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At Nielsen, data drives everything we do—even art. That’s why we used real data to create this image.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Nielsen led an initiative to help Getty Images deepen their understanding 
of their audience composition and their customers’ preferences of specific 
image attributes. These insights were to inform business decisions and 
support their creative strategy. The research consisted of the VisualDNA 
Personality Survey and ten questions designed by Getty, which focused on 
visual attributes of images, their meaning and the feelings they evoke. The 
survey was released in five different languages (English, French, German, 
Portuguese and Japanese) over a six month period across 182 countries, 
encompassing nearly 60,000 global respondents.

THE RESEARCH OBJECTIVE WAS TO UNDERSTAND ON A DEEPER 
LEVEL WHAT MOTIVATIONS UNDERPIN CONSUMERS’ IMAGE CHOICES, 
FROM LOGICAL AND AESTHETIC POINTS OF VIEW – TAKING INTO 
CONSIDERATION DEMOGRAPHIC, PERSONALITY AND CULTURAL 
DETERMINANTS. 

By segmenting consumers into subgroups, Getty hoped to gain rich insight 
into image preferences, the differences between professional and amateur 
image buyers, as well as cultural differences.

Specifically, Getty wanted to learn:

 1  Who their audience is.

 2  
How the characteristics of the respondents explain image choice (i.e., 
what is the most popular answer of male, female, occupation, and 
personality subgroups).

 3  How likely each subgroup was to select a specific image. 

The results demonstrated strong and diverging preferences among the 
various subgroups regarding image aspects such as preferred colour palette, 
perception of quality, originality, creativity and trustworthiness, as well as 
preferences in how men and women were depicted in images. 
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METHODOLOGY
VisualDNA, acquired by Nielsen in December 2016, provides Nielsen 
with the largest personality database in the world. The data is gathered 
through the VisualDNA Personality Survey, a non-incentivised psychometric 
assessment based on images to deliberately trigger a rapid, emotional 
reaction from the participants’ deep subconscious, which enables questions 
to be asked in ways not possible with conventional text-based assessments. 
The survey – which has been taken by over 40 million individuals globally – 
is based on 30 years of personality psychology research in combination with 
new methodologies developed alongside scientists from University College 
London, Cambridge University, and Columbia University. The core of the 
survey is the OCEAN Big Five personality model.

The OCEAN methodology was developed in the 1980s by leading 
researchers in the field of psychology and today is one of the most 
recognised personality paradigms globally. It rates individuals on five 
personality traits, known as the “Big Five:” Openness, Conscientiousness, 
Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism – with each of the traits 
breaking down into multiple facets.

HIGH SCORE

LOW SCORE

TRAIT

O
OPENNESS

Imagination, 
feelings, 
actions,

ideas 

Curious, wide range 
of interests, 
independent

Practical, 
conventional, 

prefers routine

C
CONSCIENTIOUSNESS

Competence, 
self-discipline,
thoughfulness, 

goal-driven 

Hardworking, 
dependable, 

organized

Impulsive, 
careless, 

disorganized

A
AGREEABLENESS
Cooperative, 
trustworthy, 

good-natured 

Helpful 
trusting, 

empathetic

Critical, 
uncooperative, 

suspiscious

N
NEUROTICISM

Tendency 
toward 

unstable 
emotions 

Anxious, unhappy, 
prone to negative 

emotions

Calm, 
even-tempered, 

secure

E
EXTROVERSION

Socialbility, 
assertiveness, 

emotional 
expression 

Outgoing, 
warm, seeks 
adventure

Quiet, 
reserved, 

withdrawn

Survey takers are exposed to 30 OCEAN-based personality questions, along 
with 10 bespoke questions tailored to the company’s project objectives. 
For completing the non-incentivised survey, respondents receive a full 
personality profile as part of their efforts. The data gathered is analysed 
in-house by the data science and psychology teams, and respondents are 
segmented into subgroups to identify patterns and trends. Key findings are 
collected in a comprehensive report.

See the complete survey here: https://you.visualdna.com/quiz/gettyimages

https://you.visualdna.com/quiz/gettyimages
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KEY FINDINGS
The research project successfully demonstrated a strong correlation and 
variation of image choice by age, gender, personality, culture, customer 
type (professional vs amateur image buyer). The below represent three 
key findings that came out of the report based on the 10 bespoke 
questions included in the survey. These questions explored image 
attributes – such as creativity, interest, quality and originality – and the 
emotions they evoked such as “wanting to help” and “being there.”

