
Feelings about core values are a central component of American public opinion. Values

are widely believed to be some of the fundamental building blocks of human behavior. They also

comprise a basic element of a nation’s political culture. And, values have direct relevance for

understanding the conflicting appeals that underlie political issues. For all of these reasons, it is

important to understand how the American public reacts to values such as “liberty,” “equality,”

and the like. 

This paper will use unique data from an internet survey in order to construct a geometric

model of value choices within the American mass public. There are three major objectives in

doing so. First, the data and model estimates will give some basic descriptive information about

the ways that citizens think about, and respond to, values. Multidimensional scaling will be used

to obtain an empirical estimate of the “mental map” that people bring to bear on core values. The

specific content of this map should provide useful insights regarding contemporary American

political culture. At the very least, it will reveal Americans’ feelings about contrasts and

compatibility across different values. 

Second, we will determine whether a single mental map is sufficient for the entire public

and where various population subgroups situate themselves relative to the core values under

investigation here. This has important implications for understanding the nature of heterogeneity

within public opinion: Do people with differing views really see the world the same way and

simply take different positions on commonly-perceived cleavages? Or do various subgroups of

the American population look at the world in fundamentally different ways, and therefore “talk

past each other” in political discourse?

Third, the analysis will examine the empirical relationship between the public’s value

choices and aggregate distributions of opinion on several political issues. This provides a sense
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of the ways that specific policy controversies develop within the more general dimensions of

political culture. This part of the analysis will also reveal quite directly how there is marked

variation in the ways that issues divide American society. There really is a set of consistent

issues that constitute the “dominant” cleavage while another set of issues “cuts across” the

traditional line of conflict in idiosyncratic directions.

BACKGROUND

Values can be defined as each individual’s abstract, general conceptions about the

desirable and undesirable end-states of human life. As such, values provide criteria for

evaluating external stimuli and interacting with other elements of the social environment. They

effectively define what is “good” and “bad” in the world. Good things are those that facilitate,

promote, or are consistent with positive values. Bad things either promote negative values, or

inhibit the attainment of positive values. 

Values are particularly important constructs because of their generality. Other

psychological orientations, such as beliefs and attitudes, are fairly specific in content;

respectively, they attach an attribute to a particular stimulus object and imply an evaluative

stance with respect to that object (e.g. Fishbein and Ajzen 1975). In contrast, values are

nonspecific. The term used by Schwartz (1996) is “transsituational.” In other words, values “...

transcend specific situations (Schwartz and Bilsky 1987, p. 551)” and therefore provide a very

broad and almost universally-applicable standard for guiding human behavior.

For present purposes, it is worthwhile to consider the relationship between values and

culture. Indeed, “culture” could, itself, be defined largely by the values that are salient in society

at any given point in time (e.g., Inglehart 1990; Abramson and Inglehart 1995). The predominant

feelings within a nation’s population about desirable goals and situations to be avoided reveal a
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great deal about the character of that society. However, when culture is conceptualized in this

manner, it implies more than a simple listing of certain values. Instead, it involves the

relationships between separate values— which values “go together” and which ones imply

contradictory end-states. Thus, political culture could be viewed as the general framework or

structure of values that characterizes the orientations of a nation’s citizens.

In addition to revealing some fundamental characteristics of a political system, culture is

also an important source of the issues that arise and evolve in day-to-day political life. Within

the bounds defined by current cultural standards, there is also likely to be conflict between

values. The problem is that the desirable end-states implied by values are, themselves, a limited

commodity. They are in short supply, and there is not enough to go around. Therefore,

attainment of one value (e.g., liberty) will almost certainly restrict or inhibit the degree to which

some other desirable end-state is achieved (e.g., equality). 

The preceding basic tenet of societal interaction explains why values are of fundamental

importance to politics. Philosophers, collective action theorists, and policy analysts seem to

agree that issue conflict inherently involves clashes of competing value systems (e.g., Berlin

1969; Chong 2000; Stone 1997). As stated in the well-known phrase from David Easton, politics

inherently involves disagreements about the “authoritative allocation of values (Easton 1965,

emphasis added).”

