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CHAPTER 4 

way in all types of societies, East and West, as well as North and South. The 
results indicate that an additive index, based on summing up the five Postma­
terialist items (producing an index having scores ranging from 0 to 5) can be 
used in virtually any of the 43 societies included in the World Values survey. 
Consequently, we can construct a cross-nationally comparable index of Mate­
rialist!Postmaterialist values, based on the nine items that do have globally 
consistent polarity (assigning neutral polarity to the two items referring to the 
economy, and the item referring to "more beautiful cities"). This index is used 
throughout this book, except when only the original four-item index is avail­
able. 

On the whole, the cross-national similarities underlying mass responses to 
the MaterialisUPostmaterialist values items are far more striking than the 
cross-national differences. 

CHAPTER 5 i") 

The Shift toward Postmaterialist Values, 1970-1994 

INTRODUCTION 

The basic values of publics throughout advanced industrial society have been 
undergoing a gradual intergenerational shift during the past several decades. 
Although different countries have shifted at different rates, economic and tech­
nological changes have had a broadly similar impact across these societies. As 
Postmodernization theory implies, the process applies to advanced industrial 
society in general. 

In 1970 we hypothesized that the value priorities of Western publics were 
shifting from Materialist values toward Postrnaterialist values-from giving 
top priority to physical sustenance and safety, toward heavier emphasis on be­
longing, self-expression, and the quality of life (lnglehart, 1971). The pre­
dicted intergenerational value shift could not be demonstrated until many years 
had passed; and whether or not it was occurring has been hotly. disputed 
(Boltken and Jagodzinski, 1985; Thomassen and Van Deth, 1989; Trump, 
1991; Clarke and Dutt, 1991 ). Only in recent years has a sufficiently long time 
series become available to test the prediction reliably. This chapter examines 
cross-national survey data over a 24-year period. The results show a clear and 
statistically significant trend toward Postmaterialist values in almost all of ·the 
societies for which we now have detailed time series measurements over this 
period. These values also show short-term fluctuations linked with changing 
rates of inflation and unemployment, as the value change thesis implies; but 
the long-term trend seems to result mainly from intergenerational replacement. 

Evidence from the 43 societies surveyed in the World Values surveys en­
ables us to test the value change hypothesis on a broader basis than:has ever 
before been possible. The thesis implies that we should observe two quite dif­
ferent findings, both of which are important: societies with high levels of eco­
nomic development should have relatively high levels of Postmaterialist val­
ues, and societies that have experienced relatively high rates of economic 
growth should show relatively large differences between the values of younger 
and older generations. As we will see, the evidence sup_ports both hypotheses. 
It appears that this value shift occurs in any society that has experienced suf­
ficient economic development in recent decades so that the preadult experi­
ences of younger birth cohorts have been significantly more secure than those 
of older cohorts. Large intergenerational differences are found in societies that 
have experienced rapid growth in GNP per capita and are negligible in soci­
eties that have had little or no growth. And these value differences are endur­
ing characteristics of given birth cohorts. Accordingly, as intergenerational 
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population replacement has occurred, Materialist priorities have become less 
prevalent and Postmaterialism has increased in 18 of the 20 societies for which 
we' have comparable data over the past decade. 

The shift toward Postmaterialist values has far-reaching implications. It is 
only one part of a broader shift toward Postmodern values, involving chang­
ing orientations toward politics, work, family life, religion, and sexual behav-' 
ior. Far more data are available on the evolution of Postmaterialist values than 
on any other component of this cultural shift, but a broad range of orientations 
l:lre linked with Materialist/Postmaterialist values, and most of them seem to 
be moving on the same trajectory. Thus, charting the transition to Postmateri­
alist values can help us understand the entire Postmodern shift. 

THE RISE OF POSTMATERIALIST VALUES 

As noted earlier, research on the Materialist/Postmaterialist value change has 
been guided by two key hypotheses (Inglehart, 1977): 

1. A Scarcity Hypothesis. An individual's priorities reflect the socioeco­
nomic environment: one places the greatest subjective value on those things 
that are in relatively short supply. _ 

2. A Socialization Hypothesis . The relationship between socioeconomic en­
vironment and value priorities is not one of immediate adjustment: a substan­
tial time lag is involved, because, to a large extent, one's basic values reflect 
the conditions that prevailed during one's preadult years. 

The scarcity hypothesis is similar to the principle of diminishing marginal 
utility. And it implies that recent economic developments have significant con­
sequences. During the period since World War II, advanced industrial societies 
have attained much higher real income levels than ever before in history. Cou­
pled with the emergence of the welfare state, this has brought about a histori­
cally unprecedented situation: most of their population does not live under 
conditions of hunger and economic insecurity. This has led to a gradual shift 
in which needs for belonging, self-expression, and a participant role in society 
became more prominent. · Prolonged periods of prosperity tend to encourage 
the spread of Postmaterialist values; economic decline tends to have the op­
posite effect. 

·But there is no simple one-to-one relationship between economic level and 
the prevalence of Postmaterialist values. These values reflect one's subjective 
sense of security, not one's economic level per se. While rich people tend to 
feel more secure than poor people, one's sense of security is also influenced 
by the cultural setting and social welfare institutions in which one is raised. 
Thus, the scarcity hypothesis must be supplemented with the socialization hy­
pothesis: a basic personality structure tends to take shape by the time an indi­
vidual reaches adulthood, and changes relatively little thereafter. 

Taken together, these two hypotheses generate a set of predictions concern­
ing value change. First, while the scarcity hypothesis implies that prosperity 
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esis implies that neither an individual's values nor those of a society as a whole l ~ ~ 
will change overnight. For the most part, fundamental value change takes place 
as younger birth cohorts replace older ones in the adult population of a soci-
ety. Consequently, after a long period of rising economic and physical secu-
rity, one should find substantial differences between the value priorities of 
older and younger groups: they have been shaped by different experiences in 
their formative years. 

This thesis· was first tested in surveys carried out in 1970 with representa­
tive national cross sections of the publics of Great Britain, France, West Ger­
many, Italy, the Netherlands, and Belgium. The people interviewed chose the 
goals they considered most important among a set of items designed to tap eco­
nomic and physical security, on the one hand, or self-expression and the non­
material quality of life, on the other hand. 

In the original four-item Materialist/Postmaterialist values battery, each re­
spondent was asked to select what their country's two top goals should be 
among the following choices: (1) maintaining order in the nation, (2) giving 
the people more say in important government decisions, (3) fighting rising 
prices, (4) protecting freedom of speech. Respondents who select "maintain­
ing order" and "fighting inflation" are classified as Materialists; those who 
choose "giving the people more say" and "freedom of speech" are classified 
as Postmaterialists. The four re~aining combinations are classified as 
"Mixed." 

As the preceding chapter indicates, the Materialist/Postmaterialist dimen­
sion travels well cross-culturally. It taps an almost universal concern: feeling 
secure or insecure about survival is meaningful in virtually any culture. Con­
sequently, the Materialist/Postmaterialist dimension emerges in such societies 
as South Korea or Turkey with a basic structure roughly similar to that found 
in Western industrial societies. There are very few Postmaterialists in low-in­
come societies, so the dimension is less important and less strongly structured 
there, accounting for a smaller percentage of the variance than it does in ad­
vanced industrial societies. But these items seem to tap comparable concerns 
in poor countries and in rich countries. 

