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Public opinion research shows that American citizens utilize domain-specific political values to guide
opinion formation in the key issue areas that comprise the American political agenda. One set of
political values operates on economic welfare opinions, a different set of values applies to cultural
issue positions, a third set shapes foreign policy preferences, and so on in other policy domains.
Drawing on Shalom Schwartz’s theory of basic human values, this paper argues that two socially
focused values––self-transcendence and conservation––guide opinion formation across all major
policy domains. By contrast, the personally-focused values of self-enhancement and openness-tochange should play a more limited role in preference formation. These hypotheses are tested using
data from a novel 2011 national survey and the 2012 General Social Survey. The statistical results
affirm expectations. We show that self-transcendence and conservation values predict scores on
symbolic ideology, economic conservatism, racial conservatism, cultural conservatism, civil liberties,
and foreign policy opinions. Self-enhancement and openness-to-change values play a modest role in
shaping preferences.
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How do American voters decide where they stand on the issues of the day? Most voters do
not hold crystallized attitudes on political controversies. Instead people construct positions from
broader political predispositions. Foremost among these are domain-specific core values, which let
people make fast and frugal decisions that comport with abstract political beliefs. In the economic
welfare domain, beliefs about equality, humanitarianism, self-reliance, government, autonomy,
capitalism, and democracy guide evaluations of issues such as aid to the poor, tax policy, and so on
(Feldman and Zaller 1992; McClosky and Zaller 1984). For cultural issues such as abortion and gay
rights, beliefs about authority, conformity, tradition, tolerance, religion, and equality carry weight
(Layman 2001; McCann 1997). In foreign affairs, beliefs about warfare, ethnocentrism, patriotism,
social intolerance, conformity, militant and cooperative internationalism, isolationism, and
retributive justice shape opinion (Chittick et al. 1995; Hurwitz and Peffley 1987, 1990; Liberman
2006). In short, at least 20 domain specific values are posited to drive opinion in the economic
welfare, cultural issues and foreign policy domains.
Note the paradox. The proliferation of core political values violates the premise on which
these theories rest. The whole point of the enterprise is that “a small number of general values”
allow citizens to “respond to a large number of political issues” (Sniderman et al. 1991: 270). Yet as
our summation reveals, distinct sets of political values operate in different policy domains. If innate
cognitive and motivational constraints foster reliance on a small number of domain specific values,
how do unmotivated cognitive misers become so adept at applying so many values to so many issues
across so many policy domains?
To address this puzzle, we develop and test an elegant theory of value-based reasoning in the
context of U.S. public opinion. Following the lead of scholars in the field of comparative political
psychology (Beckers et al. 2012; Caprara et al. 2006; Datler et al. 2013; Piurko et al. 2011; Schwartz
et al. 2010), we draw upon Shalom Schwartz’s (1992, 1994) theory of basic human values to propose
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that two crowning values shape opinion in the key issue areas that comprise the American political
agenda. Human values function as transsituational guides that motivate attitude expression,
judgment, and behavior in all walks of life. Given this flexibility, general human values seem a good
bet to facilitate political decision making (Rokeach 1973). But, we argue, not all values are equally
consequential for the derivation of political opinion. Self-transcendence values prioritize acceptance
of and concern for other people, different groups, and the world at large. Conservation values
emphasize deference to social convention, resistance to social change, and social stability. These
inter-personal goals focus on how individuals relate to other people and to society writ large. As
such, self-transcendence and conservation values should constrain opinions about the role
government plays in the public life of the nation. By contrast, self-enhancement values elevate the
pursuit of personal gain, success, and dominance at the expense of others, while openness-to-change
values stress individual feeling, thought, action, and stimulation. These are egocentric concerns that
emphasize what is best for the individual in her private life. Self-enhancement and openness-tochange values have less clear cut implications about what is best for national life. Therefore, these
orientations should play a smaller role in shaping opinion about the role of government in American
public life.
We test these hypotheses using data from a 2011 national survey we designed and the 2012
General Social Survey (GSS). We find that the socially-oriented values of self-transcendence and
conservation constrain opinions on economic issues, racial issues, cultural issues, civil liberties,
foreign policy issues, and symbolic ideology. By contrast, the privately-oriented values of selfenhancement and openness-to-change wield less influence over political preferences. Put simply, we
do not need an ever-expanding array of domain specific values to explain public opinion within and
across different issue areas. Instead, the positions people take on public policy are rooted in two
bedrock human values that transcend politics.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Social scientists have devoted a great deal of attention to the values construct.1 To begin with
the most widely accepted view in social psychology, Schwartz (1994: 20) builds on the classic work
of Rokeach (1973) to define values as (1) abstract beliefs about (2) desirable end states or behaviors
that (3) transcend specific situations, (4) guide evaluation and behavior, and are (5) ranked in terms
of personal importance. Basic values reflect inter- and intra-personal goals. These goals are more
abstract compared to political attitudes.
The Schwartz perspective holds that clusters of values expressing similar goals reduce to
higher-order value types (much like discrete personality traits reduce to the “Big 5”). To illustrate,
the discrete values of “respect for religion” and “devout”, in conjunction with values such as
“humility” and “detachment from worldly concerns”, are captured by the broader “tradition” value
type. When the structure underlying all discrete values is analyzed, 10 broader value types emerge:
universalism, benevolence, conformity, tradition, security, power, achievement, hedonism,
stimulation, and self-direction (Schwartz 1992). Each value type reflects an abstract goal that serves
individual or social needs. Table 1 defines the 10 value types in terms of the goals they express.
[Table 1 and Figure 1 here]
Figure 1 arrays the 10 value types along a motivational circumplex whereby adjacent
categories have more in common with one another than with value types at the opposite side of the
circle. For instance, power values, which emphasize social standing and prestige, are compatible with
achievement values that prize personal success and advancement. The power and achievement value
types emphasize individual gains and rewards, which of necessity come at the expense of weaker
individuals and groups in society. Contrariwise, the benevolence and universalism value types
1
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emphasize care and concern for the well-being of others, be they in-group members in the case of
benevolence or the broader society or even the world at large in the case of universalism. These
value types share a common, pro-social desire to help others.
When the broader goals that underlie all 10 value types are examined, four superordinate
dimensions emerge: (1) self-transcendence values that foster acceptance of and concern for other
individuals and groups (comprised of the universalism and benevolence value types); (2)
conservation values that prioritize adherence to social convention, social stability, and resistance to
social change (including the security, conformity and tradition value types); (3) self-enhancement
values, which call for the pursuit of one’s self-interest, success, and dominance over others
(including hedonism, achievement and power); and (4) openness-to-change values that elevate
independent feeling, thought, and action above all else (comprised of self-direction, stimulation and
hedonism) (Schwartz 1992, 1994). Note that self-transcendence and conservation values prioritize
how the individual relates to the broader society. As such, this pair can be seen as inter-personal or
socially-oriented goals. Self-enhancement and openness values prioritize what is best for the
individual in her private life, and thus, can be seen as intra-personal or self-centered goals (Rokeach
1973; Schwartz 2012). These four super-ordinate values serve as the key explanatory constructs in all
that follows.
An obvious question is whether basic human values differ from domain-specific political
values in theoretically consequential ways. We argue that they do. The first difference lies in the
degree to which the concepts are defined as explicit political orientations. This becomes clear when
we compare the political science and social psychology conceptualizations. In political science
McCann (1997: 565) equates core values with “overarching normative principles and belief
assumptions about government, citizenship, and American society.” Goren (2001: 160-161) writes
“[c]ore values are evaluative standards citizens use to judge alternative social and political
5

arrangements.” These definitions highlight beliefs about “government”, “citizenship”, and “political
arrangements” rather than personal goals and priorities that govern daily living as in the social
psychological conceptualization. Put otherwise, political values are inherently political
predispositions.
To take two examples, people that endorse the value of limited government oppose
government efforts to ensure that everyone has a job and a good standard of living (Feldman and
Zaller 1992). Other research reveals that people who view war as immoral oppose the use of military
force to settle international disputes (Hurwitz and Peffley 1987). None of this is terribly surprising.
In each case the political value in question (i.e., limited government, morality of warfare) lies in close
proximity to the policy opinion it purports to explain (i.e., government supported jobs, the use of
military power). We do not mean to imply that political values and issues are the same: they are not.
Instead, our point is that basic human values, which are defined as abstract inter- and intra-personal
goals, lie further removed from issue opinions than political values do.
The second key theoretical difference between basic human values and domain-specific
political values is that political scientists typically isolate one or two values presumed to influence
opinion in a narrowly defined issue area, and thus, neglect broader value systems. In their
groundbreaking study of foreign policy opinion Hurwitz and Peffley (1987) identify “ethnocentrism”
and “morality of war” as core values that influence beliefs about national security. Likewise,
Feldman’s seminal work (1988) examines how equal opportunity and economic individualism
constrain social welfare opinion. If the purpose of the research is to provide a fine grained analysis
of key factors shaping opinion in a single issue area, this approach makes sense. If the goal of the
research is to examine how value systems shape public opinion across the key issue areas in American
politics, the usual line of attack will not do. By taking a domain specific approach that privileges one
or two values in a given policy domain, this strategy elides the broader question of how value
6

systems systematically affect opinion across policy domains (Feldman 2003). Our paper seeks to
remedy to this oversight.
Having defined basic human values and distinguished them from domain-specific political
values, we now develop our theory of value-based reasoning by addressing three key questions that
any such theory must consider. First, why should human values guide issue opinions? Second, which
human values should structure opinion? Third, should some values matter more than others and, if
so, why? To begin, basic human values are transsituational standards that motivate perception,
judgment, and behavior in all walks of life. Substantial research shows that values influence lifestyle
choices, consumer purchases, food preferences, social contact, academic interests, teamwork,
organizational behavior, and so on (Fisher and Smith 2004; Homer and Kahle 1988; Maio and
Olson 1995; Verplanken and Holland 2002). This is precisely how transsituational beliefs are
supposed to function. The contrast here between human values and political values is instructive. It
is hard to imagine how political beliefs about the morality of warfare or limited government might
shape consumer purchases, academic interests, or food preferences.
How do human values impinge upon political attitudes? We posit that values serve cognitive
and motivational needs in a way that facilitates political judgment. In terms of cognitive functions,
values are transsituational guides that let people make quick decisions on scores of political issues in
a fairly (not perfectly) reliable manner. Rather than evaluating every piece of information that
matters for a choice, people fall back on diagnostic cues that perform as acceptable substitutes for
complete information. The rule of thumb is to deduce preferences on a specific issue consistent with
the relevant values (Jacoby 2006; Sniderman et al. 1991). In this way, people can make reasonably
accurate decisions without taxing their limited cognitive resources.
In terms of motivational functions, values allow individuals to strike a balance between
competing goals. People can achieve these goals through the attitudes they express, the choices they
7

