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2
Psychology and Value

Abstract Most psychologists take value to be abstract motivational goals 
that transcend situations and that systematically relate to one another. 
First, this chapter introduces the ideas of historical precursors of the psy-
chological investigation of value, like Windelband, Lotze, Scheler, and 
Brentano. Then, the chapter outlines influential psychological theories of 
value, specifically the theories of Vernon and Allport, Rokeach, and 
Shalom Schwartz. The chapter also considers the recent functional theory 
of value (Gouveia) and presents how psychologists distinguish values 
from other concepts, like attitudes and traits. The last part of the chapter 
focuses on psychological research concerning value change.

Keywords Psychology • Value change • Value theory • Value

Psychology has a long history of theorizing about people’s values, and this 
chapter will present essential and influential psychological theories of 
value. In the chapter, we will also look at how psychologists distinguish 
different kinds of values and how they distinguish value from related 
concepts, like attitudes. The chapter ends with an overview of how psy-
chologists approach value change.

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2023
S. Steinert, Interdisciplinary Value Theory, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-10733-7_2

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-10733-7_2&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-10733-7_2


8

It is crucial to note that most psychologists nowadays distinguish value 
(singular) from values (plural). Value (singular) is a quality attributed to an 
object or inherent in an object. Most psychologists are interested in values 
(plural), which are the broad motivational goals, guiding principles, or 
abstract ideals that people consider important. It would be more apt to 
talk about the psychology of values instead of the psychology of value.1

2.1  Introduction to Psychology

The psychological investigation of value picked up momentum in the 
middle of the twentieth century. That was when Gordon Allport and 
Philip Vernon proposed their psychological theory of value, which became 
one of the most influential accounts of value. Ever since Allport’s and 
Vernon’s proposal, the investigation of value has been a staple of psycho-
logical research. This does not mean there was no fluctuation in the inter-
est of value. Between the 1970s and 1990s, values did not play a crucial 
role in mainstream psychology. However,  there was some work on the 
periphery, e.g., by Milton Rokeach, which would later become influential.

Before we focus on psychological accounts of values, it is worthwhile to 
consider some of the historical precursors of the psychological study of 
value. During the phase when psychology consolidated as an academic dis-
cipline in the nineteenth century, philosophy had a considerable influence. 
Most psychologists at the time engaged with philosophy, and many scholars 
worked at the intersection of (early) psychology and philosophy. Although 
their ideas continue to shape philosophical and psychological theorizing, 
their contribution often goes unacknowledged in current research on value.

Two influential but almost forgotten scholars are Herman Lotze and 
Wilhelm Windelband. Both made many contributions to psychology 
and philosophy, and in what follows, we will briefly consider their contri-
butions to value theory.

Let us start with Herman Lotze, a nineteenth-century German physi-
cian and philosopher. Lotze was an early pioneer of scientific psychology 

1 I am indebted to Shalom Schwartz here. One of his remarks on the draft convinced me to address 
this distinction.
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and inspired many philosophers, including John Dewey, whom we will 
encounter later. According to philosopher George Pierson (1988), Lotze 
was the first philosopher who used the term ‘value’ philosophically. Still, 
his concept of value is difficult to reconstruct because Lotze synthesized 
ideas of many previous  philosophers, like Kant and Hegel, and his 
remarks on value are scattered throughout his work.

The general idea of Lotze is that value is a guiding principle that is both 
universal and objective. According to Lotze, values are objective because 
they do not depend on subjective attitudes we have in response to some-
thing. Although values are inherent in things, they can present them-
selves to the subject, and subjective states are crucial because objective 
values present themselves in our experiences of things and events through 
feelings of pleasure and pain. As Pierson puts it, according to Lotze, 
“[v]alues are made known to the mind through feelings” (Pierson, 1988, 
p. 117). Following Lotze, other philosophers also stressed the crucial role 
of feelings in the apprehension of value. One example is Max Scheler, 
whose ideas we will encounter later.

Another scholar who greatly influenced the psychological study of 
value is Wilhelm Windelband, who is considered the father of modern 
psychology. Windelband makes the crucial distinction between valuation 
and value. Value and valuation need not coincide, and the same thing, or 
state of affairs, can elicit different modes of valuation and value judg-
ment. Windelband, like Lotze and many others, stresses the relationship 
between subject and object. Evaluations express the relationship between 
the evaluating subject and how the object is represented in feelings of 
approval or disapproval. He writes: “Value … is never found in the object 
itself as a property. It consists in a relation to an appreciating mind […] 
Take away will and feeling and there is no such thing as value” 
(Windelband, 1921, p. 215). With this statement, Windelband antici-
pates the link between feeling, emotion, and value, which most current 
psychological accounts of value stress.

Windelband is not the only scholar to point out the connection between 
value, emotions, and feelings. According to nineteenth- and twentieth- 
century philosopher Max Scheler (2014), our faculty of ‘Wertfühlen’ 
(value-feeling) gives us access to objective value. He takes feeling (German: 
Fühlen) to be an affective perception. Value-feeling has a cognitive 
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function because value-feeling immediately give us value relations, like 
the relation being-better-than.