DATA

This study is intended to operationalize and test some of the central ideas from the

preceding discussion. The data for the analysis are obtained from an internet survey conducted

by Knowledge Networks, Inc. The methodology is new, but already quite well-known within the

social science research community. Briefly, a nationwide random sample of households is
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contacted and offered Web TV service in return for their willingness to serve on a panel of

respondents for surveys, using interview schedules communicated over the internet. This

strategy enables the use of innovative questions and response formats. The internet approach

generates cooperation rates from respondents that are apparently superior to those currently

obtained from telephone surveys (Chang and Krosnick 2003). Thus, it appears to be a very

reasonable way to measure public opinion.

The Knowledge Networks survey used here was conducted from October through

December 2002, and it provides information for an enormous sample (n = 7392).1 Of particular

importance for the current study is a battery of five items that elicited respondents’ preferences

among six values. Respondents were first shown this introduction:

On the following screen a list of values that everyone agrees are important will be
displayed. However sometimes we have to choose one value over another.

The next screen showed the following text:

If you absolutely had to choose, which value would you say is the most important.

LIBERTY, that is being able to act and think as one believes best.

EQUALITY, that is narrowing the gap in wealth and power between the rich and the
poor.

ECONOMIC SECURITY, that is guarantee of a steady job and a decent income.

SOCIAL ORDER, that is being able to live in an orderly and peaceful society, where
the laws are respected and enforced.

MORALITY, that is people living according to the rules that constitute decent human
behavior.

PATRIOTISM, that is looking beyond our own personal interests and doing things
that honor, respect, and protect our nation as a whole.

Respondents used radio buttons to select one of the six values. After doing so, they were shown

another screen that asked “Now, of the values that remain, which is the most important?” Along

with the latter question, the computer screen showed whichever five values were not selected in
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the previous question. This process was repeated three more times, until only one value remained

unchosen. In this manner, the five internet survey items provide a complete rank-order of value

importance for each respondent. That is, for each person, we know which value that individual

considered to be most important, second-most important, and so on, down to the least-important

(or sixth-most important) value. 

There are two features of this values battery that deserve particular emphasis. First, these

six values are firmly rooted in American political culture. This is important because there are

ongoing disagreements about which values need to be taken into account for understanding

human behavior (Kuklinski 2001). Here, liberty and equality are central components of classical

liberalism (e.g., Devine 1972; McClosky and Zaller 1984) while economic security and social

order address some of the challenges to the predominant American ideology posed by the

complexities of the modern world (e.g., Hochschild 1995; Rossiter 1962). Morality evokes

behavioral standards that may be at odds with the permissive norms of contemporary society

(e.g., Layman 1997; Bolce and DeMaio 1999). And, patriotism is a prominent theme in the

rhetoric of the post 9-11 world. Virtually all domestic political issues can be traced to the

problematic achievement of these six values. So, it is definitely important to the distribution of

mass reactions toward these central ideas.

Second, the rank-ordered value information is important because it conforms precisely to

the kinds of value structures which many psychologists hypothesize to exist. Schwartz (1992)

argues that people rarely consider single values, in isolation from other values (also see Schwartz

and Bilsky 1987). Instead, values are almost inevitably arranged into personal hierarchies. And,

the impact of values on behavior stems from this juxtaposition: “Indeed, values may pay little

role in behavior except when there is value conflict— when a behavior has consequences
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promotive of one value but opposed to others that are also cherished by the person (Schwartz

1996, p. 2).” But, it is usually very difficult to obtain this kind of information in a survey

research context. Rank-ordered value preferences are certainly not available in the standard data

sources, such as the CPS National Election Studies or the NORC General Social Surveys. Thus,

the Knowledge Networks survey data provide a fairly unique look at the ways people think about

core values.