make, and the behaviors they undertake in all domains of life. So far as politics is a symbolic domain
centering on community and the country as a whole, the expression of human values through
political opinions lets people signal what they view as important in public life (Schwartz 1994). Value
expression also serves motivational needs such as identity maintenance and image enhancement
(Roccas 2003). Value expression provides a means for people to declare to themselves and others
what kind of person they take themselves to be. In short, human values serve important cognitive
and motivational functions when expressed through political attitudes.
This brings us to the question of which values matter for issue judgments. This is where the
distinction between socially-centered values and self-centered values comes into play. Schwartz
(2012: 13) argues that self-transcendence and conservation values regulate “how one relates socially
to others and affects them” whereas openness to change and self-enhancement values regulate “how
one expresses personal interests and characteristics.” A review of the value descriptions in Table 1
indicates why this is a reasonable way to think about the deep motives underlying the broad value
dimensions. For example, conformity and tradition values stress deference to and respect for
external or socially constructed sources of authority such as culture or religion, whereas stimulation
values prioritize excitement and novelty in one’s private life. To us, it seems clear that conformity
and tradition values are anchored more firmly in concerns about social relations, while stimulation
goals reflect private interests and pursuits.
This distinction between socially and personally focused values matters politically because a
significant body of research shows that people (1) construct issue positions based on perceptions
about what is best for society rather than on what is best for them as individuals (e.g., Sears and
Funk 1991) and (2) make electoral choices informed by their perceptions of the state of the national
economy rather than the state of their personal finances (e.g., Kinder and Kiewiet 1981).
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Consider how most issues are framed. Political issues pose tradeoffs over what is best for
large swaths of American society––often the “American people”––rather than what is best for the
atomized individual. Domestic political debate centers on the role the federal government should
play in national life. Should the government do more to help the poor? Cut taxes on the middle
class? Let unpopular groups speak? On every issue the answer has implications for major segments
of the American public. In foreign policy, discourse centers on how to safeguard national security
and advance the national interest abroad. Are military armaments or the tools of statecraft better
suited to serve American interests? Should the U.S. work through the UN or go it alone in
international affairs? To answer questions like these, people will, we suspect, turn more readily to
their beliefs about what is best for society than their beliefs about what is best for them as
individuals. Put simply, given the sociotropic nature of political issues, values that prioritize sociallyfocused goals should be expressed more readily through policy opinions than egocentric values that
prioritize self-advancement and self-gratification.
A clarification: we do not mean to imply that self-centered values are irrelevant. What
government does often affects someone’s ability to obtain what she values in her private life, which
in turn can motivate self-interested political choice. For instance, Campbell (2002) demonstrates that
self-interest shapes the participatory behavior of low income seniors that depend heavily on Social
Security. Given this, there are compelling theoretical grounds for positing that self-enhancement and
openness values may shape public opinion on policy issues for some people under some conditions.
While we are sympathetic to this general proposition, we suspect that the impact egocentric values
have on opinion may not generalize to the public at large. By testing whether personally focused
values shape public opinion in the entire sample, our approach cannot detect subsets of the
electorate that rely more heavily on self-enhancement and openness values. We view this as a

9

promising avenue for future research once the baseline effects of human values have been
established.
To reiterate, the socially-focused values of self-transcendence and conservation should
translate more readily into policy opinions than the egocentric values of self-enhancement and
openness to change, because the former map more directly onto public debates about social and
political life.
HYPOTHESES
We now predict how self-transcendence and conservation values shape public opinion
across the key issue areas in American politics, starting with symbolic ideology, which reflects
symbolic and ideational attachments to liberal or conservative labels. Given the distinctive symbols
and ideas associated with each label (McClosky and Zaller 1984), we expect self-transcendence,
which emphasizes equality and social justice, will be inversely related to symbolic conservatism (H1).
Conservation values, which stress commitments to security, stability, conformity, and tradition,
should motivate conservative self-categorization (H2).
Moving on, we hypothesize that self-transcendence values undermine support for
conservative economic policies such as limited government, lower taxes, and opposition to social
welfare programs (H3). The self-transcendence dimension prioritizes understanding, protection, and
concern for the interests and well-being of everyone. People can express these goals by endorsing
government efforts to insulate vulnerable subsets of the public from the whims of the market. We
further predict that conservation values facilitate support for economic conservatism (H4). Because
idleness and dependency are seen as violations of American cultural norms, conformity and tradition
values should motivate adoption of small government views consistent with this cultural ethos.
Similarly, we expect both values to impact racial conservatism, by which we mean opposition to
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government efforts to help racial minorities. That is, self-transcendence should inhibit racial
conservatism (H5) while conservation heightens it (H6).
We equate cultural conservatism with support for morally orthodox positions on
controversies such as abortion, gay rights, school prayer, and the like. People solicitous of the needs
and well-being of others should resist claims that government must impose a singular conception of
morality on everyone; therefore, self-transcendence values should be negatively related to cultural
conservatism (H7). Conservation values, which stress preservation of tradition and adherence to
time-tested customs, can be expressed politically by taking orthodox positions on the
aforementioned issues. Hence, conservation values should translate into right-wing positions on
cultural issues (H8). Both values should influence support for civil liberties as well, which reflect the
extent to which someone is willing to guarantee basic freedoms (e.g., the right to make a public
speech) to politically controversial groups (e.g., radical Muslims). Self-transcendence should promote
support for civil liberties (H9) while conservation undermines support (H10).
Lastly, we examine hawk-dove issues, which we define in terms of favoring military power or
the tools of diplomacy, and unilateralism, which denotes support for U.S. efforts to go it alone in the
international arena. We expect self-transcendence to generate resistance to a militaristic foreign
policy (H11) because this value implies an inclination toward peaceful coexistence with those who
differ. We also anticipate that conservation values will augment support for a hawkish foreign policy
(H12). Citizens committed to the preservation of social convention, order, and stability should find
the prospect of American military power more reassuring than those who care less about
conservation. Following these rationales, we think that foreign policy unilateralism will be negatively
related to self-transcendence (H13) and positively related to conservation (H14).
DATA AND MEASURES
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For the past three decades batteries of value items have been administered to hundreds of
convenience samples and dozens of nationally representative surveys in Europe and elsewhere
(Caprara et al. 2006; Davidov and Meuleman 2012; Kuntz et al. 2015; Schwartz 1994). The same
cannot be said for research conducted with nationally representative U.S. samples. Given the lack of
secondary data, we devised a survey and commissioned YouGov to administer it online to 1,200
voting age adults in the continental U.S. during February 2011. Serendipitously, the GSS included a
Schwartz values’ battery on the merged cross-section and panel component of the 2012 survey,
which gives us a chance to see if we can replicate our YouGov results.
We rely on 19 items to construct multiple-indicator measures of self-transcendence,
conservation, self-enhancement, and openness values in both surveys. The items cover 9 of the 10
value types listed in Table 1.2 For each item respondents read about an abstract goal described as
important to a hypothetical person and then indicated how similar he or she was to that person. To
take an example from our YouGov survey, we measured self-transcendence values with four
statements: (1) “She thinks it is important that every person in the world should be treated equally.
She believes everyone should have equal opportunities in life”; (2) “She wants everyone to be treated
justly, even people she doesn’t know. It is important to protect the weak in society”; (3) “It is
important to her to be loyal to her friends. She wants to devote herself to people close to her”; and
(4) “It is important to her to respond to the needs of others. She tries to support those she knows.”
The response options are “very much like me”, “like me”, “somewhat like me”, “a little like me”,
“not like me”, and “not like me at all.” We used standard Schwartz items to tap conservation, selfenhancement, and openness-to-change values (see online appendices A1 and A2 for question
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We drop the hedonism value type because it lies in both the self-enhancement and openness-to-change

domains (Schwartz 1992).
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wording and descriptions of the YouGov and GSS samples). In what follows, we recode all
Schwartz value measures from their given metrics to a new 0-1 scale.
Several features of the items deserve emphasis. First, every statement portrays another
person’s goals in a way that evokes a value implicitly rather than asking about it directly. Doing so
minimizes social desirability pressures; reflects the types of interpersonal comparisons individuals
make in their daily lives; and avoids asking respondents to think about what is important to them,
something they have less experience with than person-to-person comparisons (Davidov et al. 2008;
Schwartz 2012).
Second, question wording does not allude to government action or public policy. As
statements about personally focused or socially focused goals, the Schwartz items stand farther
removed from politics than the measures typically used to tap core political values. Consider this
standard NES egalitarianism item: “We have gone too far in pushing equal rights in this country.”
Some respondents may interpret the phrase “equal rights” to mean civil rights for African
Americans or marriage equality for same sex couples. If this equality item inadvertently taps support
for federal efforts to ensure equal rights for blacks or legalize gay marriage, any correlation between
it and preferences on these issues will be artificially inflated. Similar problems compromise other
measures in other surveys. Take this GSS equality item: “It is the responsibility of the government to
reduce the differences in income between people with high incomes and those with low incomes.”
Because the question blends abstract ideas about equality with government policy, a finding that it
predicts support for aid to the poor is not a powerful demonstration that egalitarianism influences
policy opinion.
Third, for nearly 30 years Schwartz and other value researchers have collected data from
hundreds of independent samples in scores of countries. The posited values model has been
confirmed empirically in repeated tests. That is, researchers often (but far from always) find that the
13

empirical patterns in the data fit the hypothesized value structure reasonably well (Davidov et al.
2008; Schwartz 1992; Spini 2003). Given the large number of independent samples and the fact that
they are from diverse cultures, linguistic traditions, age groupings, probability and non-probability
samples, and different points in time, it seems reasonable to conclude that this model of value
content and structures rests on a powerful empirical foundation. To conclude, the Schwartz items
are more abstract than political value measures, and thus, less vulnerable to the criticism that they
are too close semantically to the dependent variables they are supposed to explain.
We turn now to the dependent variable measures. First, the seven-point liberal-conservative
scale serves as our indicator of symbolic ideology. Second, we capture economic issues with items
about government spending on multiple social welfare programs, the size and scope of government,
federal responsibility for economic security, and so on (the Cronbach

reliability coefficient equals

.80 in our YouGov survey and .73 in the GSS). For racial issues we use questions about government
efforts to combat illegal immigration in our YouGov survey (single item) and about federal spending
on blacks, federal aid to blacks, affirmative action, and related items in the GSS ( = .72). Fourth,
we assess opinion on cultural issues via queries on abortion, gay rights, pornography laws and similar
items (YouGov

= .72; GSS

= .71). Fifth, for civil liberties we use the standard GSS battery that

asks respondents whether controversial groups such as atheists, racists, communists, and radical
Muslims should be allowed to give a public speech, teach college students, and have a book in a
public library ( =.79). To get at hawk-dove issues we rely upon items about the relative merits and
demerits of hard versus soft power and military spending (YouGov

= .66; GSS single item).

Seventh, we use a single item on working with the UN to gauge unilateralism in our YouGov poll.
All dependent variables have been rescaled from the original metrics to lie on a 0-1 range and are
keyed so that higher scores denote conservative responses.
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Following Kinder and Sanders (1996) and Barker and Tinnick (2006), we control for party id
(measured using the standard seven-point scale with higher scores denoting GOP ties, recoded to a
0-1 range); black (1 = black, 0 other); Hispanic (1 = Latino/Latina, 0 other); female (1 = female, 0 =
male); age (measured in years); education (1 = college graduate, 0 = other); and an income dummy
(1 = high income, 0 = other income). We expect age and (GOP) partisanship to predict symbolic
and policy conservatism; Black, Hispanic, and female to inhibit conservatism (excepting Black and
Hispanic for cultural issues); education to covary positively with economic and racial conservatism,
and negatively with cultural conservatism, civil liberties, and foreign policy preferences; and, lastly,
higher income to predict symbolic and economic conservatism.
ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
The Measurement of Basic Human Values
To begin, we use confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test whether the four-dimensional
model posited above fits the data. Because the observed items are ordinal-level measures, we use the
robust weighted least-squares estimator implemented in MPlus 6. Table 2 reports the standardized
factor loadings and global fit statistics for our YouGov data. Table 3 does the same for the GSS.3
[Table 2 and 3 about here]
We start with the YouGov estimates in Table 2. The key results confirm our expectations.
Note first that the item-factor correlations range from .53 to .84 with a mean correlation of .66,
which suggests that the items measure the values they are supposed to measure. Second, the global
fit measures indicate that the four-factor model does a very good job reproducing the observed
covariance matrix. To be sure, the robust weighted least-squares χ2 is statistically significant.

