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.DEMOGRAPHIC DIFFERENCES IN PERCEPTIONS OF BEAUTIFUL CITIES. 
 
Do men and women have differing opinions on which are the world’s most beautiful cities? How about the opinions of 
younger people compared to older people? Less educated people compared to highly educated people? People who 
have traveled to many countries compared to people who have not traveled much?  
 
To find out if there are significant differences based on those factors and other demographic characteristics, 
CitiesBeautiful.org conducted a worldwide survey.  
 
CitiesBeautiful.org is a website dedicated to providing people everywhere a broadened and deeper understanding of 
civic beauty. A key feature of the website is a Civic Beauty Rankings test (CBR) – a psychometric questionnaire somewhat 
like a Myers Briggs personality assessment test – with which website visitors can determine the types of urban places 
they will find most beautiful.  With their test results, visitors then can take customized, interactive map tours of 
hundreds of beautiful places in cities on six continents. 
 
The CBR, among various other questions, asks that respondents choose the three cities they find most beautiful from 
among 25 beautiful cities worldwide (mapped below). The CBR also solicits basic demographic information – gender, 
age, education, etc. With this survey information, numerous analyses have been conducted on whether the perceptions 
of beautiful cities of people around the world differ based on their demographics. This article reveals the results! 

 
The article’s four sections address: 

 The  information collected and types of analyses performed; 

 The analysis results;  

 The statistical significance of the analysis results; and 

 Concluding observations on the importance of it all. 
 
Additionally, an Addendum provides supplemental charts of the analysis inputs and outputs. 
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INFORMATION COLLECTED AND ANALYSES PERFORMED 
 
The CBR is accessed via the Ranking Test tab on the main menu at the CitiesBeautiful.org website 
(http://citiesbeautiful.org/). The specific CBR webpage that solicits the visitors’ demographic information is at 
http://citiesbeautiful.org/survey#question-last. Approximately 200 website visitors taking the CBR provided 
demographic information about themselves, in addition to specifying the three cities they perceive as most beautiful 
from CitiesBeautiful.org’s coverage of 25 cities worldwide.  
 
This information could then be used to answer these specific questions:  
 

 Do men and women differ in their opinions of the most beautiful cities? 

 Do people aged 40 years and younger differ from people aged 41 and over? 

 Do people with high school degrees or less differ from people with a college degree, and/or in turn differ from 
people with advanced degrees (Masters, Ph.D.)? 

 Do people who grew up on different continents (North America, South America, Europe, etc.) differ is their 
opinions of the most beautiful cities? 

 Do people who have lived in only one country differ in their opinions from people who have lived in 2 or more 
countries? 

 Do people who have visited 9 countries or less differ in their opinions from people who have visited 10 or more 
countries? 

 Do Spanish speaking people differ from English speaking people in their opinions of the most beautiful cities? 
 
Note that the data break points (above/below 40 years of age, above/below 9 countries visited, etc.) were chosen to 
facilitate comparisons between two groups of approximately equal size. Note too that the Spanish and English speakers 
were identified by whether they accessed the Spanish or English versions of the CitiesBeautiful.org website; the French 
version of the website was accessed by too few respondents to be a meaningful sample for analysis. 
 
Additionally, the CBR includes a webpage with a standard test for the “Big 5” personality traits, i.e., Openness, 
Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism.  Respondents rated themselves for each trait using a 
10 point spectrum. The test results for each of the five traits were bifurcated, e.g., people who rated themselves as 
extraverted [left side of the spectrum] versus people who rated themselves as not extraverted [right side of the 
spectrum] . The opinions on the most beautiful cities of these five bifurcated groups were then compared, e.g., do self-
proclaimed extraverted people select the same beautiful cities as non-extraverted people? (For more information about 
the Big 5 personality traits, see for example https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_Five_personality_traits.) 
 
Again, analyses were conducted on the CBR answers provided by approximately 200 website visitors from around the 
world. The pie charts in the Addendum show the demographic distribution of the CBR respondents. The pie charts 
document that 45% were female and 55% were male; 35% chose the Spanish version of the CBR while 65% took the 
English version; 28% rated themselves as less Conscientious versus 78% as more Conscientious, etc. 
 