THE AGGREGATE DISTRIBUTION OF VALUE CHOICES

The rank-ordered data are coded using a simple and intuitively obvious scheme: For each

person, the highest-ranked value is assigned a score of 6, the second-highest ranked value is

given a 5, and so on, down to the lowest-ranked value, which is assigned a 1. At the individual

level, there is a great deal of variability in the scores assigned to the respective values. Every one

of the six values was highly-regarded by a nontrivial subset of the respondents, and considered

less important by many other people. This, by itself, seems to confirm the extreme heterogeneity

that exists within the American public.

At the aggregate level, however, a clear pattern emerges in collective value choices.

Figure 1 contains a dot plot, showing the mean scores for each value, along with 95 percent

confidence intervals around each mean. The graphical display reveals that there is a clear

hierarchy in aggregated value choices. In 2004, Americans tended to place morality in the most

important position, followed by social order, liberty, patriotism, economic security, and equality.

Notice, too, that the confidence intervals for adjacent values do not overlap. This shows that the

differences in the mean importance scores are large enough that they are almost certainly not due

to sampling error or noise in the responses. 
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The results in Figure 1 are very surprising. The scholarly and popular literatures have

both emphasized the primacy of liberty and equality for defining American political culture and

the American national character. But, these two values fall relatively low in the aggregate

hierarchy of importance rankings obtained from the mass public in 2004. Thus, Americans at the

outset of the twenty-first century seem to place greater weight on maintaining acceptable

standards of behavior and an orderly social setting than on guaranteeing democratic freedoms

and rights.

The results in Figure 1 are also sharply different from American value hierarchies

measured at an earlier time point. In 1994, the Multi-Investigator Study, a national public

opinion survey, asked a random sample of Americans to provide similar information about four

of the same values used here.2 At that time, the mean scores placed economic security in the

most important position, followed by liberty, equality, and social order (Jacoby 2006). Thus, the

least important value from 1994 (social order) is rated most important, on average, in 2004. And,

the most important value from 1994 (economic security) falls to a relatively low fourth place out

of six in 2004.

These kinds of differences seem to suggest that massive value change occurred in

American society over the ten-year interval between the two data collections. It is certainly easy

to speculate about the sources of these changes: e.g., a backlash against the excesses of public

officials and corporate leaders causing morality to move to the top of the public’s hierarchy;

uncertainty and fear caused by 9-11 and the threat of terrorism; the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq

focusing public attention on social order and moving it away from economic security; and so on.

Unfortunately, however, it is impossible to test specific hypotheses with the limited information

that is currently available.
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THE STRUCTURE OF VALUE CHOICES

The results in the preceding section give us some information about central tendencies in

aggregated value choices. However, a more fundamental concern involves the structure (or

structures) of value perceptions that led to the observed importance rankings in the first place.

The empirical patterns of value choice are dependent upon the ways that people think about the

similarities and differences among the separate values. In other words, it is reasonable to assert

that values which are perceived to go together should evoke similar kinds of feelings from

people (i.e. their importance scores should have similar values), while contrasting values should

generate opposing reactions to each other (i.e., if one is considered highly important, the other is

viewed as unimportant, and so on). Thus, an understanding of the structure underlying

Americans’ perceptions of values should help us explain why people make the choices they do

regarding the relative importance of different values.

MDS as a Strategy for Estimating the Structure of Value Choices

The value structure, itself, can be estimated by performing a multidimensional scaling

(MDS) analysis. The objective of the MDS is to generate a “map” that reflects the public’s

perceived similarities and dissimilarities among the values. More specifically, the values are

represented as points within a space of specified dimensionality; for this analysis, a two-

dimensional space will be used. The points are located in the space so that, for each pair of

values, increasing similarity is equated to decreasing distance. If two values are perceived to be

very similar to each other, then the distance between the two points representing those values

will be very small. Conversely, if two values are believed to be quite dissimilar to each other,

then the distance between their points will be large. MDS seeks to obtain a configuration of the
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full set of points such that this similarity-distance relationship holds as closely as possible (in a

least-squares sense) for all pairs of values and their corresponding point pairs.

