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FERRUCCIO BIOLCATI & RICCARDO L ADINI

University of Milan

On Values As 
They Evolve: A 
Presentation of the 
World Values Survey 
and the European 
Values Study

his contribution aims to look 
at values as they change 
across birth cohorts. Specif-
ically, we will analyse how 
the values of younger co-

horts differ from those of older cohorts. 
We will also consider whether these 
changes follow similar or different pat-
terns across the globe. The focus will be 
on three value domains strictly connect-
ed to cultural diversity, which is crucial 
for intercultural exchange: attitudes 
towards immigrants, homosexuality and 
gender equality. While this approach is 
far from the specific context of intercul-
tural student exchanges we are interest-
ed in, we think it is crucial to understand 
the scenario where these exchanges take 
place. Moreover, the wider value changes 
across cohorts can lead us to draw some 
relevant implications for value change at 
the individual level, namely, the kind of 
change that takes place in an intercultur-
al exchange experience.

The article is structured in five sec-
tions. After the introduction, the second 
section illustrates the theoretical tools 
available to the social sciences to deal 
with value change, starting with modern-
ization theory. The third section focuses 
on the empirical tools at our disposal, 
in other words, the European Values 
Study (EVS) and the World Values Survey 
(WVS). In the fourth section, we apply 
the theoretical and empirical tools to the 
aforementioned three issues. The article 
ends with some brief conclusions.

2. THEORETICAL TOOLS
When analysing value change, the golden 
standard is given by modernization 
theory, which Ronald Inglehart started 
to develop in his 1977 book about the 
so-called “silent revolution”. The Amer-
ican political scientist assumes a close 
relationship between economy and 
culture, following classical scholars such 
as Karl Marx and Adam Smith. Specifically, 
economic and technological develop-

ment favours the transition (revolution) 
from materialistic values to those that 
Inglehart calls “post-materialistic values”. 
When resources are scarce, people need 
to use a large part of them to ensure 
their own safety and that of those closest 
to them. Consistently with this need, 
individuals adopt values such as group 
loyalty, conformity and obedience to 
authority, all of which are functional to 
the communities entrusted with guaran-
teeing their material security: the family, 
the company, the local community, the 
parish, etc. When economic and techno-
logical development takes place, people 
are largely relieved of this need and  free 
to devote themselves to self-expression 
and self-fulfilment, cultivating their own 
uniqueness, autonomy and independence.

Recently, Inglehart updated his theory, 
hypothesizing a sort of cultural backlash 
following the shift from materialistic 
to post-materialistic values (Norris and 
Inglehart 2019) in which some groups 
– the Interwar generation, non-college 

T
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graduates, the working class, white Europeans, the more reli-
gious, men and residents of rural communities – would become 
estranged from cultural tides that they strongly reject. It would 
result in an authoritarian reflex and “finding reassurance from a 
collective community of like-minded people”, in which “strong-
man leaders express socially incorrect views while defending 
traditional values and beliefs” (Norris and Inglehart 2019, 16). 
Moreover, these dynamics would be exacerbated by worsening 
economic conditions and a rapid growth in social diversity.

Modernization theory pinpoints social structures as the engine 
of value change, particularly in variations induced by economic 
and technological development, which thus assume a bot-
tom-up dynamic. A concurrent approach, namely the institu-
tional approach (March and Olsen 1989), assumes a top-down 
dynamic. According to this different perspective, the elites 
in the different realms (economic, political, communications 
systems, etc.) modify the norms of the institutions they belong 
to, while the change applies to the general population through 
conformism mechanisms. This approach is particularly relevant 
in the context of intercultural exchange, since socialization 
agencies – and therefore schools – are among the institutions 
that constitute a source of change.