ON CREATIVITY: 
Different types of objects appealed to different subgroups. Calm waters 
attracted emotionally stable individuals, darkness appealed to introverted 
respondents, and an explosion of colour appealed to extroverted 
respondents.

Image found most creative across most 
respondent subgroups of the four surveys. 
Respondents may be appealed by the cleanliness 
of the image, as well as the seamless depiction 
of the link between emotion and optic distortion.

ON IMAGES SHOWING PEOPLE HELPING EACH OTHER  
OR PEOPLE NEEDING HELP: 
Respondents of the English and German surveys were more reactive 
to social rejection, whereas respondents of the French, Portuguese, 
and Japanese surveys reacted to infantile disadvantage, presumably 
exacerbated by social or ethnic conditions of exclusion or marginalisation. 
Images where elderly or ill subjects appeared to be at a disadvantage were 
frequently selected amongst the French survey respondents.

Most popular answer across most respondent 
subgroups of these surveys, particularly of the 
traditional, diligent, kind and emotionally stable 
French survey respondents.
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ON IMAGES DEPICTING MEN VS. WOMEN: 
Respondents tended to identify with ideal male and female characters as 
well as characteristics of themselves. The most popular images conveyed a 
sense of kindness and amicableness, with the age of the models positively 
correlating to that of the respondents.

Most significant answer amongst highly open 
respondents. The unconventional and warm 
expression of the model may be appealing to 
these respondents. 

Most popular answer amongst all respondents 
subgroups.

|  KEY FINDINGS
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CREATIVITY
Creativity seems to be understood by respondents as the novelty in the 
composition as well as the subject of an image. Different kinds of objects 
in the images appeal different subgroups of respondents. Calm waters 
attract emotionally stable individuals. A white horse and darkness appeals 
introverted respondents whilst an explosion of colour appeals extroverted 
and meticulous respondents. Respondents of the Japanese survey tend 
to prefer images of calmness and balance, whilst respondents of other 
respondents seem to prefer images that convey emotion in forms which 
at once challenge conventional composition cannons.
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|  CREATIVITY

Men preferred an image featuring 
typically male sense of humour 
whereas women preferred an image 
featuring charming kittens).

The age of the models in the images 
coherently correlates to that of the 
respondents who selected them. 

Highly conscientious respondents 
selected an image depicting water 
sports, whereas low conscientious 
respondents one of charming 
kittens. 

Extroverted respondents selected 
an image depicting a friendly, fun 
situation, whereas introverted 
respondents one that does not 
involve any social situation. 

Highly agreeable respondents 
selected a familial, fun image 
whereas low agreeable respondents 
selected an image with transgressive 
humour.

GENDER OPENNESS
MALE FEMALE HIGH LOW

OCCUPATION CONSCIENTIOUSNESS
PROFESSIONAL AMATEUR HIGH LOW

EXTRAVERSION
HIGH LOW

AGE AGREEABLENESS
<25 25-39 HIGH LOW

NEUROTICISM
40-54 55+ HIGH LOW
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HELPING
The most widely chosen answers reveal that respondents feel desire to 
be in physical or symbolic places where they can experience calmness, 
togetherness and balance. Japanese as well as some of the Portuguese 
survey respondents seem to prefer situations which involve spiritual 
rituals whilst the others prefer natural scenarios and loneliness. 

Significant answers vary across subgroups. Self-assertive, traditional 
male respondent across most surveys associate their desired place to 
a race triumph, whilst introverted respondents to a quiet, sunny forest 
where there is no one in sight. It is fair to say that different subgroups of 
individuals determine their ‘happy place’ based on their way to seek calm 
and warmth, as well as on specific attributes of their demography and 
personality.
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|  HELPING

Men selected a scene of  
competition, adrenaline and triumph 
whereas women selected a scene of 
spirituality and togetherness.

Highly open respondents selected 
an image depicting an enjoyable 
encounter with difference, whereas 
low open respondents selected an 
image depicting a more universal 
and traditional moment of 
enjoyment.

Highly conscientious individuals 
selected a clean image depicting 
an adult-child, mature relationship 
whereas low conscientious 
respondents selected an image 
of energetic, hedonic, musical 
enjoyment.

Highly agreeable respondents 
selected an image of a joyous, warm 
moment, whereas low agreeable 
individuals an image of triumph.