Scheler also proposed a universal order of values and claimed that value 
categories could be ranked by importance. According to Scheler, this 
hierarchy of values is universal and does not change. There are four dif-
ferent kinds of values available to humans. At the lowest level of the hier-
archy are the sensual values (whether something is agreeable or 
disagreeable), followed by vital values (whether something promotes life 
or not). Higher up are mental values only accessible to entities with a 
mind. Mental values include the sense of beauty and ugliness, the appre-
ciation of something as right and wrong, the ability to distinguish true or 
false, and the ability to love and hate. Finally, at the top level, we find 
what Scheler calls the values of the holy (and the unholy).

We can distinguish the higher and lower levels of values. For instance, 
the higher mental values are more enduring. For example, the sensual 
pleasure of food is fleeting, but the beautiful painting endures. Also, the 
lower values are more dividable than the higher values. For example, 
splitting a beautiful painting in half will erase its value, whereas dividing 
delicious food  into smaller portions will not erase its sensual value. 
Furthermore, the higher values facilitate a higher quality of pleasure that 
goes beyond mere sensual pleasure.

Values, so Scheler, are organized hierarchically, and there are specific 
feelings that correspond to each level of value. For the sensual value of 
agreeableness, the lowest level, there are feelings of pleasure and pain. 
Vital values are connected to feelings like liveliness, being glad, feeling 
disgusted, or feeling anxious. The mental values are linked to aesthetic 
feelings, like the experience of beauty or feelings of joy and sorrow. Lastly, 
the values of the holy are connected to feelings of bliss or hopelessness.

Before we turn to Vernon and Allport’s first psychological account of 
value, let us consider Franz Brentano, who is arguably one of the most 
influential figures in psychology and philosophy. Brentano attempted to 
combine philosophy and psychology2 systematically, and one of his 

2  Brentano distinguished between what he calls ‘genetic psychology’ and ‘descriptive psychology’. 
The former is the empirical study of psychological phenomena by scientific means and the latter 
seeks to describe the mind from within, that is from the first-person perspective. Descriptive psy-
chology and insights into human subjectivity, so Brentano should be established as part of empiri-
cal psychology. The study of the mind should use the methods of description and introspection.
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 greatest achievements is the popularization of the concept of 
‘intentionality’.3 Emotions play a crucial role in Brentano’s account of 
value. Brentano did not believe objective value properties exist (Montague, 
2017). Goodness and badness are not properties of external objects, and 
terms like ‘good’ and ‘bad’ do not refer to anything. Individuals must 
arrive at the concept of goodness/ badness through some internal percep-
tion. An individual needs a specific kind of experience to know value. To 
represent something as good or bad, according to Brentano, requires an 
emotional experience because our concept of ‘good’ originates from emo-
tional experience (Montague, 2017, p. 84).

There is no denying that philosophers like Brentano and Scheler greatly 
influenced the development of psychology and  that they particularly 
influenced the development of psychological accounts of value. We can 
see this influence in the first genuine psychological theory of values, to 
which we will now turn.

2.2  Value in Psychology

Philip E. Vernon and Gordon Allport (1931) developed the first psycho-
logical value theory. Vernon and Allport took inspiration from the work 
of German philosopher and psychologist Eduard Spranger, who was 
working in the tradition of Franz Brentano. Spranger proposed that there 
are six so-called value orientations and that these value orientations help 
us to distinguish six primary personality types: the theoretical, the eco-
nomic, the aesthetic, the social, the political, and the religious personality 
type. Persons with different personality types are motivated by different 
goals. For instance, a theoretical person is primarily interested in and 
motivated by the discovery of truth and knowledge creation. In  con-
trast, somebody who is mainly a political person is predominantly inter-
ested in power. It needs to be emphasized that these personality types are 

3 In a nutshell, Brentano claimed that every mental state takes an object beyond itself. That is, a 
mental state is ‘about’ something. For instance, a belief is about some state of the world and a desire 
means to desire something. The intentional object of a mental state can be another mental state as 
well. For instance, we can have Beliefs about our beliefs.
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ideal types and that people’s personality is often a mix of different value 
orientations.

Drawing on Spranger’s idea about the connection between values and 
personality, Allport and Vernon proposed that values are the key to a 
psychological investigation of personality. They suggested that we must 
focus on values if we want to grasp individual personality as a coherent 
system instead of a sum of isolated aspects. Their idea here is that how 
people evaluate things reflects their personality. According to Vernon and 
Allport, values are the fundamental convictions about what is and is not 
important in life, and people’s evaluative attitudes reflect their values.4 
For Allport and Vernon, value is a combination of (1) an interest that 
motivates the initiation and maintenance of behavior, and (2) an evalua-
tive attitude that influences the perception and evaluation of things.5

After Vernon and Allport introduced their psychological account of 
value, which links values to personality, other psychologists consolidated 
the link between personality and value. Two other very influential theo-
ries of value followed in the footsteps of Vernon and Allport because they 
consider value within the framework of personality theory and self- 
concept. The first is Milton Rokeach’s theory of value, and the second is 
Shalom Schwartz’s approach. 