Before moving to the next section, we would like to introduce 
two key concepts for understanding value change: period effect 
and cohort effect. The period effect refers to historical events 
or conditions that change the attitudes and behaviours of 
the population as a whole, in a uniform way: for example, the 
Second Vatican Council in the 1960s, the fall of the Berlin Wall 
in 1989, the current pandemic. Instead, if these same events 
and conditions have a selective effect on the maturation and 
socialization phase of individuals born in that period, we speak 
of cohort effects. Beyond watershed events such as those 
mentioned above, birth cohorts tend to differ because they are 
socialized in different historical contexts.

3. EMPIRICAL TOOLS
The European Values Study (EVS) is an infrastructure for 
the collection of comparative (European) and longitudinal 
survey data on individual values and attitudes. In this 
context, we would like to focus your attention on these terms: 
infrastructure, survey data, comparative and longitudinal. 
First, consider that the development of infrastructures – such 
as the particle accelerator at CERN in Geneva, to name one 
of the best-known examples – is increasingly important for 
the development of scientific research. These infrastructures 
are managed by several research groups that collaborate with 
each other and are willing to share the infrastructure itself 
with other research groups. This model of science organization 
applies to natural sciences but also to social sciences. From this 
point of view, EVS can be considered a research infrastructure 
as different research groups cooperate in order to collect data 
in the various countries: they make the data available to the 
entire social sciences community, from the most prestigious 
professors to first-year university students. 

The European Values Study (EVS) is 
an infrastructure for the collection 
of comparative (European) and 
longitudinal survey data on individual 
values and attitudes.
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Secondly, the survey data are collected through an interview 
with a questionnaire (therefore with a large prevalence of 
closed-ended questions), administered to individuals who 
are selected through specific sampling procedures to be 
representative of some population (in this case, the national 
population). Thirdly, the data collection has a comparative 
nature, as it takes place in different countries following 
comparable procedures (for defining the questionnaire and 
selecting the sample). This way it becomes possible to study 
how various kinds of differences (economic, institutional, 
cultural, etc.) between countries can partially explain individual 
divergences. Finally, the survey is referred to as longitudinal 
as it is repeated over time, therefore offering the possibility of 
studying changes in values and attitudes in different countries.

EVS came about in the late 1970s from the activities of an 
informal group of university professors, the European Value 
Systems Study Group (EVSSG). At that time, the discussion 
revolved around two topics: on the one hand, the process of 
secularization which was beginning to manifest its effects 
more and more clearly; on the other hand, questions over the 
existence of common European values on the eve of the first 
elections for the European Parliament in 1979. There was an 

evident overlap between the two themes, leading to the ques-
tion of how much European values were shaped by Christian 
ones. To answer these and other questions, in 1981 the first 
survey was organized in ten European countries: Belgium, 
Denmark, France, West Germany, Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands and Spain. Since then, 
data has been collected every nine years, from an increasing 
number of participating countries, particularly since the 1990 
survey when EVS pushed its borders further east. Thirty-five 
countries participated in the latest survey, which began in 
2017. For the details of the participating countries, see the EVS 
website: https://europeanvaluesstudy.eu/

EVS covers different topics: attitudes towards work; religios-
ity; gender attitudes and attitudes towards family, marriage, 

children and homosexuality; politics, the state, democracy, na-
tional identity, electoral behaviour, Europe; attitudes towards 
immigrants; environmentalism; well-being; social participation; 
social distance; and interpersonal and institutional trust.