Not only do the Postmaterialist items have similar connotations within this 
12-item battery, but they also have similar demographic correlates: in all so­
cieties that have experienced substantial increases in economic security dur­
ing the past several decades, these values tend to be emphasized more heavily 
by the younger birth cohorts. 

Our theory of value change ienerates a number _of predictions. The most 
basic prediction specifies what kind of cultural change should take place under 
given conditions: existential security leads to the rise of Postmodern values. 
This chapter focuses on the shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values, 
while chapters 9 and 10 test this prediction concerning various other aspects 
of the Postmodern shift. In addition to predicting what kinds of values should 
become more widespread, chapter 1 spelled out a series of detailed predictions 
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concerning when, where, and how fast value change should occur. This chap­
ter tests the following predictions, connected with the shift fi·om Materialist to 
Postmaterialist values: 

1. Postmaterialist and other Postmodem values will be most widespread in 
the richest and otherwise most secure societies. The publics of impoverished 
and insecure societies will emphasize survival values to a much great~r extent. 

2. Within any given society, Postmodem values will be most widespread 
among the more secure strata: the wealthier and better educated will be most 
likely to hold a whole range of security values, including Postmaterialism; the 
less secure strata will emphasize survival priorities. 

3. Short-term fluctuations will follow the scarcity hypothesis: prosperity 
will enhance the tendency to emphasize well-being values; economic down­
tum, civil disorder, or war will lead people to emphasize survival values. 

4. Long-term changes will also reflect the scarcity hypothesis: in societies 
that have experienced high levels of security for several decades, we should 
find a long-term shift from survival values toward well-being values. This shift 
is not universal: it should occur only in those societies that have attained suf­
ficient existential security so that a substantial share of the population takes 
survival for granted; but it is not uniquely Western: it appears in any society 
that has experienced the tr.ansition to high mass security. 

5 . .. In those societies that have experienced a long period of rising economic 
and physical security, we will find substantial differences between the value 
priorities of older and younger groups, with the young being much likelier to 
emphasize well-being values than the old. 

6. These intergenerational value differences should be reasonably stable 
over time: though immediate conditions of security or insecurity will produce 
short-term fluctuations, the underlying differences between younger and older 
birth cohorts should persist over long periods of time. · 

7. In cross-national perspective, large amounts ofintergenerational change 
will be found in countries that have experienced relatively high rates of eco­
nomic growth; conversely, the difference between the values of young and old 
will be small or nonexistent in countries that experienced relatively little in­
crease in per capita income. Thus, high levels of prosperity should be con­
ducive to high levels of Postmaterialism and other Postmodem values; high 
rates of economic growth should produce relatively rapid rates of value 
change, and relatively large intergenerational differences. 

8. If one knows the distribution of values across birth cohorts in a given na­
tion at a given time, one can estimate how much change will be produced in a 
given time span as a result of intergenerational population replacement. Thus 
for Western Europe, using the four-item Materialist/Postmaterialist values bat­
tery, population replacement should produce a shift toward Postmaterialism of 
approximately one point per year on the Materialist-Postmaterialist percent­
age difference index. 

The 1970 European Community surveys were the first to test the value 
change thesis. The results showed the age group differences that the social-
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Figure 5.1. Value type by age group, among the p~blics of Britain, 
France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, and the Netherlands in 1970. 
Source: European Community survey of February 1970; based on 
original four-item Materialist/Postmaterialist values battery. Reprinted 
from Inglehart, 1990: 76. 

ization hypothesis predicts. Figure 5.1 depicts this pattern in a pooled sample 
of six Western European publics. The basic pattern is similar in all six coun­
tries: among the older groups, Materialists outnumber Postmaterialists enor­
mously; as we move to younger groups, the proportion of Materialists declines 
and that of Postmaterialists increases. Thus, among the oldest cohort, Materi­
alists outnumber Postmaterialists by more than 12 to 1; but among the 
youngest cohort, Postmaterialists are more numerous than Materialists. 

The age differences shown here are striking. But does this pattern reflect life­
cycle effects, birth cohort effects, or some combination of the two? Our the­
ory predicts that we will find birth cohort differences; but these differences be­
tween the priorities of young and old could reflect some inherent tendency for 
people to become more materialistic as they age.· If so, then as time goes by, 
the values of the younger groups will eventually become just like those of the 
older groups, producing no change in the society as a whole. Does aging make 
one place ever-increasing emphasis on economic and physical security? The 
only way to answer this question is by following given birth cohorts over time, 
to see if they become more Materialist as they age. We can do so: the four-item 
Materialist/Postmaterialist values battery has been asked in cross-national sur-
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Figure 5.2. Cohort analysis with inflation rate superimposed (using inverted scale on 
cent Postmaterialists minus percent Materialists in eight birth cohorts in six Western 
societies, 1970--94. Source: Based on combined weighted sample of European Community. 
veys carried out in West Germany, France, Britain, Italy, the Netherlands, and Belgium, in 
years (N = 243,356), and based on the four-item values index, which was included in 
these surveys. Inflation data from statistical office of the European Communities. 

veys carried out by the European Community at least once a year in almost 
every year from 1970 to the present. 

Figure 5.2 traces the balance between Materialists and Postmaterialists 
within given birth cohorts from February 1970 to fall1994, using the pooled 
data from the surveys carried out in Britain, France, West Germany, Italy, Bel­
gium, and the Netherlands (an analysis based on more than 240,000 inter­
views). Each cohort's position at a given time is calculated by subtracting the 
percentage of Materialists in that cohort from the percentage of Postmaterial­
ists. Thus, at the zero point on the vertical axis, the two groups are equally nu­
merous (the cohort born in 1946-55 was located near this point in 1970). On 
this graph, the proportion of Postmaterialists increases as we move up the ver­
tical axis; the proportion of Materialists increases as we move down. If the age 
differences reflected a life-cycle effect, then each of the cohort lines should 
move downward, toward the Materialist pole, as we move from left to right 
across this 24-year period. 

We find no such downward movement. Instead, the younger birth cohorts 
remain relatively Postmaterialist throughout the period from 1970 to 1994: 
given cohorts did not become more Materialist.as they aged by almost a quar­
ter of a century-instead, many of these cohorts were slightly less Materialist 
at the end of this period than they were at the start. 

WHAT CAUSES THE PERIOD EFFECTS? 

In addition to presenting the results of a cohort analysis from 1970 to 1994, 
5.2 shows the current rate of inflation, superimposed as a heavy shaded 

Since the theory predicts that Postmaterialist values will rise when infla­
falls, the inflation index runs from low rates at the top of the graph to high 
toward the bottom. This makes it easy to see that (as predicted) inflation 

Postmaterialist values move up and down together, bearing in mind that a 
"'wnward movement of the inflation line indicates rising rates of inflation on 

graph. 
..,triking period effects are evident: there was a clear tendency for each co­

to dip toward the Materialist pole during the recession of the mid-1970s 
again during the recessions of the early 1980s and the early 1990s. These 

are implicit in the theory, which links Postmaterialist values with eco­
security. High inflation rates tend to make people feel economically in­
and as the graph demonstrates, there is a remarkably close fit between 
economic conditions and the short-term fluctuations in Materialist/ 

values. High levels of inflation depress the proportion of Post­
But these period effects are transient; they disappear when eco­

conditions return to normal. In the lorig run, the values of a given birth 
are remarkably stable. Despite the fluctuations linked with current eco­
conditions, the intergenerational differences persist: at virtually every 

in time, each younger cohort is significantly less Materialist than all of 
older ones. These enduring generational differences reflect differences in· 
formative conditions that shaped the respective birth cohorts: the older 
were influenced by the hunger and insecurity that prevailed during World 
I, the Great Depression, and World War II; the younger ones have grown 

in an era of historically unprecedented prosperity. 
Strictly speaking, these data do not prove that generational change is taking 