Rokeach bases his theory of value (Rokeach, 1973) on the idea that 
personality is a concentric system. In this system, beliefs about oneself 
and one’s values are at the center. At the core are beliefs about oneself 
(self-conception), and values are the next layer of the system. As we move 
towards the periphery of the personality system, there are beliefs and 
attitudes about the world, people, and events.  Finally,  less important 
beliefs are farther away from the center. Values, then, are of utmost 
importance to the person.

4 They use the terms ‘value attitudes’ and ‘evaluative attitudes’ interchangeably.
5 Based on their notion of value, which was inspired by Spranger’s idea of value orientation, Vernon 
and Allport developed one of the first psychological questionnaires for personal value. Their value 
questionnaire measures the preference for the above-mentioned six types of values and yields the 
relative strength of the six values.

 S. Steinert



13

Because he thinks that personality is a system of beliefs, it is not sur-
prising that Rokeach thinks of value in terms of beliefs. According to 
him, values are “enduring beliefs that a specific mode of conduct or end 
state of existence is personally or socially preferable to an opposite or 
converse mode of conduct or end state of existence” (Rokeach, 1973, 5). 
Note that this definition proposes a connection between values to justifi-
cations for judgments and behavior.

For Rokeach, there are two main types of values: terminal values (or 
end-state values) and instrumental values. Terminal values are desirable 
end-states, and instrumental values are preferable modes of behavior or 
means to achieve terminal values. Examples of terminal values include 
self-respect and pleasure, and examples of instrumental values are polite-
ness and courage.

For Rokeach, values are universal, and he proposed that all people have 
the same set of 36 values, which comprises 18 terminal and 18 instru-
mental values. However,  although there are only 36 universal values, 
people can differ in their hierarchy of values. That means people vary in 
the relative importance they give to values. For instance, two people can 
believe that honesty is important, but for one, honesty is more important 
and carries more weight in decision-making. Rokeach thought that the 
hierarchy of values makes people who they are. In other words, the hier-
archy of values is a crucial part of people’s identity.

Milton Rokeach’s value theory influenced the thinking of many psy-
chologists, including Shalom Schwartz (1992), who adapted and refined 
Rokeach’s approach. Schwartz’s account of personal value is one of the 
most influential and widely used psychological theories of value today. 
The theory combines Rokeach’s idea of values as desirable goals with 
Allport’s and Vernon’s idea that values are interests and evaluative 
attitudes.6

6 Shalom Schwartz pointed out to me that his account focuses on desirability. Although preference 
is implicit in Schwartz’s account of the hierarchical organization of value, the account allows that 
two, or more, values are equally important to a person.
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Building on these previous psychological accounts of value, Schwartz 
proposes that values have seven features.7 First, Schwartz retains Rokeach’s 
idea to think about values in terms of beliefs, and he suggests that values 
are beliefs linked to emotions.

Second, these beliefs are about desirable goals or end-states, and they 
motivate action. There is widespread agreement in psychology that values 
are crucial for the motivation of behavior. People want to realize and 
preserve the goals that align with their values, and actions that contribute 
to these goals are more attractive to people. For instance, people vote for 
political  parties they think will advance goals related  to their personal 
values (Caprara et al., 2006).

The third feature of values as beliefs about desirable goals is that values 
transcend specific actions and situations. That means a value is stable 
in the sense that it will be important in all situations that have implica-
tions for that value.8 A value can be more or less important in a situation, 
depending on whether the value is relevant. Values are not like a fixed 
point of importance but more like fundamental tendencies with a spec-
trum of variability.9

Fourth, values are standards for evaluating actions, people, and events. 
We evaluate our actions and the actions of others based on whether they 
promote or block the attainment of a desired goal or end-state. Also, 
when we think about the future, we evaluate events and actions according 
to their potential implications for our values.

Fifth, Schwartz proposes that people’s values form a relatively stable 
hierarchical system ordered by relative importance. This proposal of a 

7 Some of these features are reflected in the definition of value that Schwartz sometimes includes in 
his publications. For instance, here is one definition: “I define values as desirable trans-situational 
goals, varying in importance, that serve as guiding principles in the life of a person or other social 
entity” (Schwartz, 1994, 21). In another publication, Schwartz proposes this definition: “I define 
values as conceptions of the desirable that guide the way social actors (e.g., organizational leaders, 
policy-makers, individual persons) select actions, evaluate people and events, and explain their 
action and evaluations.” (Schwartz, 1999, 24).
8 I would like to thank Shalom Schwartz for urging me to be more precise here.
9 I would like to thank Gregory Maio for bringing to my attention this interpretation about the 
stability and variability of value. For more on change in individual value priorities and the vari-
ability of value systems, please see Seligman and Katz (1996).
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value hierarchy reflects the influence of Rokeach, who, as you will recall, 
also proposed a hierarchy of values.10

Sixth, the impact of values on everyday decisions and actions is rarely 
conscious and transparent to the acting person. Instead, values usually 
operate in the background but can be made explicit through reflection.