The perceptual dissimilarities among the values (i.e., the input data for the MDS) are

obtained from the data matrix of rank scores for the six values. Briefly, consider a particular pair

of values (say, liberty and equality). For each respondent, calculate the difference between the

rank scores that he/she assigns to these values. Square the difference to eliminate any negative

numbers. Then take the mean (or sum) of these squared differences across the n respondents.

Finally, take the square root of the mean (or sum) in order to return to the original units of

measurement. This “root mean squared difference” is the dissimilarity for the liberty-equality

pair. The dissimilarity is a number that will be fairly large if respondents tend to assign very

different rank scores to liberty and equality, respectively. The dissimilarity will be smaller if

people tend to assign similar scores to those two values. Given the survey question format,

values cannot have tied rank scores. Therefore, the dissimilarities can (in principle) range from

1.0 (if all respondents give a pair of values adjacent rank scores) to 5 (if every respondent gives

one value a score of 1 and the other value a score of 6).

The dissimilarities are calculated for every pair of values. There are six values in this

study, so there are (6 × 5)/2 = 15 pairwise dissimilarities. By tradition, the dissimilarities are

placed in the off-diagonal cells of a square matrix. Each row and column of this matrix

corresponds to one of the stimuli being scaled (i.e., the respective values, in this case, creating a

six-by-six matrix). Thus, the cells give the dissimilarity between the row value and the column

value. This dissimilarities matrix is symmetric around the main diagonal (i.e., the dissimilarity

between values A and B is the same as the dissimilarity between values B and A). The diagonal



10

cells contain zeroes, since each value is not at all dissimilar to itself. Appendix A provides a

simple example to show how a dissimilarities matrix is created, using a small, artificial dataset. 

The actual dissimilarities matrix for the six values is shown in Table 1. Looking at some

of the cell entries, we can see that the smallest dissimilarity— 2.18— occurs in the cell at the

third row and second column (or second row and third column, since the matrix is symmetric).

This shows that the respondents considered economic security and equality to be the most

similar (or least dissimilar) pair of values. At the other extreme, the largest entry in the matrix is

3.17 in the cell at the fifth row and second column. Hence, the public perceived morality and

equality to be the most dissimilar pair of values. Other cell entries could be interpreted in a

similar manner. But, the information in Table 1 is obviously very cumbersome to comprehend in

its numerical form. It is precisely to deal with this problem that we use MDS. The latter “draws a

picture” of the dissimilarities and therefore makes the information contained within the matrix

more comprehensible.

MDS Results

Figure 2 shows the two-dimensional point configuration obtained from the value

dissimilarities in Table 1. This MDS solution fits the input data almost perfectly: The correlation

between empirical dissimilarities and scaled distances is 0.96, indicating that about 92% of the

variance in the pairwise value dissimilarities is reflected in the distances between the points in

the scaled space.3 

Substantive interpretation of the MDS solution proceeds by searching for interesting

patterns in the point locations. It is important to emphasize that only the interpoint distances are

meaningful; the orientation of the points within the space (relative to the axes) is completely
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arbitrary. That being said, these points have been rotated to a varimax solution. Therefore, the

horizontal direction corresponds to the maximum dispersion in the point coordinates.

There are several interesting features in this MDS solution. For one thing, the points

seem to form three relatively distinct clusters: Economic security and equality fall close together,

while patriotism, social order, and morality form another, somewhat less distinct, grouping. One

other value— liberty— is located in a “cluster” by itself, apart from the other two clusters of

values. 

These groupings are quite reasonable. American political culture often defines equality in

terms of the ability to compete in the economic marketplace. And, of course, an alternative view

of equality involves “leveling” or providing a basic level of economic security for all.