· one can never distinguish between cohort effects, period effects, and 
effects on statistical grounds alone, since any one of them is a perfect 
function of the other two. Theoretically, the pattern in figure 5.2 might 
a combination of life-cycle (or aging) effects plus some mysterious pe­

effect that som~Q,ow prevented each cohort from becoming more Materi­
as it aged from 1970 to 1994. So far, no one has identified a period effect 

might have done this (for a debate on.this point, see Clarke and Dutt, 1991; 
Inglehart and Abramson, 1994); and if someone did, it would be an ad hoc 

cxJ..11anation, designed to fit an existing set of observations. 
The generational change hypothesis, on the other band, was published long 

these data were collected-and it predicted both the robust cohort dif­
subsequently observed, and the period effects. If one agrees that the 

rlnwnward swings toward Materialist values found in the mid-1970s, the early 
80s, and the early 1990s were probably due to the economic fluctuations that 

occurred in those years (and the empirical fit is very good), then the pattern 
like a clear case of intergenerational value change. If this is true, it has 
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Figure 5.3. The trend toward Postmaterialist values in six Western European societies, 1 
The trend toward Postmaterialism is significant at the .001 level. Beta= .61, p < .001. 
Based on combined weighted sample of European Community surveys carried out in 
many, France, Britain, Italy, the Netherlands, and Belgium, in given years (N = 243,356). 

far-reaching implications: in the long run the values of these societies 
shift in the predicted direction. 

VALUE CHANGES OBSERVED IN WESTERN COUNTRIES, 1970-1994 

A good deal of intergenerational population replacement has taken place 
1970. The intergenerational value change thesis predicts that in the long 
this should produce a shift from Materialist toward Postmaterialist values 
among the populations of these societies. More than a quarter century has 
passed since these values were first measured in 1970.Do we find the predicted 
valu·e shift? As the following evidence demonstrates, we do indeed. In a com­
panion volume to this book, Abramson and lnglehart (1995) present a far more 
detailed analysis of the shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values than is 
given here. This chapter summarizes and updates the key findings. 

Figure 5.3 shows the overall trend among the populations of the six nations 
first surveyed in 1970. Like the cohort trajectories in the preceding figure, the 
trend line shown here dips steeply downward in each of the three recent re­
cessions; but the long-term trajectory shows a clear upward trend, and regres­
sion analysis reveals that this trend is statistically significant at the .001 level 

(see Abramson and lnglehart, 1~~::>: en. 4). Altnougn eacn giVen o1nn t.:unull 

in the preceding figure shows relatively little net movement upward or down­
. ward from 1970 to 1994, the line for the total sample shows a strong upward 

reflecting intergenerational population replacement: by 1994, the 
oldest cohorts had almost completely disappeared from the sample and 
been replaced by two younger (and much more Postmaterialist) cohorts. 
970, the mean position for the sample as a whole was located about 

between the cohort born in 1916-25 and the cohort born in 1926-35; 
1994 this point had moved up more than two cohorts and was located 

below the position of the 1946-55 birth cohort. A substantial value 
had occurred in the population as a whole. 
1970, Materialists outnumbered Postmaterialists overwhelmingly in all 

countries, but by 1994, the balance had shifted markedly toward Post­
~a.u;:;ua..ist values. In 1970, within these six Western European nations as a 

Materialists outnumbered Postmaterialists by a ratio of about 4 to 1. By 
this ratio had fallen to less than 1.5 to 1: Postmaterialists had become al­

as numerous as Materialists. 
5.3 shows the trend in six European countries for which detailed time 

data are available from more than 40 European Community surveys that 
carried out in each of these countries from 1970 to 1994. An almost 

detailed tim<:? series is available for Denmark and Ireland, from the sur­
that were carried out in each cQuntry from 1973 to 1994. Figure 5.4 sho¥ds 

net shift in these eight countries, plus the United States. Eight of the nfne 
show a shift from Materialist toward Postmaterialist values, with 

Belgium remaining unchanged. In the early 1970s, Materialists heavily 
~u.umbered Postmaterialists in all nine of these countries. By the early 1990s, 
bstmaterialists had increased almost everywhere and had become more nu­

than Materialists in the United States, Denmark, and the Netherlands. 
one knows the relative proportions of Materialists and Postmaterialists in 
birth cohort of a given nation, plus the size of each cohort (obtainable 
census figures), one can calculate the amount of value shift that would 

place each year as a result of intergenerational population replacement. 
mson and Inglehart (1987) have done so, finding that in Western Europe, 

population replacement process would bring a shift toward Postmaterial­
of slightly more than one point per year in the percentage difference index 

(this constitutes the vertical axis in figures 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4). This is a 
modest gain; in any given year, it could easily be swamped by flue­

in current conditions linked with security or insecurity. But these 
hl'lrt-term fluctuations move in both directions: in the long run, they tend to 

each other out. The impact of intergenerational population replacement, 
the other hand, moves in one continuous direction for decades. In the long 

its cumulative effects can be substantial. This seems to be the case with 
me data at hand. For these nine countries as a whole, over the 24-year period 

1970 to 1994 the PDI shows a mean shift toward the Postmaterialist pole 
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Figure 5.4. The shift toward Postmaterialist values among the publics of nine 
Western Societies, 1970-94. Source: European Community surveys, February 
1970 and fall 1994; and U.S. national election surveys from 1972 and 1992. 

of 23 points: this is almost exactly the amount of change that would be ex­
pected to occur solely as a result of intergenerational population replacement. 

Economic conditions were not more favorable in 1994 than they were at the 
start of the series, in 1970; they were worse. The early 1990s were a period of 
recession, and as figure 5.2 indicates, the levels ofPostmaterialism in most co­
horts reached a peak about 1989 and declined during the next few years. Nev­
ertheless, as younger, more Postmaterialist cohorts replaced older ones, the 
population as a whole showed a long-term shift toward Postmaterialist values 
in almost every country. Despite substantial short-term fluctuations, and de­
spite the fact that the surveys in our most recent year, 1994, occurred when 
Western Europe was still recovering from a major recession, the predicted shift 
toward Postmaterialist values took place-and its magnitude was just about 
the size that would be predicted by an intergenerational population replace­
ment model. 

Figure 5.4 shows only the starting point and the end point of each country's 
time series from 1970 to 1994. In a more detailed analysis of this time series, 
consisting of at least 33 surveys for each nation, Inglehart and Abramson 
(1994) examine the trends in each of the eight countries; then, using regres­
sion analysis, they demonstrate that Britain, France, West Germany, Italy, the 
Netherlands, Ireland, and Denmark all show large and statistically significant 
long-term trends from Materialist to Postmate1ialist values over this period. In 
the eighth case (Belgium), they find no trend. But a time series analysis con­
trolling for the joint effects of inflation and unemployment demonstrates that 

there is a statistically significant trend toward Postmaterialism in all eight ot 
the Western European countries for which a detailed time se1ies is available \ v \ 
over the past two decades: Belgium showed no shift toward Postmaterialism -, 
because it has suffered much higher levels of unemployment in recent years 
than in the 1970s, which has largely offset the effects of intergenerational pop­
ulation replacement. When they control for inflation and unemployment, Bel­
gium is no longer a deviant case: it too shows a significant shift toward Post­
materialism. Controlling for inflation and unemployment largely explains the 
period effects: as the theory implies, high levels ofinflation and unemploy­
ment encourage an emphasis on economic security, rather than on Postmate­
rialist values (Inglehart and Abramson, 1994). As we have seen, a substantial 
shift toward Postmaterialist values also took place in the United States. These 
data come from the six NES presidential election surveys carried out from 
1972 to 1992. Six surveys do not provide a sufficient number of time points to 
test the trend's statistical significance, but the net effect in the United States 
seems to be about as large as in most Western European countries. 