3

The models also contain correlated measurement errors that pick up method factor covariance. To preserve

space, we do not report these estimates in the tables.
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However, the CFI (comparative fit index) and RMSEA (root mean square error of approximation)
indicate good fit according to conventional standards.
Moving on to Table 3, we find that the four-factor model fits the GSS data nearly as well.
The item-factor correlations are solid, albeit a tad lower (mean loading = .57), and the CFI and
RMSEA meet the conventional standards for good fit. Finally, note that we tested some rival twofactor and one-factor models to see if a more parsimonious specification fit the data better. In every
case model fit worsened relative to our four-factor specification (see appendices B1-B3). To sum up,
the estimates support the four-factor model of value structure. In light of this, we create a simple
additive scale for each dimension using the items that loaded on each factor. The Cronbach
reliability coefficient varies from .67 to .84 in the YouGov sample and from .62 to .73 in the GSS.
Statistical and Substantive Results
We focus on the Schwartz value dimensions and set aside the controls in what follows.
Recall that we recoded all variables from their original metrics to lie on a 0-1 scale, with higher
scores indicating greater importance attached to a value. We predict that the socially focused values
of self-transcendence and conservation will affect symbolic ideology and public opinion in the
economic welfare, racial, cultural, civil liberties, and foreign policy domains. Given the coding of the
variables, self-transcendence should be inversely related to all dependent variables, conservation
positively related. Self-enhancement and openness to change may also correlate with opinion, but
because their focus is egocentric rather than sociotropic we think the relationships will be weaker
than the corresponding relationships with socially-focused values.
The YovGov ordinary least squares (OLS) unstandardized and standardized parameter
estimates appear in Table 4. Table 5 assesses the substantive magnitude by simulating policy opinion
for respondents at the 5th and 95th percentile on each human value in the YouGov data. Table 6
reports the OLS estimates for the 2012 GSS data and Table 7 follows up with the predicted scores.
16

To preserve space, we report only the regression coefficients and predicted scores for the four value
dimensions (the full set of estimates appear in appendix C1 for our YouGov data and appendix C2
for the GSS data). To make it easier to read the results, statistically significant effects (p < .05, twotailed) are shaded in Tables 4-7. For example, by reading across the first row in Table 4 one can see
that self-transcendence reaches significance across all six models.
[Tables 4-7 about here]
To start with symbolic ideology, bedrock social values predict symbolic conservatism in both
samples. Self-transcendence values render individuals more likely to place themselves in the liberal
end of the left-right continuum in 2011 (Table 4, column 2 t = -6.63) and 2012 (Table 6, column 2 t
= -3.10). Conservation values exhibit the opposite effect. Respondents that rate conformity, security,
and tradition values as highly important adopt more conservative self-identities than subjects who
rate these values as less important (Table 4 t = 9.02; Table 6 t = 6.84). To convey the substantive
significance of the results, Table 5 shows that respondents at the 95th percentile on selftranscendence are 16 percent less symbolically conservative than respondents at the 5th percentile in
the YouGov sample, ceteris paribus. The first difference in the GSS sample equals 9 percent (see Table
7, column 2). Similarly, across both samples those who prioritize conservation are 21-23 percent
more symbolically conservative than those who do not.
For symbolic ideology, neither self-enhancement nor openness to change reaches
conventional levels of significance in the YouGov sample (see Table 4, column 2). In the GSS the
self-enhancement coefficient is negative and significant (Table 6, column 2 t = -2.87), indicating that
those who prioritize self-enhancement find the conservative label less appealing than respondents
who de-emphasize personal enhancement. However, openness to change falls well short of
significance in the GSS.
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We now take up the economic welfare estimates. First, the more importance one places on
transcending parochial concerns to aid others, the lower the score on economic conservatism (2011 t
= -9.53; 2012 t = -2.94). Speaking practically, we find that going from the 5th to the 95th percentile on
self-transcendence predicts 10-20 percent declines in economic conservatism (Tables 5 and 7). Next,
Table 4 reveals that persons who prioritize conservation values are more likely to adopt right-wing
economic views (t = 4.04). Here, movement from low to high value importance corresponds to a
simulated 9 percent increase in economic conservatism (Table 5). However, our hypothesis is not
borne out by the GSS data in Table 6 (t = -0.29). Also contrary to expectations, we find that
openness to change covaries with economic conservatism (Table 4 t = 2.01, p < .05; Table 6 t =
1.96, p < .06). Yet the simulated impact proves modest at 4-6 percent (see Tables 5 and 7). Lastly,
self-enhancement values make no difference in either sample.
When it comes to racial conservatism, self-transcendence renders voters less conservative
statistically (Table 4 t = -4.53, Table 6 t = -2.14) and substantively by 14 percent in 2011 (Table 5)
and 8 percent in 2012 (Table 7). Conservation values prove significant as well (Table 4 t = 6.55 and
Table 6 t = 3.97) and exhibit large simulated differences on racial conservatism (YouGov 24 percent;
GSS: 16 percent). Self-enhancement and openness-to-change values matter little (all non-significant).
Turning to cultural issues, self-transcendence (Table 4 t = -7.36) and conservation (t = 13.24)
predict policy views in the YouGov study. Per Table 5, movement up the self-transcendence scale
produces a 19 percent shift away from cultural conservatism. Comparable movement along the
conservation scales produces a 37 percent rise in cultural conservatism. The 2012 GSS data yields no
evidence of a systematic self-transcendence effect (Table 6 t = 0.36) but a sizeable effect for
conservation values (t = 4.39). The predicted values reported in Table 7 show that movement from
the 5th to the 95th percentile on conservation leads to 26 percent rise in cultural conservatism.
Openness values appear to be independent of cultural conservatism in the YouGov data (t = 0.13)
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but not the GSS data (t = -2.45). The Table 7 estimates reveal that movement up the openness scale
is associated with 13 percent less conservatism on culture war issues. No evidence indicates that selfenhancement values impact these issues in either sample.
The 2012 GSS data let us tests whether basic human values covary with support for civil
liberties for unpopular groups (e.g., atheists, racists, etc). Table 6 shows that conservation values
matter a lot (t = 5.55). As Table 7 reveals, movement from the 5th to the 95th percentile renders
respondents 30 percent less tolerant. Self-transcendence values matter as well (t = -1.96). Strong
supporters of self-transcendence values score 10 percent more tolerant than tepid supporters.
However, neither openness nor self-enhancement matter. Once again, the role of values is confined
to the socially-oriented dimensions of conservation and self-transcendence.
Moving on to hawk-dove issues, we find that self-transcendence (t = -8.42 in Table 4 and t =
-2.67 in Table 6) and conservation (t = 7.09 and t = 3.90) predict opinion. Self-transcendence values
render citizens less hawkish, while conservation values are associated with greater belligerence. The
simulated substantive effects average about 16 percent for self-transcendence and 19 percent for
conservation across the surveys. Self-enhancement leaves voters somewhat more inclined to endorse
the use of military force (t = 2.19) in the YouGov survey but not in the GSS. Similarly, openness
values positively affect hawk-dove issues in the former sample but not the latter. While significant,
the 2011 effects of self-enhancement and openness on hawk-dove positions are modest at about 6
percent, far smaller than the 16-19 percent effect sizes for self-transcendence and conservation
values.
We conclude with the foreign policy unilateralism item in our YouGov survey. Similar to the
hawk-dove results, self-transcendence values are inversely related to unilateralism (t = -5.92).
Respondents that prioritize moving beyond the self in their everyday lives score 17 percent lower on
unilateralism than their counterparts who place less stock in this cognitive goal. Conservation values
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render citizens more favorably disposed to American unilateralism in international politics (t = 4.10).
Substantively, this translates into a 14 percent opinion difference. In line with expectations, the selfcentered values do not reliably predict unilateralism.
To tally up the results, the estimates generally corroborate our theory of human values and
public opinion. As anticipated, the socially-focused dimensions of self-transcendence and
conservation predict opinion on symbolic ideology, economic welfare issues, racial issues, cultural
issues, civil liberties, and foreign policy. Scanning across the shaded entries in Tables 4 and 6, we see
that self-transcendence values prove significant in 11 of 12 models. From Tables 5 and 7 we
calculate that respondents who rate self-transcendence as highly important (95th percentile) score 13
percent more liberal on political opinion versus respondents who attach far less importance to these
values (5th percentile). Conservation values also manifest robust predictive effects. Statistically,
conservation values are significant in 11 of 12 equations. Substantively, people who prioritize
conservation in their day-to-day lives score 20 percent higher on average on symbolic and policy
conservatism as against respondents who do not prioritize conservation.
The personally focused dimensions of self-enhancement and openness-to-change prove less
relevant to judgments about what is best for the collective polity. The openness variable reaches
significance in three models while falling short in the remaining nine. Self-enhancement reaches
significance in only two of 12 models. Moreover, the substantive effects for these values prove
trivial. In short, when it comes to public opinion, self-transcendence and conservation values matter
a great deal, self-enhancement and openness values matter less (see appendix D for a series of tests
which show that the weak performance of the personally-focused values is not due to excessive
multicollinearity).
Qualifications
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For the most part the evidence affirms our value-based model of political judgment, but we
need to qualify these preliminary results on a number of points. First, we have presumed that values
shape opinion for most people. Given that well educated and politically sophisticated respondents
are more adept at linking liberal-conservative orientations to policy opinions then their less educated
and less sophisticated counterparts (Sniderman et al. 1991), one might posit that sophisticationrelated variables moderate the relationship between values and policy opinions. To assess the
robustness of our results we re-estimated the models for college graduates and people without a
college degree. As indicated in appendices E1 and E2, self-transcendence and conservation manifest
statistically significant effects on many dependent variables for low and high education people in our
YouGov sample and, to a somewhat lesser extent, in our GSS sample. We note further that,
consistent with the sophistication interaction model of opinion, the substantive effects of values on
opinion are sometimes stronger among the college educated. Nevertheless, the takeaway point is
that the value effects generally hold for both groups.
Second, readers may note that a handful of the Schwartz items resemble other items that
appear on national omnibus surveys. For instance, the Schwartz self-transcendence/equality item
mimics two of the six NES egalitarianism items known to predict political opinion (e.g., Feldman
1988).4 Given this, a critic might wonder if the egalitarianism item in the self-transcendence scale
drives the results reported above. We can test this as follows. The GSS contains three measures of
the universalism dimension of self-transcendence. When we drop the equality item and re-estimate
the models in Table 6, self-transcendence remains significant in four of the six models and

4

The Schwartz item reads: “She thinks it is important that every person in the world should be treated equally.