Accordingly, the close juxtaposition of these two values in the scaling solution makes sense. At

the opposite side of the MDS space, social order and morality both involve constraints on

personal behavior. The addition of patriotism to this grouping is, perhaps, not inevitable. But,

since patriotism is often conceived as placing the nation’s interest above self-interest (de

Figueiredo and Elkins 2003), its location in this part of the scaling solution is still very

reasonable. Finally, the separation of the point representing liberty from those for the other

values probably reflects the substantive contrasts between them. On the one hand, the

contradictions between, and resultant problems involving, liberty and equality are a well-known

component of American social and cultural history. And, the freedom that is implied by liberty

certainly stands at odds with the proscribed behaviors that might be associated with morality,

social order, and patriotism. 

Another salient feature in the MDS solution involves the dimensional placements of

particular values. Specifically, the horizontal direction plays up the contrast between morality
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and equality (i.e., those who believe one of these values is most important will probably believe

that the other is least important). In similar manner, the vertical direction highlights the

differences between feelings about liberty and social order. The latter is easily predictable, given

the potential substantive conflicts between those two values. But, the separation between

morality and equality is not so clearcut. There does not seem to be any a priori reason to believe

that these two values are incompatible. Nevertheless, that does seem to be the case in

Americans’ feelings about their relative importance. 

VALUE STRUCTURE AND VALUE CHOICES

The point configuration shown in Figure 2 estimates the “mental map” that the American

public brings to bear when thinking about ideas like liberty, equality, social order, and other

values. Again, it summarizes how people perceive the values (i.e., their similarities and

differences, contrasts and compatibility, etc.). But, how are choices between the values derived

from this point configuration? Stating the question a bit differently, how can a specific set of

value importance scores— such as the mean scores discussed earlier and graphed in Figure 1—

be derived from the value space? 

Vector Representation of Value Preferences

We answer the preceding question by showing the source of the value importance scores

as a vector within the space. In this case, the source in question would be the entire sample,

whose individual choices are aggregated into, and therefore summarized by, the mean value

importance scores (which, again, were shown back in Figure 1). The exact procedure for

positioning the vector is explained in Appendix B. For now, it is sufficient to emphasize several

features of the vector. First, the vector’s specific location and length are arbitrary. Here, the

vector emanates from the origin of the space, and it is set to unit length. As we will see in the
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next part of the analysis, this placement is convenient when we want to locate several vectors

simultaneously within the value space.

Second, the vector’s direction within the space is important. Speaking loosely, the vector

is directed toward the points representing the values that receive high importance scores, and

away from the points for values with low scores. More specifically, the vector is oriented such

that the perpendicular projections from the value points onto the vector (or, more precisely, the

line that is collinear to the vector) correspond as closely as possible (in the least-squares sense)

to the value scores. In this manner, the vector direction summarizes succinctly the entire set of

importance scores for the source in question: The vector’s tip will lie relatively close to the

points for more important values. It will be directed away from values that receive lower

importance scores.

Third, the squared correlation between the perpendicular projections and the original

value scores provides a goodness-of-fit measure. Basically, it shows how well the variance in a

set of value importance scores can be explained by the locations of the points within the MDS-

derived value space. In substantive terms, this tells us the degree of consistency between the

aggregate value “map” and the specific set of value preferences given by the source in question. 

The Vector for Aggregated Public Value Choices

Figure 3 shows the value space and the vector for the mean importance scores obtained

from the entire Knowledge Networks sample. The squared correlation for this vector is very

large, at 0.948. The vector’s excellent fit shows that the average public importance ratings of the

values are highly consistent with the scaled positions of the value points. This result is not

particularly surprising, since the MDS space, itself, is based upon the public’s aggregated

perceptual dissimilarities among the values. But, the correspondence between the space and the
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vector is not guaranteed; therefore, the fact that it does exist in these data attests to the validity of

the space as the foundation for citizens’ value choices.