THE POSTMATERIALIST PHENOMENON: EVOLVING OVER TIME 

Much of the literature on Postmaterialism deals with whether it is a deep­
rooted phenomenon having a long-term impact on political behavior or sim­
ply a transient epiphenomenon. We will reexamine this issue in the light of 
recent evidence. If a society's basic values change mainly through intergener­
ational population replacement, we would expect them to change at a gradual 
pace. But though short-term changes may be small, close examination of their 
societal location can provide valuable insight into their long-term implica­
tions. Contrary to what some observers assumed (Kesselman, 1979), Postma­
terialism did not dwindle away in the face of diminished economic and phys­
ical security. In most countries its numbers grew, and in many ways its political 
influence is greater now than it was a decade or two ago; but its character and 
tactics have changed significantly. 

By 1970, Postmaterialists had attained numerical parity with Materialists 
only among the postwar generation. Furthermore, they were concentrated 
among the more affluent strata of this age group: among university students, 
they heavily outnumbered the Materialists. Tllis helps explain the widespread 
popular perceptions of a generation gap that emerged in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s. Even among the postwar generation, Materialists were about as 
numerous as Postrnaterialists. But in this age gr01ap's most articulate and most 
visible segment-the university students-there was an overwhelming pre­
ponderance of Postmaterialists. The students lived in a distinct milieu: they 
had highly developed communications networks with other students but were 
largely isolated from their nonstudent peers. The primities prevailing in this 
milieu were fundamentally different from those shaping the society as a whole. 

The existence of such a milieu can play an important part in the evolution 
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and propagation of a given set of values. Indeed, Habermas (1979) argues that 
the rise of Postmaterialism is not due· to the different formative experiences 
of different generation units, but to exposure to the specific worldviews in­
culcated by distinct communications networks (see also Jaeggi, 1979). But 
this explanation seems to complement, not substitute for, the one 
here. It helps account for the spread of values in a given milieu, but 
no explanation of why given generation units were disposed to accept 
values in the first place, while others rejected them. It seems clear that in 
tually all Western nations, the student milieu of the late 1960s did constitute 
a distinct communications network, propagating a distinctive 
Given these circumstances, it is not surprising that the student elite saw 
selves as part of a counterculture that was engaged in an irreconcilable 
with the culture of an older generation: From their viewpoint, the 
"Don't trust anyone over 30" seemed plausible. Our hypotheses imply that 
time went by, the Postmaterialists would become older and more evenly 
tributed across the population. Hence, the plausibility of a monolithic 
ation gap would fade away. But in 1970, conditions were optimal to sustain 
belief in a generation gap, with all youth on one side and all older people on 
the other. 

One of the most important changes derives from the simple fact that, today 
Postmaterialists are older than they were when they first emerged as a 
political factor in the 1960s. Initially manifested mainly through 
protest movements, their most important impact now comes through the 
tivities of elites. For the students have grown older, and Postmaterialism 
penetrated deeply into the ranks of professionals, civil servants, managers, 
politicians (Inglehart, 1990: ch. 9). It seems to be a major factor in the rise 
a "new class" in Western society-a stratum of highly educated and well-paid 
young technocrats. who take an adversarial stance toward their society (Ladd, 
1978; Gouldner, 1979; Lipset, 1979). The debate between those giving top pri­
ority to economic growth, versus those who emphasize environmentalism and 
the quality of life, reflects persisting value cleavages. 

The Postmaterialists among the protest generation of the 1960s were much 
more likely to enter academic life, the mass media, and nonprofit foundations 
than were Materialists: these occupations provided relatively great opportuni­
ties for self-expression. By contrast, the Materialists were more likely to go 
into career paths that maximized one's earning power and financial security, 
such as business, engineering, and technical fields. 

One consequence has been that, as they aged and moved into adult careers, 
Postmaterialists have become the dominant force in most universities. In the 
1960s, they were student protesters; by the 1990s, they were the department 
chairs and deans. The emergence of the phenomenon of Political Correctness 
reflects this transition in the dominant culture within universities: values that 
were controversial in the 1960s had became the values of the establishment in 
the 1990s. Although some of these values were still controversial in the soci­
ety as a whole, there was pressure to conform to them within the universities. 

VALUE CHANGE BEYOND WESTERN DEMOCRACIES H-L3. 
Although the highly industrialized democracies of Western Europe and North 
America historically led the shift toward Postmaterialist values, our theory im­

that this process should also occur in other nations that develop high lev-
of prosperity and advanced social welfare networks. Consequently, it 

be at work in East Asia (parts of which have now attained Western lev­
rosperity) and even in Eastern Europe. The value change theory implies 
should find a higher proportion of Postmaterialists among the younger 
than among the old, in any society that has had sufficient economic 
during the past four or five decades so that the younger cohorts expe­
substantially greater economic security during their preadult years 

did those who are now in their fifties, sixties, or seventies. 
first glance, it might seem unlikely that intergenerational value change 

be at work in Eastern European countries, since they are far less pros­
than Western Europe and the United States, and their economies are 

:Jll'rently in decline. But a country's absolute level of wealth is not the crucial 
(arlable: the value change thesis implies (1) that countries with high levels of 
1rpsperityshou1d have relatively high levels ofPostmaterialist values, and (2) 
:at countries that have experienced relatively high rates of economic growth 

show relatively large differences between the values of young and old, 
the fact that the formative conditions of the respective generations 

undergone relatively large amounts of change. 

we would indeed expect Russia and other Eastern European countries 
relatively low absolute levels ofPostmaterialism. But they should also 

substantial intergenerational change in these values, reflecting the mas-
differences between the conditions that shaped the formative years of 
who grew up during World War I, the Great Depression, and World War 

and those who grew up subsequently. The crucial factor governing the emer­
of Postmaterialist values is whether one experienced a sense of eco­
and physical security during one's formative years. Accordingly, we 
expect Postmaterialist values to have developed during the past 50 years 

lnbastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. Though their GNP per capita 
that of Western countries, it is far above the subsistence level (and 

times as high as that of such countries as China, Nigeria, or India). 
vu<:;llOUt the ex-socialist WOrld, the younger birth cohorts have generally 

experienced greater security during their formative years than did older ones. 
In the Russian case, for example, those born in 1920 experienced the civil 

war and the mass starvation linked with forced. collectivization during the 
1920s, followed by the terror and Stalinist purges of the 1930s, and mass star­
vation and the loss of 27 million lives in the Soviet Union during World War 
II. The 1950s and 1960s, by contrast, were an era of recovery and rapid eco­
nomic growth at rates that exceeded those of most Western countries. This was 
the era that led Khrushchev to boast "We will bury you" economically-and 
at the time, many Western observers thought it a plausible claim. Recent years 



\~~ have been calamitous, creating a period effect that tends to drive all of the 
Russian cohorts downward toward the Materialist pole. But the formative 
years of the younger cohorts were far more secure than those of the older co­
horts, and if the intergenerational differences reflect differences in preadult ex­
perience rather than· current conditions, we would indeed expect to find evi­
dence of intergenerational change in Eastern Europe. 

