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ABSTRACT: The Visual Aesthetic Sensitivity relation in this field (H. J. Eysenck, 1964, 
Test (VAST; Goetz, 1985) was administered 198 1, 1983a, 1983b, 1988), and suggest ex- 
to 722 male and female children between the planatory hypotheses (Berlyne, 1971). At- 
ages of 10 and 15 and 58fine arts students. tempts to make concepts like "beauty" and 
AZSO administered to the children only were taste" acquire & empirical basis led 
Raven's Progressive Matrices and the to the discovery of two major determinants 
Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (H. J. of preference judgments in the visual field. 
Eysenck & S. B. G. Eysenck, 1975). VAST The first of these, good taste was based on 
scores increased with age up to 14, but not 
beyond; sex had little influence. IQ ac- 
counted for only 10% of the VAST variance. 
Personality failed to correlate with VAST 
scores, and artistic training had no effect on 
VAST scores. The test scores were reason- 
ably reliable (r  = .70), but skewed to the 
right, with a long tail of low scores. Diflculty 
levels were similar to those observed in other 
countries and cultures. 

the empirical discovery that judges tended to 
agree on the ranking of aesthetic objects and 
that those who agreed best with the average 
rankings of one class of objects tended to 
agree best with the average ranking of other 
classes of objects (H. J. Eysenck, 1940). 
Classes of objects so studied ranged from 
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simple colors (H. J. Eysenck, 1941a) and 
shapes (H. J. Eysenck, 1941b, 1942, 1973) 
to paintings and sculptures (H. J. Eysenck, 
1940). The second factor, orthogonal to the 
first, was a preference for complexity as op- 
posed to simplicity (C), in which complexity 
is defined in terms of the collative properties 
of the stimulus materials (Berlyne, 197 1 ; H. 
J. Eysenck, 1941~). Welsh (1975) used this 
conception to create a test of creativity, the 
Barron-Welsh Art Scale (H. J. Eysenck & 
Castle, 1970). 

There have been many attempts to mea- 
sure the good taste factor, such as the Meier 
(1942) Art Tests and the Graves (1943) De- 
sign Judgment Test; all suffer from the same 
fault, namely the poor artistic quality of the 
drawings used. There are also psychometric 
faults, such as lack of homogeneity, which 
disqualify these tests from being seriously 
considered as proper tools for measurement 
(H. J. Eysenck, 1967,1970; H. J. Eysenck & 
Castle, 1970,197 1 ; K. 0. Goetz & K, Goetz, 
1974). 

To remedy this situation, a new test-the 
Visual Aesthetic Sensitivity Test (VAST; K. 
0. Goetz, 1985)-was introduced that was 
made up of artistically meaningful hawings 
made by a well-known German painter, K. 
0. Goetz (1985). The test has been described 
in detail elsewhere (H. J. Eysenck, 1983a, 
1983b). It consists of a series of 50 pairs of 
nonrepresentative drawings; in each pair the 
subject has to express an opinion as to which 
is the better, more harmonious design. The 
artist drew the better designs first and then 
changed it by incorporating faults and errors 
into it. The validity of the judgment was 
tested by having eight expert jud~es (artists 
and critics) make preference judgments and 
only accepting pairs of designs where agree- 
ment among the judges was unanimous. An- 
other proof of the validity of the original 

judgment is that when groups of subjects are 
tested, the majority judgment always agrees 
with the keying of the items. This agreement 
between experts and unsophisticated mem- 
bers of the public is difficult to explain in 
terms other than some universal sense of 
aesaE;tetic appreciation possessed in different 
degree by everybody-few scores below 
c h m e  have been &served. Figure 1 shows 
three typical items from the test, ranging 
from easy through average to diflcult. The 
difficulty level of items is established in 
terms of the percentage of right responses; 
the more subjects give the right answer, the 
easier the item. Different groups of subjects, 
differing in age, sex, artistic training, cultural 

F m  1. Emy, medium, and dificult items on the 
Visual Aesthetic Sensitivity Test. 
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background, and race have always produced 
very similar difficulty levels for the items. 

