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RESUMO

Valores compartilhados são tipicamente vistos como um dos aspectos centrais da 
cultura. O procedimento comum para derivar valores culturais compartilhados é 
feito por meio da análise das prioridades dos valores individuais no nível cultural. 
Este artigo delineia os problemas conceituais e metodológicos associados com esse 
procedimento. Descobertas feitas por meio de estudos empíricos selecionados são 
apresentadas para corroborar essa crítica. Meios alternativos para medir valores 
culturais no nível individual são apresentados e classificados em uma taxonomia 
de valores. Nessa taxonomia, estudos anteriores têm até agora focalizado a medi-
ção de valores por meio da importância atribuída, refletindo o que os indivíduos 
ou grupos sociais desejam. Contudo, argumenta-se que, se valores culturais são 
supostamente compartilhados, eles deveriam refletir o que é desejável, isto é, o 
que o indivíduo deve valorizar ou empenhar-se para alcançar como um objetivo 
de vida em uma determinada sociedade. Isso constitui uma nova abordagem para 
a mensuração de valores culturais que propõe que sejam medidos no nível indivi-
dual, utilizando-se perguntas que envolvam moralidade. Sugestões são feitas sobre 
como os valores culturais poderiam ser operacionalizados, referindo-se aos valores 
morais individuais ou àqueles de um grupo social. Os benefícios da utilização de 
taxionomia de valores para pesquisas futuras são eventualmente descritos.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

Valores; Cultura; Moralidade; Mensuração; Teoria.

ABSTRACT

Shared values are typically seen as one of the core aspects of culture. The usual pro-
cedure for deriving shared cultural values is through analyzing individuals’ value 
priorities at the cultural-level. This paper outlines the conceptual and methodolo-
gical problems associated with this procedure. Findings from selected empirical 
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studies are presented to corroborate this critique. Alternative ways of measuring 
cultural values at the individual-level are presented and classified into a value taxo-
nomy. Within this taxonomy past studies have so far focused on measuring values 
through importance ratings reflecting what individuals or social groups “desire”. 
However, the argument is made that if cultural values are supposed to be shared 
they should reflect what is “desirable”, i.e. what one “ought” to value or to strive for 
as a goal in life in a certain society. This constitutes a new approach for the measu-
rement of cultural values. It is proposed that cultural values are measurable at the 
individual-level using the concept of morality. Suggestions are made how moral 
values could be operationalized referring to either the individual’s moral values or 
those of a social group. The benefits of the value taxonomy for future research are 
eventually described. 

KEYWORDS

Values; Culture; Morality; Measurement; Theory.

1 INTRODUCTION

Research in cross-cultural psychology has investigated culture by focusing 
mainly on cognitive systems comprising different concepts such as values, 
attitudes, and beliefs. Most of the research has dealt with the concept of values 
to understand culture (EARLEY, 2006; BOND et al., 2004). This is probably 
due to the common understanding in the field that values are “among the 
building blocks of culture” (HOFSTEDE, 1980, p. 25). More recently, cross-
cultural researchers have raised doubts about the usefulness of the value concept 
(GELFAND; NISHII; RAVER, 2006). Empirical findings show mixed results 
with some studies supporting the explanatory power of values and other studies 
showing that values are not sufficient for understanding cultural differences (see 
GELFAND; NISHII; RAVER, 2006). Furthermore, there is growing scepticism 
at a theoretical level that the mere cognitive approach on culture, where cultural 
values are detached from the contextual processes such as social constraints 
and norms, is useful to understand culture (EARLEY; MOSAKOWSKI, 2002; 
GABRENYA, 1999; MOGHADDAM; STUDER, 1997). It is not surprising that 
some researchers have suggested abandoning the value concept and have turned 
to potentially more useful concepts such as social axioms or ‘cultural intelligence’ 
(e.g. LEUNG et al., 2002; EARLEY; ANG, 2003).
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The scepticism may be legitimate to the extent that most cross-cultural 
researchers define cultural values as a conception of “the desirable” 
(BRAITHWAITE; SCOTT, 1991), by describing them as “desirable transsituational 
goals” (SCHWARTZ, 1994, p. 21; see also KLUCKHOHN, 1951; FEATHER, 
1996), but surprisingly take a rather asocial or acultural stance when measuring 
values through personal importance ratings of individuals. This approach assesses 
values as “the desired” or in other words what people personally want in their lives. 
In contrast to that, values as “the desirable” target people’s opinion of what they 
“ought” or “should” strive for, which is influenced by culture and implies social 
constraints and pressures imposed upon the individual (see also HOFSTEDE, 
1980; HIGGINS, 2006; KLUCKHOHN, 1951; LEWIN, 1952). The purpose of 
this article is to highlight this distinction and to stress the importance of social 
constraints and normative pressures for the measurement and understanding of 
culture if culture is defined as shared values and beliefs. With the help of a value 
taxonomy, past research is classified regarding their focus of measurement. 
Within this taxonomy suggestions are made how it may be possible to measure 
values as “the desirable”. Finally, the benefits of distinguishing these different 
kinds of values are discussed in regard to future research.