From 1945 to about 1980, most Eastern European countries had impressive 
rates of economic growth; in the early decades, it seemed likely that they 
would catch up with and surpass the West. Since 1980, their economies have 
decayed, but there is no question that the average Pole or Russian experienced 
far greater economic and physical security during the era from 1950 to 1980 
than during the period from 1915 to 1945. 

The emergence of Postmaterialist values in Eastern Europe might be rein­
forced by the fact that the welfare systems of socialist states partially com­
pensated for their relatively low levels of prosperity. The key factor in value 
change is not one's absolute income, but the degree of security experienced 
during one's formative years. The communist regimes of Eastern Europe pro­
vided a relatively secure existence during most of the postwar era: job secu­
rity was very high, rents were low, basic foods were provided at subsidized 
prices, and medical care and education were free. The quality of what one got 
was poor, but one was sure of getting it. 

East Asia contrasts with Eastern Europe. Fifty years ago, it was far less de­
veloped than Eastern Europe; as recently as 1950, Japan's annual per capita 
income was only a fraction of that in such Eastern European countries as 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, or Hungary-and the Chinese and South Korean per 
capita incomes were a fraction of Japan's. But in recent decades, East Asia (in­
cluding China, since the pragmatists took power in 1976) has shown the most 
rapid economic growth rates in the world. By 1990, per capita income in South 
Korea and Taiwan had reached Eastern European levels and Japan was one of 
the richest countries in the world. Even China was experiencing annual growth 
rates of around 10 percent, enough to double GNP every seven years. 

Thus, the older East Asian birth cohorts grew up under conditions of extreme 
scarcity, while the youngest ones have experienced relatively secure circum­
stances throughout their formative years. Consequently, we would expect 
these countries to show low proportions of Postmaterialists overall, but rela­
tively steep rates of intergenerational change. The Eastern European countries, 
by comparison, started out at much higher levels but have grown less rapidly: 
we would expect to find higher proportions of Postmaterialists than in East 
Asia, but less intergenerational change. Figure 5.5 shows the value differences 
across the respective birth cohorts, using 1990 World Values Survey data from 
countries in Eastern Europe and East Asia, together with the European Union 
and the United States, using the 12-item values indicator. 

As figure 5.5 illustrates, the younger birth cohorts do, indeed, show consid­
erably higher proportions ofPostmaterialists than the older cohorts in most of 
these societies. The intergenerational shift from Materialist to Postrnaterialist 
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Figure 5.5. Values by birth cohort in Western democracies, Eastern Eu­
rope, East Asia, and Africa. Source: 1990-93 World Values Survey. 
Note: Respondents are classified as "high" on the 12-item Material­
ist!Postmaterialist values index used here if they gave high priority to 
at least three of the five Postmaterialist goals (ranking them among the 
two most important in each group of four goals). They are classified as 
"low" if they gave high priority to none of the five Postmaterialist goals. 
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values is not limited to Western democracies: it is found across advanced in­
dustrial societies with a wide variety of political and economic institutions, and 
a wide variety of cultural traditions. Although the richer countries have much 
higher absolute proportions of Postrnaterialists than the poorer ones, we also 
find a steep slope reflecting intergenerational value differences in poor coun­
tries that have experienced a rapid increase in prevailing standards of living 
during the past several decades. 

Results from several European Union countries have already been examined 
in detail and are combined into a single line on figure 5.5 to simplify the pic­
ture. Overall, the European Union shows the highest proportion of Postmate­
rialists on this graph, with the United States and Japan also ranking high. Even 



\~~ the oldest birth cohorts in these advanced industrial societies rank higher than 
even the youngest cohorts in most other countries. But an upward slope; re­
flecting a rising proportion of Postmaterialists to Materialists as we move from 
old to young, is also found in Eastern Europe and East Asia. 

In virtually every case, from North America to Western Europe to Eastern 
Europe to East Asia, as we move from the oldest cohorts at the left of ~e graph 
to the youngest cohorts at the right, the ratio ofPostmaterialists to Materialists 
rises. This is exactly what we would expect to find if intergeneratiop.al value 
change were occurring. To prove that it is, we would need data from a long 
time series, and thus far such data are available only for Western Europe and, 
to a lesser extent, the United States and Japan. But in every country for which 
substantial time series data are available, the evidence indicates that these age 
differences reflect intergenerational change, rather than life-cycle effects: there 
is no tendency for given birth cohorts to ~ecome more Materialist as they age. 
Furthermore, as this finding implies, the ratio of Postmaterialists to Material­
ists has gradually risen over time. We believe that the other countries shown 
in figure 5.5 are on a trajectory similar to that on which Western nations and 
Japan have been moving in recent decades. 

Figure 5.5 presents a great deal o_f information, reflecting the twentieth-cen­
tury history of each nation; it could be discussed at considerable length. The 
data reveal huge cross-national differences. Thus, there are far more Postma­
terialists in the United States and the European Union than in South Korea, but 
the slope rises steeply in South Korea, suggesting that a very rapid process of 
intergenerational change is taking place there. During the past quarter century, 
only one country in the world (Singapore) has had a higher rate of economic 
growth than South Korea, which shows the steepest slope in the graph. Among 
its oldest birth cohort there are literally no Postmaterialists; 70 percent fall into 
the pure Materialist category and 30 percent are mixed types ·(producing an 
index of -40 on the vertical axis). Among its youngest cohort, Materialists 
outnumber Postmaterialists by only 10 points. 

If Postmaterialist values simply reflected current conditions, one would not 
expect to find a shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values in such coun­
tries as Russia and Poland, which experienced economic stagnation during the 
decade preceding these surveys and by 1990 were in a state of economic col­
lapse. But the theory postulates a long-terrh -process of intergenerational change 
based on the differences experienced during a given cohort's preadult years. 
From this perspective, we would expect to find intergenerational value differ­
ences in Eastern Europe, for it is clear that the formative experiences of the co­
horts born in the 1950s, the 1960s, and the 1970s wen~ characterized by far more 
secure circumstances than is true of tb.ose who experienced the traumatic up­
heavals of the 1920s, 1930s, or 1940s. And we do find evidence of intergener­
ational change. As figure 5.5 demonstrates, the Russian results show an upward 
slope. Although the. Russian cohort line starts and ends at a level far below that 
of the richer countries, intergenerational differences in Russia are even steeper 
than those found in Western Europe, the United States, or Japan. 

China snows an equauy Mt:t:p ~HUllt:, u::uc<-Lllli;S "ucup lllL'-15'-lU..-lU.UVUU.l ~ .. 
ferences that may have contributed to the spring 1989 clash between young in- \'I~ 
tellectuals and the aging leadership still in controi of the army. These inter­
generational differences reflect the massive differences between the formative 
experiences of the older generation in China, who lived through an era of mass 
starvation and civil war that went on almost continuously from the 1920s to 
1949, and those of the younger cohorts, brought up in conditions of relative 
stability and prosperity-broken by the severe but relatively brief upheavals 
of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution in the late 1960s. China 
has had a series of wild swings since 1949, including periods of extremely 
rapid economic growth and periods· of severe economic decline. As recently 
as 1959-60, millions of people starved to death; but this was a relatively brief 
period, compared with the decades of slaughter and starvation that dominated 
the warlord period, the civil war, and World War IL By these standards, the 
communist victory in 1949 brought a distinct improvement. And for the past 
two decades, China has experienced exceptional economic growth, with an av­
erage rate higher than Japan's. Our data reflect these facts: China starts out with 
an extremely low proportion of Postmaterialists among its oldest cohorts, but 
then shows a steep upward slope (though not as steep as that found in South 
Korea) as we move to its younger cohot1s. Although its absolute level of Post­
materialism remains far below that of most Western countries, China seems to 
be on a similar trajectory, and (as we will argue in the following chapter) fur-
ther economic development should bring expanding mass support for democ­
ratization. 