After such an extensive introduction to the EVS project, we can 
afford to be much more concise for the World Values Survey 
(WVS). This project was spawned by the 1981 EVS and can be 
thought of as its extension on a global scale. Since then it has 
been repeated every five years – more frequently than EVS – 
and  the seventh survey began in 2017. Ronald Inglehart, father 
of the modernization approach to value change, also played a 
central role in the development of WVS, a telling sign of the im-
portance of the close relationship between theory and empirical 
research in the development of knowledge on a specific theme. 
About 80 countries joined the latest survey: a map of the partici-
pating countries, along with much more information, can be con-
sulted on the WVS website: https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/. 
All of the continents are adequately covered, with the significant 
exception of Africa, in particular the sub-Saharan countries. Ob-
viously, the two human value surveys (EVS and WVS) share many 
questions (about 70%), enabling comparison of the answers from 
different European and non-European countries.
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4. VALUE CHANGE, CULTURAL DIVERSITY 
AND SELF-EXPRESSION
To assess value change, we have focused on values from 
a sociological perspective by looking at attitudes towards 
cultural diversity, for example immigrants, and self-expressive 
attitudes, for example homosexuality and gender equality. 
To account for the heterogeneity across contexts, we 
have considered six different clusters of countries, using 
a classification that largely overlaps with Inglehart and 
Welzel’s well-known world cultural map.1 Although the 
classification provides a simplified representation of the world, 
it identifies groups of countries sharing similar values as well 
as geographical and historical/cultural characteristics. The 
groups are as follows (the countries included in the analyses 
are in parentheses): North-western Europe (Austria, Denmark, 
Finland, Germany, Iceland, the Netherlands, Sweden, the 
United Kingdom), Mediterranean Europe (France, Italy, Portugal, 
Spain), Post-Communist Europe (Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia), 
US and Oceania (United States, Australia, New Zealand), 
Confucian Asia (China, Japan, South Korea) and Latin America 
(Argentina, Brazil, Mexico). In order to explore value change 
from a medium/long-term perspective, we only included those 
countries which had taken part in at least four WVS or EVS 
surveys in the analysis.

To what extent do values differ across contexts? How have 
values varied over the last thirty years? Can we find a common 
pattern of value change independently from the context and 
the set of values analysed? 

We have tried to answer these questions by first analysing 
attitudes towards cultural diversity, here measured in terms 
of attitudes towards immigrants. When looking at Figure 1, 
which shows the percentage of people agreeing with the 
statement “when jobs are scarce, employers should give 
priority to natives rather than migrants” by cohort, survey year 
and country group, we can make several considerations. First, 

when focussing on the most recent period (2017–2020), we 
detect a high level of heterogeneity across contexts: people 
living in Post-Communist Europe and Latin America show 
a strong aversion towards immigrants. On the contrary, in 
North-western Europe and the US and Oceania, the prevalence 
of anti-immigrant attitudes is considerably lower, despite 
being spread among large portions of their population (nearly 
half of the respondents in the US and Oceania, about 40% in 
North-western Europe). In Mediterranean Europe and Latin 
America, the majority of respondents also agree on giving 
priority to natives when jobs are scarce. Second, if we look 
again at the most recent years, in every country group the 
youngest cohort shows the lowest level of hostility towards 
immigrants, with the partial exception of Post-Communist 
Europe and Latin America. Instead, differences across cohorts 
are stronger in Mediterranean Europe and Confucian Asia 
compared to other contexts. Third, when comparing the trends, 
a certain degree of heterogeneity across contexts can still be 
detected. North-western Europe shows a progressive decline 
in hostility towards immigrants, as does Latin America, while 
in the other contexts there is substantial stability over the 
last two decades. Overall, the analysis suggests that cohort 
effects can explain the variation in time of attitudes towards 
immigrants in most of the contexts, as there are differences 
across cohorts in all of the study years and in all contexts, with 
the exception of Post-Communist European countries. Together 
with cohort effects, we cannot rule out that period effects 
could also play a role in explaining the overall declining trend 
in hostility towards immigrants detected in North-western 
Europe and Latin America, as the shape of the trend is similar 
for every cohort. Therefore, the analysis shows no evidence of a 
cultural backlash (see Norris and Inglehart 2019) leading to an 
increasing divergence over time in attitudes towards cultural 
diversity across cohorts, in the light of a reaction on the part of 
certain categories – such as the Interwar generation – to the 
processes of modernization. 