2 DEFINITION OF CULTURE: THE ROLE 
AND FUNCTION OF ‘SHARED’ VALUES

While culture can be defined in many different ways (cf. KROEBER; KLU-
CKHOHN, 1952; BALDWIN et al., 2006), there seems to be a minimal consensus 
– at least in the field of anthropology and psychology – that it is a phenomenon 
of a collective and it is shared among its members (KASHIMA, 2000; KUPER, 
1999; LEHMAN; CHIU; SCHALLER, 2004; ROHNER, 1984). Yet, there seems 
to be no agreement of what exactly this “sharedness” means (ROHNER, 1984). 
Some cross-cultural researchers have conceptualized it in terms of observable 
patterns of cognitive structures which are distinctive to social groups (e.g. HOFS-
TEDE, 1980). These are concepts such as values and beliefs that are assumed 
to influence behaviour. This places culture inside the minds of individuals as 
members of a cultural group, like in Hofstede’s definition of culture as “the col-
lective programming of the mind” (HOFSTEDE, 1980, p. 13). Other definitions 
of culture in cross-cultural psychology go beyond the structural view by inclu-
ding the functions of culture (e. g. MATSUMOTO, 2007). Functional definitions 
suggest that concepts such as cultural values exist for a reason or purpose. One 
of the most important functions of culture is possibly its “guidance function” (cf. 
BALDWIN et al., 2006, p. 38; cf. KLUCKHOHN; STRODTBECK, 1961): culture 
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helps to organize collective life by providing solutions to problems of everyday 
activities. It guides individuals by reducing the number of available interpreta-
tions of an event or person and in this way it is giving order to the world. It is 
this sense of order that people transmit via cultural values to new cultural mem-
bers, which can be employees in an organization, migrants in a host country, or 
growing children (BALDWIN et al, 2006; ROE; ESTER, 1999). Individuals are 
constrained by culture in so far that to be accepted as group members, they need 
to conform to cultural standards, which reinforce learning and internalization 
of cultural values (see also TRIANDIS, 1972). This kind of structural-functional 
understanding of culture has been widely adopted by current cross-cultural the-
orists (e.g. SCHWARTZ, 1994, 2006; TRIANDIS, 1994). 

From this point of view, shared values serve a purpose in social groups or 
cultures. Shared values are general guidelines which regulate behaviour of its 
members so that collective life is organized and individuals interact more smoo-
thly. New members are explicitly and implicitly taught what is appropriate or 
socially desirable. Thus, culture draws boundaries and limits the individual’s 
freedom by creating external constraints on what is accepted or appropriate and 
what is not. In this way, cultural values refer to what is judged as right or wrong, 
i.e. they refer to issues of morality. In fact, it is difficult to “delineate where cul-
ture ends and morality begins as culture and morality share an intricate and 
intimate relationship” (MILLER, 2001, p. 151). Yet, this close interrelationship 
between culture and morality has so far been neglected in quantitative research 
on cultural values. In the following section the usual approach in identifying 
cultural values is briefly outlined as well as the methodological and conceptual 
problems associated with it. Subsequently, selected empirical studies are presen-
ted to corroborate the raised concerns of neglecting morality in form of social 
constraints in cultural values research. Recent alternative approaches of measu-
ring cultural values are introduced and classified in a value taxonomy. A possible 
solution for measuring the so far neglected moral component of cultural values 
at the individual-level is finally presented. 

3 PAST APPROACH IN IDENTIFYING 
CULTURAL VALUES

3.1  THE CULTURE-LEVEL ANALYSIS APPROACH

Cross-cultural research on values is carried out on two different levels of 
analysis: the individual- and the cultural-level (SMITH; SCHWARTZ, 1997). At 
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the individual-level, values are conceptualized as motivational goals serving as 
guiding principles in individuals’ lives (ROKEACH, 1973; SCHWARTZ; BILSKY, 
1987, 1990). The procedure consists usually in individuals from different coun-
tries responding to the same value survey and indicating which values are per-
sonally important to them. After establishing equivalence of the scale, structure-
oriented techniques, such as factor analysis or multidimensional scaling, can 
be employed to identify value dimensions that characterize individuals in their 
motivational goals. Schwartz (1992) for example found that values are ordered 
in a circular fashion with the consequence that if individuals place emphasis 
on one value type (e.g. hedonistic values), they are likely to deemphasize the 
opposite value type on the value circle (here traditional values). Yet, these value 
dimensions do not represent cultural values, but only personal values. To mea-
sure cultural values, the responses of individuals need to be taken a step further 
and analyzed at the cultural-level. Here, the scores of individuals within coun-
tries are averaged, meaning that the cultural-level dataset consists of countries 
as cases instead of individuals. These country scores can then be analyzed with 
structure-oriented techniques to identify cultural value dimensions. Schwartz 
(1992, 1994) for example found that a culture-level analysis of his cross-cultural 
data yields also a circular value structure. Only that this time the value dimen-
sions characterize whole societies and are different in their content compared to 
the individual-level dimensions. Countries that emphasize one value type (e.g. 
egalitarianism) deemphasize the opposite value type in the value circle (here hie-
rarchy). These values are seen as representing the socially shared ideas of what 
is desirable or good and right in a society (cf. SMITH; SCHWARTZ, 1997). They 
characterize cultures and are therefore labelled “cultural values”. 

