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Background: The ability to integrate beauty (AIB) is the ability to inner transformation including thinking about oneself, perceived
phenomena, or the world through exposure to an aesthetic object (or phenomenon). Previous research indicates that the AIB is
positively related to aesthetic experience. Still, it is unclear whether spirituality can mediate the relationship between the two variables.
Spirituality is understood as an experience of transcendence that relates to the unseen and is “larger than human”. The aim of the study
was to analyze the relationship between emotional and cognitive experiences related to the reception of art (as the most representative
form of beauty) and the ability to connect with spirituality and aesthetic experiences.

Methods: The online survey included a sample of N = 195 adults (74% female) between the ages of 18 and 54. The Spirituality Scale (SD-
36), the Aesthetic Experience Questionnaire (AEQ) and the Ability to Integrate Beauty Scale (AIBS) were used to test hypotheses.
Results: The analysis revealed a statistically significant, moderate relationship between the ability to integrate beauty and both the
total aesthetic experience score and the spirituality scale score. The results support the hypothesis that there is a relationship between
aesthetic experience in art and spirituality. The study also confirmed the mediating effect of spirituality on the relationship between
aesthetic experience and aesthetic intelligence.

Conclusion: Individuals with a higher level of spiritual development tend to have a greater ability to integrate beauty and have more
intense aesthetic experiences, which in turn may increase their aesthetic intelligence. The results suggest that a deepened spirituality
contributes to a greater ability to integrate beauty.
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Introduction
The ability to integrate beauty is the ability to change one’s being through contact with an aesthetic object (or
phenomenon). This transformation is multi-dimensional, profound and felt as encompassing the whole being. Ferrucci'
defines this ability as one of the three components of aesthetic intelligence, along with the ability to perceive beauty in
different situations (range of beauty) and the feeling of being deeply moved by beauty (depth of experience).

According to Ferrucci,! humans are born with an innate ability to perceive and appreciate beauty. While some people
see beauty in works of art of a particular trend or period, others are able to find it in everyday situations (the sight of the
sky, the reflection of light or the sounds of nature). In addition, some people believe that their encounter with beauty
triggers a transformative process within them. In addition to purely physical sensations (shivers, chills) or emotional
feelings (fascination, rapture), they begin to think differently about themselves and the world; they feel they have
discovered a truth or are inspired to do something new. Perhaps this internal transformation may be related to the process
of art reception proposed by Kowalik® in his book, which suggests that individuals can fill the three areas of cognitive
void through the experience of art.

Kowalik® writes that cognitive void is a feeling of lack of knowledge. Metaphysical void concerns whether and what
is beyond our ontological reality (the feeling of emptiness may also result from the assumption that there is nothing more,

although one would like it to exist). The epistemic void involves experiencing a lack of knowledge or uncertainty within
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the ontological space (people assume that there is or may be something worth introducing into our epistemic space; for
example, scientific research is an objectified, structured way of filling this void). Existential void refers to not knowing
oneself (people discover that their knowledge of themselves is not complete by observing their own and other people’s
behavior). Contact with various forms of pieces of art is contact with the expression of the artist’s inner life (their
experiences, their attempt to cope with the cognitive void). That is, the recipients discover or/and fill their own cognitive
void thanks to the fact that the artist did it. Art can lead to filling the emptiness one or more types at a time. It is not
a one-time process, but a multiple one.

Psychotherapist and philosopher Ferruci’s three-factor concept of aesthetic intelligence is virtually absent from
psychological research and the literature.® This is surprising, as Pelowski and his research team® identified
a significant gap in the psychology of art and aesthetics seven years ago. Current models and theoretical discourses
tend to explain the process of aesthetic perception but often overlook the importance of art for individuals and society.
The development of a scale measuring the third dimension of aesthetic intelligence® has provided an opportunity to
explore how the integration of beauty contributes to the development of specific traits and well-being. It also raises
questions about the relationship of aesthetic intelligence to other traits or abilities. Therefore, this article seeks to answer
the question of the role of aesthetic experience and spirituality in the development of beauty integration abilities.

