[image: image1.emf]

Paper submission
for the Esomar Congress 2007
Title of the proposed paper
What makes objects beautyful?

Suggested Congress topic

People and society:
Impact, indicators and knowledge

Authors:

Dr. Gino De Vooght, Researcher,
Affiliation :

Compagnie

Gasmeterlaan 191

B-9000, Gent, Belgium

gino.de.vooght@compagnie.be 
Evelyne Aelbrecht, Researcher, 
Affiliation :

Compagnie

Gasmeterlaan 191

B-9000, Gent, Belgium

evelyne.aelbrecht@compagnie.be

Johan Valcke, Director, 
Affiliation :

Design Flanders

Koloniënstraat 56 (6th floor)
B-1000, Brussels, Belgium
johan.valcke@designflanders.be 
Bie Luyssaert

Affiliation :

Design Flanders

Koloniënstraat 56 (6th floor)

B-1000, Brussels, Belgium
bie.luyssaert@designvlaanderen.be
Ben Decock, Director,
Affiliation :

Compagnie

Gasmeterlaan 191

B-9000, Gent, Belgium

ben.decock@compagnie.be 

Suggested congress topic:

· People and society: Impact, indicators and knowledge.
Risk:

· At present the study is finished. A powerpoint report of the findings is available. There is not yet a written paper.
Subject matter:

· What is beauty?

· What are the antecedents of experiencing objects as beautiful?

· What is the added value of beauty?

· What do the findings learn about product design?
Presentation:

· This contribution is based upon the joined efforts of Design Flanders which is the commissioner of the study and research agency Compagnie. What is presented is a first systematic attempt to tap empirically into the nature of ‘beauty’ as experienced in objects. In this way assessing and comprehending the added value of product design. Besides reporting on the findings of the study, and on how the subject was tackled, the paper will also address the way in which this kind of research contributes to the mission of Design Flanders i.e., stimulating small and middle sized enterprises to integrate innovation and design in the strategic planning.
Type of paper:

· The paper presents research that contributes to a topic which is dominated by philosophical debate.

· The paper reports how philosophical views were operationalised for empirical testing
· The paper will addresses the problems encountered when operationalizing explanatory concepts that were put forward by philosophical accounts for beauty.

Specification:

· Experiment with n=150 participants.

Relevance:

· As all of us are attracted by beauty, learning about the nature of ‘beauty’ may be beneficial in many ways. For one thing it may help to predict attractiveness of newly designed products.

· As ‘beauty’ is a rather abstract concept, in trying to tackle it we learn about the possibilities and boundaries of empirical studies.
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Paper outline:

Background and research question

Design Flanders, which is under the competence of the Flemish Minister for Economy, promotes designers and their designs and stimulates companies and the public to use design. More specifically, Design Flanders stimulates small and middle sized enterprises to integrate innovation and design in the strategic planning of their company. The reason for supporting implementation of design is that design is a critical key to success, as was shown by De Vooght et al., 2004. Besides showing that implementing design leads to economical benefit, it was also shown that ‘designed’ products such as a sofa or a bicycle and ‘designed’ communications such as a business card or a logo are experienced as more beautiful than standard versions of these products and forms of communication. In order to gain more insight into the latter, Design Flanders ordered a study into the antecedents of experiencing beauty. In other words: What makes things appear as beautiful?

Apart from a handful of empirical studies (e.g., Hogarth, 1753) most accounts of beauty are of a more philosophical nature. This finding counts for the earlier contributions with proponents such as Aristotle, Pythagoras, Thomas Aquinas, Plotinus, Kant, Hume, and so on, as well as well as for the contemporary ones with proponents such as Guépin (1992), Armstrong (2004), De Botton (2006). The few empirical studies known to address beauty, focussed on one single explanatory principle (e.g., Hogarth, 1753, showed that beauty is related to a ‘perfectly curved line’). The present study is a first systematic attempt to tap empirically into the nature of ‘beauty’ as experienced in objects. To that end we operationalized a range of philosophical accounts of beauty, and put them to the test.

Operationalization of proposed antecedents of beauty
A first account of beauty that was translated into measurable variables can be called ‘the secret ingredients of beauty’. This goes back to a rational view which places the origin of beauty in object characteristics (e.g., order, harmony, elegance, coherence). For the purpose of the present study a range of objects was scored on presence or absence of features that have been put forward as ingredients of beauty. Amongst the proponents of the rational view we find Aristotle, Pythagoras, Thomas Aquinas, Palladio, Hogarth, and so on. Although the rational view is one of the earliest accounts for beauty, to some extent it is still alive in recent contributions (e.g., De Botton, 2006).

A second viewpoint that was translated into measurable variables is found in the idea that beautiful things may only have in common that they are beautiful. Beauty is what appeals to us, and what appeals to us may even be subject to context and mood. This thinking, lead to revealing beauty by focussing totally on the subject experiencing beauty (Kant, Hume). In order to grasp the ‘subjective’ ingredients of beauty, we turned to measuring the extent to which an object has meaning for the perceiver (e.g., familiarity, typicality, kind and number of associative connections, emotional valence, …).  