The seventh feature of values in Schwartz’s value theory is that values 
can compete with one another. The relative importance of multiple, 
sometimes competing values guides the interpretation of a situation or 
action. When multiple values are essential to a person, they must make 
trade-offs between them. To take an everyday example, a person who 
values hedonistic activities and financial stability may have to make a 
trade-off because driving a car is enjoyable (hedonism) but it also has 
implications for financial stability. In a nutshell, Schwartz (1992) pro-
poses that values are desirable trans-situational goals that serve as guiding 
principles that can vary in importance, depending on their relevance to 
the situation.

Recall that Rokeach, Allport, and Vernon all proposed lists of values. 
Schwartz also presents a list of basic individual value categories. The idea 
behind basic value categories is that while there is a multitude of value 
terms, these value terms fall into basic categories. That is to say that all 
value terms have a specific location in a system of value categories. 
Schwartz uses the concept of ‘basic values’ for these value categories. The 
fundamental values (value categories) include security, hedonism, power, 
and benevolence. Basic values can be distinguished by their goals. For 
instance, security is a basic value that aims to ensure the safety and stabil-
ity of society, social relationships, and the self. The basic value of hedo-
nism has as its goal excitement and novelty. The basic value of power has 
the goal of social status, prestige, and dominance over people, whereas 
the value of benevolence has as its goal the welfare of the group.11

10 The crucial difference between Rokeach and Schwartz is that Rokeach assumed that every value 
can be ranked as either more or less important than every other value.
11 This list is subject to revision and recently Schwartz refined his model, which now distinguishes 
between 19 basic values (Schwartz et al., 2012).

2 Psychology and Value 



16

When we move to a higher level of abstraction, so Schwartz, we can 
cluster the basic values into four higher-order values: openness to change, 
self-transcendence, self-enhancement, and conservation. These four 
higher-order values reflect fundamental conflicts between values. For 
example, the higher-order value of self-transcendence concerns basic val-
ues that express concern for other people (e.g., benevolence). In contrast, 
the higher-order value category of self-enhancement includes basic values 
focused on personal needs, like achievement.

One of Schwartz’s innovative suggestions is that the internal structure 
of the value system (i.e., how values relate to each other) is universal and 
the same for all people. Values are related to one another based on how 
motivationally compatible or incompatible they are. Some values are 
motivationally compatible with one another, like security and tradition, 
whereas others, like tradition and hedonism, are motivationally opposed. 
For instance, the values security and tradition are motivationally compat-
ible because both are characterized by order, self-restriction, and reluc-
tance to change. The compatibility and incompatibility of values can be 
represented as a segmented circular structure. Compatible values are 
located next to each other, and incompatible values are further away or 
on opposite sides of the circle. A person’s value system has an internal 
structure determined by the conflicts and compatibilities between values. 
Although basic and higher-order values are universal, people can differ in 
the importance of values. For instance, some people find achievement 
important, while others find benevolence more important.

Empirical studies support Schwartz’s value theory. For example, plenty 
of cross-cultural studies could corroborate the claim that the meaning of 
values and the circular structure of values are consistent across cultures 
(Schwartz, 2011). So, it seems there is a set of universal values that all 
people share. Furthermore, researchers could repeatedly show that values 
are systematically related. So, when one value becomes important, com-
patible value(s) next to it in the circular structure also increases in 
importance.

In contrast, the incompatible value(s) on the opposite side of the circle 
decrease in importance (Bardi et al., 2009; Maio et al., 2009). For exam-
ple, consider the motivationally compatible values of security and tradi-
tion, which sit next to each other in the circular value system. When the 
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importance of security increases for a person, then the importance of 
tradition increases simultaneously. When the importance of tradition 
increases, the importance of motivationally incompatible values, like 
hedonism, which sits across tradition in the circular structure, decreases 
in importance.

It is no understatement to say that the value theory of Schwartz is the 
most widely used account of value in psychology. Still, despite this domi-
nance, there are other theories on the market. For instance, one of the 
most recent value theories is the so-called functional theory of value 
developed by Valdiney Gouveia and colleagues (Gouveia et  al., 2014). 
This theory synthesizes elements from earlier value theories, including 
the accounts of Schwartz and Rokeach.

According to the functional theory, values have two kinds of functions. 
First, values guide our actions; second, values are cognitive expressions of 
needs. Regarding action guidance, the functional theory differentiates 
values based on the orientation of the pursued goal. There are personal 
goals, social goals, and central goals. Personal goals focus on the individ-
ual, whereas social goals focus on the individual as part of a social group. 
The central goals strike a middle ground between social and personal 
goals. Central goals can simultaneously support individual goals and 
social goals.