Integration of Beauty

The third aspect of aesthetic intelligence, the ability to integrate beauty, sounds like an enigma. According to Ferrucci,' it
is the ability to change one’s being under the influence of contact with beauty. It could be argued that an inner
transformation is a unique form of aesthetic intelligence, as it involves a heightened awareness of one’s inner states,
such as thoughts, beliefs and emotions. By experiencing a profound encounter with what one finds beautiful, an
individual can experience an emotional and cognitive response and become aware of a change taking place within
themselves.

The ability to integrate beauty shows that there are other motives and functions involved in the search for beauty than the
purely sensual pleasure of encountering an aesthetic object (or phenomenon). Individuals may actively seek beauty as a means
of gaining new perspectives on situations, phenomena, themselves, or events, with the goal of being internally enriched not
only by the aesthetic experience, but also by the insights and inspirations it provides. Research by Fancourt et al® suggests that
engaging in aesthetic creativity can contribute to the achievement of new insights or self-improvement goals. Kowalik?
suggests that receiving art means turning inwards and deepening one’s inner life. We believe that any encounter with beauty,
whether through works of art or otherwise, as long as it is a profound experience, has the potential to help us achieve our goals.
Diessner has written about the benefits of seeing and appreciating beauty in different forms.®™®

Notably, Ferrucci' does not view aesthetic intelligence as a purely innate trait but rather as something that individuals
can develop and enhance throughout their lives. Dan et al’ take a similar stance, writing about the construction and
validation of their own scale to measure the aesthetic quotient. This indicates that, for the majority of people, aesthetic
intelligence can serve as a valuable tool for personal growth. Art students are often thought to have higher levels of
aesthetic intelligence than non-art students,” suggesting that frequent and intense aesthetic experiences may play an
important role in the development of aesthetic integration skills.

Aesthetic Experience

Aesthetic experience has a long history as an object of study in European philosophy.'® At the same time, among
psychological studies of art perception, the concept of “aesthetic experience” is described as poorly defined.""'? Tt
undoubtedly refers to the external perception (looking, listening) of various objects, disregarding their functional use.
According to Francuz et al,'® aesthetic experience is the result of several factors related to the evaluation of artwork, with
the quality of the artwork and the expertise of the viewer playing a crucial role.

Some researchers define it as preferences and various emotional reactions.'* Others talk about emotions and cognitive
states.'” Pelowski and Akiba'® proposed an authoritative model that describes the process of aesthetic experience itself in
relation to art. Jankowski et al'” [p. 2] write about “three components: evaluative, affective and semantic”. Wanzer et al'®
[p. 113] state that aesthetic experience is “the attitudes, perceptions, or acts of attention associated with viewing art”.
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They suggest that the intensity of aesthetic experience can be measured through inspection, taking into account several
aspects such as the emotional aspect (feelings that arise in response to contact with a work of art), the perceptual aspect
(attention to the structure, colors and details of the work), the cultural aspect (placing oneself in a wider context) and the
understanding aspect (knowledge of the artwork and the artist). They also include two elements related to a particular
state of mind, namely flow (the conditions that promote flow and the experience of flow itself). The aesthetic experience
is most often discussed in the context of artworks, but it should be added that nature can also be its source.'® %

Despite its universal nature, aesthetic experience stands out from other experiences as significantly rewarding and
memorable.” Tt is known that people with more aesthetic experiences report stronger aesthetic experiences.'® Other
research has shown that people who score high on the Aesthetic Experience Questionnaire are not only more aesthetically
competent, but also more cognitively inclined and more likely to turn to artistic creation and music to manage their
emotions.** Suwinski®> writes that the experience of beauty is a fundamental aspect of human existence, which manifests
itself in cognitive processes as either pleasure or preference.

