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Abstract

The concept of Beauty is a frequently used but poorly defined term. Its interpretation in natural
languages is influenced by numerous factors. This study focuses on potential differences in the
understanding of the concept of Beauty by subjects who have gone through an academic
education or an art education. It uses the semantic differential method with 21 bipolar
adjectives grouped into the dimensions of activity, evaluation, and intensity. The results
obtained from the analysis of the data from a sample of 2,206 participants (53.8% women) aged
from 18 to 89 (M = 40.95; SD = 16.5) revealed that differences in the understanding of the
concept of Beauty between those who had an artistic education and laypeople, and between
individuals with higher and lower levels of academic education, are rare. For those with an
academic education, significant differences (p < 0.001) are only manifested in the activity
dimension (specifically in the adjective pairs: Fast/Slow and Strict/Lenient). For those with an
artistic education, they only appear in the evaluation dimension (in the adjective pairs:
Inspiring/Boring, Inviting/Repulsive, and Pleasant/Unpleasant).
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1. Introduction

The concept of Beauty is widely used but challenging to define, primarily due to the broad
spectrum of connotations associated with it (Kenett et al., 2021). Several scientific disciplines
have attempted to delineate it, including aesthetics (Dietrich & Knieper, 2022), ethics
(Diessner, 2019), art (Sidhu et al., 2018), mathematics (Zeki et al., 2018), medicine (Feng,
2020), biology (Jones & Jaeger, 2019), psychology (Yarosh, 2019), and philosophy (Scruton,
2011). However, most of these disciplines have produced a definition from their specific
perspective and these are not always universally applicable. Significant contributions have
come from approaches that explore the understanding of the concept of Beauty in natural
languages, either through an analysis of its connotations (Demuthova & Demuth, 2021; Page
et al., 2021), an examination of common or artistic texts (Mikolov et al., 2013; de Boer et al.,
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2018), or a characterisation of the concept of Beauty through the use of semantic differentials
(e.g., Kenett et al., 2021).

The method of semantic differential (originally developed by Charles Osgood et al.) enables
the measurement of individuals' subjective evaluations concerning a specific concept through
the series of bipolar adjectives (see: Osgood 1957; Osgood et al., 1957). In practice, this means
that an individual evaluates the chosen concept on a scale (usually seven-point) according to
their belief about how close/far the concept is to one of two opposing adjectives (e.g., beautiful
— ugly, fast — slow, etc.). Based on this evaluation, it is possible to attribute a value to the
concept on a specific scale (e.g., on a scale of beauty, speed, etc.), which can then be displayed
in the space between two points corresponding to two opposing poles — opposing adjectives.
The semantic differential offers advantages such as a standardized method of measuring the
meanings of words and concepts, the possibility of using bipolar scales to assess both positive
and negative connotations of concepts, and a numerical scale allowing for precise measurement
of participants' responses. Consequently, the evaluative scale measures the connotative
meaning of concepts and, unlike other rating scales,it is universally applicable to almost any
concept (Ploder & Eder, 2015).

An advantage of the semantic differential method is that the result is quantifiable, and thanks
to the bipolarity of the scale, it measures both positive and negative variants of the relationship.
Even this basic level of using the semantic differential enables working with a multitude of
data — it is possible to assess how a chosen group of individuals, or even a broad population or
culture, understands the evaluated concept in the context of the chosen criterion (e.g., within
the assessment of beautiful — ugly). Additionally, comparisons can be made among individuals,
groups, or different communities or cultures. Moreover, since the semantic differential
provides data in a quantitative form, their meta-analysis can be conducted through factor
analysis. In the early years of semantic differential usage, its authors primarily focused on
identifying universal semantic dimensions through factor analysis (see, for example, Tanaka et
al., 1963, or Ross, 1965), with Osgood et al. (1957) listing three fundamental universal
dimensions of connotative meaning: potency, activity, and evaluation.

When evaluating data intended to describe the concept of Beauty, it becomes evident that
several intervening variables need to be considered. The understanding of the concept of
Beauty may be influenced by the language itself (e.g., by the etymology of the term — Demuth,
2022), as well as by various cultural (Jacobsen, 2010) and temporal (Sorokowski, 2010)
specifics. It also appears that an individual's understanding of the concept of Beauty can also
depend on their gender (Vavrova & Demuthova, 2021), age (Wulff et al., 2022), and other
factors.