3.2  CONCEPTUAL AND METHODOLOGICAL PROBLEMS

As already indicated above, the concept of values is multifaceted in the sense 
that it can describe not only individuals, but also cultural groups. Yet, since Hofs-
tede (1980) it is common knowledge that what applies to cultural groups does not 
necessarily apply in the same way to individuals. Hofstede (1980) found that his 
country-level dimensions, such as collectivism and individualism, could not be 
replicated at the individual-level. Since then the two levels of analysis are neatly 
separated and applying country-level dimensions to individuals is seen as com-
mitting the “ecological fallacy” (cf. HOFSTEDE, 1980, p. 28-31). The consequence 
of this fallacy problem is that in a strict sense one cannot compare individuals in 
terms of cultural value dimensions such as individualism and collectivism. This 
is a characteristic that applies only to countries, cultures or other social entities. 
From a psychological perspective, the ecological fallacy remains a puzzling and 
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less well-understood phenomenon until today (SMITH; SCHWARTZ, 1997). 
After all, the country-level dimensions are derived from individuals’ responses. 
Yet, statistically aggregating their responses at the country-level renders them 
inapplicable to individuals. Another puzzling issue is that, only the culture-level 
approach is seen as measuring culture in the sense of what is socially shared and 
the abstract ideas of what is good, right, appropriate and desirable in a cultural 
group (HOFSTEDE, 1980; SCHWARTZ, 1994; SMITH; SCHWARTZ, 1997). 
An inevitable conclusion is that if we want to study cultural values, we need to 
“limit” ourselves to country-level analyses. However, there are several objections 
to this inference. 

The first objection is epistemological in nature referring to the assumption 
that only country-level dimensions reflect shared cultural values. In country-level 
analyses, culture is treated as the sum of all sampled individuals from a speci-
fic cultural group. That means that culture is seen as only measurable when 
the responses of individuals within a cultural group are aggregated. This may 
be adequate for sociological endeavours, also reflected by the usual procedure 
of validating country-level dimensions with sociological indices such as gross 
domestic product (e.g. HOFSTEDE, 1980). However, from a psychological pers-
pective of culture, with the aim to understand human behaviour, it seems more 
relevant to try to comprehend each human being as an expression of culture 
(BRUNER, 1990) and thus to investigate the manifestation of cultural values at 
the individual-level relying on intrapsychic cognitive structures of individuals. 
A possible way of doing this could be by including morality as a concept in the 
measurement of values to capture external normative pressures in a society. This 
will be discussed in more detail below. 

A further objection concerns the way cultural values are operationalized. 
Most of the value surveys measure the personal importance of values (e.g. Chi-
nese Value Survey (CHINESE CULTURE CONNECTION, 1987), Rokeach Value 
Survey (ROKEACH, 1973) and Schwartz Value Survey (SCHWARTZ, 1992)). 
The Schwartz Value Survey (SVS) (SCHWARTZ, 1992) for example requires 
individuals to indicate “What values are important to ME as guiding principles in 
MY life?”. From a social psychological point of view, the statistical average of per-
sonal value priorities does not tell us what kind of social constraints or normative 
pressures are prevalent in a certain culture. It does not answer questions such 
as: What are we supposed to value or strive for? Or what kind of behaviour are 
we supposed to adopt in different cultures? Averaging personal value priorities 
reflects merely what a majority deems as important in a culture and can be called 
“actual rather than ideal cultural value priorities” (SCHWARTZ, 1992, p. 51). The 
problem is that operationalizing values with personal importance ratings confla-
tes two different motives of valuing: values may be seen as personally important 
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because (1) they are well internalized socially desirable values, or (2) they have 
an intrinsically positive quality which leads to a hedonic experience of apprai-
sal when the value is fulfilled (see also HIGGINS, 2006; FEATHER, 1999). 
For instance the value “pleasure” from the SVS may be judged as important 
because of this very hedonic motive and not because it is a socially desirable 
standard. Values as “the desirable” go beyond the evaluation of whether a value 
is just pleasant or unpleasant for oneself by implying judgments of what is 
desirable or morally right or wrong. The usual procedure of averaging perso-
nal values and deriving cultural values from that neglects these kinds of social 
constraints and expectations that culture imposes upon individuals. 

