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Abstract: The development of a coherent identity status, also referred to as ego identity, is critical
during adolescence and early-adulthood. In the long run, an individual’s ego identity status may
influence the sustainability of his or her well-being. Researchers have attempted to discover the
predictors or factors correlated with one’s identity status. In that search, aesthetic experience,
as a unique means of knowing oneself and the world, seemed to be overlooked. Philosophical
and psychological discourses have asserted that aesthetic experience stimulated identity discovery
and formation; this hypothesis, however, is not supported by strong quantitative evidence.
Thus, an empirical study with a quantitative approach was conducted to examine whether those who
have frequent aesthetic experiences are more likely to possess a mature ego identity. A sample of
758 valid questionnaires was collected. The results supported the argument that aesthetic experience
favors the development of ego identity. In addition, this study revealed that sociodemographic
backgrounds such as women, fine arts and design majors, and religious individuals were more likely
to have a rich aesthetic life. The results imply that aesthetic experience serves as a crucial aspect
that contributes to the wellness of personality development and promotes a healthy and sustainable
quality of life.
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1. Introduction

The psychology of sustainability and sustainable development extends its focus from
sustainability of environmental and economic dimensions to the personal and collective quality
of life [1,2]. Its concern is not only with ways to avoid resource depletion but also with how
to create potentially rich and diverse development [1]. In its micro-dimension, the vertical axis,
the sustainability of an individual’s development relies on a capacity for reflection, and an awareness
of one’s past, present, and future. A sustainable state of positive living and psychological well-being is
the primary focus of this emerging area [1]. Similarly, ego identity describes an individual’s capacity for
self-verification and its continuity [3,4]. Regarding ego as an intrinsic power that plays a constructive
role of the self, Erikson refers ego identity to an increasingly coherent self-cognition under subtle
psychodynamics and the joint influences of personal life history, self-belief, perceptions of others, and
social values [4].

Marcia [5] adapted Erikson’s model to investigate and define adolescents’ experiences in
terms of aspects such as occupation, religion, and politics. In subsequent studies, the model was
gradually extended to other aspects such as sexual behavior, friendship, dating, and sexual roles [6–8].
In Marcia’s model, a matrix consisting of two dimensions (exploration and commitment) forms four
quadrants to differentiate the development of individuals’ ego identity as follows: identity achievement
(high exploration and high commitment), identity moratorium (high exploration and low commitment),
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identity foreclosure (low exploration and high commitment), and identity diffusion (low exploration and
low commitment) [5,9]. These four quadrants have long been used in academic communities as key
indicators of personality development among adolescents and emerging adults [10].

The formation of a coherent ego identity is especially crucial during adolescence [3,4]. In the long
run, an individual’s ego identity may influence the sustainability of his or her well-being. Research has
shown that from adolescence to adulthood, individuals who have developed an integrated self-identity
and have a clear view about the future tend to be more capable of facing challenges [11,12]. They often
have higher psychological well-being [13,14]. Those who achieve a coherent sense of identity also
perform better in most positive psychology indicators, such as eudaimonic well-being, the presence of
meaning in life, and self-esteem [14].

Since the maturation of the ego identity is crucial, researchers have attempted to discover the
predictors or the factors correlated to one’s identity status. For example, females are found in higher
identity statuses than males for biological [15] and social reasons [16]. Some studies have explored
the influence of cognition styles on a person’s identity status [17,18]. While forms of cognition vary,
aesthetic experience, as a unique means of knowing oneself and the world, seems to be overlooked.
When the discipline of aesthetics was born in the 18th century, Alexander Baumgarten regarded
aesthetics as the “science of sensual cognition” [19]. Based upon this definition, aesthetic experience
is a process involving both perception and cognition. In a recent neuro-aesthetic study, aesthetic
appreciation was regarded as the interactive response between the cognitive and the emotional [20].

In fact, countless philosophers, psychologists, and artists have stated that the aesthetic experience
echoes the sense of existence, self-consciousness, and the innate needs of an individual [21].
For example, Dewey [22] argued that individuals can gain a sense of complete and integrated pleasure
through aesthetic experience. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs asserts that aesthetic needs are antecedent
to self-actualization and self-transcendence [23–27]. The abstract expressionist painter Jackson Pollock
argued that “Painting is a state of being . . . Painting is self-discovery. Every good painter paints what
he is” [28]. Such discourse implies that the aesthetic experience triggers or inspires people’s egos to
a certain extent.

Even though the relationship between aesthetic experiences and the self is widely recognized [21],
there are very few empirical studies that confirm this relationship. Moreover, specific discussions of
how aesthetic experiences affect ego identity are rare. A small amount of qualitative data accrued
from interviews and recorded personal experiences have confirmed that an individual’s self-identity
can be reflected through a powerful aesthetic experience [29–31]. Such intense encounters with
aesthetic expression may even lead to a state of non-self [31–33]. Few quantitative empirical researches
have implied a possible correlation between aesthetic sensitivity and personality traits, such as
open-mindedness [34,35], “tolerance of complexity”, “independent judgment”, and “regression in
the service of the ego” [34]. Waterman and Goldman’s study [35] is a rare case that indicates a direct
association between aesthetic literacy and the development of ego identity. It has been observed that
culturally sophisticated college students, and those interested in various literary and art forms had
a higher probability for achieving coherent identity in the future. However, these researches focused
primarily on art-oriented aesthetic activity and were more concerned with the cognitive dimension of
aesthetic encounters, rather than their experiential quality.