The functional theory proposes that values guide behavior and are 
expressions of needs. According to the functional theory, humans have 
two kinds of needs. First, people have so-called thriving needs, and sec-
ond, people have survival needs. Survival needs are needs related to the 
survival of the individual or the survival of the group. For instance, sur-
vival needs are needs focused on physiological and psychological survival, 
like food and health. Thriving needs are needs concerning intellectual 
and emotional stimulation. According to the functional theory, values 
express survival or thriving needs.

To remind you, the functional theory distinguishes values by their 
action-guiding function, related to three goals (personal, social, and cen-
tral), and whether they express thriving or survival needs. This distinction 
yields a matrix of six fundamental values. So, like previous value theories, 
the functional theory proposes that humans have a set of fundamental 
values. According to the functional theory,  these basic values are the 
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following: (1) excitement values (the focus is on personal goals, and they 
express thriving needs like pleasure), (2) supra-personal values (with a 
focus on central goals, and they express thriving needs relating to abstract 
ideas like aesthetics, cognition, and self-actualization), (3) interactive val-
ues (focus is on social goals and they express thriving needs like belonging 
and affiliation), (4) promotion values (focus is on personal goals and they 
express survival needs), (5) existence values (here the focus is on central 
goals and survival needs like physiological needs and needs for security), 
and (6) normative values (where the focus is on social goals and they 
express survival needs like security and control). Because the functional 
theory of value is relatively new, the scientific jury is still out on whether 
this account of value has advantages over other, more established accounts.

Based on the value theories reviewed, most psychologists consider val-
ues abstract entities. For instance, Allport, Rokeach, and Schwartz think 
values are abstract ideals that guide behavior. Some psychologists, how-
ever, stress that we should also pay attention to the concrete dimension of 
value. Gregory Maio (2010), for instance, proposes that a satisfying 
understanding of value, and a complete account of their role in people’s 
lives, requires that we consider how values are interpreted and applied in 
concrete situations. To put it poetically, we must focus on how people 
infuse values with life.

Furthermore, people often express values abstractly. For instance, just 
because two people endorse the values of loyalty or honesty,  does not 
mean both interpret these values similarly. Also, even if people have the 
same abstract idea of a value, they can differ in how they think it should 
be realized and achieved. These differences is why Maio thinks “values are 
abstract ideals that are best understood concretely” (Maio, 2016, p. viii). 
Maio suggests that values are mental representations and that we can 
consider three levels of abstraction. There are systems of abstract values, 
specific abstract values, and, lastly, concretely instantiated values (Maio, 
2010, p. 9). As we will see in the next section, this abstract-concrete dis-
tinction echoes Kurt Lewin’s idea that values are more abstract than aims 
and that the former influences the latter. Also, in the chapter on sociology 
and values, we will encounter Talcott Parsons, who had some ideas about 
how abstract values relate to concrete goals.

 S. Steinert
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2.3  Values and Related Concepts 
in Psychology

Psychologists focus on many mind-related phenomena closely linked to 
values, but should not  be conflated with them. Therefore,  It may be 
worthwhile to say a little more about how values can be distinguished 
from other psychological constructs, like goals and attitudes. Let us look 
first at the distinction between values and goals.

We pursue various goals throughout the day and during our life, and 
the values we endorse inform some of these goals. So what is the differ-
ence between values and goals, and why is it important to distinguish 
them? Kurt Lewin was among the first to distinguish between values and 
goals (Lewin, 1951).12 According to Lewin, we can never realize our val-
ues because they are ideals. Instead, in our actions, we try to realize con-
crete goals based on our definition or perception of a situation. These 
perceptions and interpretations, in turn, are influenced by our values.

Here is an example of how values relate to goals and interpretations of 
situations: Let us assume that a person values loyalty. Because loyalty is 
one of their values, this person will notice when a situation has implica-
tions for loyalty, depending on whether the person interprets the situa-
tion as loyalty-relevant. The person will also interpret some actions as a 
realization of the value of loyalty (whereas they consider other actions 
as  the realization of disloyalty). Based on interpreting a situation as 
loyalty- relevant and characterizing possible actions  as loyalty realizing, 
the person will aim to act to realize the value of loyalty. Lewin’s theory is 
a multi-layered account that links the abstract constructs of values to the 
immediate aims of actions.13

Many psychologists consider values a crucial part of personality and an 
essential part of the self-concept (Hitlin, 2003). However,  we can 

12 Lewin’s view on values is encapsulated in this quote: “Values influence behavior but have not the 
character of a goal (i.e., of a force field). For example, the individual does not try to “reach” the 
value of fairness, but fairness is “guiding” his behavior […] In other words, values are not force 
fields, but they “induce” force fields” (Lewin, 1951, p. 41).
13 Lewin’s ideas about the relation between values and concrete goals  still influences empirical 
research. For instance, Bas Verplanken and Rob Holland (Verplanken & Holland, 2002) used a 
framework inspired by Lewin to investigate the relation between value and behavior.
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distinguish values from other constructs, like attitudes, that are relevant to 
the identity of people. Although attitudes can express values, we should not 
conflate the two. For instance, Milton Rokeach (1968), the psychologist 
who considered values to form the center of the self, stressed that both val-
ues and attitudes influence social behavior, but only values can influence 
attitudes. He defines attitude as an organized whole of multiple beliefs 
focused on a specific object (either a physical or social object or a concrete or 
abstract object) or a situation. Some beliefs that make up an attitude con-
cern matters of fact (descriptive), whereas other beliefs are evaluative. Put 
differently, an attitude is a cluster of beliefs that includes claims that certain 
things are true/ false and claims that some things are desirable/ undesirable.