It should not be thought that experts and 
untrained subjects agree because both are 
exposed to the same cultural environment; 
several studies have shown essential similar- 
ities between the test performances of Brit- 
ish, German, American, Japanese, and 
Chinese groups (Chan, H. J. Eysenck, & K. 
0. Goetz, 1980; H. J. Eysenck, K. 0. Goetz, 
Han Yee Long, Nias, & Ross, 1984; Iwawaki, 
H. J. Eysenck, & K. 0. Goetz, 1975). Artistic 
training also has not appeared to have much 
influence on scores. Other studies of the 
VAST have demonstrated adequate psycho- 
metric properties for group testing, absence 
of sex differences, and small correlations 
with IQ or personality (K. 0. Goetz, Borisy, 
Lynn, & H. J. Eysenck, 1979). There are two 
versions of the test, on slides and in printed 
form; the latter seems to have higher reliabil- 
ity. There are also several forms of the test, 
varying in number of items; the present ver- 
sion has 50 items and is (provisionally) the 
final version. 

The aim of this study was to obtain psy- 
chometric information on the VAST from 
groups of children and adults, analyze the 
influence of age, sex, personality, and intel- 
ligence, and investigate the influence of ar- 
tistic training. 

Method 

Subjects 

The study was carried out with a sample 
of 780 subjects: 341 boys (in years, 63 were 
age 10; 54 age 11; 49 age 12; 68 age 13; 55 
age 14; and 52 age IS), 38 1 girls (in years, 
5 1 were age 10; 51 age 11; 73 age 12; 79 age 
13; 69 age 14; and 58 age 15), and a group 

of 58 adults consisting of 20 men and 38 
women with an average age of 21 years. The 
sample of children originated from the same 
geographical region, and in it were repre- 
sented diverse socioeconomic levels. The 
adults were students of the third and fourth 
years of the courses of Sculpture and Paint- 
ing of the Lisbon Fine Arts School. 

Intelligence and Personality 

As a measure of general intelligence, 
Raven's Progressive Matrices Test was 
used. As a measure of the major dimen- 
sions of personality (P = Psychoticism, E 
= Extraversion, N = Neuroticism, L = Dis- 
simulation), the Portuguese version of the 
Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (EPQ; 
H. J. Eysenck & S. B. G. Eysenck, 1975; 
Fonseca & S. B. G. Eysenck, 1989) was 
used. 

Visual Aesthetic Sensitivity 

We used the final edition of the VAST, 
already described. Small groups of 20 or so 
subjects were tested, using the printed ver- 
sion of the test. This constituted the first 
testing session. In the second, the EPQ was 
administered and a week later the matrices. 
The instructions for the VAST were as 
follows: 

This booklet contains a series of 50 pairs of 
pictures. Each pair consists of two similar pic- 
tures one of which is superior from the point of 
view of design; it is more harmonious, better 
balanced and better adapted in the way the 
elements are ordered, and in the way the items 
are drawn. Look carefully at the picture, and 
you will see that in the comparison the worse 
picture contains small "faults" or "errors" 
which destroy the balance of the picture. These 
judgments were made unanimously by a group 

- 
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of painters and graphic artists for all 50 paiff of 
pictures. 

At the beginning of the boloklet are given 
three examples @airs A, B and C) which illustr- 
ate these points. A cross is f i x e d  to the more 
balanced, better fomihted pichrre. In the case 
of picture A, the picture m&rked with a cross is 
better because the contour is more even, armd the 
central point is located right in the middle. In 
the less good picture there are breaks in the 
contour in two places, and the circle is badly 
positioned. 

In the case of B, in the better drawing the 
three polygon figures present a well-ordered 
and circumscribed design, whereas in the worse 
drawing they fall apart altogether. 