She believes everyone should have equal opportunities in life.” The NES items read: “(1) “Our society should do
whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed.” (2) “If people were treated more
equally in this country, we would have many fewer problems.”
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approaches significance in a fifth (see appendix F). The effect size drops in these models, but this is
neither surprising nor damaging to our cause because removal of the equality item from the selftranscendence scale degrades the measure’s reliability and validity. The takeaway point is that the
self-transcendence results are not driven by an item that has been widely deployed in prior research.5
Third, readers may wonder whether the predictive effect of the Schwartz conservation values
diminishes or vanishes when we control for the child-rearing values that scholars use to tap
authoritarianism (Barker and Tinnick 2006; Hetherington and Weiler 2009). Such a result would call
into question the novelty of our contribution. Once again, the GSS data permit such a test. We
constructed a measure of authoritarianism using a pair of items that asked respondents to rank how
important it is for children to learn to obey and to think for themselves to prepare them for life.6 We
subtracted the “think for” score from the “obey” score to construct an 8-point authoritarianism
scale, keyed so higher scores correspond to increasing authoritarianism. We then added this variable
to the models in Table 6 to see whether the conservation effects held. They did. As indicated in
appendix G, the conservation effect does not change when compared to our results in Table 6. Note
finally that our key results hold when we add symbolic ideology as a predictor to the policy opinion
models (see appendices H1-H2). In conjunction, these robustness checks reinforce our claim that
basic human values play an important role in shaping public opinion in the contemporary United
States.

5

We did not replicate this check for the YouGov data because we have only two universalism items versus the

three available in the GSS survey. As such, the measurement cost in scale reliability and validity would, in our estimation,
be too steep.
6

Question wording: “If you had to choose, which thing on this list would you pick as the most important for a

child to learn to prepare him or her for life?” We used the (1) “To Obey” and the (2) “To think for himself or herself”
items.
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CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
Political scientists have searched for evidence that Americans ground their issue preferences
in abstract beliefs about virtue and the good society. Scholars have followed two main approaches in
this pursuit, the first centered on liberal-conservative principles, the second focused on political
values. The liberal-conservative continuum helps explain how a sophisticated subset of the public
evaluates issues, but it cannot explain what the less sophisticated bulk of the public does (Feldman
2003). Domain specific theories itemize an extensive list of political values that guide opinion
construction across policy domains, and thus seem to offer a solution to the puzzle of how people
innocent of ideology reason about issues. But in so doing, this approach constructs a paradox from
which it cannot escape. This approach has identified over 20 distinct “core” values that impact issue
positions within multiple domains that would seem to tax the very cognitive and motivational
constraints values are supposed to overcome.
To solve this conundrum we have followed the lead of psychologists who have applied the
Schwartz framework to the study of political behavior in a variety of non-U.S. contexts (Caprara et
al. 2006; Davidov et al. 2008; Piurko et al. 2011; Schwartz et al. 2010). Consistent with some of these
works, we have shown that self-transcendence and conservation values shape opinion broadly
construed. First, the more importance people attach to transcending self-interest on behalf of others,
the stronger their preferences for the liberal label, a generous welfare state, ameliorative racial
policies, cultural progressivism, political tolerance, and dovish foreign policy. Second, the more
individuals prioritize respect for tradition, deference to convention, and social order, the stronger
their preferences for the conservative label, smaller government, racial self-help, culturally
conservative policies, political intolerance, military power, and foreign policy unilateralism. Third,
the egocentric values of self-enhancement and openness to change play a small role in generating
support for or opposition to ideological labels or policy positions.
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We believe our application of the Schwartz model provides a more plausible and
parsimonious account of public opinion than the domain specific values framework. By placing two
overarching human values at the center of mass belief systems, we overcome the problem of the
never-ending proliferation of core political values. And by positing that self-transcendence and
conservation guide opinion formation across the leading issue areas in American politics, we
dispense with the need for separate domain specific theories of opinion that apply to each and every
policy domain. In sum, the marriage of Schwartz’s model of basic human values to the study of U.S.
public opinion provides an elegant solution to the problem of how citizens deduce their preferences
on major issues.
To conclude, social scientists have long seen basic values as prime candidates for shaping
public opinion on key issues. Our paper confirms that basic human values drive opinion formation,
but with the critical qualification that not all values are consequential. Self-transcendence and
conservation values stand apart from self-enhancement and openness-to-change values as drivers of
public opinion. Public opinion in the United States depends on beliefs about the good and just
society to a much greater extent than beliefs about the virtue of private gain.
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Openness-to-change

Self-enhancement

Conservation

.52

-0.02
-0.02
(-0.52)

-0.04
-0.03
(-1.22)

0.37
0.24
(9.02)

Symbolic
ideology
-0.28
-0.17
(-6.63)

1104

.44

0.07
0.06
(2.01)

0.05
0.05
(1.68)

0.14
0.11
(4.04)

Economic
welfare issues
-0.36
-0.28
(-9.53)

1094

.23

0.05
0.03
(0.79)

0.03
0.02
(0.59)

0.38
0.21
(6.55)

Racial
issues
-0.26
-0.14
(-4.53)

1104

.41

0.01
0.00
(0.13)

0.01
0.00
(0.13)

0.58
0.39
(13.24)

Cultural
issues
-0.35
-0.22
(-7.36)

1103

.33

0.12
0.12
(3.48)

0.07
0.08
(2.19)

0.25
0.24
(7.09)

Hawk-dove
issues
-0.30
-0.28
(-8.42)

1089

.22

0.06
0.04
(1.01)

0.02
0.01
(0.38)

0.23
0.14
(4.10)

Unilateralism
-0.31
-0.18
(-5.92)

Table 4: OLS Estimates of the Effects of Human Values on Symbolic Ideology and Policy Opinions, 2011 YouGov

Adjusted R2
1102

Self-transcendence

Number of cases

Notes: All estimates are from OLS regressions. Unstandardized estimates appear in the top row. The standardized coefficients are italicized in the second row. The t
values appear in the parentheses in the third row. The shaded areas are statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test). Full model estimates with the party,
demographic, and socioeconomic controls are reported in Appendix C1. Self-transcendence should be negatively related to the dependent variables. Conservation
values should be positively related to the dependent variables. Self-enhancement and openness to change should not systematically affect the dependent variables.
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Conservation
-.03

.23

Symbolic
ideology
-.16

.04

.04

.09

Economic
welfare issues
-.20

.03

.02

.24

Racial
Issues
-.14

.00

.00

.37

Cultural
issues
-.19

.07

.05

.16

Hawk-dove
issues
-.17

.04

.01

.14

Unilateralism
-.17

Table 5: Predicted Change in Symbolic and Policy Conservatism given Movement from 5th to 95th Percentile Score on Values,
2011 YouGov

Self-enhancement
-.01

Self-transcendence

Openness-to-change

Notes: The shaded areas are statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test). Self-transcendence should be negatively related to the dependent variables. Conservation
values should be positively related to the dependent variables. Self-enhancement and openness to change should not systematically affect the dependent variables.
Source: Table 4 estimates.
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Openness-to-change

Self-enhancement

Conservation

.34

-0.02
-0.01
(-0.44)

-0.12
-0.10
(-2.87)

0.32
0.23
(6.84)

Symbolic
ideology
-0.19
-0.10
(-3.10)

817

.31

0.09
0.07
(1.96)

-0.05
-0.04
(-1.17)

-0.02
-0.01
(-0.29)

Economic
welfare issues
-0.21
-0.13
(-2.94)

749

.26

0.02
0.02
(0.36)

-0.01
-0.01
(-0.18)

0.24
0.17
(3.97)

Racial
issues
-0.17
-0.09
(-2.14)

770

.24

-0.20
-0.11
(-2.45)

-0.07
-0.04
(-0.98)

0.38
0.20
(4.39)

Cultural
issues
0.04
0.02
(0.36)

821

.18

0.04
0.02
(0.52)

-0.02
-0.01
(-0.25)

0.45
0.26
(5.55)

Civil
liberties
-0.21
-0.10
(-1.96)

1202

.12

0.07
0.03
(0.76)

-0.01
-0.00
(-0.13)

0.33
0.15
(3.90)

Hawk-dove
issues
-0.31
-0.11
(-2.67)

Table 6: OLS Estimates of the Effects of Human Values on Symbolic Ideology and Policy Opinions, 2012 GSS

Adjusted R2
1202

Self-transcendence

Number of cases

Notes: All estimates are from OLS regressions. Unstandardized estimates appear in the top row. The standardized coefficients are italicized in the second row. The t
values appear in the parentheses in the third row. The shaded areas are statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test). Full model estimates with the party,
demographic, and socioeconomic controls are reported in Appendix C2. Self-transcendence should be negatively related to the dependent variables. Conservation
values should be positively related to the dependent variables. Self-enhancement and openness to change should not systematically affect the dependent variables.
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Conservation
-.09

.21

Symbolic
ideology
-.09

.06

-.04

-.01

Economic
welfare issues
-.10

.01

-.01

.16

Racial
issues
-.08

-.13

-.06

.26

Cultural
issues
.02

.03

-.01

.30

Civil
liberties
-.10

.04

-.01

.22

Hawk-dove
issues
-.14

Table 7: Predicted Change in Symbolic and Policy Conservatism given Movement from 5th to 95th Percentile Score on Values,
2012 GSS

Self-enhancement
-.01

Self-transcendence

Openness-to-change

Notes: The shaded areas are statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test). Self-transcendence should be negatively related to the dependent variables. Conservation
values should be positively related to the dependent variables. Self-enhancement and openness to change should not systematically affect the dependent variables.
Source: Table 6 estimates.
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Power

Self-direction

Security

SELF
TRANSCENDENCE

CONSERVATION

Tradition

Benevolence

Conformity

Universalism

Figure 1: The Schwartz Model of Value Relations among the 10 Motivational Domains

OPENNESS TO
CHANGE

Stimulation

Hedonism

Achievement
SELF
ENHANCEMENT

Source: Adapted from Schwartz (1994: 24).
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Table 1: Schwartz Value Types
1. Universalism values – understanding, appreciation, tolerance, and protection for the wellbeing of everyone and nature
2. Benevolence values – preserving and enhancing the welfare of those with whom one is in
frequent personal contact
3. Conformity values – restraint of actions, inclinations, and impulses that are likely to upset or
harm others and break social expectations or norms
4. Tradition values – respect for, commitment to, and acceptance of the customs and ideas
embodied by one’s culture or religious standards
5. Security values – safety, harmony, and stability of the self, personal relationships, and society
6. Power values – social status and prestige, control of or dominance over people and
resources
7. Achievements values – personal success acquired by demonstrating competence according
to social standards
8. Hedonism values – pleasure or sensuous gratification for oneself
9. Stimulation values – excitement, novelty, and challenges in life
10. Self-direction values – independent thought and action, choosing creating, exploring
Source: Adapted from Schwartz (1994: 22).
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Table 2: Confirmatory Factor Analysis of Basic Human Values, 2011 YouGov
SelfSelfOpenness-totranscendence
Conservation
enhancement
change
.57
1 Universalism 1
.56
2 Universalism 2
Benevolence
1
.78
3
.78
4 Benevolence 2
.59
5 Security 1
Security
2
.71
6
Conformity
1
.61
7
.84
8 Conformity 2
.53
9 Tradition 1
Tradition
2
.64
10
Achievement
1
.84
11
.80
12 Achievement 2
.80
13 Achievement 3
Power
1
.59
14
Power
2
.61
15
.53
16 Self-direction 1
.59
17 Self-direction 2
Stimulation
1
.57
18
Stimulation
2
.61
19
Cronbach’s

.77

.77

Model fit:
Robust WLS χ2
Degrees of freedom
p-value
CFI
RMSEA

.84

.67

729.13
125
< .01
.95
.06

Notes: Estimates based on raw data. Standardized loadings reported. All loadings are significant at p < .01. WLS =
weighted least squares. CFI = comparative fit index. RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation.
Number of observations = 1199.
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Table 3: Confirmatory Factor Analysis of Basic Human Values, 2012 GSS

Universalism 1
2 Universalism 2
3 Universalism 3
4 Benevolence 1
5 Benevolence 2
6 Security 1
7 Security 2
8 Conformity 1
9 Conformity 2
10 Tradition 1
11 Tradition 2
12 Achievement 1
13 Achievement 2
14 Power 1
15 Power 2
16 Self-direction 1
17 Self-direction 2
18 Stimulation 1
19 Stimulation 2
1

Cronbach’s

Selftranscendence
.51
.60
.44
.71
.63

Conservation

.59
.73
.48
.59
.61
.46

.65

.74
.78
.19
.54

.73

Model fit:
Robust WLS χ2
Degrees of freedom
p-value
CFI
RMSEA

Selfenhancement

.70

Openness-tochange

.45
.65
.68
.40
.62

443.23
123
< .01
.95
.05

Notes: Estimates based on raw data. Standardized loadings reported. All loadings are significant at p < .01. WLS =
weighted least squares. CFI = comparative fit index. RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation.
Number of observations = 1289.