A third viewpoint that was translated into measurable variables originates in the idea that in beautiful objects we experience or longing to be ourselves. In other words, beautiful objects remind us of the things we long for, the things that really matter to us. In this sense it can be said that beautiful objects encapsulate promises. Access to such objects enables one to keep in touch with what matters. Such objects make us feel at home. As a consequence, in hard times beauty is appreciated the most (De Botton, 2006). The idea that beauty encapsulates promises was put forward by Armstrong (2004) and De Botton (2006), but it was already present in the work of Plotinus (Enneads) who saw in beauty a connection with the soul (love?). In order to measure the extent to which objects ‘Promise’ access to what the perceiver of the object longs for, we defined a list of bi-polar qualities which can be used to describe how ones interior (home) looks like, as well as how objects appear to us (e.g., Quiet – Alive, Innovative – Traditional,  Messy, cosy – Tightly, neat, and so on). By means of 11 bi-polar qualities the participants in the experiment indicated how their home would look like if they were free to furnish it to their own liking (Ideal). By means of these qualities they also indicated how the objects judged appeared to them (Promise). On the basis of these judgments we calculated a distance between what the participant longs for, and the extent to which the objects promise access to these personal longings. 

The study
As the study is about beautiful objects, we needed objects that might be experienced as beautiful as well as ugly. To that end, 26 designer objects were selected by a committee of experts in the field of contemporary product design. In order to be able to conclude something of objects in general, it was decided to select objects from 5 different categories (5 vacuum cleaners, 5 bicycles, 5 watches, 5 thermoses and 5 radiators, and one chair as additional item to be used for explaining the tasks). This committee also rated these objects for the extent in which they contained order, harmony, elegance, and coherence (the secrets ingredients of beauty).

150 participants participated in this experiment which was organised as an in-hall test. The experiment itself was run on pc’s (web questionnaire), with each participant tested individually and going through the different phases of the experiment in their own pace.
For this study, 26 designer objects were selected (5 vacuum cleaners, 5 bicycles, 5 watches, 5 thermoses and 5 radiators, and one additional test item) by a committee of experts in the field of contemporary product design. This committee also rated these objects for the extent in which they contained order, harmony, elegance, and coherence (the secrets ingredients of beauty).

The test contained 4 phases, first there were a couple of questions on socio demographic variables. Second, by means of a 6-point rating scale ranging from ‘very beautiful’ to ‘not beautiful at all’ the participants judged the beauty of 25 objects (presented as picture). With the exception of an additional test object, the 25 objects were presented in a random order for each participant. Third, the participants were shown all objects again, but now grouped by category (categories were shown in a random order, within a category the objects were also shown in a random order). In this phase the participants were asked to judge the typicality of the objects by means of a 6-point Likert scale. After that, the participants went through the set of objects for a third time (grouped by category, categories were shown in a random order, within a category the objects were also shown in a random order), and judged the objects on a range of qualities tapping for the ‘meanings’ and ‘promises’ of the object. Then we measured the respondents motivational type (Schwartz, 1992; Timperman et al., 2002), and the qualities they long for in their lives (i.e., the ‘ideal’, as indicated earlier in ‘operationalization …’).
Main findings
The beauty judgments showed that the set of objects contained both, objects that were beautiful to a majority of the participants, as well as objects that were ugly to a majority of the participants. This is in line with the idea that, to some extent, there is a common ground for beauty. But, even though for several objects there was a large consensus about their beauty, every single object was judged very beautiful by some, and as not beautiful at all by others, indicating  that to some extent, experiencing beauty is individually anchored also.

When looking at the top five highest ranked and the top 5 lowest ranked objects (ranking based upon the average judgment expressed in scores), the rank order (surprisingly) did not differ very much in function of gender, age group, educational level, social group and motivational type. This indicates that, at least in part, beauty has common ground also. This common ground could rely in ‘the secret ingredients of beauty’. In fact, t-test contrasting objects that differed in objective features showed that (a) objects with a simple configuration were judged as more beautiful than objects with a complex configuration. (b) Objects with an intriguing configuration were judged as more beautiful than objects with a boring configuration. (c) Elegant objects were judged as more beautiful than non-elegant objects. (d) Objects that are coherent/harmonious were judged as more beautiful than objects that are not coherent/harmonious. (e) Objects that have a well-cared-for finishing were not judged as more beautiful than objects that have a more rough finishing. Although statistically reliable, the observed differences in alleged beauty remained, however, very small. Important here is that although capturing ‘the secret ingredients of beauty’ can be questioned
, mere object features do contribute to beauty. This finding lets us expect that the contrast would be larger if (when) a better measure of ‘the secret ingredients of beauty’ is available.
By means of regression analysis and discriminant analysis we analysed to what extent judgments of beauty can be predicted from object features, the meanings activated by the object  (typicality, familiarity, meaningfulness) and the promises the objects make (distance to ideal). These analyses showed that object features did not contribute in predicting beauty judgments (as indicated, the effect was weak). The Discriminant analysis showed that a function based on both, variables indicative for activation of meaning and the distance between Promises and Ideal, classified 73.8% of all judgments correctly, as either beautiful or not beautiful.
Taken together, it was shown empirically all three philosophical views on the nature of beauty have some truth in them. However, with the present operationalization of these concepts, a large part in the variation of beauty judgments remains unexplained. Partly, this may stem from sub-optimal operationalization of philosophical concepts. However, there is an additional philosophical account that pinpoints real beauty to a “je ne sait quoi” (Bouhours, 1671; Guépin, 1992), in this sense, one can say that even when a part of beauty can be accounted for, there remains something that is ‘unspeakable’. For example, every one can cook according to a recipe but this does not make anyone a chef. A dish made by a chef always has ‘that something’ more. The idea of a part that cannot be explained pushes the debate towards the boundaries of science.

As mentioned earlier, this research project is a joint effort of Design and the research agency Compagnie. In the discussion, we will address also the way in which this kind of research contributes to the mission of Design Flanders i.e., stimulating small and middle sized enterprises to integrate innovation and design in the strategic planning.
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� It is intended to discuss this during presentation at the conference.  
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