As regards Figure C, the rhythmic move- 
ment can be seen clearly in the bettor figure, 
whereas this is not at all clear in the worse 
figure, where the smali pointed areas constitute 
a disturbance. 

Your task will be to discover, as far as the 
fifty remaining pairs of pictures are concerned, 
which in each pair is the better design. Some- 
times this will be on the left side, sometimes on 
the right. Look carefully and take your time; the 
correct answer is not always obvious! When 
you have made a decision, write a capital R (for 
right) or a capital L (for left) in the space after 
the number of the picture pair on the score sheet 
you have been given. Do not leave out any of 
the pairs, even though you may find difficulties 
in coming to a decision. 

Do not form your judgment according to 
which of two pictures you like better. This is not 
the point, because sometimes a picture that is 
less well designed may please you better, be- 
cause you find it personally more interesting. 
Your task is to discover which picture has been 
better designed. Note that the problems differ in 
difficulty, but that the more difficult ones are 
not necessarily to be found near the end; easy 
and difficult items are intermingled on a fairly 
random basis. 

For the other tests, testing and instructions 
were as suggested in the test mawrid. Only 
the children received the EPQ and the matri- 
ces; the Fine Arts students only worked on 
the VAST. 

.51 to .70%rtb 

d g f u l .  Them is no c k  &end 
sex.Seorehietehw;edtQ~~t,~&along 
tail slaaPing t u w d  low scon&.s; h w e r ,  the 
skew is not~xmd 

deviations for the various g i n u p  and the 
significance of the digemes .  Pout of these 
are insigMcant, 11,12, and 13, 
f emhs  have si higher scores. 
There is a pgmWity W m y  be con- 
n a t a l  wi& puberty, but d y  mpkatmn can 
tell wthetheir these rather sad1 d-nces 
have any substantive i m  and rapire 
explanation. Analysis of va;riance for the 
total sample shows that the principal e&ts 
of the age and sex factors ae higkfy signifi- 
cant, with p values of .Ol in bdh caiss. The 
interaction between sex and 
n i f w t  0, < .025) but btm31y so; this inta:rac- 
tion m i m  the pstttern of sipiflcgnce: levels 
shown in Table 2. 

Table 1. Alpha Reliabilities of the Visual Aesthetic 
Sensitivity Test for Mates and Females of Different 
Age Groups 

k (Yertrs) TOM Mrrles 

10 .509 .514 .498 
11 .620 .530 .575 
12 .669 .710 .60 
13 .698 .685 .676 
14 .557 .565 .558 
15 .559 .584 .493 
Adults .725 .722 .734 



Visual Aesthetic Sensitivity Test 

Table 2. Dflerences in Means and Standard Deviations for the Visual Aesthetic Sensitivity Test at Different Age Levels 

Boys and Girls Only Boys Only Girls 

Age (Years) 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
Adults 

Figure 2. Scores on the Visual Aesthetic Sensitivity 
Test (VAST) as afunction of age. Table 3 shows the 
correlations between the VAST and intelligence test 
scores for the children. 

As far as age is concerned, Figure 2 
illustrates the results. Clearly scores on the 
VAST increase with age up to 14, after which 
point there is no change. The difference be- 
tween the 14- and 15-year-old groups, on the 
one hand, and the adults on the other, are not 
statistically significant. 

We now turn to a discussion of the relation 
between the VAST and intelligence. Table 3 
shows the correlations between the two sets 
of scores for the children. All the product- 
moment correlations are positive, although 
not all are significant; they average around 
.35, and none depart significantly from this 
mean. Roughly 10% of the total variance on 
the VAST is accounted for by intellectual 
factors in these children, leaving 90% to be 
specific to the VAST. This is in general 
agreement with previous investigations. 