GENDER OPENNESS
MALE FEMALE HIGH LOW

OCCUPATION CONSCIENTIOUSNESS
PROFESSIONAL AMATEUR HIGH LOW

EXTRAVERSION
HIGH LOW

AGE AGREEABLENESS
<25 25-39 HIGH LOW

NEUROTICISM
40-54 55+ HIGH LOW
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MEN & WOMEN
Respondents tend to identify with ideal male and female characters as 
well as characteristics of themselves. The most popular images convey a 
sense of kindness and amicableness. The age of the models seemed to 
correlate positively with that of the respondents. Respondents seem to 
attribute to the model a kind of typology based on their facial expression, 
posture and perceived attitude. Respondents identify with these 
characteristics, which are indeed similar to their personality attributes.
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|  MEN & WOMEN

IMAGES OF MEN
Men preferred a more serious, sober 
portrait whereas women preferred a 
more colourful, and playful one.

Professionals prefered a portrait 
with an added layer of complexity 
whereas amateurs prefered a 
simpler, clean portrait.

Highly open respondents prefered 
the portrait of a mature, rocker-style 
man whereas low open respondents 
selected a traditionally dressed, 
more sober man.

Extroverted respondents selected 
the image of a man striking a pose, 
whereas introverted respondents 
selected the image of a serious, 
sober man.

Highly agreeable respondents 
selected a portrait of a man with a 
kind smile, whereas low agreeable 
respondents selected the image of 
a younger man with a more serious 
and challenging expression.

Highly conscientious respondents 
selected the image of a man dressed 
very neatly and traditionally, whereas 
low conscientious respondents 
selected the the image of a man 
dressed in a rock style. 

GENDER OPENNESS
MALE FEMALE HIGH LOW

OCCUPATION CONSCIENTIOUSNESS
PROFESSIONAL AMATEUR HIGH LOW

EXTRAVERSION
HIGH LOW

AGE AGREEABLENESS
<25 25-39 HIGH LOW

NEUROTICISM
40-54 55+ HIGH LOW
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IMAGES OF WOMEN
Men preferred the more revelatory 
image of a stereotypically beautiful 
young woman, whereas women 
selected the image of a more 
characterful and styled mature 
woman.

Professionals preferred the close 
up portrait of a very expressive 
young woman, whereas amateurs 
preferred a colourful medium shot of 
a woman.

Younger age respondents 
selected an image of a young, self 
assertive woman, whereas mature 
respondents preferred the portrait 
of a more mature and warm woman.

Low open, highly conscientious and 
low neurotic respondents preferred 
the portrait of a woman in an 
office, whereas highly open and low 
conscientious respondents preferred 
the image of a playful young model 
in front of a grafitti.

Highly extravert and low agreeable 
respondents preferred the more 
revelatory image of a stereotypically 
beautiful young woman.

|  MEN & WOMEN

GENDER OPENNESS
MALE FEMALE HIGH LOW

OCCUPATION CONSCIENTIOUSNESS
PROFESSIONAL AMATEUR HIGH LOW

EXTRAVERSION
HIGH LOW

AGE AGREEABLENESS
<25 25-39 HIGH LOW

NEUROTICISM
40-54 55+ HIGH LOW
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CONCLUSION
IMPACT AND APPLICATION:
The insights gained from the survey will inform Getty’s business decisions 
and support their creative strategy, such as their creation process 
(knowing what type of images appeal to which audience and why). It 
will also enable them to tailor their marketing to specific countries and 
consumer groups, and optimize their image recommendations based on 
user preferences. Additionally, they will be able to strengthen customer 
loyalty, provide a better customer experience and improve the customer 
journey for each subgroup. 

As a next step, Getty plans to overlay their customer data with that 
produced by the research project (survey + demographics + personality) to 
better characterize the creative and financial intricacy as well as back-up 
creative briefs.

SIGNIFICANCE:
While some of the reported findings might seem intuitive, the value of the 
report lies in the fact that all findings were driven by data and tested on a 
statistically significant audience size. Nielsen’s innovative method of data 
collection – particularly, the unique image-based survey and psychometric 
targeting approach – allowed for insights to be gained that would not have 
been possible with traditional methods of market research.
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ABOUT NIELSEN
Nielsen Holdings plc (NYSE: NLSN) is a global measurement and data 
analytics company that provides the most complete and trusted view 
available of consumers and markets worldwide. Our approach marries 
proprietary Nielsen data with other data sources to help clients around 
the world understand what’s happening now, what’s happening next, 
and how to best act on this knowledge. For more than 90 years Nielsen 
has provided data and analytics based on scientific rigor and innovation, 
continually developing new ways to answer the most important questions 
facing the media, advertising, retail and fast-moving consumer goods 
industries. An S&P 500 company, Nielsen has operations in over 100 
countries, covering more than 90% of the world’s population. For more 
information, visit www.nielsen.com.
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