To bridge these research gaps, the core objective of this study is to clarify whether individuals
who frequently have aesthetic experiences exhibit more consistent ego stability and self-identity.
Should the aforementioned relationship be confirmed, it would be important to further explore
the sociodemographic background that may create conditions favorable to the sensing of aesthetic
experiences. To this end, quantitative approaches are conducted among a population of Taiwanese
college students. A questionnaire is developed to find out and correlate the respondents’ frequency of
aesthetic experiences, ego-identity status, and their sociocultural attributions.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews the literature on how one’s sense
of self is aroused and constructed in diverse aesthetic experiences. The literature reviewed in this
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section serves as the foundation of the primary research hypothesis. To develop the secondary research
hypothesis, Section 3 discusses the relationship between one’s sociocultural background and aesthetic
life. Section 4 describes the research design in detail, including participants, measures, procedure,
and methods of data analysis. Section 5 presents the results of data analysis to confirm the validity of
the research hypotheses. Section 6 synthesizes the findings of the study and the literature reviewed
in previous sections. Section 7 summarizes the study, draws educational implications, and proposes
possible directions for future research.

2. Identity Discovery and Formation through Aesthetic Experience

The appreciation and creation of artworks are closely related to an individual’s ego and
self-identity. Freud asserted that artworks reveal the phantasy shared between artist and audience.
During the sublimation of phantasy, viewers obtain a deep level of pleasure that adjusted their ego
identification [36]. Winnicott [37,38] stated that the origin of artistic creation is traced back to infancy,
and infants differentiate themselves from others based on the first not-me possession created when
a transitional object substitutes for their mother. In addition, the moderating effect created by the
transitional object subsequently expands into artistic activities among human society. Similarly, Bollas
argued that the fulfilment of needs during infancy, where individuals explore their existence and
self-significance, is the origin of aesthetic experience [36]. However, regarding the fine arts merely as
a reflection of original experience or self-expression overlooks the aspects of initiatives and plasticity of
the ego. The ego is not a static state. During the creative process, the seemingly unconscious operations
are affected by self-consciousness (i.e., ego). Artistic creation is a process that involves objectifying
a subject, externalizing the ideal self, and remolding the self [39].

Neurological experiments have confirmed an association between an individual’s artistic tastes
and their self-identity. Vessel et al. [40] have reported that according to functional magnetic resonance
imaging, when preferred artwork is viewed, the default mode network of the participant, which is
the neural region that deals with self-referential and self-relevant tasks and information, is activated.
Therefore, the process of evaluating art is a mental activity that reaches the depths of the self and
the ego.

The generation of aesthetic experience is not limited to artistic experience. Everyday life can
be a source of aesthetic experience [41–44]. In ancient times, when the concept of art was absent,
elements of creativity were already being incorporated into the production of ceremonial artefacts
and daily essentials. It is even hypothesized that aesthetic experience stimulates the development of
the conceptual self, thereby supporting a consistent self-image that satisfies the non-stop process of
the pursuit of the self [45]. Therefore, aesthetic experience may promote an individual’s advanced
cognitive development to a certain extent.

Nature is another key field where aesthetic experience occurs. Kant [46] elaborated on the
concept of sublime in aesthetics as a supreme sensual experience of nature’s formlessness, brute force,
and vast quantity. People perceive their limits and insignificance in relation to eternal and infinite
natural phenomena, thereby subliming into a moral and emotional experience. Hepburn [47–49],
who specialized in environmental aesthetics, argued that the beauty of nature unifies an individual’s
inner self. In contrast to the sense of distance in artwork appreciation, individuals surrounded
by nature are more likely to think metaphysically about their existence and reality. Similar to the
self-dialectical dynamics involved in artistic activities, individuals can clarify their situations through
the contradictions and conflicts inherent in nature. The concept of tian-ren-he-yi (the union of the
universe and human beings) in Chinese aesthetics vividly conveys a sense of self-integration through
aesthetic experience and constitutes the optimal harmonious coexistence of humans, nature, spirits,
and the universe [50]. During interviews on aesthetic experience, Ferrucci [30] found that a large
proportion of respondents perceived a more concrete existence and affirmed their self-worth when
immersed in natural beauty.
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Based upon the above discussion, when an individual has an aesthetic experience, the self is
operating in diverse ways under various circumstances. Moreover, aesthetic experiences seem to
engage, stimulate, and activate the self. In which case, could it help individuals explore and commit to
different orientations of their identity? The main research hypothesis in this study is as follows:

Primary Hypothesis (H1). Individuals who have frequent aesthetic experiences are more likely to possess
a mature ego identity. That is, aesthetic experience favors the development of ego identity among emerging adults.

3. Social Contexts that Nourish Rich Aesthetic Experiences

When we say that someone often has aesthetic experiences, it generally indicates two possibilities.
First, the person is more aesthetically sensitive than others. In other words, aesthetic sensitivity is
an inherent personality trait. When Smolewska et al. [51] reevaluated the Highly Sensitive Person
Scale developed by Aron and Aron [52], they distinguished three components of sensory-processing
sensitivity. Aesthetic sensitivity was one of them. It involves an awareness, reactivity, and
responsiveness to aesthetic phenomena. They identified a moderate correlation between aesthetic
sensitivity and the quality of openness to experience dimension in Costa and McCrae’s “Big Five”
personality traits [53]. As a personality trait, openness to experience refers to being open to new ideas,
sensitive to innate feelings, and possessing a keen imagination [53].