The last objection deals with the methodological consequences. Sticking 
to the culture-level approach to identify cultural values restricts future research 
in a practical sense: either we limit ourselves to cultural value dimensions that 
have already been identified, for example the seven culture-level value types by 
Schwartz (1994), or every researcher who suggests potentially new and meanin-
gful values (e.g. “protestant ethic values” (VERKASALO et al., 2008)) needs to 
conduct an extensive cross-cultural study to be able to claim that they are valid 
cultural values. This would mean sampling of individuals from at least 50 coun-
tries to ensure that the new country-level value dimension is stable (cf. FISCHER 
et al., 2008). It would also mean conducting a very costly, effort-and time-inten-
sive research project (NORENZAYAN; HEINE, 2005).

3.3  EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE UNDERPINNING THE PROBLEMS 

One may wonder whether personal and cultural values are indeed different. 
Or whether it would really make a difference if cultural values were not derived 
from a culture-level analysis, but measured at an individual-level and differen-
tly from personal values. Would it really add something to our understanding? 
There is indirect empirical evidence that it would. It seems indeed that personal 
importance ratings of values do not capture the normative aspect of values pre-
valent in social groups.

As Fischer (2008) pointed out, if culture is defined in terms of shared values, 
any measure of cultural values should show that individuals from the same cultu-
re endorse similar values, and that cross-national variation exceeds indeed intra-
national variability. Cross-cultural data from the Schwartz Value Survey study 
(SCHWARTZ, 1992, p. 50) analyzed at the individual-level revealed that there 
is “substantial individual variance in response to every single value” instead of 
consensus which would have been an indicator for shared cultural values. Fur-
thermore, this individual variance does not seem to reflect measurement error 
as it was systematically associated with individual differences in participants’ 
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background characteristics, their attitudes or behaviour. Schwartz (1992, p. 51) 
eventually concludes that his survey is measuring personal values and that “one 
cannot derive the normative ideals of a culture from the average of individual 
responses”.

Furthermore, it seems that personal values can even be compromised when 
the normative pressure is high. Bardi and Schwartz (2003) conducted a study to 
investigate the value-behaviour link at the individual-level. They assessed values 
with the SVS (SCHWARTZ, 1992) and sampled behavioural items supposed to 
represent the values. Their results showed that the more frequent a behaviour 
was reported, the less consistently values were associated with the behaviour. In 
other words, if everybody seems to behave in a certain way or if a certain beha-
viour is the norm in a social group, people report to behave the same way even 
if it is not congruent with their personal values. Only when external pressure is 
absent, the personal importance of values may influence their behaviour. Since 
from a functional perspective culture can be seen as creating external constraints 
and putting normative pressures on the individual, Bardi and Schwartz’ study 
underpins the here proposed argument that personal importance ratings may 
not reflect the “shared” ideas in a social group what one should do or should 
strive for. And from a conceptual perspective this does not change if the data is 
analyzed at a statistically higher level. 

Another area of research in which the conceptual and empirical distinction 
of personal values and those of the social context may play an important role, is 
in the area of value fit between individual and social group as well as value chan-
ge. Rohan and Maiden’s (2000) used a modified form of the SVS to measure 
value priorities of teachers and what they call the “ideological” value system of 
their schools which is the teachers’ perception of the school’s value priorities. 
They showed that the fit between teachers’ personal values and their perception 
of the school’s values strongly predicted reported stress, job commitment, and 
satisfaction. As Rohan and Maiden (2000) state, this prediction could not have 
been obtained by merely constructing an index of fit based on teachers’ personal 
values and the aggregated value priorities of all teachers in the respective scho-
ols. The fundamental issue lies in the fact that aggregated personal values of 
individuals do not contain much social psychological information. 

If value change is investigated, the importance and benefit of operationa-
lizing values of the social environment and of the individual differently beco-
mes even more obvious. There is the problem of causal inconsistency if cultural 
values are represented by mere aggregation of individuals’ personal values. As 
Roe and Ester (1999, p. 4) highlight: “It is hard to assume that a change in cultu-
ral values causes a change in individual values if the change in cultural values is 
operationally defined as the sum of individual changes”. These empirical studies 
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suggest that personal value priorities (1) do not contain information about values 
that are socially desirable, and (2) impede a deeper social psychological unders-
tanding if they are not operationalized separately for the micro-and macro-level. 
The following section proposes how values can be operationalized at these two 
conceptually (not analytically) different levels while remaining at the individual-
level of analysis. 

4 ALTERNATIVE WAYS OF MEASURING 
CULTURAL VALUES BY STICKING TO 
THE INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL OF ANALYSIS

