year of 

death, in the year following the year of death, and at two and three years after death was 

associated with a rise in price. Moreover, from year to year, the percentage change in 

prices was increasing. In this regard, the findings confirm the hypothesis regarding the 

‘death effect’ in the art market. The results of the repeated sales regression, on the other 

hand, did not support the main hypothesis – in the case of deceased artists, too much price 

volatility was observed between the first and second sales to draw valid conclusions. 

There have been doubts in the previous studies as to how long after the artist’s death 

the increase in the prices of the auctioned artworks can be observed. Initially, it was 

assumed that the effect is temporary and after some time the prices reach a level similar 

to that from before the artist’s death. The results of the obtained research indicate, 

however, that the ‘death effect’ is not necessarily a temporary phenomenon. The results 

provided evidence of post-mortem price increases for at least five years after death. The 

highest price increases have been recorded two and three years after the artist’s death. 



The proposed study was a pioneering study of the ‘death effect’ due to the inclusion in 

the model a number of possible determinants. At the design stage of the study, the 

qualitative variables influencing the ‘death effect’ were operationalized. For the purposes 

of the study, indicators for factors such as artist reputation or increased media attention 

observed after death were identified. In the case of the artist’s reputation, the variable 

reflected both identified dimensions of the construct, i.e. recognition in the artistic 

community (measured by the size of the artist’s oeuvre) and reputation in a wider 

audience (the number of Google searches for the artist’s name). 

The results of the hedonic regression analysis indicated that the prices of works of art 

increase with the age of the artist at the time of death. Comparisons of relationships of 

prices obtained before and after the artist’s death allowed to observe the price change 

occurring in particular periods after death. The obtained results partially confirmed the 

observed effect – the relations of prices of the artworks by artists who died in the oldest 

age were significantly higher than the relations of prices of artworks by artists who died 

between 83 and 88 years of age, i.e. in the group of almost the oldest artists. Moreover, 

the price ratios of artists who died at the youngest age were significantly lower than the 

price ratios for both the oldest age group and those who died between 75 and 83 years of 

age. Thus, the negative correlation between age at death and the ‘death effect’ was not 

confirmed.  

As for the remaining factors influencing the price increase after the artist’s death, these 

variables turned out to be significant. Hedonic regression analysis results for reputation 

variables provided consistent results – reputation as measured by the size of the artist’s 

portfolio and the number of Google search results for an artist’s name has been shown to 

positively influence prices. The results of this analysis are consistent with the hypothesis 

of a positive relationship between reputation and the ‘death effect’. This was partially 

confirmed by the results of the group comparisons of the relationship between prices 

obtained before and after the artist’s death. Reputation expressed as the number of works 

in the artist’s oeuvre has a positive effect on the increase in the prices of works of art 

following the artist’s death. For reputation as a number of Google search results, artists 

with average reputation reported lower posthumous prices compared to lifetime prices in 

relation to both artists with better and worse reputations. 



Finally, results do not provide support for the hypothesis of a positive relationship 

between the magnitude of media interest caused by the death of an artist and the ‘death 

effect’. In the year of death, an increased interest in the artist was indeed observed, but 

this was not associated with a positive change in prices. 