Second, having frequent aesthetic experiences is related to extrinsic factors. That is, a certain
lifestyle makes it easier for some people to access aesthetic media, and therefore enjoy aesthetic
experiences often. From the sociological perspective, aesthetic experience should not be a phenomenon
detached from cultural contexts. As Bourdieu [54] noted, some social conditions may constitute
an advantageous resource for individuals’ perceptions of aesthetic experiences. Art competence is
essentially cultural capital cultivated by formal and informal education and a necessary condition to
enter the realm of fine arts, propose appropriate interpretations, and display a high level of artistic taste.
Studies reveal that people with a higher socioeconomic status often have better aesthetic judgment.
Their judgment of artworks, at least, is close to that of an expert’s [34,55].

Returning to the realm of psychology, do certain types of lifestyles provide individuals with
opportunities to immerse themselves in particular psychological states and indirectly develop the
aforementioned aesthetic sensitivity traits? The ultimate state of aesthetic experience may refer to the
spiritual quality experienced by a focused individual during a flow experience [21,56,57] or the peak
experience of completeness, fulfilment, and trance caused by feelings of ecstasy and high emotional
tension. In addition to aesthetic experience, religious experiences, parenting experiences, sexual
experiences, etc. may all bring about a peak experience [24]. In brief, the psychological state evoked by
aesthetic experiences also has many forms. Meanwhile, some other experiences share similar mental
states to aesthetic experiences. Would psychological qualities similar to aesthetic experiences rehearse
an individual’s capacity for aesthetic experiences? For example, due to the similarity between religious
experiences and aesthetic experiences, would a person who has had frequent religious experiences be
more likely to be moved by aesthetic phenomena? Note that by religious experience, Maslow refers to
the subjectively mystic experience that is awakened by religious belief but is not necessarily associated
to organized religious groups [24].

To summarize, the frequency of aesthetic experiences depends on the individual’s living
conditions. Moreover, aesthetic sensitivity as a personality trait may be influenced by social factors.
The secondary hypothesis of this research attempts to clarify the sociodemographic factors that
correlate with the characteristics of aesthetically sensitive individuals.

Secondary Hypothesis (H2). Some sociodemographic backgrounds (e.g., gender, religious affiliation,
education, and economic status) favor the frequency of a person’s aesthetic experiences. That is, these contexts
determine whether or not a person enjoys a rich aesthetic life.
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The research framework (Figure 1) that integrates H1 with H2 is shown as follows:
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Figure 1. Research framework.

4. Method

4.1. Participants

The participants in this study were students enrolled at universities in Taiwan during the study
period. The ego identity process questionnaire (EIPQ) was originally developed specifically for college
students [58]. Most college students are in the transitional age phase between adolescence (a critical
stage in the development of ego identity) and young adulthood [3,4]. Therefore, college students are
regarded as the ideal population for verifying the development of ego identity [59–62]. In addition,
most college students in Taiwan undergo a period of “extended adolescence” because of protection
and restraints from parents and school [63]. Therefore, assessing Taiwanese college students’ ego
identity and aesthetic experience should prove a worthwhile pursuit.

4.2. Measures

This study investigated the relationship between aesthetic experience (IV) and individuals’ ego
identities (DV) through a quantitative analysis. The aesthetic experience scale (AES) developed by
Stamatopoulou [64] was adapted and revised to measure the frequency of an individual’s aesthetic
experience. To measure the development of ego identity, this study revised the commonly used EIPQ
developed by Balistreri et al. [58].

The AES uses a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never occurred) to 5 (frequently occurring).
The scale consists of 28 items to measure the frequency of various artistic and non-artistic aesthetic
encounters. The AES fits the research scope and focuses on both emotional and cognitive dimensions
of such experience. The development of the AES summarizes the understanding and description of
aesthetic experience in philosophical and psychological terms [64]. The scale comprises the following
five dimensions: cognitive synergies and elaboration, emotional closeness, experiential emotional distancing,
the paratelic mode, and expressive perception.

The EIPQ uses a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).
The scale consists of 32 items under the two dimensions of exploration and commitment and measures
an individual’s status in terms of the following eight categories: occupation, religion, politics, values,
family, friendships, dating, and sex roles. The EIPQ is an extensively used scale that measures ego
identity status in specific groups. For example, Crocetti et al. [65] employed the EIPQ to compare the
ego identity among Italian adolescents from various ethnic backgrounds. The EIPQ can also be used to
explore associations between ego identity and other topics such as preference in choosing spouse [66]
and spirituality [67].

For consistency with logic in the Chinese language and Taiwanese cultural contexts, this study
created Chinese versions of the questionnaire items through forward and backward translation, expert
reviews, and several pre-tests. The finalized versions of these two scales contain not only AES and EIPQ
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items but also respondents’ sociodemographic information including sex, college major, economic
status, and religious affiliation. The sociodemographic information was incorporated to determine
the correlation between sociodemographic background and the frequency of aesthetic experiences,
thereby providing an in-depth understanding of aesthetic experience and identifying the demographic
variables that favor the accumulation of personal aesthetic experience.

4.3. Procedure

The formal questionnaire was distributed in May and June 2016. This study selected one university
each from northern, central, and southern Taiwan using stratified sampling. To generate a sample
encompassing a variety of disciplines, this study recruited students enrolled in general education
courses as the study participants. A total of 798 physical copies of the questionnaire were distributed,
with 758 valid copies eventually returned, yielding a response rate of 95%.