In this context, it is conceivable that an individual's education may also have an impact on their
understanding of the concept of Beauty. An academic environment exerts a significant
liberalising influence (Dey, 1996) and is characterised by cognitive sophistication (Gelepithis
& Giani, 2022). As such, it leads to more open attitudes and opinions — as the level of education
increases, the occurrence of prejudices (Kuppens & Spears, 2014; Scott, 2022) and negative
attitudes (Rivera-Garrido, 2022) is significantly decreased. Therefore, it can be presumed that
the understanding of the concept of Beauty among better educated individuals will be more
complex, and they will be more open and less conservative in their evaluation.

Likewise, it can be expected that individuals who have had an artistic education will have a
different approach to Beauty when compared to laypeople (those who have not had an artistic
education). Firstly, they encounter beautiful objects more frequently, subject them to more
detailed examination, and gradually develop a greater ability to perceive Beauty (Cantekin
Elyagutu, 2016). They are also trained to find aspects of Beauty in unconventional or unusual
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situations, objects, or configurations. Creative training and art education, for instance, lead to
a greater degree of openness to new experiences (Ulger, 2016) and respect for the artistic
traditions of different nations (Vladimirova et al., 2019). Thanks to training in openness and
the ability to find Beauty in diverse forms, it is anticipated that individuals with an artistic
education will have a broader perspective on the definition of Beauty. Moreover, it can be
assumed that they may be more active in this area when compared to individuals without an
artistic background.

However, research in this area is lacking, and the concept of Beauty, and the factors that
contribute to its assessment are under-studied. Formulating relevant research hypotheses to
investigate differences in the understanding of the concept of Beauty related to an academic or
artistic education is thus challenging. Given the absence of comprehensive research on the
understanding of the concept of Beauty in the context of an individual’s education, an
exploratory study was embarked upon and two research questions were formulated.

2. Research Questions

RQ1: Are there differences in the dimensions/items of the semantic differential for the concept
of Beauty between individuals with higher or lower levels of academic education?

RQ2: Are there differences in the dimensions/items of the semantic differential for the concept
of Beauty between individuals with an artistic education and those without?

3. Method
3.1 Procedure

The data collection was carried out through personal contacts between the researcher and the
participants using an opportunity sampling method. Adult participants were approached in
companies, corporations, universities, and various field settings. The participants voluntarily
and anonymously provided data and were fully informed in advance of the purpose and nature
of the information to be collected. They also had the right to withdraw from the research and
data collection at any time without any consequences.

3.2 Instruments

The data was obtained through a two-part questionnaire. The first part informed the participants
of the purpose of the research and once they had given informed consent, it collected basic
demographic information (gender, age, education). The second section asked participants to
describe the concept of "Beauty" using a prepared set of bipolar adjectives (see Table 1).

Table 1: Bipolar adjectives, categorised by dimension: activity, evaluation or potency, and the values at the
extremes of evaluation

Dimensions
Activity Evaluation Potency
Aggressive/Moderate Calm/Restless Balanced/Unbalanced
Erotic/Romantic Good/Bad Familiar/Strange
. Exciting/Soothing Inspiring/Boring Knowable/Unknowable
Bipolar - . o . X :
Adjectives Expressive/Inconspicuous InV|t_|ng/RepuIS|ve LoglcaI/IIIoglc_aI
Fast/Slow Kind/Hateful Orderly/Chaotic
Impulsive/Judicious Pleasant/Unpleasant Simple/Complicated
Strict/Lenient Pure/Dirty Understandable/Unintelligible

Source: Authors

This method involves the use of semantic differentials, where an individual evaluates a specific
concept on a scale (typically a Likert scale) based on their belief about how close/far the given
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concept is to one of two opposing adjectives (e.g., beautiful — ugly, fast — slow, and so on — for
an example, see Table 2).

Table 2: An example of the adjective evaluation within the semantic differential

Strongly Slightly “In the Slightly Strongly
Agree Agree Agree Middle” Agree Agree Agree
Pleasant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unpleasant

Source: Authors

To remain consistent with the original approach used in semantic differential (Osgood 1957;
Osgood et al. 1957), these adjectives were loaded into three separate factors — activity,
evaluation, and intensity. The internal consistency for the activity dimension was lower (a =
0.573), while for the evaluation and intensity dimensions, the values were satisfactory
(aevaluation = 0.763; aintensity = 0.745).