4.1  RECENT APPROACHES: CHANGING THE FRAME OF 
REFERENCE

Recent studies have adopted the approach to measure cultural values by 
changing the frame of reference from self to others. Here individuals are asked 
about their perception of other people’s values (FISCHER, 2006; WAN et al., 
2007). Wan et al. (2007) underlying assumption is that cultural values are those 
that are strongly endorsed by most members of the culture. Instead of just avera-
ging the value priorities of a social group, they argue that it is more appropriate 
to let research participants estimate how an average member of a cultural group 
would respond to the value survey as culture resides in its members’ intersub-
jectivity. Consequently, a value has high intersubjective importance when most 
of the research participants agree that an average member of their group would 
strongly endorse the value. Wan et al used the Schwartz Value Survey (SVS) 
and measured personal values of Chinese university students. They also asked 
the participants in a modified version of the SVS to rate the importance of the 
values to “an average student at the university” (WAN et al., 2007, p. 217) and to 
an average person of their cultural group. They called this measurement strategy 
“intersubjective consensus approach” or ‘perceived cultural importance’ appro-
ach alternatively (WAN et al., 2007). They used this approach to identify those 
cultural values that differentiate between Chinese, Singaporean and university cul-
ture. Their findings show a general tendency that the more personally important 
“culturally” distinctive values were rated, the more respondents identified with 
the respective cultural groups suggesting that personal values may reflect cultural 
identity and thus cultural values. However, as the authors note this relationship 
did not hold for all cultural identifications, but only for those referring to subcul-
tures, for instance the identification with the university culture. The reason may 
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be that it is difficult for respondents to rate the value importance of an average 
person belonging to a greater cultural entity such as national culture. 

Fischer’s (2006) solution for measuring cultural values also consisted in 
changing the frame of reference. The Schwartz Value Survey was taken for this 
purpose and modified by instructing respondents from ten different countries to 
rate the importance of each value for most of the people in their country of birth. 
He analyzed the data at the culture-level and correlated them with Schwartz’ cul-
ture-level data on self-referenced ratings of values. The results illustrate that self-
and culture-referenced ratings do not show great overlap, sharing only 7.84% 
of their variance. Only values of the cultural value dimensions embeddedness 
(feeling attached and socially connected to social groups) and affective autonomy 
(pursuing affectively positive experiences for oneself) were related to self-refe-
renced ratings. Fischer concludes that researchers need to be careful about inter-
preting aggregated self-reports in terms of cultural values and that there is more 
research needed that investigates the normative aspects of culture to understand 
the functions and processes of culture. These value studies have contributed to 
an advancement in cross-cultural value research by considering different refe-
rences when using self-reported ratings of individuals. To provide a better over-
view, a value taxonomy is presented where these studies can be classified. 

4.2  CLASSIFYING VALUE RESEARCH AT THE INDIVIDUAL-
LEVEL: PROPOSING A VALUE TAXONOMY

Box 1 shows how past research investigating values at the individual-level 
may be classified. There are two dichotomous features of values: they can either 
refer to the individual or collective and to “the desired” (what and individual 
wants as a goal in life) or ‘the desirable’ (what an individual ought to want as a 
goal in life). This yields a 2 X 2 classification of four different value types. Perso-
nal values refer to the individual and what they desire for themselves which has 
for example been studied by Schwartz (1992). Studies that change the frame of 
reference to value importance ratings of a social group measure conceptually also 
what is desired (cf. FISCHER, 2006; WAN et al., 2007). However, here it does 
not apply to an individual, but to a whole social group. These kinds of values may 
be labelled “social values”. The term does not refer to the content of values, for 
instance prosocial, desirable or moral values, but to the holder of these values, 
which is a social entity. In order to assess the normative component of values in 
the sense of what one should or ought to strive for, values need to be measured 
as the desirable. Possible solutions to achieve this are proposed next.
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BOX 1

VALUE TAXONOMY: THE MEASUREMENT 
OF VALUES AT THE INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL

INDIVIDUAL COLLECTIVE

Desired (wanting) Personal Values

Operationalization: Important to 
me/you

Social Values

Operationalization: Important to 
people in my culture

Desirable (ought) Personal Moral Values
(personally desirable)

Operationalization: What one 
ought to strive for; right vs. 
wrong; feeling of guilt if value 
violated

Social Moral Values
(socially desirable)

Operationalization: What one 
is expected to strive for in the 
respective society/culture

Source: Elaborated by author.