4.4. Data Analysis

The study used SPSS 20 for statistical data processing. The reliability test, using Cronbach’s alpha
measurement, was performed to assess the internal consistency of the formal questionnaire.

For the primary hypothesis (H1), chi-square testing and multinomial logistic regression (MLR)
were adopted to examine the relationship between aesthetic experience (IV) and ego identity (DV)
subgroups. Based on their average scores in the AES section through the k-means clustering algorithm,
respondents were divided into three groups as follows: frequent, moderate, and infrequent. The higher
the score, the more elevated the frequency of a participant’s aesthetic experience; consequently, a higher
tally predicts a more advanced aesthetic sensitivity. In addition, to classify the respondents’ ego identity
status, this study followed the principles proposed by Balistreri et al. [58], the original developers of
EIPQ. Specifically, each respondent received an exploration score and a commitment score. The median
mark of the exploration dimension and that of the commitment dimension were used as the dividing
numbers that were utilized to differentiate the respondents. Respondents whose totals in each of
the two dimensions were above the medians were placed in the subgroup identity achievement.
Respondents whose exploration scores were higher than the exploration median, but who achieved
lower commitment scores than the commitment median were classified as the moratorium subgroup.
Those whose exploration scores were lower than the exploration median, but whose commitment
scores were higher than the commitment median were assigned to the foreclosure subgroup. Finally,
participants whose scores were both lower than the medium score were positioned in the subgroup
named diffusion.

For the secondary hypothesis (H2), this study tested the variance of mean AES scores in relation
to the respondents’ sociodemographic information comprising sex, religious beliefs, college major, and
monthly allowance through the t-test and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA).

5. Result

As shown in Table 1, the Cronbach’s alpha of the AES section was 0.91, whereas those of the
exploration and commitment dimensions in the EIPQ section were 0.75 and 0.76, respectively. Overall,
the questionnaire developed in this study exhibited stability and had excellent internal consistency.
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Table 1. Items for aesthetic experience scale (AES) and ego identity process questionnaire (EIPQ).

Construct Questionnaire Item α M SD

AES 0.91 3.40 0.56
Cognitive synergies and elaboration 0.70 3.25 0.97
To appreciate a poem more when the form enhances its meaning. 3.04 1.05
To realize that the knowledge of weaving increases your enjoyment of tapestry. 3.53 0.94
To make evaluations of a movie regardless of whether you like it or not. 3.41 1.03
To appreciate a painting as you realize how its structure is balanced. 3.51 1.03
To enjoy studying people’s faces. 3.57 0.94
To realize that the costumes match the meaning of a play, while watching it. 3.75 1.02
Emotional closeness 0.57 3.45 1.05
To feel fulfilled when surrounded by beautiful things made by you. 3.47 1.00
To like a picture because of your color preferences. 3.30 1.15
To feel distressed because of the disordered landscape. a 3.42 1.08
To cry while watching a film. 4.01 0.95
To do a painting for your own pleasure. 3.99 0.85
To find your feet moving in tune with the rhythm of some music. 3.20 1.09
Experiential emotional distancing 0.80 3.39 1.09
To go away with a smile of pleasure when looking at an everyday scene. 3.58 1.00
To forget time when participating in aesthetic activities. 3.80 0.91
To be tense with expectancy about the final result in aesthetic activities. 3.45 1.04
To have strong feelings after evaluating your creation. 3.19 1.09
To feel purified and released after listening to a musical composition. 3.40 0.99
Paretelic mode 0.83 3.25 1.02
To feel excited when trying to compose music or paint something. 2.92 1.11
To enjoy sitting in your room contemplating things made by you. 3.57 1.03
To feel emotionally enhanced and fulfilled after appreciating an artwork. 3.49 0.98
To realize that your attempt to apprehend a painting gives you pleasure. 3.50 1.00
Expressive perception 0.75 2.84 1.05
To enjoy improvising accompaniments to the songs. 3.11 1.04
To realize that the expression in the eyes evokes feelings in you. 2.85 1.12
To enjoy trying to identify feelings on faces in portraits. 3.25 0.97
To feel completely absorbed in a work of art or music. 3.04 1.05
To have an idea for a painting when seeing a misty light. 3.53 0.94
To think that a photo is spoilt because the background is too complex. 3.41 1.03
To think about some old myths when looking at the sea. 3.51 1.03