3.3 Participants

The research sample was made up of 2,220 participants; 0.6% of them (N = 14) were excluded
from any further analysis due to missing data. The final dataset was comprised of 2,206
participants from 18 to 89 (M = 40.95; SD = 16.5), of whom 1,187 (53.8%) were women.
Regarding education, the sample was divided into two groups — a "lower academic education™
group composed of participants with basic and high school education, and a "higher academic
education™ group made up of 1,386 participants (62.8%) with undergraduate, graduate or
postgraduate degrees (BA, MA, & Ph.D.). In addition to overall education, specific attention
was also paid to an artistic education. 275 participants (12.5%) had completed a form of
extended artistic education (specialised "art schools") at various levels (referred to as the
"artistic education” group). Within the state educational system, the minimum duration of
further education in the arts is 4 years.

3.4 Data Analysis

The statistical analyses were conducted using the IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS), version 28. To examine differences between the participant groups in various
categories and items of the semantic differential, non-parametric Mann-Whitney U Tests were
carried out. The threshold for statistical significance was set at 95%, corresponding to a
significance level of 0.05.

4. Results
4.1 Research Question 1

Differences in the three dimensions of the semantic differential (activity, evaluation, and
intensity) for the concept of Beauty were sought for individuals with higher and lower levels
of academic education using a Mann-Whitney U Test (see Table 3).

Table 3: Differences in the dimensions of the semantic differential for the concept of Beauty between individuals
with higher and lower levels of academic education (Mann-Whitney U test)

Dimension
Activity Evaluation Potency
Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank
Academic Education L(_)wer level 1,051.78 1,085.36 1,068.08
Higher level 1,123.53 1,076.32 1,090.61
Mann-Whitney U _ 579,386.50 541,751.00 553,243.00
Asymp. Sig. 0.010* 0.745 0,415

Note. *p < 0.05
Source: Authors
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From the results, it is evident that a difference between individuals with higher and lower levels
of academic education was only found in the activity dimension. Individuals with a lower level
of academic education were generally more active (the Mean Rank values were closer to the
poles, indicating a higher level of activity/activation). An item analysis within the activity
dimension revealed that this statistically significant difference was primarily caused by a
pronounced disparity in the understanding of the concept of Beauty within two bipolar
adjective pairs, fast/slow and strict/lenient. Individuals with a higher level of academic
education perceived Beauty to be slower and more lenient than individuals with a lower level
of academic education (see Table 4).

Table 4: Differences in the items within the activity dimension for the semantic differential for the concept of
Beauty between individuals with higher and lower levels of academic education (Mann-Whitney U test)
Bipolar adjective

Fast/Slow Strict/Lenient
Academic Lower level Mean Rank 1,063.71 1,064.11
Education Higher level 1,151.57 1,153.99
. 607,016.00 607,982.50
Mann-Whitney — »ovmp. sig. <0.001%%* <0.001%%

Note. ***p < 0.001
Source: Authors

4.2 Research Question 2

Differences in the three dimensions of the semantic differential (activity, evaluation, and
intensity) for the concept of Beauty were examined, between individuals with an artistic
education and those without, using a Mann-Whitney U Test (see Table 5).

From the results, it is evident that the dimensions of the concept of Beauty differed between
individuals who have completed an artistic education and those who have not, specifically in
the evaluation dimension. An item analysis of the evaluation dimension revealed that this
statistically significant difference was primarily caused by a pronounced disparity in the
understanding of the concept of Beauty within three bipolar adjectives: Inspiring/Boring,
Inviting/Repulsive, and Pleasant/Unpleasant. Individuals with an artistic education rated
Beauty as something that is very inspiring, inviting, and pleasant when compared to individuals
without an artistic education who perceived Beauty to be less inspiring, inviting, and pleasant
(see Table 6).

Table 5: Differences in the dimensions of the semantic differential for the concept of Beauty between individuals
with an artistic education and those without (Mann-Whitney U test)

Dimension
Activity Evaluation Potency
Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank
Acrtistic No 1,080.00 1,097.33 1,068.15
Education Yes 1,072.96 1,024.91 1,107.71
Mann-Whitney U _ 386,303.00 364,299.50 399,616.00
Asymp. Sig. 0.830 0.027* 0.228

Note. *p < 0.05
Source: Authors
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Table 6: Differences in the items within the evaluation dimension for the semantic differential for the concept of
Beauty between individuals with and without an artistic education (Mann-Whitney U test)
Bipolar Adjective