In summary, then, differences of opinion on beautiful cities have been analyzed for: 
 

 Seven demographic factors – gender, age, education, number of countries lived in, number of countries visited, 
Spanish/English speaking, and continent where the respondent  grew up;  

 Five personality traits – Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism. 
 
 

ANALYSIS RESULTS 
 

Before examining demographic differences of opinions on the world’s most beautiful cities, the bar chart below shows 
how the CBR respondents collectively rated the 25 cities at the CitiesBeautiful.org website. The chart shows that just 

http://citiesbeautiful.org/
http://citiesbeautiful.org/survey#question-last
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_Five_personality_traits
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over 16% of the 200 respondents selected Paris of one of their three most beautiful cities, followed by Barcelona and 
Rome with just over 10% of the respondents, London and Amsterdam with just under 8% of the respondents, and so on. 

 
Turning now to demographic differences of opinions on the most beautiful cities, below are two bar charts revealing 
differences by gender and age. Again, the horizontal scale shows the percentage of each group that cited each beautiful 
city.  Note, for example, that men and women more or less equally citied Paris (15% and 16% respectively) but differed 
on Vancouver (1% and 4%).  A similar distribution emerges for older respondents compared to younger respondents.   

  
The Addendum provides the bar charts for the remaining five demographic characteristics and the Big 5 personality 
traits. 
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The 12 bar charts sometimes show similarities of opinion and sometimes depict differences of opinion on the most 
beautiful cities. However, in all the charts a general pattern is obvious.  All the charts exhibit remarkably consistent 
favoritism toward some cities (Paris, Barcelona, Rome, London, Amsterdam, Rio de Janeiro), disinterest in others (Jaipur, 
Cape Town, Seoul, Budapest, Fez, Hong Kong), and mixed opinions toward the remaining thirteen cities 
 
Do the similarities of opinions outweigh the differences? Are there or are there not noteworthy divergences of opinions 
inherent in the 12 bar charts? Definitive answers to these questions require rigorous statistical tests. 

 

STATISTICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ANALYSIS RESULTS 
 
Background:  Statistical tools calculate the probability that differences in two sets of observations (say, the beautiful 
cities selected by men compared to women) can be attributed to random chance.  If the calculated probability of a 
random occurrence is less than 5% – and especially if the probability is less than 1% [1 in a 100 chance] – the differences 
in the observations are taken to be non-random, and described as statistically significant at the 5% or 1% “confidence 
level”.  For all seven demographic factors and five personality traits, then, divergences of opinion are considered 
noteworthy (i.e., evident, conspicuous, remarkable) when the calculated statistical confidence level is 5% or less.  
 
Note that the 5% and 1% confidence levels are the most widely acknowledged standards of statistical significance, but 
sometimes a 10% confidence level is deemed noteworthy.  Accordingly, in the presentation of results below, any 
statistical calculation at the 10% confidence level will be flagged as “marginally statistically significant”.  
 
To ensure impartiality, a professor of statistics at the University of Wisconsin was retained via a competitive posting at 
Upwork.com to perform all the statistical analyses.  Without going into the technical details, the professor employed a 
two tailed T-Test to analyze all the survey responses. 
 
Statistical Results:  The following did demonstrate statistically significant differences in the choice of beautiful cities 
(almost all at the 1% confidence level): 
 

 Language:  English compared to Spanish 

 Grew Up In:  
o North America compared to Africa  
o North America compared to Asia 
o North America compared to Australia/Polynesia   
o South America compared to Africa 
o South America compared to Asia 
o Europe compared to Africa 
o Europe compared to Asia 
o Europe compared to Australia/Polynesia   

 Education:  
o College compared to High School 
o College compared to Masters/ Ph.D. 

 Big 5 Personality Traits:   
o Openness – Left Side of the Spectrum compared to the Right Side of the Spectrum 
o Conscientiousness – Left Side of the Spectrum compared to the Right Side of the Spectrum 
o Agreeableness – Left Side of the Spectrum compared to the Right Side of the Spectrum 

 
Additionally, the following demonstrated a marginally statistically significant difference (6.2% confidence level to be 
exact): 
 

 Gender:  Female compared to Male 
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The remaining demographic characteristics and personality traits did not demonstrate statistically significant differences 
in the choice of beautiful cities: 

 

 Age:  Up to 40 Years Old compared to Over 40 Years Old 

 Number of Countries Lived In:  One Country compared to More Than One Country 

 Number of Countries Visited:  0 to 9 Countries Visited compared to 10 or more Countries Visited 

 Education: High School compared to Masters/Ph.D. 