EIPQ 0.62 3.81 0.32
Exploration 0.75 4.30 0.52
I have considered adopting different kinds of religious belief. 3.61 1.32
There has never been a need to question my values. b 4.21 1.15
My ideas about men’s and women’s roles have never changed as I became older. b 4.13 1.20
I have engaged in several discussions concerning behaviors involved in dating relationships. 4.69 1.15
I have considered different political views thoughtfully. 4.23 1.17
I have never questioned my views concerning what kind of friend is best for me. b 4.58 1.14
I have not felt the need to reflect upon the importance I place on my family. b 4.73 1.15
I have tried to learn about different occupational fields to find the best one for me. 4.49 0.95
I have undergone several experiences that made me change my view on men’s and women’s roles. 4.08 1.16
I have consistently re-examined many different values in order to find the ones which are best for me. 4.54 0.92
I have questioned what kind of date is right for me. 4.69 1.00
I have evaluated many ways in which I fit into my family structure. 4.14 0.99
I have never questioned my political beliefs. b 3.89 1.20
I have had many experiences that led me to review the qualities that I would like my friends to have. 4.64 0.96
I have discussed religious matters with a number of people who believe differently than I do. 3.96 1.42
I have never questioned my occupational aspirations. b 4.24 1.09
Commitment 0.76 3.32 0.55
I have definitely decided on the occupation that I want to pursue. 3.70 1.28
I don’t expect to change my political principles and ideals. 3.33 1.19
I am very confident about what kinds of friends are best for me. 4.07 1.12
I will always vote for the same political party. 2.60 1.16
I have firmly held views concerning my role in my family. 4.00 1.08
My values are likely to change in the future. b 2.40 0.98
When I talk to people about religion, I make sure to voice my opinion. 3.84 1.13
I am not sure about what type of dating relationship is best for me. b 3.27 1.29
Regarding religion, my beliefs are likely to change in the near future. b 3.61 1.31
I have definite views regarding the ways in which men and women should behave. 3.50 1.24
I think what I look for in a friend could change in the future. b 2.32 0.91
I am unlikely to alter my vocational goals. 2.99 1.22
My ideas about men’s and women’s roles will never change. 2.68 1.16
I am not sure that the values I hold are right for me. b 3.68 1.13
The extent to which I value my family is likely to change in the future. b 3.56 1.40
My beliefs about dating are firmly held. 3.55 1.26

Note: a The content was revised to better fit the city status in Taiwan. b This indicates a negatively-worded item.

5.1. Profile of Respondents

Table 2 shows that the male–female ratio of the sample data was approximately 0.8:1 (45% male
and 55% female). Most respondents were aged 19–21 years (90.1%). Natural science was the most
common major among the respondents (41.7%), followed by social science (30.5%), human science
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(15.3%), and fine arts and design (12.5%). Most participants had a monthly allowance of US $100–200
(30%), and more than half of the participants had no religious beliefs (52.8%).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for background variables.

Demographic Information n * % Demographic Information n * %

Sex Major
Male 337 45.0 Natural science 303 41.7
Female 412 55.0 Social science 222 30.5

Age (years) Human science 111 15.3

≥27 4 0.5 Fine arts and design 91 12.5

23–26 69 9.3 Monthly allowance (US$) 1

19–22 668 90.2 <100 78 12.9
Year of study 100–200 181 30.0

Freshman 265 35.6 200–300 155 25.7
Sophomore 175 23.4 300–400 139 23.0

Junior 209 28.0 >400 51 8.4

Senior 89 11.9 Religious beliefs
Other 9 1.1 No 384 52.8

Citizenship Yes 343 47.2
Taiwanese resident 709 95.5
Overseas Chinese student 28 3.8
International student 5 0.7

* n denotes the sub-sample size. Total sample size (N) = 758. Because of missing values, the sample sizes of the
variables vary and are all <758. 1 US $ to NT $ conversion rate: 1:30.

5.2. Classification of Aesthetic Experience Frequency and Ego Identity Status

As shown in Table 3, through k-means clustering analysis, the top scorers of AES were clustered
into the frequent subgroup (M = 4.10, n = 207); the moderate scorers were delimitated into the moderate
subgroup (M = 3.38, n = 363); and the bottom scorers were designated into the infrequent subgroup
(M = 2.63, n = 188). Furthermore, this study examined the variance of the mean scores among the
three subgroups by conducting an ANOVA. The results revealed significant differences among the
three subgroups (F (2754) = 1683.97, p < 0.001). The frequent subgroup had a significantly higher AES
score than the moderate and infrequent subgroups, and the moderate subgroup had a significantly
higher AES score than the infrequent subgroup. Therefore, the sample clustering approach in this
study was reasonable.

Table 3. Classification of aesthetic experience frequency via k-means clustering analysis.

Aesthetic Experience Frequency 1 n % M SD Max Min

Frequent 207 27.3 4.10 0.28 5.00 3.75
Moderate 363 47.9 3.38 0.20 3.71 3.04
Infrequent 188 24.8 2.69 0.28 3.00 1.57

1 Based on the results of k-means cluster analysis with the average scores in the aesthetic experience scale
(AES) section.

As illustrated in Table 4, in the case of this study, the medians of exploration and commitment
were 68 and 53. These two numbers were used to differentiate each respondent’s identity status.
Following the procedure stated above, this study classified the respondents into four identity positions.
The majority of this sample belonged to the moratorium (29.8%) and foreclosure (27.2%) categories.
A few of the respondents, however, have reached identity achievement (19.4%).
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Table 4. Respondent’ ego identity process questionnaire (EIPQ) scores and ego identity status.

Dimensions of EIPQ 1 Total Items
Respondent’ Scores for Each EIPQ Dimension

Max Min Mdn M SD

Exploration 16 96 41 68 68.65 8.38
Commitment 16 80 23 53 52.94 8.74

Ego identity status 2 n Percentage (%)

Achievement 147 19.4
Moratorium 226 29.8
Foreclosure 206 27.2
Diffusion 179 23.6

1 Based on a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 to 6 for each item, 16 items in total for each dimension.
2 Based on the classification principle formulated by Balistreri et al. [58], the original developers of EIPQ.
Total sample size (N) = 758.