The European Union countries show a steeper rate of change than does the 
United States, reflecting their higher growth rates since World War IL While 
among the older Western European cohorts, Materialists substantially out­
number Postmaterialists (and thus fall well below the zero level on this graph), 
all three of the cohorts born after 1945 rise above this threshold-indeed, the 
two youngest European Union cohorts rank well above their American coun­
terparts. 

The value differences across age groups are greater in western Europe than 
in the United States-which implies that Western Europe is manifesting a more 
rapid rate of value change over time. This has indeed been the case. In 1972, 
when the American public was first surveyed, it showed a considerably higher 
proportion of Postrhaterialists than did the combined six European Union 
countries for which data were then available; but subsequently, Western Eu­
rope has caught up. Nevertheless, the United States has shown a significant 
movement in the predicted direction. • 

For the most part, the findings from Japan fit theoretical expectations. Its 
overall proportion of Postrnaterialists ranks just after the United States and 
Western Europe and well above most of the other countries in figure 5.5, as 
one would expect of a country that has now attained a high per capita income. 
Moreover, in Japan as in virtually all advanced industrial societies, Postmate­
rialist values are more widespread among the younger cohorts than among the 
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Figure 5.6. Societies with fast-growing economies have relatively large differences between 
values of young and old. 
r = .52, p < .001. Source: 1990-93 World Values Survey. Based on 12-item Materialist/Post­
materialist values index. Note: Data on economic growth were not available for several Eastern 
European countries. 

older ones. Furthermore, the ratio ofPostmaterialists to Materialists has grad­
ually risen over time, in Japan as in the United States and Western Europe. In 
1972, the first Japanese survey to measure these values found 43 percent Ma­
terialists and only 5 percent Postmaterialists-a preponderance of more than 
8 to 1 (Watanuki, 1977). In the 1981 World Values Survey, the figures had 
shifted to 37 and 6 percent, respectively, a ratio of 6 to 1. And the 1990 World 
Values Survey found 29 percent Materialists and 10 percent Postmaterialists: 
the ratio had fallen to less than 3 to 1. In these respects, the Japanese findings 
confirm the theory's predictions. One finding is surprising, however: as one of 
the world's most rapidly growing economies, we would expect to find a steeper 
slope for Japan than for most other countries, but we do not. 

Figure 5.5 would be unreadable if it included the results from all 43 soci­
eties for which data are available, but we should note that two important coun­
tries do not show any indication of intergenerational change: India and Nige­
ria. The data for Nigeria are plotted on figure 5.5. The line is almost horizontal, 
reflecting virtually no intergenerational change. The Indian data are not shown 
here, but as figure 5.6 demonstrates, the relationship between values and age 
is even weaker there, with younger groups being slightly less Postmaterialist 
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than the old. A combination- of relatively slow industrialization and rapid pop­
ulation growth during most of the period from 1945 to 1990 kept India from 
developing at anything approaching the East Asian rate. Nigeria has had vir­

no increase in GNP per capita since 1965, and its public also shows a 
relationship between age and values. These findings indicate that inter­

value change is not inherent in the human condition: as our the-
implies, we find it in those countries where the formative years of the 

cohorts were shaped by significantly higher levels of economic secu­
than those of the older cohorts. In countries that have not experienced eco­

uuulic development, intergenerational value differences are absent. 

ECONOMIC GROWTH AND VALUE CHANGE 

The value change thesis implies that large amounts of intergenerational change 
will be found in countries that have experienced relatively high rates of eco­
nomic growth. Figure 5.6 tests this hypothesis against the data from all of the 
societies for whlch we have data, and not just the selected examples just dis­
cussed. To present the findings from more than 40 societies on one graph, fig­
ure 5.6 condenses the relationship between age and values for each country 
into a single coefficient. As this figure demonstrates, the selected examples 
shown in figure 5.5 reflect the overall pattern: intergenerational value differ­
ences tend to be largest in countries that have experienced the greatest amounts 
of economic growth during _the past 40 years. Accordingly, the correlation be­
tween age and values is strongest in such countries as South Korea and China, 
and weak or even negative in such countries as Nigeria and India-which have 
not only experienced much lower rates of economic growth than China or 
South Korea, but which also have much more unequal income distlibutions, 
so that substantial proportions of the population live at the edge of starvation. 

Note that the intergenerational value differences are also relatively weak in 
the United States: though it has a relatively high absolute level ofPostmateri­
alism, its rate of intergenerational change is relatively small. Although the 
United States has been one of the world's richest countries since the nineteenth 
century, it has not experienced dramatic changes between the formative expe­
riences of younger and older cohorts like those found in Europe and East Asia. 
The United States has been a relatively rich country throughout the lifetime of 
everyone in the sample and was not devastated by World War II-but the 
United States has had relatively slow growth in recent decades .. 

As usual, we find deviant cases. Argentina and Chile are "overachievers," 
showing larger intergenerational differences than their economic growth rates 
would predict; and, as we have seen, Japan is an "underachiever," showing 
smaller intergenerational value differences than its historic economic growth 
rate would predict. But overall, the pattern fits our theoretical expectations. 
High rates of economic growth tend to go with large intergenerational value 
differences (r = .41, statistically significant at the .Ollevel). 
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ECONOMIC SECURITY AND VALUE CHANGE: 

NEW EVIDENCE FROM 40 SOCIETIES 

The value change thesis also implies that high levels of prosperity should be 
conducive to high levels of Postmaterialism, so rich countries should tend to 
have more Postmaterialists than poor ones. 

Disputing this thesis, Trump (1991) and Duch and Taylor (1993), drawing 
on data from only three societies, have claimed that Postmaterialist values are 
not more likely to be found in prosperous countries or regions than in poor 
ones. The World Values surveys provide strong evidence that they are. These 
surveys cover an unprecedentedly broad range of the economic spectrum, with 
data from low-income nations, middle-income countries, and advanced in­
dustrial democracies having per capita incomes 60 or 70 times as high as those 
of the poorest countries. 

Our theory implies that the shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist priori­
ties is potentially universal: it should occur in any country that moves from 
conditions of economic insecurity to relative security (though during a transi­
tional period, older generations will continue to reflect the conditions that char­
acterized their preadult experiences). This has clear implications: people liv­
ing in rich countries generally experience more economic security than those 
in poor nations, where the pie is not only smaller but also tends to be less 
evenly distributed, and many people live on the edge of starvation. Accord­
ingly, we would expect high levels of GNP/capita to be linked with relatively 
high levels of Postmaterialist values. 

Although this implication is straightforward, until recently it was not possi­
ble to test it adequately because most of the surveys exploring values (like most 
surveys in general) have been carried out in relatively developed societies. 
Using the 1990-91 World Values Surveys we can now test this hypothesis 
across the full range of economic development. The results confirm that hy­
pothesis, as figure 5.7 demonstrates (using the 12-item values index). Rich 
countries tend to have much higher proportions ofPostmaterialists than poorer 
countries. Although some rich countries such as Norway and the United States 
are "underachievers" and some poorer countries such as Mexico and Turkey 
are "overachievers," the overall correlation is remarkably strong: r = .68, sig­
nificant at the .OOOllevel. 