4.3  PROPOSAL FOR A NEW APPROACH: INCORPORATING 
MORALITY IN THE MEASUREMENT OF VALUES

The difference between the “the desired” and “the desirable”. While studies 
described above measure what is desired, cultural values may be better operatio-
nalized if measured as “the desirable”. Values as “the desired” refer to what indi-
viduals intrinsically “want” to strive for or what they personally desire in their 
life (e.g. BRAITHWAITE; SCOTT, 1991). Value instruments that measure “the 
desired” address individuals by instructing to ask themselves for example what 
values are important to them as guiding principles in their life (e.g. SCHWARTZ, 
1992, p. 50). In contrast to that, values as “the desirable” refer to what individuals 
“ought” to strive for or what they should desire (DEWEY, 1939) which in regard 
to culture is something that has been extrinsically imposed upon them. An alter-
native way of conceptualizing the difference between “the desirable” and “the 
desired” is by assigning values “direction and intensity” (HOFSTEDE, 1980, p. 
20; see also HIGGINS, 2006; KLUCKHOHN, 1951; LEWIN, 1952). “The desira-
ble” represents the directional component of values and has an evaluative mea-
ning in the sense that individuals judge whether a certain value is right or wrong 
to strive for (cf. KLUCKHOHN, 1966). “The desired” on the other hand refers 
to the strength or intensity of a value. Thus, holding a value means not only that 
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this value is relevant or important to a certain degree (intensity), but at the same 
time it can also be evaluated in a sense of whether it is right or wrong to strive for 
it (direction). Thus, values as “the desired” and “the desirable” relate to values 
of two different natures. According to Hofstede (1980) this has implications for 
the interpretation of their norms. Taking the statistical average of values as “the 
desired” indicates to what extent the majority endorses the values. This is an 
approach which has been mostly adopted in cross-cultural value research (e.g. 
CHINESE CULTURE CONNECTION, 1989; SCHWARTZ, 1994). In the case 
of “the desirable”, the assessed values contain implicitly an ideological norm 
in the sense of what is seen as morally2 right or wrong (cf. HOFSTEDE, 1980; 
KLUCKHOHN, 1951). Hofstede (1980) provides a plausible example as an illus-
tration of the difference between “the desired” and “the desirable”: An individual 
may “desire” “wealth” as a value or “having money” and consider it as highly 
relevant (intensity) in the sense that one needs some of it to lead a decent life. 
Thus, “wealth” is seen as something important and its fulfilment may lead to a 
positive intrinsic feeling such as satisfaction. However, the same person, espe-
cially if adhering to Christian principles, could judge this value as wrong in the 
sense of adopting it as “a guiding principle in life”.

Yet, how can “the desirable” component of values be measured? This is 
discussed next with regard to whether values refer to what an individual deems 
as desirable (internalized moral values) or to what a social group judges as 
desirable. 

4.3.1  Soc ia l ly  mora l  va lues : “the des i rab le” and the  co l lect ive

Similar to the operationalization of “the desired” for a collective, the choice 
of reference may be that individuals are asked about other people in their 
culture and what kind of values others may regard as right to strive for. Values 
have been described as possessing a bipolar valence (e.g. FISHBEIN; AJZEN, 
1975; ROKEACH, 1973). Thus, a possible way of measuring desirable values 
is to ask individuals whether other people in their society would judge certain 
values right or good as opposed to wrong and bad (see also HOFSTEDE, 1980). 
The evaluation factor of the semantic differential developed by Osgood, Suci 
and Tannenbaum (1957) may be very useful for this purpose. Osgood, Suci and 
Tannenbaum (1957) found in an extensive cross-cultural study in more than 

2 Hofstede (1980, p. 21) does not use the term moral, but says that the ideological norm is “pertaining to 
what is ethically right”. I use the term ethics and its derivations only to refer to philosophy as the science 
of ethical reasoning. When it is about people’s everyday judgments of right and wrong, I assign it to the 
realm of morality.
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20 cultural groups that three distinctive factors emerge when bipolar adjectives 
are taken to assess different concepts: evaluation (e.g. good-bad), potency (e.g. 
strong-weak) and activity (e.g. active-passive). The evaluative valence of values 
may be examined to find out which values are desirable or judged as right to 
strive for in a society. However, if questions are referred to other people, there 
is always the possibility that respondents simply do not know or are not aware 
of the values that others deem as desirable (see also WAN et al., 2007). Another 
problem is that individuals may infer from their own values to those of others 
and regard them as normative, known as the false consensus effect in the social 
psychological literature (for a review see MARKS; MILLER, 1987). A solution may 
be to rely on intrapsychic cognitive structures which are based on individuals’ 
own experience. This could be done for instance by asking what kind of social 
expectations individuals experience in a particular society or social group. A 
possible question to measure socially desirable values may be for instance “to 
what extent do you think you are expected (or supposed) to follow this value in 
your society/culture etc.?”. Since internalization of cultural values is likely to be 
a lifelong process (cf. ALLPORT, 1955) where individuals try to reconcile social 
constraints with their personal desires (see also DECI; RYAN, 1995; ROHAN; 
ZANNA, 1998; ZAVALLONI, 1980), the kind of social expectations that are 
imposed upon them may be psychologically very well accessible. To the best 
of the author’s knowledge, there are no cross-cultural studies measuring this 
aspect of values. Thus, there is a great potential for future research to measure 
cultural values using this alternative method3. 

4.3.2  Personal  mora l  va lues : “the des i rab le” and the  ind iv idual

Assessing what is desirable for an individual gives moral values another 
spin. What is important here is that values are not only imposed, but are also 
internalized by the individual to a certain degree (cf. RYAN; DECI, 2000). How 
can these kinds of values be measured? One could again use a bipolar eva-
luative response scale of “good vs. bad” or “right vs. wrong” (cf. OSGOOD; 
SUCI; TANNENBAUM, 1957), but this time the choice of reference would be 
the individual in the sense of what she/he regards as right or wrong to strive for 
in life. The average of respondents’ answers represents then not only a statistical 
norm but also a deontological one (pertaining to what one ought to strive for). 
Following this procedure, a researcher may be able to ask simultaneously for 