5.3. Hypothesis 1: Individuals Who Have Frequent Aesthetic Experiences Possess a More Mature Ego Identity

Chi-square testing with a 3 × 4 table (Table 5) verified the variations in 4 types of ego identities
(DV) based on the frequency of 3 types of aesthetic experiences (IV). The result shows significant
differences in ego identity among the frequent, moderate, and infrequent subgroups (chi square [χ2]
= 59.028, p < 0.001). Based on the post-hot testing, in the frequent subgroup, the percentages for
achievement (Adj R = |4.3| > 1.96) and moratorium (Adj R = |3.6| > 1.96) were significantly higher
than those for foreclosure (Adj R = |−2.8| > 1.96) and diffusion (Adj R = |−5.0| > 1.96). However,
no significant difference was found for the moderate subgroup in the four ego identity subgroups.
Conversely, the percentages of diffusion (Adj R = |4.1| > 1.96) and foreclosure (Adj R = |1.9|, closed
to 1.96) were partially significantly higher than those of moratorium (Adj R = |4.3| > 1.96) and
achievement (Adj R = |−3.5| > 1.96) in the infrequent subgroup.

Table 5. Chi-square test of aesthetic experience and ego identity.

Ego Identity
Aesthetic Experience

Total n χ2 (p) Cramer’s V (p)Frequent Moderate Infrequent

n n n

Achievement 61
(29.5%) 1 (4.3) 3

66
(18.2%) 1 (−0.8) 3

20
(10.6%) 1 (−3.5) 3

147
(19.4%)

59.028 ***
(<0.001)

0.197 ***
(<0.001)

Moratorium 82
(39.6%) 1 (3.6) 3

102
(28.1%) 1 (−1.0) 3

42
(22.3%) 1 (4.3) 3

226
(29.8%)

Foreclosure 41
(19.8%) 2 (−2.8) 3

104
(28.7%) 1 (0.9) 3

61
(32.4%) 2 (1.9) 3

206
(27.2%)

Diffusion 23
(11.1%) 2 (−5.0) 3

91
(25.1%) 1 (0.9) 3

65
(34.6%) 2 (4.1) 3

179
(23.6%)

Total 207
(100%)

363
(100%)

188
(100%)

758
(100%)

N (Total sample size) = 758. n = observed count. M = mean. *** p < 0.001. 1,2 Percentages of errors after Bonferroni
correction. 3 Adjusted residual. Aesthetic experience = Independent variable (IV); Ego identity = Dependent
variable (DV).

The results of the MLR (Table 6) were also similar to the findings of the aforementioned chi-square
testing. Based on the increased values of odds ratio (OR), people who had more frequent aesthetic
experiences tended to be more mature in their ego identity. For instance, in predicting the status
of achievement, individuals evaluated as frequent aesthetic experiencers (OR = 8.620) had higher
multinomial log-odds than those who were evaluated as moderate (OR = 2.357). More, the log-odds
ration values for the frequent status also declined in stages: from the achievement subgroup to the
participants positioned in the moratorium subgroup, to those clustered into the foreclosure subgroup
(ORs = 8.620, 5.518, and 1.900, respectively). The diffusion group was treated as a reference group.
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Table 6. Multinomial logistic regression model.

Ego Identity 1 Aesthetic Experience β
Std.
err.

Wald Chi-Square Test p Exp(β)/OR
95% Conf. Int. for Exp (β)

Lower Bound Upper Bound

Achievement
Frequent 2.154 0.354 37.043 *** <0.001 8.620 4.308 17.248
Moderate 0.857 0.303 8.033 ** 0.005 2.357 1.303 4.265
Infrequent 0 2

Moratorium
Frequent 1.708 0.308 30.749 *** <0.001 5.518 3.017 10.091
Moderate 0.551 0.245 5.058 * 0.025 1.735 1.073 2.804
Infrequent 0 2

Foreclosure
Frequent 0.642 0.316 4.131 * 0.042 1.900 1.023 3.526
Moderate 0.197 0.229 0.741 0.389 1.218 0.778 1.907
Infrequent 0 2

Aesthetic experience = IV; Ego identity = DV. OR denotes the odds ratio associated with the effect of a one standard
deviation increase in the predictor. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, and * p < 0.05. 1 Diffusion was treated as the reference
group. 2 This parameter was set to zero because it is redundant.

In summary, the respondents with high levels of aesthetic experience tended to be clustered into
the achievement and moratorium subgroups, whereas those with low levels of aesthetic experience
tended to be clustered into the foreclosure and diffusion subgroups. The statistical analysis revealed
that aesthetic experience influenced ego identity.

5.4. Hypothesis 2: Sociodemographic Backgrounds May Influence the Frequency of a Person’s Aesthetic
Experiences

Table 7 shows that the mean AES scores of the male and female respondents were 3.29 and 3.50,
respectively. The independent two-sample t test revealed a significant difference between the two mean
AES scores under a 95% confidence interval (t (749) = −5.364, p < 0.001, d (difference in mean) = −0.22).
The female respondents significantly outscored their male counterparts. The mean AES scores of
those without and with religious beliefs were 3.36 and 3.45, respectively. The independent t test
revealed a significant difference between the two mean AES scores (t (727) = −2.738, p < 0.05, d = −0.1).
The religious respondents outscored their non-religious counterparts.

Table 7. Comparison between sociodemographic information and aesthetic experience frequency via
independent t test.

Sociodemographic Variable n a M SD t p d b

Sex 749 −5.364 *** 0.000 −0.22
Male 3.29 0.56
Female 3.50 0.54

Religious beliefs 727 −2.738 * 0.018 −0.1
No 3.36 0.54
Yes 3.45 0.59

a denotes the sub-sample size. Total sample size (N) = 758. Because of missing values, the sample sizes of the
variables vary and are all <758. b d = mean difference. *** p < 0.001. * p < 0.05.