 Grew Up In:  
o North America compared to South America 
o North America compared to Europe   
o South America compared to Europe 
o South America compared to Australia/Polynesia 
o Africa compared to Asia 
o Africa compared to Australia/Polynesia 
o Asia compared to Australia/Polynesia 

 Big 5 Big 5 Personality Traits:   
o Extraversion – Left Side of the Spectrum compared to the Right Side of the Spectrum 
o Neuroticism – Left Side of the Spectrum compared to the Right Side of the Spectrum 

 
Overall Ordering of the Cities:  Finally, the first bar chart in this article revealed that Paris was selected by 16% of the 
respondents, followed by Barcelona and Rome with 10% of the respondents, etc.  Having statistically examined 
demographic differences in the choices of beautiful cities, a question arises about the possible statistical significance of 
the choices of cities of the respondents taken collectively.  That is, what is the probability that a similar distribution of 
choices among the 25 cities would be made by any random group of people? 
 
As it happens, CitiesBeautiful.org conducted a similar analysis of approximately 500 survey respondents in 2014. At that 
time the website featured only 12 cities rather than the current 25 cities. Below are the percentage distributions of cities 
chosen as most beautiful by the two sets of survey respondents.   
 
The results of the 2014 survey do show similarities to the 2017 survey, notably Paris, Rome and Barcelona being the 
clear favorites in both surveys.  Differences also arise, especially in the positions of Buenos Aires and Rio de Janeiro. 
Taking all the similarities and differences into account, are the results shown in the two charts statistically significant? 
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The answer is on the cusp between “yes” and “no”.  The previously referenced statistics professor conducted a 
Spearman’s rho test on the two sets of cities and got a value of .554, which translates into a confidence level of 10.3%. 
 
Marginal statistical significance notwithstanding, the comparisons between the 2014 and 2017 surveys are striking. 
Paris, Rome and Barcelona, for example, may well figure prominently when any random group of people is asked to 
choose the most beautiful city from among the 25 at the CitiesBeautiful.org website. 
 

 
CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS ON THE IMPORTANCE OF IT ALL 
 
Findings:  Regarding the seven demographic variables and five personality traits… 
 

 Statistically significant differences do occur in people’s choices of the most beautiful cities based on language 
spoken and for 3 of the Big 5 personality traits. 

 Statistically significant differences sometimes occur based on education and the continent where the 
respondents grew up. 

 A marginally statistically significant difference does occur based on gender. 

  Statistically significant differences do not occur based on age, number of countries lived in, number of countries 
visited, some of the continents where the respondents grew up, and for 2 of the Big 5 personality traits. 

 
The statistically significant differences based on language spoken and the continents where the respondents grew up 
suggest cultural differences in the perceptions of beautiful cities. An alternative explanation could be that respondents 
favor cities on the continent where they grew up – but such a “home court advantage” is not necessarily the case; for 
example, survey respondents from South America comprised 22% of all respondents, but only 15% of the respondents 
that selected South American cities (Buenos Aires, Rio de Janeiro) as their beautiful cities. 
 
The differences based on education are highly statistically significant for respondents with a college degree compared 
to less educated (High School) respondents and more educated (Masters/Ph.D.) respondents. Yet differences between 
High School and Masters/Ph.D. respondents are not statistically significant. This suggests that college-educated 
respondents are a breed apart in their opinions on beautiful cities – but why?  
 
Tantalizing questions also arise regarding the statistically significant differences based on the Big 5 personality traits. 
Why do self-proclaimed Conscientious respondents favor different cities than non-Conscientious respondents? Ditto for 
the personality traits of Openness and Agreeableness?  On the other hand, why are there not statistically significant 
differences between self-proclaimed Extraverted and non-Extraverted respondents, and between Neurotic and non-
Neurotic respondents? These are all research topics for another day. 
 