Rokeach was not the first psychologist to compare values and atti-
tudes, and there are many studies on the interrelations, commonalities, 
and differences between attitudes and values. For instance, attitudes are 
specific judgments focused on an object, whereas values are abstract and 
trans-situational, as Schwartz would put it. Furthermore, values are more 
relevant to people’s self-concept than attitudes (Hanel et al., 2021).

Besides goals and attitudes, we can distinguish values from traits, which 
are also crucial aspects of personality. Traits are enduring dispositions or 
tendencies to exhibit consistent patterns of thought, feeling, and action. 
Traits delineate how people are like, whereas values denote things that 
people find essential or desirable (see Roccas et al., 2014). Nevertheless, 
there are some commonalities between traits and values. For instance, 
traits and values are stable (Maio, 2010). Besides these commonalities, 
there are also significant differences. For example, people do not usually 
use traits to justify their actions (although they may use traits to explain 
them). Justifications require reasons, and people take values to be reasons.

2.4  Distinctions Between Values: Personal 
Values and Cultural Values

Psychologists often refer to the following features to characterize personal 
values (e.g., see Sagiv et al., 2017): Personal values are cognitive represen-
tations of broad and trans-situational motivational goals. At this point, 
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one may worry that this characterization is too limiting because values 
have an interpersonal and cultural dimension.

Although psychologists have mainly concentrated on personal values, 
this does not mean they have ignored cultural aspects. Some psycholo-
gists distinguish between personal and cultural values, and between per-
sonal value systems and the value system of groups, sometimes called the 
‘ideological value system’ (Rohan, 2000, p. 265).

What are cultural values? Robin Williams (1970) claims that cultural 
values are implicit or explicit, abstract ideas about what is good, right, 
and desirable shared and pursued by group members.14 Social institutions 
often reflect the values of a society. For instance, a collective’s norms, 
practices, rituals, and symbols are based on and express shared cultural 
values (Schwartz, 1999). For example, stressing the deeds of heroes in 
stories or rituals instills the importance of valor in group members (We 
will come back to rituals, culture, and value in the chapter on 
anthropology).

The Dutch psychologist Geert Hofstede (2001; Orig. 1980) conducted 
one of the earliest studies of cultural value, and his work is considered a 
classic in cultural psychology. Using an analogy inspired by computer 
science, Hofstede suggests that culture is “the collective programming of 
the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of 
people from another” (p. 9). For Hofstede, the concept of mind is rather 
broad and includes feeling and action. The collective programming, or 
culture, manifests itself in people’s preferences and a group’s symbols and 
rituals. A value, according to Hofstede, is a “broad tendency to prefer 
certain states of affairs over others” (p.  5). Values cannot be directly 
observed but must be inferred from people’s behavior and preferences. 
Note that Hofstede, like many other psychologists, thinks of value in the 
plural sense as the things that people or a social group find desirable or 
important.15

14 What it means for value to be ‘shared’ is controversial. There is empirical research that suggests 
that within societies there is more value variance at the individual level than variance between 
societies at the cultural level (Fischer & Schwartz, 2011).
15 Hofstede believed that individuals and collectives can hold values. Similar to the value system of 
an individual, the values of a collective are organized hierarchical. Futhermore, societies, groups, 
and cultures can be distinguished based on which values many of their members endorse.
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Psychologists are aware that the notion of culture is fraught with dif-
ficulties. For instance, there is disagreement among psychologists as to 
whether culture is external to the individual or whether culture is some-
thing that resides within individuals. Some cultural psychologists pro-
pose that we should think about culture as exclusively located in the 
mind of individuals (e.g., Wyer et  al., 2009).16 In contrast, Shalom 
Schwartz has argued that cultural value orientation is a hypothetical and 
latent feature of a society or group that is not located in individuals’ 
minds. Schwartz proposes that culture is a “press” (Schwartz, 2011, 470f.) 
that affects attitudes and beliefs via practices, language, expectations, and 
social constraints. Cultural values, so Schwartz (2014), must be inferred 
from social institutions and manifestations, like beliefs, symbols, norms, 
and practices, that are prevalent in society.