3 We are currently conducting a cross-cultural study using a modified form of the SVS where the response 
scales represent bipolar statements measuring “the desired” and “the desirable” nature of values. A copy of 
this measure can be obtained from the author.
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each value the personal importance (important-unimportant) and its evalua-
tive meaning. Thus, it would be possible to examine the congruence between 
what people “want” to strive for in life and what they think they “should want” 
to strive for as a guiding principle in life. The drawback of this method could 
be that individuals may not assign “deeper” meaning to the evaluative scale 
and rate what is “important” and what is “right” in the same way, possibly as 
an attempt to reduce cognitive dissonance (FESTINGER, 1957). Another pos-
sibility of measuring “the desirable”, which may be more reliable as it is less 
subjected to response styles, is to ask for moral emotions such as the feeling of 
guilt when violating a value. Moral emotions are in general seen as an impor-
tant motivational factor to do good and avoid doing bad (BEDFORD; HWANG, 
2003; TANGNEY, 2002). It is the self-conscious emotion of guilt that plays a 
major role in morality (cf. AMODIO; DEVINE; HARMON-JONES, 2007; BAU-
MEISTER; STILLWELL; HEATHERTON, 1994; EISENBERG, 2000; HAIDT, 
2003). Guilt is widely recognized as an important self-punishing emotion for 
action evaluation and regulation (FONTAINE et al., 2002). It is a negative 
affective experience that is evoked when one’s behaviour falls short of either 
personal moral or societal standards (AMODIO; DEVINE; HARMON-JONES 
et al., 2007). Shame is also a moral emotion, but associated with a rather ego-
centric concern for one’s self-image. Guilt is more an allocentric concern for the 
consequences of one’s behaviour on other people (BEDFORD; HWANG, 2003; 
TANGNEY, 2002). As a consequence, moral transgressions have generally 
been considered more linked to guilt than to shame (BEDFORD; HWANG, 
2003). Thus, asking for guilt feelings when violating a value and examining its 
statistical average may be a good indicator for shared desirable and therefore 
cultural values that have been internalized. 

5 BENEFITS OF DISTINGUISHING 
DIFFERENT MEASUREMENTS OF 
VALUES

5.1  PERSONALLY DESIRED VERSUS PERSONALLY DESIRABLE

The value taxonomy classifies value research into the dichotomous dimen-
sion of measuring ‘the desired’ aspect of values (through importance ratings) or 
the evaluative component of values in form of what is “desirable”. Furthermore, 
it distinguishes whether values refer to the individual or a collective. Crossing 
these dimensions yield for example that values can be classified as “personally 
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desired” and “personally desirable”. It may not be obvious to see the difference 
between these two kinds of values. This section deals with their fundamental 
distinction and how it may relate to the prediction of behaviour. 

The problem with measuring values as “the desired” through importance 
ratings is that there is a great deal of ambiguity regarding their underlying mea-
ning. Values that individuals judge as important may have two different moti-
vational sources: The first one is extrinsic in nature. Important values may be 
those that were initially extrinsic and have been imposed upon the individual 
by the social environment. Through socialization processes, the individual may 
have integrated it as part of the self, so that they become personally important 
(cf. RYAN; DECI, 2000). The second motivational source is completely different 
representing an intrinsic kind of motive. Here, individuals may judge values as 
important, because fulfilling them leads to enjoyment or inherent satisfaction 
(see also WAN et al., 2007; RYAN; DECI, 2000). The problem is that assessing 
the personal importance of values does not allow distinguishing between these 
two different sources of motivation. As already outline above in which the Bardi 
and Schwartz (2003) study has been referred to, it seems that this is not a trivial 
distinction. They showed that personal values- which conflate the intrinsic and 
extrinsic dimensions of values- were not related to behaviour when the norma-
tive pressure of the behaviour was high. It is possible that the value-behaviour 
link is more stable if not personally desired values are measured, but personally 
desirable values as they may provide an internal moral compass of “oughts” and 
“shoulds”. 

Research on moral mandates may corroborate this assumption showing that 
personal moral values have a high action potential (SKITKA, 2002; SKITKA; 
HOUSTON, 2001; SKITKA; MULLEN, 2002). Skitka and colleagues showed that 
the value-behaviour link is especially strong for individuals with moral mandates 
which are selective expressions of values and central to people’s sense of perso-
nal identity. Moral mandates are characterized by attitude strength, importance, 
and certainty, but include the additional layer of moral conviction, i.e. a strong 
belief that an issue is right or wrong. People who develop moral mandates are 
highly motivated to express and protect them. Skitka and Mullen’s (2002) exa-
mined reactions of US-American adults to the Elian Gonzales case who became 
the centre of a heated public controversy and custody battle between his father 
in Cuba and his extended family in the USA. People in both the USA and Cuba 
engaged in demonstrations to defend their divergent position and values on the 
same issue. Thus, it seems that moral mandates are a common phenomenon. 
Yet, the content of moral mandates may be culturally influenced. Skitka and 
colleagues research can be interpreted in the way that personally desirable values 
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may yield stronger links between values and behaviour. Hence, the reputation of 
values as being only distally related to behaviour may be eventually refuted when 
assessing values as the “personally desirable” (cf. HITLIN; PILIAVIN, 2004). 