Spirituality

Spirituality is a complex and multifaceted concept. It can be understood as an integrating factor of life, personality, and
human development and relates to the significance of events that an individual gives meaning to.?® The cognitive domain
is an inherent aspect of an individual’s everyday life and is reflected in their particular activities and inner experiences.?’
In Bozek et al,*® spirituality is presented as an experience of transcendence that can be either internal, such as self-
actualization, or external, such as a connection with a higher being, energy or the universe. Unlike religion, spirituality is
not institutional, ritualistic, and does not have to be communal (spirituality can develop powerfully in interaction with
others, but does not require belonging to a formal or informal formation group). Instead, it focuses on the individual’s
personal experience of that which is invisible and “greater than human”. Spirituality can manifest itself through
religiosity, but although the two constructs are similar, they are not the same thing. Socha®’ organizes the knowledge
of spirituality by describing its components, which include the aesthetic sense (sensitivity to art). On the other hand, Ma
and Wang,*® in their text, further elaborate on the concept of spiritual intelligence. A highly intellectual person is
characterized by: self-awareness, spontaneity, vision and idea-driven, holistic, compassion, appreciation of difference,
independence, humility, ability to contextualize, positivity in handling adversity, vocation awareness, and desire to
understand and explore. It is worth noting that although spirituality is associated with positive traits, it has also been
found to correlate with beliefs in the paranormal and pseudoscientific.*' Furthermore, spirituality cannot be understood as
something fixed (domains or dimensions) but as a “process of coping with an existential situation™? [p. 267]. Despite
different ways of defining and measuring spirituality, the literature still refers to its significant links with subjective well-
being, health-related quality of life, coping, and recovery from mental health problems or self-destructive behavior.*®
Spirituality is also positively correlated with age and female gender.*’

If sensitivity to art is shown to be an aspect of spirituality, spirituality could contribute to more intense aesthetic
experiences. At the same time, aesthetic experiences could result in a deepening of an individual’s spirituality. It is also
known, for example, that music has accompanied important life rites and rituals for centuries.>* Today, it remains an
element of religious events, fostering feelings of sublimity, reverence and awe. The aesthetic experience could support
the human tendency towards transcendence. From the perspective of theological aesthetics, beauty can be read as
elevating the human mind toward contemplation.”> Furthermore, another publication argues that aesthetic experiences
contribute to spiritual well-being.*> Wynn,>> writing on spirituality, refers to religious spirituality rather than spirituality
in the psychological sense. On page 406 he wrote:

I began this paper by suggesting that aesthetic values appear to be important for many forms of lived religion, given the wide
interest of religious traditions in, for example, the arts and in the regulation of the disposition of the body in worship or
devotion.

It can be assumed that people who report stronger aesthetic experiences also have a more strongly developed spiritual
domain.
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Hypotheses
The present study examines the relationship between emotional and cognitive sensations associated with the reception of
art as the most representative form of beauty, as well as aesthetic experiences and the ability to integrate the human
mental domain. Our aim was also to explore the importance of the spiritual aspect concerning aesthetic intelligence.
Four research hypotheses were formulated based on the information presented in the introduction. The first three
hypotheses proposed were implicitly derived from the literature presented earlier. However, as the study of aesthetic
intelligence is an emerging field of psychology and, consequently, as there are no data available to describe in depth the
relationship between the variables studied, our hypotheses are partially exploratory in nature:

H1: Aesthetic experience is positively related to the ability to integrate beauty.
H2: Aesthetic experience is positively related to spirituality.

H3: Spirituality is positively related to the overall ability to integrate beauty.

However, the fourth hypothesis requires a separate justification. In our study, we chose aesthetic experience as the
explanatory variable and the ability to integrate beauty as the explained variable. We hypothesize that the explanation of
having had strong aesthetic experiences may predict a higher ability to incorporate beauty and may also indicate a more
highly developed spiritual domain (the quest for transcendence, the search for the sacrum). At the same time, spirituality
seems to be the area of life facilitating “inner transformation” under the influence of beauty. Following Socha,*” if we
assume that artistic sensibility is a domain of spirituality, spirituality should reinforce the influence of experience on the
development of aesthetic intelligence. The fact that spirituality appears as such in various psychological research

3641

reports speaks in favor of placing spirituality in the role of mediator. It was therefore assumed that:

H4: Spirituality mediates the relationship between aesthetic experience and the ability to integrate beauty.