2.5  Value Change

Psychology is concerned with how people think and behave. How people 
think and act, however, can change over time. People also change how 
they judge things. The 16th century French philosopher Montaigne 
expressed this eloquently: “Never did two men judge alike about the 
same thing, and it is impossible to find two opinions exactly alike, not 
only in different men, but in the same man at different times” (Montaigne, 
1979, p. 816f.). If judgments and beliefs can change, it is sensible to ask 
whether values can change.

Although it is intuitive to think that people change their values, 
researchers find that people usually perceive their values to be stable and 
immutable (Roccas et al., 2014). As we have seen, many psychologists 
believe that values are a part of personality and people’s self-concept. 
Challenging your values is uncomfortable and has implications for your 
sense of self. Therefore, Gregory Maio and James Olson (1998) suggest 
that values are like ‘truisms’ because they are rarely questioned or 

16 As we will see in the chapter on anthropology, the anthropologist Louis Dumont makes a similar 
claim. He proposed that culture resides in mental structures.
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challenged. People are more inclined to change their beliefs about things 
that are not important to them and not linked to their personalities.

Although people perceive their values as stable and rarely challenge 
them, there is empirical evidence that personal value change occurs 
(Maio, 2010). For instance, with the help of experimental manipulations 
that rely on self-persuasion, psychologists could increase the importance 
of so-called benevolence values (Arieli et al., 2014). These values relate to 
concerns for the welfare of those with whom we identify and can be 
expressed in helping others. Moreover, the increase in the importance of 
benevolence values persisted up to a month after the experimental 
intervention.

Some value change involves cognitive effort, but sometimes value 
change happens automatically. For instance,  Milton Rokeach’s (1973) 
method of value self-confrontation is a voluntary and effortful attempt to 
change values. Rokeach believed that people tend to overestimate how 
competent and moral they are. When individuals are given feedback 
about a mismatch between their values, what they expect from them-
selves, and their behavior, they will be troubled. Some people will adapt 
their values to reduce this negative affective state and achieve consistency 
between their self-image and reality. There is some empirical evidence 
that using the method of value self-confrontation can change people’s 
values (Grube et al., 1994).

Most value change likely happens involuntarily when people mature 
and have experiences, like when life’s trajectory takes a turn. For instance, 
when people immigrate to another country, their value system adapts to 
the value system of their new home (Bardi et al., 2014).

It seems then that value change can happen via conscious processes, 
which are more reflective and effortful, and via non-conscious automatic 
processes. To reconcile the conscious and non-conscious modes of value 
change, Anat Bardi and Robin Goodwin (2011) proposed an integrative 
framework. They present five factors that can facilitate value change or 
change in the importance of values: priming, adaptation, identification, 
consistency maintenance, and direct persuasion. Let us consider priming, 
which involves no effort by the subject, and persuasion, which requires 
effort. Priming, when an alternative way of thinking about a situation is 
activated unbeknownst to the person, can contribute to short-term value 
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change (Gardner et al., 1999). It is important to note that priming acti-
vates a concept and will likely not lead to a long-lasting substantive value 
change. Activating a concept via priming leads a person to temporarily 
judge a value as more important in that situation.17 Persuasion, in con-
trast, involves an effort by the subject because it invites individuals to 
reconsider and change their values. For instance, education and social 
campaigns, like animal rights activism, are attempts to persuade people 
to consider changing their values.18

Societal value change can happen within a couple of years. For exam-
ple, investigating the value orientation of Turkish youth from 1989 to 
1995, Meral Çileli (2000) discovered that the value orientation became 
more individualistic and competitive. We can explain this change as an 
adaptation to the changes in the socio-economic situation in Turkey. 
Values don’t always change that quickly, however. For example, Central 
and Eastern Europe witnessed considerable and extensive political and 
social changes after the collapse of the communist regimes. If people 
adapt their values to changes in external circumstances, one expects to 
find a shift in values. However, Schwartz et al. (2000) could not find that 
these external social and political changes significantly affected people’s 
values, even 5–6 years after the collapse.

The available psychological studies of short-term value change suggest 
that value change follows a predictable pattern: When a value increases in 
importance, the opposite values, which have opposite motivational goals, 
become less important. This pattern of change is in line with Schwartz’s 
proposal that values are systematically related. For instance, when people 
perceive a threat, the self-protection values, like security and tradition, 
become more important, and values like openness to change decrease in 
importance. Researchers observed this type of change in Finnish students 
in 2011, after the terrorist attacks of September 11 (Verkasalo et  al., 
2006). This value change, however, was only brief. Besides threats to 
bodily security, economic insecurity is another threat related to self- 
protection and well-being. In a cross-national and comparative study of 

17 I am grateful to Gregory Maio for illuminating this issue for me.
18 Of course, different factors, like how socially entrenched the old values are, influence how suc-
cessful these attempts will be.
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young Europeans’ change in value priorities after the global financial cri-
sis, Sortheix et al. (2019) found a shift from growth and self-expansion 
values, like hedonism, to self-protection values, like security and tradi-
tion. Again, the change in the importance of values reflects the pattern 
predicted by Schwartz’s model.