32

Openness-to-change

Self-enhancement

Conservation

.52

-0.02
-0.02
(-0.52)

-0.04
-0.03
(-1.22)

0.37
0.24
(9.02)

Symbolic
ideology
-0.28
-0.17
(-6.63)

1104

.44

0.07
0.06
(2.01)

0.05
0.05
(1.68)

0.14
0.11
(4.04)

Economic
welfare issues
-0.36
-0.28
(-9.53)

1094

.23

0.05
0.03
(0.79)

0.03
0.02
(0.59)

0.38
0.21
(6.55)

Racial
issues
-0.26
-0.14
(-4.53)

1104

.41

0.01
0.00
(0.13)

0.01
0.00
(0.13)

0.58
0.39
(13.24)

Cultural
issues
-0.35
-0.22
(-7.36)

1103

.33

0.12
0.12
(3.48)

0.07
0.08
(2.19)

0.25
0.24
(7.09)

Hawk-dove
issues
-0.30
-0.28
(-8.42)

1089

.22

0.06
0.04
(1.01)

0.02
0.01
(0.38)

0.23
0.14
(4.10)

Unilateralism
-0.31
-0.18
(-5.92)

Table 4: OLS Estimates of the Effects of Human Values on Symbolic Ideology and Policy Opinions, 2011 YouGov

Adjusted R2
1102

Self-transcendence

Number of cases

Notes: All estimates are from OLS regressions. Unstandardized estimates appear in the top row. The standardized coefficients are italicized in the second row. The t
values appear in the parentheses in the third row. The shaded areas are statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test). Full model estimates with the party,
demographic, and socioeconomic controls are reported in Appendix C1. Self-transcendence should be negatively related to the dependent variables. Conservation
values should be positively related to the dependent variables. Self-enhancement and openness to change should not systematically affect the dependent variables.
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Conservation
-.03

.23

Symbolic
ideology
-.16

.04

.04

.09

Economic
welfare issues
-.20

.03

.02

.24

Racial
Issues
-.14

.00

.00

.37

Cultural
issues
-.19

.07

.05

.16

Hawk-dove
issues
-.17

.04

.01

.14

Unilateralism
-.17

Table 5: Predicted Change in Symbolic and Policy Conservatism given Movement from 5th to 95th Percentile Score on Values,
2011 YouGov

Self-enhancement
-.01

Self-transcendence

Openness-to-change

Notes: The shaded areas are statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test). Self-transcendence should be negatively related to the dependent variables. Conservation
values should be positively related to the dependent variables. Self-enhancement and openness to change should not systematically affect the dependent variables.
Source: Table 4 estimates.
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Openness-to-change

Self-enhancement

Conservation

.34

-0.02
-0.01
(-0.44)

-0.12
-0.10
(-2.87)

0.32
0.23
(6.84)

Symbolic
ideology
-0.19
-0.10
(-3.10)

817

.31

0.09
0.07
(1.96)

-0.05
-0.04
(-1.17)

-0.02
-0.01
(-0.29)

Economic
welfare issues
-0.21
-0.13
(-2.94)

749

.26

0.02
0.02
(0.36)

-0.01
-0.01
(-0.18)

0.24
0.17
(3.97)

Racial
issues
-0.17
-0.09
(-2.14)

770

.24

-0.20
-0.11
(-2.45)

-0.07
-0.04
(-0.98)

0.38
0.20
(4.39)

Cultural
issues
0.04
0.02
(0.36)

821

.18

0.04
0.02
(0.52)

-0.02
-0.01
(-0.25)

0.45
0.26
(5.55)

Civil
liberties
-0.21
-0.10
(-1.96)

1202

.12

0.07
0.03
(0.76)

-0.01
-0.00
(-0.13)

0.33
0.15
(3.90)

Hawk-dove
issues
-0.31
-0.11
(-2.67)

Table 6: OLS Estimates of the Effects of Human Values on Symbolic Ideology and Policy Opinions, 2012 GSS

Adjusted R2
1202

Self-transcendence

Number of cases

Notes: All estimates are from OLS regressions. Unstandardized estimates appear in the top row. The standardized coefficients are italicized in the second row. The t
values appear in the parentheses in the third row. The shaded areas are statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test). Full model estimates with the party,
demographic, and socioeconomic controls are reported in Appendix C2. Self-transcendence should be negatively related to the dependent variables. Conservation
values should be positively related to the dependent variables. Self-enhancement and openness to change should not systematically affect the dependent variables.
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Conservation
-.09

.21

Symbolic
ideology
-.09

.06

-.04

-.01

Economic
welfare issues
-.10

.01

-.01

.16

Racial
issues
-.08

-.13

-.06

.26

Cultural
issues
.02

.03

-.01

.30

Civil
liberties
-.10

.04

-.01

.22

Hawk-dove
issues
-.14

Table 7: Predicted Change in Symbolic and Policy Conservatism given Movement from 5th to 95th Percentile Score on Values,
2012 GSS

Self-enhancement
-.01

Self-transcendence

Openness-to-change

Notes: The shaded areas are statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test). Self-transcendence should be negatively related to the dependent variables. Conservation
values should be positively related to the dependent variables. Self-enhancement and openness to change should not systematically affect the dependent variables.
Source: Table 6 estimates.
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Public opinion research shows that American citizens utilize domain-specific political values to guide
opinion formation in the key issue areas that comprise the American political agenda. One set of
political values operates on economic welfare opinions, a different set of values applies to cultural
issue positions, a third set shapes foreign policy preferences, and so on in other policy domains.
Drawing on Shalom Schwartz’s theory of basic human values, this paper argues that two socially
focused values––self-transcendence and conservation––guide opinion formation across all major
policy domains. By contrast, the personally-focused values of self-enhancement and openness-tochange should play a more limited role in preference formation. These hypotheses are tested using
data from a novel 2011 national survey and the 2012 General Social Survey. The statistical results
affirm expectations. We show that self-transcendence and conservation values predict scores on
symbolic ideology, economic conservatism, racial conservatism, cultural conservatism, civil liberties,
and foreign policy opinions. Self-enhancement and openness-to-change values play a modest role in
shaping preferences.
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How do American voters decide where they stand on the issues of the day? Most voters do
not hold crystallized attitudes on political controversies. Instead people construct positions from
broader political predispositions. Foremost among these are domain-specific core values, which let
people make fast and frugal decisions that comport with abstract political beliefs. In the economic
welfare domain, beliefs about equality, humanitarianism, self-reliance, government, autonomy,
capitalism, and democracy guide evaluations of issues such as aid to the poor, tax policy, and so on
(Feldman and Zaller 1992; McClosky and Zaller 1984). For cultural issues such as abortion and gay
rights, beliefs about authority, conformity, tradition, tolerance, religion, and equality carry weight
(Layman 2001; McCann 1997). In foreign affairs, beliefs about warfare, ethnocentrism, patriotism,
social intolerance, conformity, militant and cooperative internationalism, isolationism, and
retributive justice shape opinion (Chittick et al. 1995; Hurwitz and Peffley 1987, 1990; Liberman
2006). In short, at least 20 domain specific values are posited to drive opinion in the economic
welfare, cultural issues and foreign policy domains.
Note the paradox. The proliferation of core political values violates the premise on which
these theories rest. The whole point of the enterprise is that “a small number of general values”
allow citizens to “respond to a large number of political issues” (Sniderman et al. 1991: 270). Yet as
our summation reveals, distinct sets of political values operate in different policy domains. If innate
cognitive and motivational constraints foster reliance on a small number of domain specific values,
how do unmotivated cognitive misers become so adept at applying so many values to so many issues
across so many policy domains?
To address this puzzle, we develop and test an elegant theory of value-based reasoning in the
context of U.S. public opinion. Following the lead of scholars in the field of comparative political
psychology (Beckers et al. 2012; Caprara et al. 2006; Datler et al. 2013; Piurko et al. 2011; Schwartz
et al. 2010), we draw upon Shalom Schwartz’s (1992, 1994) theory of basic human values to propose
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that two crowning values shape opinion in the key issue areas that comprise the American political
agenda. Human values function as transsituational guides that motivate attitude expression,
judgment, and behavior in all walks of life. Given this flexibility, general human values seem a good
bet to facilitate political decision making (Rokeach 1973). But, we argue, not all values are equally
consequential for the derivation of political opinion. Self-transcendence values prioritize acceptance
of and concern for other people, different groups, and the world at large. Conservation values
emphasize deference to social convention, resistance to social change, and social stability. These
inter-personal goals focus on how individuals relate to other people and to society writ large. As
such, self-transcendence and conservation values should constrain opinions about the role
government plays in the public life of the nation. By contrast, self-enhancement values elevate the
pursuit of personal gain, success, and dominance at the expense of others, while openness-to-change
values stress individual feeling, thought, action, and stimulation. These are egocentric concerns that
emphasize what is best for the individual in her private life. Self-enhancement and openness-tochange values have less clear cut implications about what is best for national life. Therefore, these
orientations should play a smaller role in shaping opinion about the role of government in American
public life.
We test these hypotheses using data from a 2011 national survey we designed and the 2012
General Social Survey (GSS). We find that the socially-oriented values of self-transcendence and
conservation constrain opinions on economic issues, racial issues, cultural issues, civil liberties,
foreign policy issues, and symbolic ideology. By contrast, the privately-oriented values of selfenhancement and openness-to-change wield less influence over political preferences. Put simply, we
do not need an ever-expanding array of domain specific values to explain public opinion within and
across different issue areas. Instead, the positions people take on public policy are rooted in two
bedrock human values that transcend politics.
3