5.2  INDIVIDUAL VERSUS COLLECTIVE – WHEN IS CULTURE 
MEASURED? 

Values may refer to the individual or a social entity. Socially desirable values 
as depicted in Box 1 have been discussed as measuring the values of the social 
environment such as the cultural group. Yet, personally desirable values may also 
be used to measure cultural values. If individuals are for example asked whether 
they would feel guilty after violating values, a high statistical average on certain 
values may indicate that these are the internalized shared values in the respective 
culture. Thus, both procedures may lead to the assessment of cultural values. 
However, they are fundamentally different in two ways: First, socially desirable 
values measure only the perceived values of a social group. This is adequate if 
operationalizing the cultural context for example is the focus of the study. Yet, 
it does not provide any information whether the respondents adhere to these 
values. Whether these values have been internalized or not may be important to 
assess in studies that focus on the relation of values to other variables, such as 
behaviour. As it has been outlined above, there may be a strong value-behaviour 
link if individuals’ personal moral values are assessed. 

Secondly, if the focus of a study is on examining individual differences in 
personal moral values, assessing the perceived values of the social environment 
is inadequate. The intriguing feature of moral values and the process of inter-
nalization is that they can stem from different sources located on a continuum 
of more proximal sources such as caregivers and peers to more distant sources 
such as teachers, media and society. Therefore, internalized moral values may 
potentially reflect those of a culture. However, especially when it comes to strong 
political ideologies, it is also possible that individuals develop different interna-
lized values, provided by their caregivers for example, than those that are percei-
ved as prevalent in the wider society and in the political propaganda. Prominent 
examples are the German siblings Sophie and Hans Scholl who during the third 
Reich in Germany opposed actively the national socialist regime and their sup-
porters. They strongly supported the humanist values of their father. They regar-
ded these values as the morally right ones and fought for it, taking into account 
that they may be and finally were sacrificing their own lives. The proposed value 
taxonomy takes this important aspect of moral values into account, i.e. the indivi-
dual differences in moral value endorsement despite the normative pressures. 
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6 CONCLUSION AND FINAL REMARKS

There has been a lot of definitional inconsistency in values-related theory 
and research (ROHAN, 2000). Values have been used to refer to other psycho-
logical constructs such as attitudes, beliefs, norms, and behavioural self-reports 
(cf. HITLIN; PILIAVIN, 2004) as well as interests, pleasures, likes, preferences, 
duties, moral obligations, desires, wants, goals, needs, and many other kinds of 
selective orientations (see ROHAN, 2000). However, if values as “the desirable” 
are the target concept to understand culture, it is important not to confound 
them with other related concepts. Each type of concept may play a distinctive role 
in explaining and understanding behaviour. This is why a value taxonomy has 
been proposed to clearly distinguish between individual and collective values as 
well as “the desired” and “the desirable”. While “the desired” may be associated 
with a purely intrinsic motivation to pursue values, “the desirable” contains also 
social psychological processes, such as the internalization of extrinsic demands 
and behavioural regulation. Regarding the latter feature, moral psychology can 
help a great deal to understand and examine the social constraints and normative 
pressures prevalent in different cultures. 

While some researchers argue to abandon the value concept, values are here 
seen as a useful concept to understand culture. The dissatisfaction with the value 
concept may rather be associated with the fact that value research has still not 
come to its full potential. Hopefully, the value taxonomy may inspire resear-
chers to operationalize cultural values beyond mere importance ratings. As De 
Munck (2001, p. 14) states: “collective constructs, [must] be easily learned, acqui-
red from everyday life experiences, abstract and flexible enough to be used for 
a wide range of situations”. Cultural values fulfil this task and have a number 
of other advantages. They are highly suitable for cross-cultural research as they 
are cross-culturally relevant and valid and allow for both within- and between-
group comparison (HILLS, 2002). They are trans-situational guidelines and in 
this sense not tied to specific situations making it easier to assure cross-cultural 
equivalence for comparisons. The total number of values that people may pursue 
is assumed to be relatively small (ROKEACH, 1973) which reduces their com-
plexity in research. They are also less subjected to change as it is the case with 
attitudes (HILLS, 2002). Last not least, they may be essential in understanding 
the underlying motives of social norms, which are behavioural descriptions in 
specific situations (ROKEACH, 1973).

In this account, the Schwartz Value Survey has been referred to several times 
which can be understood as an indication of its popularity to measure explicit 
value priorities. Recent research has also been presented where the instruction 
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of the survey has been modified to measure cultural values at the individual-
level. The SVS is an excellent instrument to measure values and can be easily 
modified in its response scale to capture the different value types as proposed in 
the value taxonomy. Thus, the SVS provides a sound foundation for exploring 
and extending value research to enrich our understanding of cultural values. 
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