Not all changes in values are short-lived. Psychologists could observe 
longer-lasting value changes after significant life transitions and changes 
because of education. For instance, in a longitudinal study, Bardi et al. 
(2014) looked at three major life transitions: the vocational training of 
police recruits, the education of psychology and business students, and 
the migration of people from Poland to Great Britain. They found that 
people’s values adapt to fit the new life situation.19 Most pronounced was 
the value change after immigration to another country. Bardi and col-
laborators speculate that the reason for this shift is that moving to another 
country affects many different aspects of life.

There is also evidence that values change continuously throughout life 
(Gouveia et al., 2015). This is because values reflect people’s psycho-social 
dimension (e.g., a teenager has different psychological and social needs 
than a 50-year-old), and changes in this psycho-social dimension facili-
tate changes in values. For instance, when people get older and their sen-
sory abilities and energy decline, values related to new stimuli and 
sensation-seeking also decline in importance (Gouveia et al., 2015). To 
reiterate, almost all the studies on value change throughout life show that 
the change is systematic. The increase in the importance of one value is 
accompanied by the rise in motivationally compatible values, whereas 
opposing values decrease in importance.

We have seen that education and changes in life’s trajectory, or social 
circumstances, like immigration (Bardi et al., 2014), can influence peo-
ple’s values. Some of these changes in an individual’s life are related to 
societal shifts and economic development. For instance, it seems that 
socioeconomic factors and living conditions influence the value structure 
of individuals (Fischer et al., 2011).

19 Which does not mean that people change their values consciously. Although, as we have seen 
with self-persuasion, people can try to change their values.
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If people’s values are closely tied to their economic and social situation, 
one would expect that value change accompanies economic changes. 
Indeed, researchers could show that economic development and accom-
panying social changes, like urbanization, lead to a change in value 
because people adapt their value system to new circumstances. For 
instance, by using Google Books Ngram Viewer, a tool to chart the 
occurrence of words in a large corpus of texts, Patricia Greenfield (2013) 
found that between 1800 to 2000, word use related to individualistic and 
materialistic values increased in frequency. This increase in frequency 
reflects the growth in urban populations and the decline of rural popula-
tions. Community-focused values relating to obligation, duty, and wel-
fare of others, are more conducive to life in rural communities. In 
contrast, materialist individualist values focusing on individuality and 
personal property are better suited for urban environments with less 
tightly knit social relations.

Besides the influence of economic development on values, psycholo-
gists have considered other potential factors that can facilitate value 
change. For instance, Patricia Greenfield (2009, 2016) presents an 
account that focuses on the implications of social change for values. 
Greenfield’s theory includes multiple levels: On the top level are socio-
logical variables, like sociodemographic factors, and the middle level is 
cultural variables, like collectivistic or individualistic values or hierarchi-
cal and egalitarian gender relations. Finally, the two bottom levels com-
prise psychological variables, like socialization practices and learning 
environments, which can lead to behavioral shifts.

According to Greenfield, the world has a dominant direction of social 
change. This change includes the shift from rural to urban, from less 
technology to more, and from less to more wealth. Greenfield links these 
dominant trends to changes in social values. Novel socialization practices 
and learning environments (the bottom levels, see above), which can lead 
to new behavior patterns and psychological changes, reflect these chang-
ing values.

The idea of a link between socio-economic development and value 
change is a key feature of modernization theory, which claims that value 
system changes accompany the economic development of societies. For 
instance, industrial societies transformed into postmodern societies over 
time, and the rise of humanitarian and emancipatory values accompanied 
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this shift (Inglehart, 1997). The relation between socio-economic devel-
opment and values need not be a one-way street because values may also 
facilitate economic development. Some authors cautiously state that 
there is support for the idea that some cultural values promote economic 
development (Allen et al., 2007). The next chapter on sociology and val-
ues will introduce modernization theory in more detail.

2.6  Summary

This chapter introduced important historical precursors, like Herman 
Lotze, Wilhelm Windelband, Max Scheler, and Franz Brentano, who 
shaped psychological theories of value. Then, the chapter described influ-
ential psychological theories of value, specifically the theories of Philip 
E. Vernon and Gordon Allport, Milton Rokeach, and Shalom Schwartz. 
The chapter also considered the recent functional theory of value (Valdiney 
Gouveia). Most psychologists take value to be abstract motivational goals 
that transcend situations and that systematically relate to one another. 
Psychologists distinguish values from other concepts, like attitudes and 
traits. The last part of the chapter focused on psychological research con-
cerning value change. People’s values are not fixed, and studies show that 
people adapt their values to shifting social and economic circumstances.

Psychologists are aware that humans are social beings. They acknowl-
edge that values are crucial for social interaction and cooperation. 
Psychologists are also mindful that culture influences individual values. 
Thinking about the relationship between society and the individual falls 
within the purview of sociology. As we will see in the next chapter, think-
ing about this relationship has always meant thinking about value.
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