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Social scientists have devoted a great deal of attention to the values construct.1 To begin with
the most widely accepted view in social psychology, Schwartz (1994: 20) builds on the classic work
of Rokeach (1973) to define values as (1) abstract beliefs about (2) desirable end states or behaviors
that (3) transcend specific situations, (4) guide evaluation and behavior, and are (5) ranked in terms
of personal importance. Basic values reflect inter- and intra-personal goals. These goals are more
abstract compared to political attitudes.
The Schwartz perspective holds that clusters of values expressing similar goals reduce to
higher-order value types (much like discrete personality traits reduce to the “Big 5”). To illustrate,
the discrete values of “respect for religion” and “devout”, in conjunction with values such as
“humility” and “detachment from worldly concerns”, are captured by the broader “tradition” value
type. When the structure underlying all discrete values is analyzed, 10 broader value types emerge:
universalism, benevolence, conformity, tradition, security, power, achievement, hedonism,
stimulation, and self-direction (Schwartz 1992). Each value type reflects an abstract goal that serves
individual or social needs. Table 1 defines the 10 value types in terms of the goals they express.
[Table 1 and Figure 1 here]
Figure 1 arrays the 10 value types along a motivational circumplex whereby adjacent
categories have more in common with one another than with value types at the opposite side of the
circle. For instance, power values, which emphasize social standing and prestige, are compatible with
achievement values that prize personal success and advancement. The power and achievement value
types emphasize individual gains and rewards, which of necessity come at the expense of weaker
individuals and groups in society. Contrariwise, the benevolence and universalism value types
1

Our “Theoretical Framework” section draws heavily on Goren (2013: 161-168) and Rathbun et al. (2016: 126-

128).
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emphasize care and concern for the well-being of others, be they in-group members in the case of
benevolence or the broader society or even the world at large in the case of universalism. These
value types share a common, pro-social desire to help others.
When the broader goals that underlie all 10 value types are examined, four superordinate
dimensions emerge: (1) self-transcendence values that foster acceptance of and concern for other
individuals and groups (comprised of the universalism and benevolence value types); (2)
conservation values that prioritize adherence to social convention, social stability, and resistance to
social change (including the security, conformity and tradition value types); (3) self-enhancement
values, which call for the pursuit of one’s self-interest, success, and dominance over others
(including hedonism, achievement and power); and (4) openness-to-change values that elevate
independent feeling, thought, and action above all else (comprised of self-direction, stimulation and
hedonism) (Schwartz 1992, 1994). Note that self-transcendence and conservation values prioritize
how the individual relates to the broader society. As such, this pair can be seen as inter-personal or
socially-oriented goals. Self-enhancement and openness values prioritize what is best for the
individual in her private life, and thus, can be seen as intra-personal or self-centered goals (Rokeach
1973; Schwartz 2012). These four super-ordinate values serve as the key explanatory constructs in all
that follows.
An obvious question is whether basic human values differ from domain-specific political
values in theoretically consequential ways. We argue that they do. The first difference lies in the
degree to which the concepts are defined as explicit political orientations. This becomes clear when
we compare the political science and social psychology conceptualizations. In political science
McCann (1997: 565) equates core values with “overarching normative principles and belief
assumptions about government, citizenship, and American society.” Goren (2001: 160-161) writes
“[c]ore values are evaluative standards citizens use to judge alternative social and political
5

arrangements.” These definitions highlight beliefs about “government”, “citizenship”, and “political
arrangements” rather than personal goals and priorities that govern daily living as in the social
psychological conceptualization. Put otherwise, political values are inherently political
predispositions.
To take two examples, people that endorse the value of limited government oppose
government efforts to ensure that everyone has a job and a good standard of living (Feldman and
Zaller 1992). Other research reveals that people who view war as immoral oppose the use of military
force to settle international disputes (Hurwitz and Peffley 1987). None of this is terribly surprising.
In each case the political value in question (i.e., limited government, morality of warfare) lies in close
proximity to the policy opinion it purports to explain (i.e., government supported jobs, the use of
military power). We do not mean to imply that political values and issues are the same: they are not.
Instead, our point is that basic human values, which are defined as abstract inter- and intra-personal
goals, lie further removed from issue opinions than political values do.
The second key theoretical difference between basic human values and domain-specific
political values is that political scientists typically isolate one or two values presumed to influence
opinion in a narrowly defined issue area, and thus, neglect broader value systems. In their
groundbreaking study of foreign policy opinion Hurwitz and Peffley (1987) identify “ethnocentrism”
and “morality of war” as core values that influence beliefs about national security. Likewise,
Feldman’s seminal work (1988) examines how equal opportunity and economic individualism
constrain social welfare opinion. If the purpose of the research is to provide a fine grained analysis
of key factors shaping opinion in a single issue area, this approach makes sense. If the goal of the
research is to examine how value systems shape public opinion across the key issue areas in American
politics, the usual line of attack will not do. By taking a domain specific approach that privileges one
or two values in a given policy domain, this strategy elides the broader question of how value
6

systems systematically affect opinion across policy domains (Feldman 2003). Our paper seeks to
remedy to this oversight.
Having defined basic human values and distinguished them from domain-specific political
values, we now develop our theory of value-based reasoning by addressing three key questions that
any such theory must consider. First, why should human values guide issue opinions? Second, which
human values should structure opinion? Third, should some values matter more than others and, if
so, why? To begin, basic human values are transsituational standards that motivate perception,
judgment, and behavior in all walks of life. Substantial research shows that values influence lifestyle
choices, consumer purchases, food preferences, social contact, academic interests, teamwork,
organizational behavior, and so on (Fisher and Smith 2004; Homer and Kahle 1988; Maio and
Olson 1995; Verplanken and Holland 2002). This is precisely how transsituational beliefs are
supposed to function. The contrast here between human values and political values is instructive. It
is hard to imagine how political beliefs about the morality of warfare or limited government might
shape consumer purchases, academic interests, or food preferences.
How do human values impinge upon political attitudes? We posit that values serve cognitive
and motivational needs in a way that facilitates political judgment. In terms of cognitive functions,
values are transsituational guides that let people make quick decisions on scores of political issues in
a fairly (not perfectly) reliable manner. Rather than evaluating every piece of information that
matters for a choice, people fall back on diagnostic cues that perform as acceptable substitutes for
complete information. The rule of thumb is to deduce preferences on a specific issue consistent with
the relevant values (Jacoby 2006; Sniderman et al. 1991). In this way, people can make reasonably
accurate decisions without taxing their limited cognitive resources.
In terms of motivational functions, values allow individuals to strike a balance between
competing goals. People can achieve these goals through the attitudes they express, the choices they
7

make, and the behaviors they undertake in all domains of life. So far as politics is a symbolic domain
centering on community and the country as a whole, the expression of human values through
political opinions lets people signal what they view as important in public life (Schwartz 1994). Value
expression also serves motivational needs such as identity maintenance and image enhancement
(Roccas 2003). Value expression provides a means for people to declare to themselves and others
what kind of person they take themselves to be. In short, human values serve important cognitive
and motivational functions when expressed through political attitudes.
This brings us to the question of which values matter for issue judgments. This is where the
distinction between socially-centered values and self-centered values comes into play. Schwartz
(2012: 13) argues that self-transcendence and conservation values regulate “how one relates socially
to others and affects them” whereas openness to change and self-enhancement values regulate “how
one expresses personal interests and characteristics.” A review of the value descriptions in Table 1
indicates why this is a reasonable way to think about the deep motives underlying the broad value
dimensions. For example, conformity and tradition values stress deference to and respect for
external or socially constructed sources of authority such as culture or religion, whereas stimulation
values prioritize excitement and novelty in one’s private life. To us, it seems clear that conformity
and tradition values are anchored more firmly in concerns about social relations, while stimulation
goals reflect private interests and pursuits.
This distinction between socially and personally focused values matters politically because a
significant body of research shows that people (1) construct issue positions based on perceptions
about what is best for society rather than on what is best for them as individuals (e.g., Sears and
Funk 1991) and (2) make electoral choices informed by their perceptions of the state of the national
economy rather than the state of their personal finances (e.g., Kinder and Kiewiet 1981).
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Consider how most issues are framed. Political issues pose tradeoffs over what is best for
large swaths of American society––often the “American people”––rather than what is best for the
atomized individual. Domestic political debate centers on the role the federal government should
play in national life. Should the government do more to help the poor? Cut taxes on the middle
class? Let unpopular groups speak? On every issue the answer has implications for major segments
of the American public. In foreign policy, discourse centers on how to safeguard national security
and advance the national interest abroad. Are military armaments or the tools of statecraft better
suited to serve American interests? Should the U.S. work through the UN or go it alone in
international affairs? To answer questions like these, people will, we suspect, turn more readily to
their beliefs about what is best for society than their beliefs about what is best for them as
individuals. Put simply, given the sociotropic nature of political issues, values that prioritize sociallyfocused goals should be expressed more readily through policy opinions than egocentric values that
prioritize self-advancement and self-gratification.
A clarification: we do not mean to imply that self-centered values are irrelevant. What
government does often affects someone’s ability to obtain what she values in her private life, which
in turn can motivate self-interested political choice. For instance, Campbell (2002) demonstrates that
self-interest shapes the participatory behavior of low income seniors that depend heavily on Social
Security. Given this, there are compelling theoretical grounds for positing that self-enhancement and
openness values may shape public opinion on policy issues for some people under some conditions.
While we are sympathetic to this general proposition, we suspect that the impact egocentric values
have on opinion may not generalize to the public at large. By testing whether personally focused
values shape public opinion in the entire sample, our approach cannot detect subsets of the
electorate that rely more heavily on self-enhancement and openness values. We view this as a
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promising avenue for future research once the baseline effects of human values have been
established.
To reiterate, the socially-focused values of self-transcendence and conservation should
translate more readily into policy opinions than the egocentric values of self-enhancement and
openness to change, because the former map more directly onto public debates about social and
political life.
HYPOTHESES
We now predict how self-transcendence and conservation values shape public opinion
across the key issue areas in American politics, starting with symbolic ideology, which reflects
symbolic and ideational attachments to liberal or conservative labels. Given the distinctive symbols
and ideas associated with each label (McClosky and Zaller 1984), we expect self-transcendence,
which emphasizes equality and social justice, will be inversely related to symbolic conservatism (H1).
Conservation values, which stress commitments to security, stability, conformity, and tradition,
should motivate conservative self-categorization (H2).
Moving on, we hypothesize that self-transcendence values undermine support for
conservative economic policies such as limited government, lower taxes, and opposition to social
welfare programs (H3). The self-transcendence dimension prioritizes understanding, protection, and
concern for the interests and well-being of everyone. People can express these goals by endorsing
government efforts to insulate vulnerable subsets of the public from the whims of the market. We
further predict that conservation values facilitate support for economic conservatism (H4). Because
idleness and dependency are seen as violations of American cultural norms, conformity and tradition
values should motivate adoption of small government views consistent with this cultural ethos.
Similarly, we expect both values to impact racial conservatism, by which we mean opposition to
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government efforts to help racial minorities. That is, self-transcendence should inhibit racial
conservatism (H5) while conservation heightens it (H6).
We equate cultural conservatism with support for morally orthodox positions on
controversies such as abortion, gay rights, school prayer, and the like. People solicitous of the needs
and well-being of others should resist claims that government must impose a singular conception of
morality on everyone; therefore, self-transcendence values should be negatively related to cultural
conservatism (H7). Conservation values, which stress preservation of tradition and adherence to
time-tested customs, can be expressed politically by taking orthodox positions on the
aforementioned issues. Hence, conservation values should translate into right-wing positions on
cultural issues (H8). Both values should influence support for civil liberties as well, which reflect the
extent to which someone is willing to guarantee basic freedoms (e.g., the right to make a public
speech) to politically controversial groups (e.g., radical Muslims). Self-transcendence should promote
support for civil liberties (H9) while conservation undermines support (H10).
Lastly, we examine hawk-dove issues, which we define in terms of favoring military power or
the tools of diplomacy, and unilateralism, which denotes support for U.S. efforts to go it alone in the
international arena. We expect self-transcendence to generate resistance to a militaristic foreign
policy (H11) because this value implies an inclination toward peaceful coexistence with those who
differ. We also anticipate that conservation values will augment support for a hawkish foreign policy
(H12). Citizens committed to the preservation of social convention, order, and stability should find
the prospect of American military power more reassuring than those who care less about
conservation. Following these rationales, we think that foreign policy unilateralism will be negatively
related to self-transcendence (H13) and positively related to conservation (H14).
DATA AND MEASURES
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For the past three decades batteries of value items have been administered to hundreds of
convenience samples and dozens of nationally representative surveys in Europe and elsewhere
(Caprara et al. 2006; Davidov and Meuleman 2012; Kuntz et al. 2015; Schwartz 1994). The same
cannot be said for research conducted with nationally representative U.S. samples. Given the lack of
secondary data, we devised a survey and commissioned YouGov to administer it online to 1,200
voting age adults in the continental U.S. during February 2011. Serendipitously, the GSS included a
Schwartz values’ battery on the merged cross-section and panel component of the 2012 survey,
which gives us a chance to see if we can replicate our YouGov results.
We rely on 19 items to construct multiple-indicator measures of self-transcendence,
conservation, self-enhancement, and openness values in both surveys. The items cover 9 of the 10
value types listed in Table 1.2 For each item respondents read about an abstract goal described as
important to a hypothetical person and then indicated how similar he or she was to that person. To
take an example from our YouGov survey, we measured self-transcendence values with four
statements: (1) “She thinks it is important that every person in the world should be treated equally.
She believes everyone should have equal opportunities in life”; (2) “She wants everyone to be treated
justly, even people she doesn’t know. It is important to protect the weak in society”; (3) “It is
important to her to be loyal to her friends. She wants to devote herself to people close to her”; and
(4) “It is important to her to respond to the needs of others. She tries to support those she knows.”
The response options are “very much like me”, “like me”, “somewhat like me”, “a little like me”,
“not like me”, and “not like me at all.” We used standard Schwartz items to tap conservation, selfenhancement, and openness-to-change values (see online appendices A1 and A2 for question