1 https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp?CMSID=Findings
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Our first analysis suggests that we cannot 
explain value change without accounting 
for the characteristics of the context. For 
instance, European Social Survey data 
show that anti-immigration attitudes have 
only risen in recent years in countries 
where the immigration issue was strongly 
politicized by right-wing political leaders, 
even in the absence of worsening 
economic indicators or an increase in 
immigrant numbers (see the examples 
of Poland and Hungary, Molteni 2019). 
In a similar vein, other studies show that 
a higher prevalence of immigrants only 

leads to more positive attitudes towards 
immigrants when there are economic 
factors that favour social cohesion and 
integration (Hoxhaj and Zuccotti 2021).

Nonetheless, when looking at other 
attitudes, we can find different patterns 
and trends between countries. As to self-
expressive attitudes, here we consider 
gender role attitudes. Similarly to Figure 
1, Figure 2 shows the percentage of 
people agreeing with the statement 
“when jobs are scarce, men should have 
the priority over women”. Like in the 

case of attitudes towards immigrants, 
people coming from North-western 
Europe and the US and Oceania show the 
highest level of gender egalitarianism: in 
these contexts in the most recent years, 
only a tiny minority agreed with the 
statement supporting gender inequality. 
When comparing the trends, we see a 
substantial degree of heterogeneity 
across contexts. While anti-egalitarian 
positions have declined during the 
last three decades in North-western 
Europe, the US and Oceania, and even 
Mediterranean Europe, the same does 
not apply to other contexts: in particular, 
Confucian Asia has experienced a recent 
increase in anti-egalitarian attitudes. 
In a similar way to attitudes towards 
immigrants, gender-egalitarian attitudes 
are more widespread among the younger 
cohorts, in line with modernization 
theory. For every country group, in any 
year of the survey, the younger the 
cohort, the more gender-egalitarian 
the attitudes. Nonetheless, in this 
case, we can suggest a stronger period 
effect in explaining the substantial 
decrease in people supporting gender 
inequality. This is particularly evident 
in North-western Europe and the US 
and Oceania, which have experienced 
a convergence between cohorts over 
time. While modernization theory 
explains value change mostly in terms 
of generational replacement – as 
modernization processes cause younger 
cohorts to have more progressive 
values, generational replacement leads 
to an increase in progressive values at 

Fig. 1 - Percentages of agree strongly/agree answers to the item “when jobs are scarce, employers should give priority to natives 
rather than migrants” by survey year, cohort and country group (EVS/WVS data)

1 https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp?CMSID=Findings
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the entire population level – Figure 2 
shows that differences across cohorts 
are not constant in these contexts, 
but that they have reduced over time. 
Although not explicitly tested, we 
suggest that this period effect could be 
interpreted by considering the role of 
institutional factors in explaining value 
configuration and value change. For 
instance, previous research has shown 
that family support policies go some 
way to explaining country differences in 
gender role attitudes: a higher degree of 

support for dual-earner families proved 
to be associated with more positive 
attitudes towards female labour force 
participation (Sjoberg 2004). In addition, 
Dotti Sani and Quaranta (2017) have 
shown that societal gender inequality 
can even influence gender role attitudes 
among pre-adolescents. In light of 
the previous literature, we suggest 
that the convergence towards gender 
egalitarianism across cohorts in North-
western Europe and the US and Oceania 
could be in part explained by a changing 

societal and institutional context in 
which the media discourse and the 
positions of the elite have become more 
sensitive to gender equality issues.

The last analysis focuses on another 
indicator of self-expressive values, that 
is, attitudes towards homosexuality. In 
Figure 3, we show the mean level of the 
justifiability of homosexuality (on a 1-10 
scale) by survey year, cohort and country 
group. In this case too, we can see a high 
degree of heterogeneity across contexts 
when focussing on the most recent years. 
For instance, while homosexuality is 
very often justified in North-western 
Europe, this is very rarely the case in 
Post-Communist Europe and Confucian 
Asia. Nonetheless, there is some indirect 
evidence that modernization theory 
could explain the dynamics of attitudes 
towards homosexuality in every context 
under analysis: the younger cohorts 
always show more liberal attitudes than 
the older ones, the trend of justifiability 
has increased in every group of countries 
and there is no convergence across 
cohorts over time. This does not mean 
that the institutions’ role in explaining 
the variation of these attitudes over time 
is irrelevant. In a brilliant recent article, 
Dotti Sani and Quaranta (2022) show 
that in the European context, acceptance 
of homosexuality has increased more 
steeply in those countries that adopted 
same-sex legislation earlier.