Here, the vector points toward the left side of the space, slightly below the horizontal.

Thus, it is directed generally toward morality and social order, the two most-highly rated values

(or, more correctly, toward the points that represent them within the MDS space). In contrast, the

two lowest-rated values, economic security and equality, are located in the opposite side of the

space from the vector.  The remaining two values, patriotism and liberty, project onto the vector

at positions that are relatively close to the origin of the space. This illustrates the intermediate

importance scores that they received from the survey respondents. 

Note that the ordering of the projections along the vector for these latter two values is

inconsistent with their importance scores: On average, people rate liberty higher than patriotism.

However, the projection from the patriotism point falls further to the left (i.e., closer to the vector

tip) than does the projection from the liberty point. Thus, the correspondence between the vector

and the importance ratings is not perfect. But, it is quite close, so it is reasonable to regard the

vector as a graphical representation of public feelings about value importance.

HETEROGENEITY IN VALUE CHOICES

Up to this point in the analysis, we have focused strictly on value choices aggregated

across the entire sample. Such a strategy is reasonable if the public is relatively unified with

respect to its value perceptions and choices. But, serious questions can be raised on that very

point (e.g., Fiorina, Abrams, Pope 2004). On the one hand, value homogeneity may be a

reasonable depiction of American political culture: After all, the United States is often described

as a “melting pot,” in which a common national character has developed out of the population’s

diversity (e.g., Devine 1972). On the other hand, some recent scholarship suggests otherwise:
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The growing literature on “culture wars” suggests that the citizenry is divided into relatively

disjoint subsets, each of which adheres to distinct, differing, and often conflicting sets of values

(e.g., Layman 2004). 

The current strategy for examining value choices can be employed in a manner that

should be useful for investigating this issue. First, we will divide the overall sample into

subgroups according to a number of social and political characteristics. Second, we will obtain

the mean value importance ratings within each subgroup. Third, we will fit vectors representing

the respective subgroups mean value importance ratings into the common value space, using the

procedure developed in the previous section.

 The vector representation of subgroup value choices is particularly convenient because it

summarizes an enormous amount of information in a succinct manner. Each subgroup’s vector is

interpreted exactly as explained above (i.e., the subgroup’s vector is directed toward the points

for the most important values for that subgroup, goodness-of-fit for a subgroup is measured by

the squared correlation between the subgroup’s mean importance ratings and the projections

from value points onto the subgroup’s vector, and so on). Differences between subgroups are

represented by variability in the vector directions; the larger the differences two subgroups’

value importance scores, the larger the angle between their vectors. In the extreme, two

subgroups with exactly opposing value preferences (i.e., the members of the two subgroups are

uniform in their value choices, and each subgroup’s choice is the exact mirror-image of the other

group’s choices) will be shown as vectors that point in opposing directions within the space (i.e.,

the angle between them is 180 degrees). Of course, any two groups with identical value

importance ratings would be shown as collinear vectors (i.e., the angle between them is zero).
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If the subgroup vectors all show good fit, and they point in the same direction (which,

presumably, would be similar to the direction for the aggregated value choices in Figure 3), then

it is strong evidence for value homogeneity within the American public. Alternatively, the

subgroup vectors may fit well, but point in different directions. That would suggest that people

agree on the basic differences that exist between values, but disagree about which values are

more or less important. A third possibility is that some of the vectors may not fit well (i.e., the

squared correlation between the point projections and the importance ratings is low); that would

suggest even more fundamental differences in the ways that the relevant subgroups think about

values. Note that the latter two outcomes would both provide some degree of support for the

culture wars argument, although the exact implications would differ in each case.

The exact set of subgroups is, of course, limited by the variables included in the

Knowledge Networks dataset. Here, we divide the overall sample into groups based upon race,

age, region of residence, political ideology, party identification, gender, family income, and

education. Appendix C shows the full set of subgroups, the size of each subgroup (percentage of

the overall sample), and the subgroup mean value importance scores.