The differences based on gender are intriguing, despite the marginal confidence interval of 6.2%.  A T-test of male 
versus female choices of cities in the 2014 survey yields an almost identical confidence interval of 6.3%. Arguably men 
and women do perceive beautiful cities differently. 
 
Perhaps equally interesting are the non-statistically significant findings.  Younger people do not choose different cities 
than older people; seasoned travelers do not select different cities than persons less traveled; and so on.  “Beauty is in 
the eye of the beholder” (as Plato was the first to say) but apparently the many eyes of many beholders often perceive 
beauty the same way. 
 
This last point about shared perceptions of beauty is reinforced by the above-described similarities in the 2014 and 2017 
survey results.  Any poll of the most beautiful cities that encompasses most or all of CitiesBeautiful.org’s 25 cities will 
very likely show results similar to those two surveys.  Again, Paris, Rome and Barcelona will be frequent favorites. San 
Francisco and Kyoto will be further down the ranked list; Hong Kong and Cape Town, down further still. The 
predictability is striking! 
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Applications:  The following are a few salient possibilities for applying the above Findings. 
 
In the public sector, government agencies responsible for city planning, economic development and tourism could delve 
into the “success stories” of Paris, Barcelona, Rome, and other cities that consistently top the lists of beautiful cities.  
What are the factors that make these cities so popular?  Can some or all of those factors being emulated by other cities?  
 
One research starting point would be the Cities Beautiful Index (CBI), which correlates to a high statistically significant 
degree with both the 2014 and 2017 survey rank ordering of cities. The CBI is based on the quantity and quality of 
beautiful civic features in each city. An explanation of the CBI methodology together with the detailed components of 
each city’s CBI can be found in the free eBook – “What Makes San Francisco Beautiful?” – available for reading and 
downloading at http://citiesbeautiful.org/free-e-book-containing-all-details. 
 
In the private sector, businesses focusing on tourism (tour operators, travel agencies, cruise lines, travel magazines, 
etc.) should revisit marketing strategies based on assumed demographic differences in travel preferences. The above 
findings indicate, for example, that promotion materials for tours of beautiful cities should differ for target audiences of 
teenagers in high school versus university students going abroad. Similarly, Spanish speaking tourists will be interested 
in different cities than English speaking tourists; Istanbul, Athens and Jerusalem are clear cases in point (as shown in the 
Spanish-English bar chart in the Addendum).  Gender-specific marketing campaigns might also succeed; witness the 
popularity of travel blogs written for women. On the other hand, marketing campaigns need not bother differentiating 
their messages on the basis of age, extensive travelers versus the less well traveled, and so on. 
 
In academia, the above findings and further research are relevant to individual courses or entire degree programs 
focusing on city planning, economic development and tourism, as noted above. Other relevant program areas include 
architecture, landscape architecture, aesthetics, and environmental psychology, among others.  Per environmental 
psychology, for example, why do people who view themselves as Conscientious frequently choose Amsterdam, but 
those rating themselves as non-Conscientious rarely cite Amsterdam? (Again, see the corresponding bar chart in the 
Addendum).   
 
The Bottom Line: The answer to the Amsterdam question – and the answers to any number of other, similar questions – 
are far more profound than most people realize.  Dr. Ethel Puffer Howes, professor of aesthetics at Wellesley, Smith and 
Simmons Colleges, wrote in her landmark book The Psychology of Beauty (Houghton Mifflin, 1905): 
 

”I believe the way is at last opened from the traditional philosophy of aesthetics to a healthy and 
concrete psychological theory…The beautiful object possesses those qualities which bring the personality 
into a state of unity and self-completeness.”  

Thus, exploring “demographic differences in perceptions of beautiful cities” leads to a greater, fundamental 

understanding of our true selves. 

 

 

 

 

[The Addendum begins on the next page.] 

  

http://citiesbeautiful.org/free-e-book-containing-all-details
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ADDENDUM 

The first chart below shows the composition of the 200 survey respondents. The ten bar charts thereafter show the percentage 
distributions of city preferences of the respondents when stratified by education, number of countries visited, language, etc. 
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