Diez Nicolas (1994) demonstrates that this relationship also holds true at the 
regional level, within a given nation. He has included the Materialist!Postma­
terialist values battery in monthly national surveys of the Spanish public since 
1988, obtaining nearly 55,000 interviews in the period 1989-92. Cumulating 
large numbers of interviews from each region enables him to perform statisti­
cally reliable analyses of the relationship between values and economic secu­
rity at the regional level, in a country that has large amounts of regional vari­
ation. This provides a much more reliable base on which to test this hypothesis 
than the 741 secondary school students on which Trump (1991) relied for ev-
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.68, p < .0001. Source: 1990-93 World Values Survey. GNP/capita from World 

World Development Report, 1993. Note: Respondents are classified as "high" on 
12-item Materialist!Postmaterialist values index used here if they gave high prior­

to at least three of the five Postmaterialist goals (ranking them among the two most 
"'rt~nt in each group of four.goals). They are classified as "low" if they gave high 

to none of the five Postmaterialist goals. 

that regional economic variations in the United States are unrelated to 
values. 

Nicolas finds that the relative level of Postmaterialism varies a good 
from region to region and is quite stable from one year to the next. The 

yearthiest regions (the Basque country and greater Madrid) consistently have 
highest proportions of Postmaterialists; and the poorest regions (Andalu­
Extremadura, and Castille-La Mancha) show the lowest proportions of 

in virtually every year. As figure 5.8 shows, this relationship 
strong, and it shows a particularly good fit with a given region's level 

economic development 25 years prior to the suiV"ey, during the median re­
preadult years (r = .83). Here again, the evidence indicates that 

:~unormc security has a powerful linkage with the emergence of Postmateri­
values. 

Duch and Taylor (1993) and Davis (1996) suggest that the value shift we ob­
is due simply to rising levels of education. Do richer countries and richer 
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gions one generation before surveys. 
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regions have larger numbers of Postmaterialists simply because .their publics 
are better educated? 

As our theory implies, we do indeed find that the better educated in every 
country are likelier to have Postmaterialist values than the less educated. In 
large part, this reflects the fact that one's educational level is an excellent in­
dicator of how economically secure one was during one'sjormative years. For 
the great majority of people, one's education is completed in their preadult 
years; and how much education they get is closely related to how well-offtheir 
parents were during that period: economically secure families give their chil­
dren more years of education than economically insecure ones. We would also 
expect the upper-income and occupational groups to be more Postmaterialist 
than the lower ones, but one's educational level is a considerably better indi­
cator of security during one's formative years than is one's current income or 
occupation. Education gets closer to the key causal factor, which-is formative 
security. One's income or occupation reflects one's current economic level. 
But one's education not only taps current prosperity but is also an excellent in­
dicator of how prosperous one's parents were. 

An alternative explanation would focus on some form of indoctrination: the 
better educated are more likely to have Postmaterialist values because their 

teachers teach them these values. Some version of this seems to be what Duch 
and Taylor, and Davis have in mind-though this interpretation fails to explain 
why (as our data demonstrate) those who received a higher education in the 

before World War IT are not predominantly Postmaterialists. 
Still another possible explanation for why we would expect the better edu­

to be more Postmaterialistic lies in the fact that the better educated gen­
have better jobs and higher incomes than the less educated: they have 

~l<>ti'"'~ly high levels of current economic security, which, the theory implies, 
also be conducive to Postmaterialist values. We don't rule out either in­

fVvL.uuation or current prosperity as possible contributing factors: our theory 
that security during one's formative years is conducive to the emergence 

Postmaterialist values, and not that it is the only influence on these values. 
question is "What is the relative importance of these factors?" 

Our theory emphasizes the role of formative security. But one's educational 
is linked with current prosperity, exposure to indoctrination, and how well­

's family was during a person's formative years. In order to separate these 
tu.LU0 1vd influences, we will perform a multiple regression analysis. But we have 

problem in doing so: this approach will almost inevitably underestimate the 
of formative experiences. The reason why it will do so is simple: recall 

virtually always contain a good deal more measurement error than do re-
of one's own current characteristics. Most respondents can give pretty ac­

information concerning their own income, occupation, or educational 
at the time of the survey. But their report of their parents' characteristics 
they were growing up almost inevitably is contaminated with a good deal 

measurement error. First, there is the simple fact that they are not reporting 
their own characteristics now....:....they are reporting someone else's characteris­

when they were growing ·up-which may have been 30 or 40 years ago. 
problems are especially acute with recall data concerning one's parents' 

income: this is something that may have varied a good deal from one year to the 
next and, quite often, was something that the parents did not discuss with their 
children. We ask the reader, "What was your parents' income level when you 
were growing up?" Hardly anyone can give a precise figure-but most people 
can provide a pretty accurate account of their own income at the time of the sur­
v.ey. Consequently, recall data on parental income will almost certainly explain 
less of the variance in one's attitudes than data on one's own current income: its 
explanatory power is weakened by a great deal of measurement error. Recall 
data on one's parents' occupation has some of these same problems-it deals 
with som~thing that may be quite distant in time, may have varied, and may not 
have been clearly conveyed to the child; but most people can give at least a fairly 
accurate idea of what their parents' occupation was when they were growing up. 
The same is true of one's parents' educational level: it suffers from the mea­
surement problems inherent in recall data about someone else's characteristics, 
possibly a long time ago; but one's parents' educational level was a fixed char­
acteristic in most cases, and one can get a more accurate measurement of it than 
of parental income during one's formative years. 



\ 

In short, it is considerably more difficult to get an accurate measutc u1 w·­

mative security" than it is to get one of one's current economic characteris­
tics-which tends to weaken the relative explanatory power of formative se­
curity in any regression analysis that runs one against the other. Nevertheless, 
let us carry out the test, using the best measure of formative security that we 
can get. For this purpose, the best data we know of are those from the Politi­
cal Action surveys (Barnes et al., 1979) carried out in the 1970s. In order to 
obtain a relatively good indicator of formative security, we construct a multi­
item index based on the reported educational level of the respondent's mother 
and father, plus the reported occupation of the respondent's father (most 
spondents' mothers didn't have one, when they were growing up). Table 5. 
shows the results of multiple regression through the origin, in each of the six 
countries for which these data are available. 

As table 5.1 demonstrates, our theory is clearly upheld in every one of 
six societies. For our indicator of formative security not only reduces the 
relation between the respondent's educational level and his or her values: in 
all six societies, our indicator of formative security, based on recall data con~ 
cerning the respondent's parents' educational and occupational level when 
respondent was growing up, actually explains more of the variance in his 
her values than does the respondent's own educational level. 

This is a truly remarkable set of findings. Normally, one would expect an· 
dividual's own.current characteristics to provide a far stronger explanation 
his or her own values or attitudes than the status of some other peri'on-nar~ 
ticularly since our measure of parental SES is based on recall data 
the status of another person at a time that may be several decades in the 
But despite all the problems inherent in recall data, we find that the 
dent's parents' SES consistently provides an even stronger explanation of 
respondent's values, than does his or her own educational level. 

