US Art & Design Market Report for 2017-2018
National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) Research: ArtWorks grant-funded report

Grant #: 1856106-38-19

5. 2. Defining an Art & Design Market

Although often used interchangeably, for this paper, we make a distinction between
the terms art business and art market. The art business represents all of the professional
activities of people involved in art, as well as the institutions where they work. The art
business, however, contains two distinct forms of economic consumption: experiential
consumption and ownership consumption. The experiential consumption sector includes
those institutions who sell the customer an art experience with the institution’s artworks. This
sector would primarily include museums but would also include a newer entity such as Meow
Wolf, which sells an art experience. The purpose of this paper is not to measure the
experiential consumption sector of the art business. Rather, this paper will measure the
ownership consumption sector of the art business: where artworks have a transactional
exchange of ownership. We refer to this sector as the art market.

A more challenging question then follows as to what the parameters of the art market
are. Certainly, at the center of the art market are artists who provide the primary source of its
supply. In return for this supply, the market provides artists with a source of revenue
(McAndrew, 2010). A broad definition would be the commercial exchanges of ownership in
artworks, but artworks themselves can be further subdivided into the disciplines often
referred to as fine art (painting, graphics, drawing, sculpture); applied art (jewelry, furniture,
ceramics, textiles), that is, objects that are both beautiful and simultaneously serve a function;
and commercial art (commercial photography, graphic design), that is, artworks which have a
distinct purpose of encouraging the sale of other products, for example, print and
advertisements. For the purposes of this paper, we have elected to include merchants and
producers of all of these. We chose to include these occupations and industries for the
following reasons: (1) These producers elect to refer to themselves as artists or designers, (2)
and their centers for higher-education training are also designated art schools or departments
of art at colleges and universities. Therefore, the report accounts for exchanges in ownership
in artworks, which can include both art and design objects and digitally existing artworks.

This report includes both sectors of the art market distinguished as the primary art
market and secondary art market. The first term refers to art objects sold for the first time
(primary art market) which can be a synonym for the contemporary art market. The secondary
art market refers to the sale of objects for the second (or third, or
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fourth, or fifth). In this market, quite often the producer is not known and could quite possibly
be deceased. This paper includes both primary and secondary sectors, including the vast
secondary market in applied arts and design products known as the antiques market, which
includes the resale commerce in furniture, ceramics, and other used goods. The justification
for inclusion of these sectors is because the leading auction houses in the art market, Christie’s
and Sotheby’s, have departments selling all of these media and object types. This paper
accounts for art market revenue earned through both two agent models of commerce
(producer-consumer, i.e., artist-collector) and three agent models (producer-merchant-
consumer, i.e., artist-dealer-collector).
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