Fig. 2 - Percentages of agree strongly/agree answers to the item “when jobs are scarce, men should have the priority over 
women” by survey year, cohort and country group (EVS/WVS data)
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5. CONCLUSIONS AND 
IMPLICATIONS
Our analyses on the evolution of different 
sets of values over time, contexts and 
cohorts lead to the following conclusions. 
All in all, we cannot refer to a common 
pattern of value configuration and 
value change as there is high degree of 
heterogeneity across countries both in 
the distribution of values in recent years 
and temporal value trends. Moreover, 
we have shown that cohort effects 
play a relevant role in explaining value 

change, with younger cohorts holding the 
most progressive and liberal attitudes. 
Furthermore, the role of the institutional 
context is often crucial in explaining 
both heterogeneity across contexts 
and the variation of values over time in 
a single context. Finally, our analyses 
do not provide support for Norris and 
Inglehart’s cultural backlash hypothesis, 
as no divergence was detected in attitudes 
across cohorts over time.

As we have tried to prove in this article, 
research infrastructures on value change 

Fig. 3 - Average level of justifiability of homosexuality (1-10 scale; 1: never, 10: always) by survey 

year, cohort and country group (EVS/WVS data)

All in all, we cannot refer 
to a common pattern 
of value configuration 
and value change as 
there is high degree of 
heterogeneity across 
countries both in the 
distribution of values 
in recent years and 
temporal value trends.
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– such as EVS and WVS – provide us with the big picture. 
They offer the opportunity to analyse what sociologists call 
aggregate change, that is, how values change for aggregates 
of individuals such as countries, birth cohorts, etc. These data 
do not enable us to grasp individual change, namely the value 
change that may happen in individuals during their life course. 
This is the kind of change we are interested in when we want 
to study the impact of individual experiences like studying 
abroad. Nevertheless, aggregate change can still teach us some 
lessons about individual change.

Following the modernization theory proposed by Inglehart and 
Welzel (2005), existential security is supposed to foster value 
change. Increasing levels of existential security lead to a shift 
from materialistic to post-materialistic values, which are closely 
connected to a more positive attitude towards cultural diversity 
and self-expressive values. This effect might be reinforced by 
contextual security: for example, we have seen that a higher 
presence of immigrants only leads to more positive attitudes 
towards immigrants in safe economic and social contexts. In 
an intercultural student exchange experience, the contexts 
are provided by the families, schools and communities: it is 
essential that they provide a safe environment where the 
intercultural exchange may take place.

We have seen that institutions are crucial in explaining both 
the variation across contexts and change in values over time. 
Institutions can contribute to value change: for example, 
policies supporting dual-earner families are associated with 
positive attitudes towards female labour force participation. 
In intercultural exchanges, the principal institutional role is 
played by schools and teachers, not only from the host schools 
but also from the sending schools. It is evident that their 
policies towards this kind of experience may affect the success 
and/or failure of the intercultural exchange.

Finally, we hope that readers may appreciate the relevance 
of research infrastructures such as EVS and WVS for studying 
value change. They provide the background to understand 
the scenario where the intercultural exchange takes place. 
Moreover, they may provide materials to reflect on intercultural 
exchange per se. From this point of view, it is worth 
mentioning the European Values in Education (EVALUE – www.
atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu) project that developed secondary 
school teaching materials based on EVS data. The goal of these 
materials is to clarify and communicate values: students are 
given a clearer idea of how to self-position within a diversity of 
opinions and learn the possible explanations not just for their 
own but also for others’ viewpoints.