These two variables, by themselves, explain most of the variance in 
rialist!Postmaterialist values in every country; across the six societies, they 
count for 79 percent of the variance. And the most important factor is 
tive Security, not the respondent's education. This holds true only 
narrowly in Italy, where (as the respective beta coefficients demonstrate) 
mative Security accounts for slightly more of the variance in values than 
the respondent's educationallev.el. In Germany, the Netherlands, Austria, 
United States, and Finland, the predominance of Formative Security is 
sided; and for the six nations as a whole, the beta coefficient for Formative 
curity is .635-more than twice the size of the coefficient for respondent's 

cationallevel, which is .266. 
One could scarcely hope for a clearer demonstration of the fact that 

values are not simply the result of indoctrination in the schools, or a reflecuu1 
of the fact that the better educated tend to have higher incomes. The impact 
one's formative experiences seems to have a considerably greater impact 
Materialist!Postmaterialist values than the individual's educational level. 
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mative Security seems to play a key role in the emergence of Postmaterialist 

values. 

CHANGES IN THE WoRLD VALUES SURVEY, 1981-1990 

Data from a long time series would be needed to demonstrate directly that eco-: 
nomic development tends to produce an intergenerational shift toward Post­
materialist values globally, and such data are not available for most of 
countries. Although the time series evidence that is available has a remarKaOl) 
good fit with the predictions of the Postmaterialist value shift thesis, most 
it comes from nine Western nations. We can supplement it with a 
amount of a,dditional time series data from the World Values surveys: for 21 
these countries, data from the four-item values battery is available from 

the 1981 and the 1990-91 surveys. 
Table 5.2 shows the distribution of Materialist and Postmaterialist values · 

1981 and 1990 for 21 countries. We also have World Values survey data 
these time points for one additional country, Denmark, but we do not prc~>vuc 
them here. The 1981 Danish sample seems to have been unrepresentative: 
results are far out of line with the results from other countries, and also 
the results from other Danish surveys carried out at the same time. 
quently we do not use this survey as a basis of cross-time comparisons in 
book (details concerning the 1981 Danish sample are presented in Appendix 2). 

As table 5.2 shows, 18 out of these 21 countries show a shift in the predicted 
direction, from 1981 to 1990-91. South Korea shows no net shift, which is sur­
prising. Only two countries (Iceland and South Africa) show shifts in the 
posite direction from the one predicted. We have no explanation for why 
land is a deviant case, but it is not surprising that South Africa shows a 
toward Materialist goals. A society's values at any given time point reflect 
combination of long-term trends and current period effects-and South 
experienced a period of severe insecurity during the 1980s. Its economy, 
fering from international boycott and low commodity prices, experienced 
nomic stagnation throughout the 1980s. Moreover, widespread violence 
political instability gave rise to growing concern for physical security 
both blacks and whites. Powerful period effects were working to produce 
sense of insecurity, rather than the security that contributes to 

values. 
A generalized shift toward Postmodern values seems to be taking 

With only two time points available, the World Values surveys database 
not enable one to distinguish period effects from long-term trends, but it 
provide data from a wide range of nations. Here again, the findings show a 
from Materialist to Postmaterialist values, complementing the findings 
the much more detailed time series available from eight Western 

countries. 

TABLE 5.2 
The Shift Toward Postmaterialist Values: Results from the 1981 vs. 1990 World 
Values Surveys (Percentage Postmaterialist Minus Percentage Materialist) 

\, 

1981 1990 Net Shift 

21 
-2 
-6 

-10 
-10 
-11 
-13 
-14 
-16 
-16 
-19 
-20 
-20 
-21 
-24 
-32 
-34 
-39 
-41 
-45 
-50 

23. 

26 
14 

-14 
9 

14 
0 
4 
2 

-33 
-14 
-4 
-6 

-19 
6 

-19 
-34 

7 
-6 

+2 
+28 
+20 
-4 

+19 
+25 
+13 
+18 
+18 
-17 
+5 

+16 
+14 
+2 

+30 
+13 

0 
+46 
+35 

-7 +38 
-41 +9 

values question was not asked in the U.S. in the 1981 survey; results are from the 1980 
y. 
1981 and 1990 World Values surveys. 

value change thesis predicts a gradual intergenerational shift from Mate­
values toward Postrnaterialist values. During the years from 1970 to 
a statistically significant shift toward Postmaterialist values took place 
eight Western European countries for which a detailed time series is 

similar shifts seem to have occurred in the United States, Japan, and 
other countries around the world. 
trend toward Postmaterialism is not automatic. It does not seem to be 
place in Nigeria or India. Although generatio;al replacement tends to 

Postrnaterialism upward throughout advanced industrial society, such 
factors as inflation and unemployment also affect value change. The 

~sequences of the breakup of the Soviet Union have been massive, and cur­
.·. conditions there are harrowing. In settings of extreme uncertainty such as 

,.,,.,.,.,.r Soviet Union, with falling living standards and declining life ex-



pectancy, we would not expect to find a movement towa.tu r v<:>Luu.•w··------· 

On the contrary, our theory implies that current conditions in Russia or Belarus 
would bring increasing emphasis on Materialist values. 

The data we have examined make two points clear: first, the shift from Ma­
terialist to Postmaterialist values is not a uniquely Western phenomenon. It is 
found in societies with widely different institutions and cultural traditions. Th~ 
rise of Postmaterialist values is closely linked with prosperity and seems 
occur wherever a society has experienced enough economic growth in 
decades so that the younger birth cohorts have experienced signifr~.;a.tru, 

greater economic security during their formative years than did the older 
horts. In societies that are not yet well launched on industrialization, on 
other hand, there are few Postmaterialists and little difference between the 
ues of young and old: intergenerational value differences reflect a society's 
of economic growth. Economic growth, of course, is only one factor that 
tributes to security or insecurity. Other events such as war, domestic upheav 
and ethnic conflict can also have a major impact, but they tend to be situatior. 
specific (and are less readily quantified), making them more difficult to 
lyze empirically. 

Second, where value change has occurred, intergenerational differences 
remarkably' robust. In Western Europe, clear and sizable differences betweei) 
the values of younger and older birth cohorts persisted through the recessions 
of the mid-1970s and the early 1980s. More remarkably still, in Russia 
Eastern Europe sizable intergenerational value differences have 
through the collapse of the economic and political systems in recent 
These values show predictable period effects in response to current ecouuum 
conditions. But the Postmaterialist value shift does not simply reflect 
conditions. It also has a long-term component that seems to reflect the 
tinctive formative circumstances that given birth cohorts experienced as 
as 40 or 50 years ago. 

As we have seen, cultural change has a rational component: it tends to 
low the principle of diminishing marginal utility. But the enduring interge .. ._, 
ational differences found here undermine any simplistic version of 
choice theory that would seek to explain behavior as a response to one's 
mediate situation, unshaped by internal cultural differences. For we _find 
sisting generational differences that seem to reflect the enduring legacy of 
distinctive formative experiences of given generations. At any point in 
the respective birth cohorts in a given society are in the same situation as 
elders but respond to it in fundamentally different ways because they 
it by different values. These different responses to the same situation do 
simply reflect that fact that the respective cohorts are of different ages, for 
distinctive values continue to characterize given cohorts even after they 
aged over many years. 

Inglehart (1990) found that orientations concerning a wide variety of 
mains, from politics to religion, to sexual norms to childrearing values, 
correlated with Materialist/Postmaterialist values. Evidence presented in 

dergoing an intergenerational value shift, similar to the shift from Materialist 
toward Postmaterialist values. Thus, the detailed evidence now available about ( /1:\ 

Postmaterialist shift may help us understand the far broader cultural shift ~) 
survival values to Postmodern values. 