Table 3. Product-Moment Correlations Between the 
Visual Aesthetic Sensitivity Test and Raven's 
Matrices for Different Age Groups 

Age Boys n Girls n BoysIGirls 

10 .33* 61 .26 50 .31** 
11 .28 49 .29 49 .36** 
12 .21 40 .45** 55 .31* 
13 .34 39 .07 5 1 .20 
14 .21 36 .25 50 .24 
15 .13 40 SO** 51 .33* 
All .32** .35** .36** 

Table 4. Product-Moment Correlation Between the 
Visual Aesthetic Sensitivity Test and Eysenck 
Personality Questionnaire Scales 

Group P E N L 

Males -:035 .096 -.062 -.1705* 
Females -.019 ,090 .088 -.2710** 
Males and 

Females -.068 .051 .044 -.2240** 

Note: P = Psychoticism, E = Extraversion, N = 
Neuroticism, L = Dissolution. 
* p  = .01. **p = .001. 

Personality and the VAST show no sig- 
nificant correlations (Table 4). The only sig- 
nificant correlations are between the VAST 
and the L (Dissimulation) scale, and these are 
negative. L scores are often interpreted as 
indicative of conformity when there is no 
special incentive to dissimulate, so the data 
may suggest the more conformist children do 
marginally worse on the VAST. This finding 
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may or may not be worth following up; the 
percentage of variance explaitled is quite 
small. For the different groups, only one 
correlation is significant by itself (1 l-year- 
old girls, r = -.49); 9 out of 12 are negative. 

Difficulty levels showed no obvious dif- 
ferences between groups related to age or 
sex, except that the absolute level was of 
course lower for the 14- and 15-year-oids 
and the adults. They were in good accord 
with difficulty levels of other groups studied 
previously (H. J. Eysenck et al., 1984; K. 0. 
Goetz et al., 1979); clearly there is consider- 
able lawfulness about the VAST. 

The major results of this study are in good 
agreement with those of (usually much 
smaller) other studies carried out in various 
countries (e.g., Chan et al., 1980; H. J. 
Eysenck et al., 1984; H. J. Eysenck & 
Iwawalu, 1971; K. 0. Goetz et al., 1979; 
Iwawaki et al., 1975). It may be useful to 
summarize them here. 

1. Performance on the VAST is reason- 
ably reliable, with Cronbach's alpha levels 
around .70, somewhat lower for younger 
children. 

2. Performance on the VAST increases 
with age up to 14 or so, and then remains 
steady into adulthood. 

3. Performance on the VAST is largely 
independent of sex, although between 1 1 
and 13, girls appear to do slightly better than 
the boys. 

4. Performance on the VAST correlates 
with IQ at all ages at about r = .35, IQ thus 
accounting for some 10% of the VAST 
variance. 

5. Personality does not seem to predict 
VAST performance, all correlations (with 

the possible exceptions of the Lie s&) 
being insignificant. 

6. Artistic training seemed to have no 
effect on VAST scores, as the artistically 
trained adults failed to do better than the 
(untrained) 14- and 15-year-old children. 
This fmding strengthens the belief that ge- 
netic factors may be operaring here, a belief 
based on the cultural inhpmdence of the 
VAST. Empirical support for this belief is 
being sought. 

Clearly, the test could be made more reli- 
able by extending it to 100 items, but bore- 
dom resulting from extended testing may 
reduce the gains so achieved. Choice of one 
from four, rather than from two items may 
also reduce the influence of chance choices. 
There are clearly ways in which the test 
could be improved, but it is perhaps already 
sufficiently well designed psychometrically 
to be used in experimental investigations of 
the intriguing and controversial concept of 
good taste. Clearly, the VAST is measuring 
something other than IQ or personality; 
equally clearly this "something" is related to 
visual aesthetic sensitivity. Much research 
will be required to elucidate the precise na- 
ture of this something; but it does seem to 
link up with the subject matter of earlier 
studies (H. J. Eysenck, 194Q, 194 lb, 1942). 
It is impossible to predict the extent to which 
the theories put forward may explain the 
results achieved with this test built to in- 
vestigate prediction made from those the- 
ories; so far results have been in line with 
expectation. 
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