Research Design, Research Tools, and Statistical Analyses

Participants

The survey was conducted among N = /95 adult Poles, 74% of whom were women. Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to
54 years (M = 27.12; SD = 8.19). The survey was web-based, using random sampling and the snowball method.
Respondents were informed about the purpose of the survey, how it would be conducted, the estimated duration, the
option to stop participating at any time, and the anonymity and confidentiality of individual results. Respondents were
also provided with an email address to contact the researchers. Once the research team was assembled, online access to
the test battery was deactivated. The study was conducted under the Research Ethics Committee approval of the Institute
of Psychology at the University of Szczecin (No. 6/2022) and in accordance with the Helsinki Declaration. All
participants gave fully informed, written consent. The following instruments were used in the study: the Spirituality
Scale, the Aesthetic Experience Questionnaire, and the Ability to Integrate Beauty Scale.

Measures

The Spirituality Scale — SD-36" is a 36-item Polish psychometric tool. It measures spirituality as a trait, which the
authors defined in six ways based on Socha’s conceptualization.”” The tool is thus used to measure: religious spirituality,
spirituality understood as the expansion of consciousness, spirituality as the search for meaning, spirituality as sensitivity
to art, spirituality as the doing of good, and spirituality as sensitivity to inner and outer beauty. The respondents are asked
to rate each statement on a 4-point scale, with a score of 1 representing “definitely no” and a score of 4 representing
“definitely yes”. The total score is the sum of all scores, and the scores for the individual subscales are calculated by
adding the scores of the statements that make up the subscales. In this study, the reliability rates for the dimensions and
the total score ranged from o = 0.76 to a = 0.97 for the individual subscales. The reliability index for the total score was
very high (a = 0.93). For the purpose of the study, the overall score was used for statistical analysis rather than the
subscales.
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The Aesthetic Experience Questionnaire — The AEQ'® in the Polish version of Swiatek et al** is an instrument used to
measure aesthetic experience. Four subscales relate to dimensions related to art (emotional, cultural, perceptual, and
understanding), and two more relate to the concept of flow during the aesthetic experience of interacting with art. The
questionnaire consists of 22 questions to which respondents answer on a seven-point Likert scale, with 1 being strongly
disagree and 7 being strongly agree. The total score is obtained by adding up all the scores obtained by the respondent.
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for individual aspects of aesthetic experience was high, ranging from o = 0.84 to a =
0.92. For the overall score for aesthetic experience, the coefficient was o = 0.95. The overall score was used in the
statistical analyses.

The Ability to Integrate Beauty Scale — The AIBS® is an instrument measuring, in Ferrucci’s terms, the third
dimension of aesthetic intelligence, which includes the ability to integrate beauty. The AIBS is a short, single-factor,
7-item scale that assesses the intensity of an inner sense of change as a result of aesthetic experiences. Subjects respond
to all statements on a 7-point Likert scale (strongly disagree = 1, to strongly agree = 7). The total score is obtained by
summing up the scores obtained by the respondent. The AIBS Cronbach’s a coefficient for this study was high at 0.95.

Statistic Analyses
To answer the research questions presented and to test the hypotheses, statistical analyses were conducted using IBM
SPSS Statistics 23.0 and the PROCESS macro for SPSS (version 3.2). The variables of aesthetic experience, spirituality,
and beauty integration were controlled for the normality distribution, assuming skewness (< +2) and kurtosis (< £2)
criteria.*’ The Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) and the tolerance statistic were used to quantify collinearity.** The
coefficient of VIF higher than 5.0 and the tolerance value lower than 0.2 were considered as indices of the suspected
multicollinearity. The Mahalanobis and the Cook’s distance were checked for potentially misleading outliers. In case of
the Mahalanobis method we adopted a chi-square criterion (degrees of freedom = 4) and p < 0.001. The Cook’s distance
value close to 1 or more was considered to call for investigation.*’

Stepwise regression analysis included two potential confounders (sex, age) in the first step. Two predictors (aesthetic
experience and spirituality) were selected in the second step. Although we do not have much research on the differences
in terms of aesthetics and beauty due to gender and age, there is some evidence that both variables could act as potential

146

confounders. For example, Zhang et al™ observed that visual aesthetic sensitivity increases with age and is significantly
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higher in girls than in boys. Similarly, spirituality in older persons and women’" tends to increase.

Results

Statistical Analyses and Correlations

The variables of aesthetic experience, spirituality, and beauty integration were controlled for normal distribution by
assuming skewness (< £2) and kurtosis (< £2) criteria.*> Using a statistically significant (p < 0.001) normality test, the
skewness and kurtosis measures were within a relatively normal range +1.