2

We drop the hedonism value type because it lies in both the self-enhancement and openness-to-change

domains (Schwartz 1992).
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wording and descriptions of the YouGov and GSS samples). In what follows, we recode all
Schwartz value measures from their given metrics to a new 0-1 scale.
Several features of the items deserve emphasis. First, every statement portrays another
person’s goals in a way that evokes a value implicitly rather than asking about it directly. Doing so
minimizes social desirability pressures; reflects the types of interpersonal comparisons individuals
make in their daily lives; and avoids asking respondents to think about what is important to them,
something they have less experience with than person-to-person comparisons (Davidov et al. 2008;
Schwartz 2012).
Second, question wording does not allude to government action or public policy. As
statements about personally focused or socially focused goals, the Schwartz items stand farther
removed from politics than the measures typically used to tap core political values. Consider this
standard NES egalitarianism item: “We have gone too far in pushing equal rights in this country.”
Some respondents may interpret the phrase “equal rights” to mean civil rights for African
Americans or marriage equality for same sex couples. If this equality item inadvertently taps support
for federal efforts to ensure equal rights for blacks or legalize gay marriage, any correlation between
it and preferences on these issues will be artificially inflated. Similar problems compromise other
measures in other surveys. Take this GSS equality item: “It is the responsibility of the government to
reduce the differences in income between people with high incomes and those with low incomes.”
Because the question blends abstract ideas about equality with government policy, a finding that it
predicts support for aid to the poor is not a powerful demonstration that egalitarianism influences
policy opinion.
Third, for nearly 30 years Schwartz and other value researchers have collected data from
hundreds of independent samples in scores of countries. The posited values model has been
confirmed empirically in repeated tests. That is, researchers often (but far from always) find that the
13

empirical patterns in the data fit the hypothesized value structure reasonably well (Davidov et al.
2008; Schwartz 1992; Spini 2003). Given the large number of independent samples and the fact that
they are from diverse cultures, linguistic traditions, age groupings, probability and non-probability
samples, and different points in time, it seems reasonable to conclude that this model of value
content and structures rests on a powerful empirical foundation. To conclude, the Schwartz items
are more abstract than political value measures, and thus, less vulnerable to the criticism that they
are too close semantically to the dependent variables they are supposed to explain.
We turn now to the dependent variable measures. First, the seven-point liberal-conservative
scale serves as our indicator of symbolic ideology. Second, we capture economic issues with items
about government spending on multiple social welfare programs, the size and scope of government,
federal responsibility for economic security, and so on (the Cronbach

reliability coefficient equals

.80 in our YouGov survey and .73 in the GSS). For racial issues we use questions about government
efforts to combat illegal immigration in our YouGov survey (single item) and about federal spending
on blacks, federal aid to blacks, affirmative action, and related items in the GSS ( = .72). Fourth,
we assess opinion on cultural issues via queries on abortion, gay rights, pornography laws and similar
items (YouGov

= .72; GSS

= .71). Fifth, for civil liberties we use the standard GSS battery that

asks respondents whether controversial groups such as atheists, racists, communists, and radical
Muslims should be allowed to give a public speech, teach college students, and have a book in a
public library ( =.79). To get at hawk-dove issues we rely upon items about the relative merits and
demerits of hard versus soft power and military spending (YouGov

= .66; GSS single item).

Seventh, we use a single item on working with the UN to gauge unilateralism in our YouGov poll.
All dependent variables have been rescaled from the original metrics to lie on a 0-1 range and are
keyed so that higher scores denote conservative responses.
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Following Kinder and Sanders (1996) and Barker and Tinnick (2006), we control for party id
(measured using the standard seven-point scale with higher scores denoting GOP ties, recoded to a
0-1 range); black (1 = black, 0 other); Hispanic (1 = Latino/Latina, 0 other); female (1 = female, 0 =
male); age (measured in years); education (1 = college graduate, 0 = other); and an income dummy
(1 = high income, 0 = other income). We expect age and (GOP) partisanship to predict symbolic
and policy conservatism; Black, Hispanic, and female to inhibit conservatism (excepting Black and
Hispanic for cultural issues); education to covary positively with economic and racial conservatism,
and negatively with cultural conservatism, civil liberties, and foreign policy preferences; and, lastly,
higher income to predict symbolic and economic conservatism.
ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
The Measurement of Basic Human Values
To begin, we use confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test whether the four-dimensional
model posited above fits the data. Because the observed items are ordinal-level measures, we use the
robust weighted least-squares estimator implemented in MPlus 6. Table 2 reports the standardized
factor loadings and global fit statistics for our YouGov data. Table 3 does the same for the GSS.3
[Table 2 and 3 about here]
We start with the YouGov estimates in Table 2. The key results confirm our expectations.
Note first that the item-factor correlations range from .53 to .84 with a mean correlation of .66,
which suggests that the items measure the values they are supposed to measure. Second, the global
fit measures indicate that the four-factor model does a very good job reproducing the observed
covariance matrix. To be sure, the robust weighted least-squares χ2 is statistically significant.

3

The models also contain correlated measurement errors that pick up method factor covariance. To preserve