The ANOVA was used to verify the variance in the AES scores according to respondents’ college
major and monthly allowance. Table 8 shows significant differences among the AES scores for various
majors (F (3723) = 23.311, p < 0.001). Scheffe’s post-hoc pairwise comparisons revealed that the mean
AES score of fine arts and design students was significantly higher than those of the natural science,
social science, and human science students (p < 0.05). In addition, the mean AES score of human science
students was higher than those of natural science and social science students (p < 0.05). However,
no significant differences among the mean AES scores were observed between the various brackets of
monthly allowance (F (4599) = 0.652, p > 0.05).
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Table 8. Comparison between sociodemographic information and aesthetic experience frequency via
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and post hoc test.

Sociodemographic Variable n a M SD F p Scheffe’s Post-Hoc Test

Major 727 23.311 *** 0.000 IV > I, II, III
III > IINatural science (I) 3.28 0.57

Social science (II) 3.38 0.48
Human science (III) 3.54 0.56
Fine arts and design (IV) 3.78 0.50

Monthly allowance (US$) 604 0.652 0.626 N/A
<100 3.35 0.59
100–200 3.41 0.57
200–300 3.41 0.55
300–400 3.43 0.59
>400 3.52 0.6

a denotes the sub-sample size. Total sample size (N) = 758. Because of missing values, the sample sizes of the
variables vary and are all <758. *** p < 0.001.

6. Discussion

This study examined the relationship between aesthetic experience and ego identity to verify
the common claim in aesthetic theories that aesthetic experience stimulates an individual’s ego.
A hypothesis of the positive correlation between frequency of aesthetic experiences and ego identity
was proposed. The quantitative analysis results confirmed the significantly positive correlation
between the frequency of aesthetic experiences and ego identity. Regarding the identity development
state, the clustering analysis results revealed that a large proportion of individuals who have frequent
aesthetic experiences were at the identity achievement state, whereas only few respondents were at
the identity diffusion state. Conversely, a large proportion of individuals with infrequent aesthetic
experiences were at identity diffusion; very few respondents were at the identity achievement state.
Those with a moderate frequency of aesthetic experiences were distributed among all four types of
ego identity without a predominating subgroup. Similarly, the MLR analysis showed that aesthetic
experience served as a predictor of one’s ego-identity status. Those who were characterized as
frequently having aesthetic experiences were more likely to be in identity achievement and quite
unlikely to be in diffusion. The hypothesis proposed in this study was supported; aesthetic experiences
favor the development of mature ego identity among emerging adults such as college students.

The findings in this study demonstrated the substantial contribution of aesthetic experience to the
exploration dimension of ego identity. Theoretically, ego identity can be divided into four quadrants
based on two constructs: exploration and commitment [5,9]. In this study, the ego identities of the
frequent aesthetic experiencer subgroup were mostly classified in the moratorium and achievement
subgroups. The common characteristic shared by these two subgroups was their high attribution to
exploration. For example, individuals whose ego identity is classified as moratorium actively consider
various social values and career options without committing to any one stance. Individuals at the
moratorium stage are not only more prone to identity crisis than individuals in the other quadrants
are, but they are also more open to investigating life choices [5]. They are experientially-oriented
and inclined to dialectic thinking [61]. These characteristics are likely to be stimulated by aesthetic
experiences. As reviewed earlier, the art-making process easily arouses self-dialectic thinking [39].
It is also important to note that achievement and moratorium are two statuses most correlated to high
psychological well-being in certain ethnic groups [12]. Therefore, a sustainable state of positive living
can be expected [1]. Additionally, the respondents who rarely had aesthetic experiences were mostly
classified in the diffusion and foreclosure subgroups. The common characteristic shared by these two
subgroups was their low attribution to exploration. Therefore, the respondents in these two subgroups
were either insensitive to their identity crises or in a false state of enduring their identity crises [5].

In summary, aesthetic experience facilitates the exploration of various topics related to ego identity.
Individuals lacking aesthetic experience are likely to commit to a range of social identities without
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comprehensively exploring them. This idea echoes the point made by Smolewska et al. [51] that
a person who is responsive to aesthetic encounters is often more open to experience. An enhanced
awareness of artistry seems to expand an individual’s opportunities of exploring new ideas, inventions,
and adventures, and vice versa. Multifaceted aesthetic experiences may provide people with prospects
of discovering their identities with respects to aspects such as spirituality, politics, family, friendships,
sexual roles, etc. Identity formation is stimulated when one is creating art or even when a person is
merely absorbed in the beauty of the natural environment.

As the first hypothesis of the study was confirmed, this study attempted to identify what type
of person is more likely to experience the aesthetic. Sociodemographically, the findings of this
study revealed that women, fine arts and design majors, and religious individuals are more likely
to have frequent aesthetic experiences. However, this study found that economic status was not an
influential factor for frequency of aesthetic experience, thereby confirming that economic capital and
cultural capital are not always equal [68]; money cannot or may not have been invested in amassing
aesthetic experience.