Table 1 illustrates the strength of the correlation between the variables in the study. Pearson’s correlation coefficient
for total scores shows a moderate, statistically significant relationship between total aesthetic experience score and beauty
integration ability (H1), between aesthetic experience and total spirituality scale score (H2), and between spirituality and
beauty integration (H3).

Table | Mean, Standard Deviation (SD) and Correlations of the Study Variables (N = 195)

Measure M sD Skewness | Kurtosis | 2

I. Aesthetic Experience Questionnaire | 99.55 26.98 —0.51 —0.06 I

2. Spirituality Scale 104.41 18.30 -0.23 —-0.07 0.39** |

3. Ability to Integrate Beauty Scale 34.02 9.61 —-0.78 0.0l 0.58%** 0.43%%*

Note: ***p < 0.001.
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SPIRITUALITY

a=0.26%** b =0.13%%*
c=0.2]1%%*

[ AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE ] »| BEAUTY INTEGRATION
¢ =0.17%%*

Figure | Results of mediation analysis of spirituality in the relationship between aesthetic experience and beauty integration. *** p < 0.001.

Multicollinearity, Outliers, and Confounders

The Variance Inflation Factor values varied between 1.030 and 1.238 (below the level of 5). The lowest tolerance was
0.808 (beyond 0.2). Both indices confirmed no presence of multicollinearity in the present data set. The Mahalanobis
distance for multivariate outlier detection did not reveal any observations with chi-squared values of less than 0.001 (the
lowest was = 0.00125). Likewise, the Cook’s distance values ranged between 0.000 and 0.079. Thus, both measures
corroborated that the outliers were not problematic in the sample.

The linear regression model showed that sex (B = —0.030, t = —0.512, p = 0.609) and age (f = 0.003, t = 0.050, p =
0.960) explained barely 0.5% of the variance (R*= 0.005). Aesthetic experience (B = 0.490, t = 7.928, p = 0.001) and
spirituality (B = 0.239, t = 3.787, p = 0.001) represented a significant amount of the variance (additional 38.6%) despite
of controlling for the confounding effects of sex and age.

Mediating Effect of Spirituality

In order to verify the hypothesis of the mediating role of spirituality in the relationship occurring between aesthetic
experience and aesthetic intelligence — understood as the ability to integrate beauty — a mediation model No 4 with
a single mediator was selected (Figure 1), and the Bootstrapping 5000 technique was applied with adjusted confidence
intervals (95% IC).

It was checked whether the condition of mediation was fulfilled, ie, path a (the relationship between aesthetic experience and
spirituality) and path b (the relationship between spirituality and the integration of beauty) were analyzed. The results show that
high intensity of reported aesthetic experiences predicted high levels of spirituality (f = 0.2627; p <0.001). In addition, a stronger
spirituality was found to predict a higher ability to integrate beauty (B = 0.1284; p < 0.001).

The next step was to validate the proxy using a bootstrapping method that assumed a non-zero 95% confidence interval. The
results show that the influence of aesthetic experience has a statistically significant indirect effect on the ability to integrate beauty,
with spirituality acting as a mediator (95% CI: 0.0137; 0.0562). The value of the indirect effect was 0.0337, and B(SE)=0.0109. In
addition, the 3 value of the ¢ pathway was found to decrease with the f value of the ¢’ pathway, confirming the mediating effect of
spirituality (H4).

Discussion

The results of the statistical analysis confirmed all four hypotheses presented. Moreover, the intensity of aesthetic
experience predicts higher levels of spirituality, which in turn is a predictor of the third dimension of aesthetic
intelligence. It is difficult to contrast the results obtained with the reports of other researchers because we could not
find studies that analyzed these three variables, but we tried to discuss them anyway.