space, we do not report these estimates in the tables.
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However, the CFI (comparative fit index) and RMSEA (root mean square error of approximation)
indicate good fit according to conventional standards.
Moving on to Table 3, we find that the four-factor model fits the GSS data nearly as well.
The item-factor correlations are solid, albeit a tad lower (mean loading = .57), and the CFI and
RMSEA meet the conventional standards for good fit. Finally, note that we tested some rival twofactor and one-factor models to see if a more parsimonious specification fit the data better. In every
case model fit worsened relative to our four-factor specification (see appendices B1-B3). To sum up,
the estimates support the four-factor model of value structure. In light of this, we create a simple
additive scale for each dimension using the items that loaded on each factor. The Cronbach
reliability coefficient varies from .67 to .84 in the YouGov sample and from .62 to .73 in the GSS.
Statistical and Substantive Results
We focus on the Schwartz value dimensions and set aside the controls in what follows.
Recall that we recoded all variables from their original metrics to lie on a 0-1 scale, with higher
scores indicating greater importance attached to a value. We predict that the socially focused values
of self-transcendence and conservation will affect symbolic ideology and public opinion in the
economic welfare, racial, cultural, civil liberties, and foreign policy domains. Given the coding of the
variables, self-transcendence should be inversely related to all dependent variables, conservation
positively related. Self-enhancement and openness to change may also correlate with opinion, but
because their focus is egocentric rather than sociotropic we think the relationships will be weaker
than the corresponding relationships with socially-focused values.
The YovGov ordinary least squares (OLS) unstandardized and standardized parameter
estimates appear in Table 4. Table 5 assesses the substantive magnitude by simulating policy opinion
for respondents at the 5th and 95th percentile on each human value in the YouGov data. Table 6
reports the OLS estimates for the 2012 GSS data and Table 7 follows up with the predicted scores.
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To preserve space, we report only the regression coefficients and predicted scores for the four value
dimensions (the full set of estimates appear in appendix C1 for our YouGov data and appendix C2
for the GSS data). To make it easier to read the results, statistically significant effects (p < .05, twotailed) are shaded in Tables 4-7. For example, by reading across the first row in Table 4 one can see
that self-transcendence reaches significance across all six models.
[Tables 4-7 about here]
To start with symbolic ideology, bedrock social values predict symbolic conservatism in both
samples. Self-transcendence values render individuals more likely to place themselves in the liberal
end of the left-right continuum in 2011 (Table 4, column 2 t = -6.63) and 2012 (Table 6, column 2 t
= -3.10). Conservation values exhibit the opposite effect. Respondents that rate conformity, security,
and tradition values as highly important adopt more conservative self-identities than subjects who
rate these values as less important (Table 4 t = 9.02; Table 6 t = 6.84). To convey the substantive
significance of the results, Table 5 shows that respondents at the 95th percentile on selftranscendence are 16 percent less symbolically conservative than respondents at the 5th percentile in
the YouGov sample, ceteris paribus. The first difference in the GSS sample equals 9 percent (see Table
7, column 2). Similarly, across both samples those who prioritize conservation are 21-23 percent
more symbolically conservative than those who do not.
For symbolic ideology, neither self-enhancement nor openness to change reaches
conventional levels of significance in the YouGov sample (see Table 4, column 2). In the GSS the
self-enhancement coefficient is negative and significant (Table 6, column 2 t = -2.87), indicating that
those who prioritize self-enhancement find the conservative label less appealing than respondents
who de-emphasize personal enhancement. However, openness to change falls well short of
significance in the GSS.
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We now take up the economic welfare estimates. First, the more importance one places on
transcending parochial concerns to aid others, the lower the score on economic conservatism (2011 t
= -9.53; 2012 t = -2.94). Speaking practically, we find that going from the 5th to the 95th percentile on
self-transcendence predicts 10-20 percent declines in economic conservatism (Tables 5 and 7). Next,
Table 4 reveals that persons who prioritize conservation values are more likely to adopt right-wing
economic views (t = 4.04). Here, movement from low to high value importance corresponds to a
simulated 9 percent increase in economic conservatism (Table 5). However, our hypothesis is not
borne out by the GSS data in Table 6 (t = -0.29). Also contrary to expectations, we find that
openness to change covaries with economic conservatism (Table 4 t = 2.01, p < .05; Table 6 t =
1.96, p < .06). Yet the simulated impact proves modest at 4-6 percent (see Tables 5 and 7). Lastly,
self-enhancement values make no difference in either sample.
When it comes to racial conservatism, self-transcendence renders voters less conservative
statistically (Table 4 t = -4.53, Table 6 t = -2.14) and substantively by 14 percent in 2011 (Table 5)
and 8 percent in 2012 (Table 7). Conservation values prove significant as well (Table 4 t = 6.55 and
Table 6 t = 3.97) and exhibit large simulated differences on racial conservatism (YouGov 24 percent;
GSS: 16 percent). Self-enhancement and openness-to-change values matter little (all non-significant).
Turning to cultural issues, self-transcendence (Table 4 t = -7.36) and conservation (t = 13.24)
predict policy views in the YouGov study. Per Table 5, movement up the self-transcendence scale
produces a 19 percent shift away from cultural conservatism. Comparable movement along the
conservation scales produces a 37 percent rise in cultural conservatism. The 2012 GSS data yields no
evidence of a systematic self-transcendence effect (Table 6 t = 0.36) but a sizeable effect for
conservation values (t = 4.39). The predicted values reported in Table 7 show that movement from
the 5th to the 95th percentile on conservation leads to 26 percent rise in cultural conservatism.
Openness values appear to be independent of cultural conservatism in the YouGov data (t = 0.13)
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but not the GSS data (t = -2.45). The Table 7 estimates reveal that movement up the openness scale
is associated with 13 percent less conservatism on culture war issues. No evidence indicates that selfenhancement values impact these issues in either sample.
The 2012 GSS data let us tests whether basic human values covary with support for civil
liberties for unpopular groups (e.g., atheists, racists, etc). Table 6 shows that conservation values
matter a lot (t = 5.55). As Table 7 reveals, movement from the 5th to the 95th percentile renders
respondents 30 percent less tolerant. Self-transcendence values matter as well (t = -1.96). Strong
supporters of self-transcendence values score 10 percent more tolerant than tepid supporters.
However, neither openness nor self-enhancement matter. Once again, the role of values is confined
to the socially-oriented dimensions of conservation and self-transcendence.
Moving on to hawk-dove issues, we find that self-transcendence (t = -8.42 in Table 4 and t =
-2.67 in Table 6) and conservation (t = 7.09 and t = 3.90) predict opinion. Self-transcendence values
render citizens less hawkish, while conservation values are associated with greater belligerence. The
simulated substantive effects average about 16 percent for self-transcendence and 19 percent for
conservation across the surveys. Self-enhancement leaves voters somewhat more inclined to endorse
the use of military force (t = 2.19) in the YouGov survey but not in the GSS. Similarly, openness
values positively affect hawk-dove issues in the former sample but not the latter. While significant,
the 2011 effects of self-enhancement and openness on hawk-dove positions are modest at about 6
percent, far smaller than the 16-19 percent effect sizes for self-transcendence and conservation
values.
We conclude with the foreign policy unilateralism item in our YouGov survey. Similar to the
hawk-dove results, self-transcendence values are inversely related to unilateralism (t = -5.92).
Respondents that prioritize moving beyond the self in their everyday lives score 17 percent lower on
unilateralism than their counterparts who place less stock in this cognitive goal. Conservation values
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render citizens more favorably disposed to American unilateralism in international politics (t = 4.10).
Substantively, this translates into a 14 percent opinion difference. In line with expectations, the selfcentered values do not reliably predict unilateralism.
To tally up the results, the estimates generally corroborate our theory of human values and
public opinion. As anticipated, the socially-focused dimensions of self-transcendence and
conservation predict opinion on symbolic ideology, economic welfare issues, racial issues, cultural
issues, civil liberties, and foreign policy. Scanning across the shaded entries in Tables 4 and 6, we see
that self-transcendence values prove significant in 11 of 12 models. From Tables 5 and 7 we
calculate that respondents who rate self-transcendence as highly important (95th percentile) score 13
percent more liberal on political opinion versus respondents who attach far less importance to these
values (5th percentile). Conservation values also manifest robust predictive effects. Statistically,
conservation values are significant in 11 of 12 equations. Substantively, people who prioritize
conservation in their day-to-day lives score 20 percent higher on average on symbolic and policy
conservatism as against respondents who do not prioritize conservation.
The personally focused dimensions of self-enhancement and openness-to-change prove less
relevant to judgments about what is best for the collective polity. The openness variable reaches
significance in three models while falling short in the remaining nine. Self-enhancement reaches
significance in only two of 12 models. Moreover, the substantive effects for these values prove
trivial. In short, when it comes to public opinion, self-transcendence and conservation values matter
a great deal, self-enhancement and openness values matter less (see appendix D for a series of tests
which show that the weak performance of the personally-focused values is not due to excessive
multicollinearity).
Qualifications
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For the most part the evidence affirms our value-based model of political judgment, but we
need to qualify these preliminary results on a number of points. First, we have presumed that values
shape opinion for most people. Given that well educated and politically sophisticated respondents
are more adept at linking liberal-conservative orientations to policy opinions then their less educated
and less sophisticated counterparts (Sniderman et al. 1991), one might posit that sophisticationrelated variables moderate the relationship between values and policy opinions. To assess the
robustness of our results we re-estimated the models for college graduates and people without a
college degree. As indicated in appendices E1 and E2, self-transcendence and conservation manifest
statistically significant effects on many dependent variables for low and high education people in our
YouGov sample and, to a somewhat lesser extent, in our GSS sample. We note further that,
consistent with the sophistication interaction model of opinion, the substantive effects of values on
opinion are sometimes stronger among the college educated. Nevertheless, the takeaway point is
that the value effects generally hold for both groups.
Second, readers may note that a handful of the Schwartz items resemble other items that
appear on national omnibus surveys. For instance, the Schwartz self-transcendence/equality item
mimics two of the six NES egalitarianism items known to predict political opinion (e.g., Feldman
1988).4 Given this, a critic might wonder if the egalitarianism item in the self-transcendence scale
drives the results reported above. We can test this as follows. The GSS contains three measures of
the universalism dimension of self-transcendence. When we drop the equality item and re-estimate
the models in Table 6, self-transcendence remains significant in four of the six models and

4

The Schwartz item reads: “She thinks it is important that every person in the world should be treated equally.

She believes everyone should have equal opportunities in life.” The NES items read: “(1) “Our society should do
whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed.” (2) “If people were treated more
equally in this country, we would have many fewer problems.”
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approaches significance in a fifth (see appendix F). The effect size drops in these models, but this is
neither surprising nor damaging to our cause because removal of the equality item from the selftranscendence scale degrades the measure’s reliability and validity. The takeaway point is that the
self-transcendence results are not driven by an item that has been widely deployed in prior research.5
Third, readers may wonder whether the predictive effect of the Schwartz conservation values
diminishes or vanishes when we control for the child-rearing values that scholars use to tap
authoritarianism (Barker and Tinnick 2006; Hetherington and Weiler 2009). Such a result would call
into question the novelty of our contribution. Once again, the GSS data permit such a test. We
constructed a measure of authoritarianism using a pair of items that asked respondents to rank how
important it is for children to learn to obey and to think for themselves to prepare them for life.6 We
subtracted the “think for” score from the “obey” score to construct an 8-point authoritarianism
scale, keyed so higher scores correspond to increasing authoritarianism. We then added this variable
to the models in Table 6 to see whether the conservation effects held. They did. As indicated in
appendix G, the conservation effect does not change when compared to our results in Table 6. Note
finally that our key results hold when we add symbolic ideology as a predictor to the policy opinion
models (see appendices H1-H2). In conjunction, these robustness checks reinforce our claim that
basic human values play an important role in shaping public opinion in the contemporary United
States.

5

We did not replicate this check for the YouGov data because we have only two universalism items versus the

three available in the GSS survey. As such, the measurement cost in scale reliability and validity would, in our estimation,
be too steep.
6

Question wording: “If you had to choose, which thing on this list would you pick as the most important for a

child to learn to prepare him or her for life?” We used the (1) “To Obey” and the (2) “To think for himself or herself”
items.
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CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
Political scientists have searched for evidence that Americans ground their issue preferences
in abstract beliefs about virtue and the good society. Scholars have followed two main approaches in
this pursuit, the first centered on liberal-conservative principles, the second focused on political
values. The liberal-conservative continuum helps explain how a sophisticated subset of the public
evaluates issues, but it cannot explain what the less sophisticated bulk of the public does (Feldman
2003). Domain specific theories itemize an extensive list of political values that guide opinion
construction across policy domains, and thus seem to offer a solution to the puzzle of how people
innocent of ideology reason about issues. But in so doing, this approach constructs a paradox from
which it cannot escape. This approach has identified over 20 distinct “core” values that impact issue
positions within multiple domains that would seem to tax the very cognitive and motivational
constraints values are supposed to overcome.
To solve this conundrum we have followed the lead of psychologists who have applied the
Schwartz framework to the study of political behavior in a variety of non-U.S. contexts (Caprara et
al. 2006; Davidov et al. 2008; Piurko et al. 2011; Schwartz et al. 2010). Consistent with some of these
works, we have shown that self-transcendence and conservation values shape opinion broadly
construed. First, the more importance people attach to transcending self-interest on behalf of others,
the stronger their preferences for the liberal label, a generous welfare state, ameliorative racial
policies, cultural progressivism, political tolerance, and dovish foreign policy. Second, the more
individuals prioritize respect for tradition, deference to convention, and social order, the stronger
their preferences for the conservative label, smaller government, racial self-help, culturally
conservative policies, political intolerance, military power, and foreign policy unilateralism. Third,
the egocentric values of self-enhancement and openness to change play a small role in generating
support for or opposition to ideological labels or policy positions.
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We believe our application of the Schwartz model provides a more plausible and
parsimonious account of public opinion than the domain specific values framework. By placing two
overarching human values at the center of mass belief systems, we overcome the problem of the
never-ending proliferation of core political values. And by positing that self-transcendence and
conservation guide opinion formation across the leading issue areas in American politics, we
dispense with the need for separate domain specific theories of opinion that apply to each and every
policy domain. In sum, the marriage of Schwartz’s model of basic human values to the study of U.S.
public opinion provides an elegant solution to the problem of how citizens deduce their preferences
on major issues.
To conclude, social scientists have long seen basic values as prime candidates for shaping
public opinion on key issues. Our paper confirms that basic human values drive opinion formation,
but with the critical qualification that not all values are consequential. Self-transcendence and
conservation values stand apart from self-enhancement and openness-to-change values as drivers of
public opinion. Public opinion in the United States depends on beliefs about the good and just
society to a much greater extent than beliefs about the virtue of private gain.
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