The argument of biological determinism should be avoided in discussions about why women have
a higher frequency of aesthetic experiences than men. The research conducted by Aron and Aron [52]
elucidated that a higher percentage of women than men were found to be highly sensitive. However,
no previous studies on infants have demonstrated such a difference because of gender. Therefore,
this tendency might develop through socialization. Aron and Aron [52] surmised that in traditional
patriarchal societies, women were generally more encouraged to express their feelings than men.
Since aesthetic sensitivity is found to be one of the components of sensory-processing sensitivity [51],
the social attitude toward a young person’s aesthetic sensitivity may also be different based on gender.
As a result, women are more aesthetically sensitive than men. Additionally, the phenomenon that
females are generally more developed than males in ego-identity status [14] may be the consequence
of more frequent aesthetic experiences that female students possess.

Also from a social perspective, fine arts and design students have more exposure to art
appreciation than other college majors and are regarded as a group with rich cultural capital [68].
These students are supposedly familiar with the knowledge system of art and have received a certain
degree of training in artistic expression. In contrast to other college majors, fine arts and design
students theoretically have a higher level of art competence. The findings of this study suggest that art
education not only cultivates artistic talent and taste but also develops individuals with strong aesthetic
sensitivity. Stamatopoulou [64] also reported that aesthetic experience is strongly correlated with art
familiarity (Pearson’s r = 0.38, p < 0.001) and perceived art competence (Pearson’s r = 0.50, p < 0.001).
However, this study found that human science students are more likely to experience aesthetics than
are social science students, and social science students are more likely to experience aesthetics than
are natural science students. This finding may reflect not only the contrasting closeness of various
disciplines to aesthetic experience but also the contrasting efforts of each discipline to develop aesthetic
sensitivity. Natural phenomena contain a wealth of aesthetic possibilities, as evidenced by academic
works on environmental aesthetics [49,69–71]. Whether natural science students’ lack of aesthetic
experiences can be attributed to the teaching philosophies and methods of natural science disciplines
requires further clarification.

The phenomenon of religious individuals having aesthetic experiences more frequently than
non-religious individuals may reflect the similarity between religious experience and aesthetic
experience. Related discourses in philosophical and psychological theories that define and describe
aesthetic experience can be found. For example, Deweyan’s philosophy asserts that aesthetic experience
often exhibits religious characteristics, and vice versa [22,72]. The concept of peak experience proposed
by Maslow [24] encompasses aesthetic experience, creative experience, and religious experience.
Similarly, flow experience is a spiritual state commonly mentioned in relation to creative and religious
activities [56,57,73]. Therefore, aesthetic experience and religious experience must have some degree
of similarity because both are optimal catalysts for individuals to reach their optimal spiritual
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pathway. Even though excessively institutionalized religious belief may limit the sensual aspect
of a religion [22,24], affiliating to a certain religion may still provide a better chance for an individual
to access mystic and spiritual experiences.

7. Conclusions

This study confirmed that aesthetic experience facilitates an individual’s maturation of ego
identity. The frequency of aesthetic experiences is almost proportional to the developmental status of
ego identity. In particular, aesthetic experience significantly contributes to the exploration dimension
of ego identity. Aesthetic experience seems to provide a special opportunity to discover an individual’s
identity. Conversely, individuals lacking aesthetic experience are prone to trust authority and make
commitments without exploring other values and are far from acknowledging and overcoming identity
crises. The findings of this study revealed that aesthetic experience is a catalyst for self-exploration,
self-making, and self-development of an identity.

An identity achiever is one who has an integral and static point of view of who he/she is,
where he/she is from, and what the future holds for him/her. The self-centered vertical axis of
psychologically sustainable development is fulfilled through such accomplishments [1]. This study
demonstrates that aesthetic experiences are valuable for strengthening this process. With an updated
view of sustainability, which focuses more on promotion than prevention [1], the richness inherent in
aesthetic experiences promises individuals an infinite source of sustainable development.

In addition, this study identified that women, fine arts and design majors, and religious
individuals are more likely to experience aesthetics. Although this paper initially claims that
artistic experience is only one type of aesthetic experience, professional art training evidently
cultivates the ability to sense aesthetic experience comprehensively. Also, the findings of this study
revealed that religious experience and aesthetic experience share a common psychological or spiritual
cognitive pathway.

The findings mentioned above show some educational implications. Aesthetic experiences are
a critical stimulus to ego identity development and should not only be the privilege of those who
major in art and design. Since aesthetic experiences occur in diverse circumstances, social science and
natural science disciplines should offer an equal potential to access the aesthetic. Therefore, instructors’
approaches to pedagogy are crucial. In addition, both formal and informal education should encourage
males to embrace their aesthetic interests and sensitivity, which may contribute to a developmental
pace equal to that of females.

Findings of this research are based on responses from Taiwanese college students. This sample
may not be able to describe individuals from other cultural backgrounds. Therefore, a cross-cultural
comparative study may be conducted in the future to examine the correlations between aesthetic
experiences and the development of ego identity. Similarly, those who reported being affiliated to
certain religious groups may very likely be Buddhists, Taoists, or other followers of local religions. Since
different religions present different spiritual experiences, the resonance between divine experiences
and aesthetic experiences should vary by religion. To investigate the psychological similarities
between religious experiences and aesthetic experiences, future studies may take different religions
into consideration. Additionally, to understand how certain sociodemographic attributions affect
one’s frequency of having an aesthetic experience, the phenomenon needs to be approached from
multiple perspectives. Thus, the effect of gender on aesthetic sensitivity may be examined through
biological, evolutionary, psychological, and social approaches. Likewise, natural science students’ lack
of aesthetic experiences may require a thorough investigation on the nature of the discipline and how
it is conveyed through teaching methods.
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