A positive correlation was found between aesthetic sensations and the ability to associate beauty and spirituality (H1, H2). In
our study, the intensity of aesthetic sensations was measured in the context of reactions to the exploration of artworks. This
measure includes not only emotional, perceptual, or flow components but also, for example, understanding the artwork, knowl-
edge about the artist, the culture, and the conditions under which the artwork was created. The perception of art is something much
more complex (actual or symbolic representation, intention, meaning given by the creator) than the sights or sounds of nature.
Furthermore, Ferrucci' believes that the ability to integrate beauty is a universal skill that does not require knowledge or artistic
preparation. Therefore, all we have proven is that people who are sensitive to art (who can understand it, ie, have some knowledge
of art) are more likely to integrate beauty and be more spiritual than those who are less sensitive to art. However, what about people
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who are highly sensitive to non-artistic beauty (ie, natural beauty or, for example, mathematical beauty)?'* At this stage of
research, we are not able to answer this question.

The hypothesis of the co-occurrence of intense spirituality and higher ability to integrate beauty was also confirmed
(H3). Spirituality and aesthetics are related in philosophical and theological literature. Beauty, along with truth and
goodness, is one of the transcendentals.”®>® Our findings imply that spirituality, which is a broader concept than
religiosity (and may or may not include religiosity), can predict the third dimension of aesthetic intelligence.

With reference to the fourth hypothesis (H4), our results suggest that perhaps it is the developed spiritual domain that
enables people to “construct” meaningful aesthetic experiences and “transform” themselves internally. Of course, our study
does not allow us to verify to what extent the sense of internal transformation is just an autosuggestion and to what extent it
is a fact. It is known that while the experience of profound beauty has the potential to transform personality, it does not itself
appear to induce long-term change.’” These considerations should be confirmed in panel or experimental studies.

The question arises, of course, whether the spiritual sphere is necessary for developing aesthetic intelligence, given
the critical direct link between aesthetic experience and the integration of beauty. Maybe there is some other “bridge” or
feature of the human psyche that favors this relationship without considering spirituality. It was difficult for us to find an
empirical justification that it is not. Since spirituality can be understood as a process, transformation, in general,”” we
believe that it contributes to the development of aesthetic intelligence by reassessing aesthetic experiences, making them
meaningful, or giving them new meanings.

Our research also suggests that the transformations associated with being influenced by beauty and spiritual
transformation should not be set as independent of or in opposition to each other, as Cohen et al®’ investigated. The
ability to integrate beauty, shaped by aesthetic experience and informed by a deepened spirituality, could hypothetically
be a resource for the psychological growth of the individual for more permanent personality changes.

Limitations

The study design may raise concerns about the reliability of the survey responses. Questionnaires completed via the
Internet, despite efforts to eliminate erroneous, unreliable, or untruthful responses, may still raise concerns about the
reliability of the results obtained. Furthermore, the sample needs to be larger to be generalizable to the whole population,
and the respondents were mainly women.

The interpretative framework is also determined by the survey instruments used, which refer to specific theories or
paradigms. Concepts such as spirituality or aesthetic experience pose similar difficulties for researchers — they can be
defined in many different ways, yet we have a limited number of measurement tools available. It is important to consider
the paradigms within which the variables were operationalized when using the results of this study in other works.

Another possible caveat is that the study did not consider the participants’ artistic experience. Specialized art training is
likely to influence the level of aesthetic intelligence. On the other hand, Ferrucci’s book emphasizes the universality of
beauty — the fact that it is accessible to all and that it is present in the everyday lives of ordinary people as long as they can
perceive it. You do not need any/extensive knowledge of art history or music or a regular visits to the opera house to see the
beauty of a flower in bloom or the common blackbird singing. Our initial premise was to test hypotheses about factors that
contribute to a high ability to integrate beauty without dividing the sample into aesthetic experts and non-experts; further
research on the ability to incorporate beauty should consider the level of artistic expertise of the participants.

Conclusions

The results show that people who experience aesthetic experiences more intensely are characterized by higher aesthetic
intelligence if they have a more highly developed spiritual domain. Arguably, deepened spirituality is conducive to perfecting
the ability to integrate beauty. The simultaneous measurement of both constructs in the context of spirituality has yet to be
analyzed in detail. Hence, the results presented here are a good starting point for further research on aesthetic intelligence.

Data Sharing Statement
All data have been made publicly available at OSF and can be accessed at https://osf.io/g94tn/?view only=
ae7b4633896e4745bfcabfcd6490b7fc.
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