Inspiring/Boring Inviting/Repulsive Pleasant/Unpleasant
Artistic No Mean 1,128.78 1,113.87 1,113.83
Education Yes Rank 990.37 1,033.78 1,053.09
Mann-Whitney U . 352,175.50 370,653.00 381,343.00
Asymp. Sig. <0.001%%** 0.012* 0.046*

Note. * p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001
Source: Authors

5. Discussion

The examination of the differences in the understanding of the concept of Beauty between
individuals with higher or lower levels of academic education (research question 1) and
individuals with an artistic education, from an educational institution, and those without it
(research question 2) has yielded several findings. A higher level of academic education was
only associated with differences in the activity dimension. Individuals with a higher level of
academic education perceived Beauty to be slower and more lenient than individuals with a
lower level of academic education. It is possible that a higher level of academic education
teaches individuals to be more thoughtful, to not jump to hasty or impulsive conclusions. The
development of critical thinking in university students is one of the desired outcomes of higher
education (Bellaera et al., 2021). Therefore, it is possible that when they encounter Beauty,
those individuals with a higher level of education are prompted to explore it, analyse it, and
contemplate and not jump to impulsive conclusions. This type of reactions to the presence of
Beauty may be manifested, in better educated individuals, such that Beauty appears to be
slower than it does for individuals with a lower level of education. The difference found in the
evaluation of the concept of Beauty for the bipolar adjective pair strict/lenient can be
interpreted in a similar way. Critical thinking is associated, for example, with inquisitiveness,
with flexibility when considering stereotypes or biases, with open-mindedness towards
differences and options, prudence in making judgments, and the willingness to consider and
revise a viewpoint through reflection (Yuan et al., 2020). All of these are characteristics that
generally lead to making lenient rather than strict judgments. The completion of specialised
artistic education, at an educational institution, (research question 2) compared to those without
such an education only produced differences in the evaluation dimension. Individuals who had
completed an artistic education perceived Beauty to be more inspiring, inviting, and pleasant.
Beauty is a significant parameter of the realm of art. For individuals who are engaged in the
arts, it represents inspiration, its presence evokes strong positive emotions (it is highly
pleasant), and it has an inviting impact. Beauty serves as a source of inspiration, provides
material for their work, and is often the purpose of their activity.

The results of the analyses carried out also suggest that most of the dimensions and items
examined to produce the semantic differential for the concept of Beauty showed no significant
differences between the participants with higher or lower levels of education. It seems that
education does not significantly modify one's perception of Beauty. It is likely that there are
variables that were not included in the research study that play a more substantial role in
shaping the concept of Beauty. According to Demuthova & Demuth, when evaluating the
concept of beauty, a gender is very important. Regarding the examination of gender
specificities, the most significant differences in the semantic differential of Beauty concept
were found in the dimension of evaluation (Demuthova & Demuth 2023). Gender differences
in evaluating the concept of beauty and connected terms (such as: elegance, sexiness, grace)
were identified also by Menninghaus et al. (2019).
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The relative similarity of the concept of Beauty between the educated and less educate group
could be explained also through the influence by components common to both groups, such as
culture or the contemporary context. It is possible that due to the popularisation of art, trends
prominent among the cohort of artists quickly reach the general population, greatly blurring
the differences in the preferences for Beauty between "artists" and "laypeople”. The close
connection between artistic culture and the “"common™ environment has always existed —
centuries ago (before the invention of the camera), Beauty could only be documented through
art (Turan, 2023), and the population largely came into contact with Beauty through art.
Nowadays, there are many more opportunities to convey an artist’s perspective and
consequently art is much more accessible to laypeople. Isolated studies, focused on examining
similarities/differences in the perception of Beauty in various fields or between artists and
professionals, have also suggested that there are multiple synergies between various fields and
that the same beautiful object can often be enjoyed by laypeople and experts alike (Perc, 2020).

6. Conclusions

To allow the delimitation and definition of complex concepts, in addition to academic
approaches, it is essential to explore their meanings and connotations among ordinary language
users. In the case of the concept of Beauty, it becomes evident that the way it is understood in
a natural language is influenced by a number of variables. In addition to factors such as culture
and the age or gender of the subject, the educational background of the evaluator has emerged
as a significant variable. Based on the research conducted, it can be asserted that in the
assessment of the connotations of the term Beauty, a higher level of academic education
primarily affects the activity dimension whereas an artistic education is connected with the
evaluation domain. It is apparent that to fully comprehend such an undoubtedly complex and
multidimensional concept as Beauty, a thorough and detailed analysis of its meanings in
diverse environments and different groups of language users is required.
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