Vectors are fit to the value space for each of the twenty-nine subgroups. The results are

shown in Figures 4 and 5. The former shows the vectors, themselves, within the space while the

latter contains a dotplot of the squared correlations for each subgroup. Let us first consider

Figure 4. There are two salient features in this display. First, the vast majority of the vectors are

contained in a small “fan” that points toward the left side of the space. The tight grouping

precludes attaching individual labels to the separate vectors. But, that is not really necessary

since the major conclusion to be drawn is quite simple: Virtually all of the subgroups show

choices about value importance that are (1) very similar to each other; and (2) highly consistent
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with the aggregated choices of the general public. Once again, the latter point is not surprising,

since the public is, itself, made up of the subgroups. But, the lack of variation in value choices

across groups— evidenced by the narrow width of the fan of vectors— provides support for a

homogeneous interpretation of American political culture— at least, insofar as it is revealed

through value choices. 

The fan of subgroup vectors confirms that virtually everyone within the American public

considers morality to be most important (i.e., the vectors are aimed in the general direction of the

morality point, in the left side of the space). It also shows that most of the public considers

economic security and equality to be least important, since the points for these values are

isolated in the right side of the space— precisely the opposite direction from the vectors. The

only real differences among most of the subgroups concern their relative feelings about the

values that they all consider to be of “intermediate” importance. The subgroups with vectors

pointing toward the upper-left tend to regard liberty and patriotism to be relatively important,

compared to social order. These subgroups include westerners, males, and people with large

family incomes and/or high levels of education. The subgroups with vectors pointing toward the

lower-left tend to emphasize social order over patriotism and liberty. Such subgroups include

females, people with lower education levels and/or smaller family incomes, Hispanics, and

(perhaps, surprisingly) Democrats. Again, however, the differences across the subgroups are

quite limited in their absolute magnitude and they are clearly secondary to the more prominent

uniformity in the public’s value choices.

The clarity of the preceding interpretation must be qualified by the second salient feature

in Figure 4: There are two highly discrepant vectors, pointing in very different directions from

the “fan” formed by the other subgroups. The vector for African Americans points toward the
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bottom of the space, while that for liberals is directed toward the upper left. These are the only

two subgroups whose importance scores for the six values differ markedly from the general

public and the remaining subgroups. 

Further evidence is obtained from Figure 5. The dotplot shows that most of the vectors fit

the space very well; hence, value choices for most subsets of the American public are highly

consistent with the general structure of values revealed in the MDS analysis. But, that is not the

case for a small number of subgroups. Specifically, racial minorities, Democrats, young people

(i.e., under age 29), highly educated people (i.e., college degree or higher), and liberals all show

squared correlations under 0.80. Again, most of these subgroups had vectors that were generally

consistent with the others in Figure 4 (i.e., they pointed in roughly the same direction). Thus, the

lower levels of fit probably represent “noise” in the importance scores; despite its presence, the

overall sets of choices for these subgroups are quite similar to the rest of the population. 

That is not the case for African Americans and liberals. These subgroups give sets of

importance ratings that are largely uncorrelated with those from other segments of the

population. For example, Black respondents are distinctive in that they believe economic

security and equality to be almost as important as morality and social order; the rest of the

sample places the former two values below liberty and patriotism. And, liberals differ from

others in their emphasis on liberty (it receives the highest mean score among liberals) and lack of

attention to patriotism (which receives the lowest mean score). These unusual combinations of

importance scores, combined with their general poor fit to the aggregated MDS solution, suggest

that African Americans and liberals really do view the world— or, at least, think about core

values— in ways that are fundamentally different from the rest of society.



19

VALUE STRUCTURE AND PUBLIC ISSUE PREFERENCES

The importance of political culture stems, in large part, from its pervasive influence on

the conduct of political activity within a nation. Basically, culture sets the boundaries of

legitimate political debate, by defining appropriate sets of terms for policy controversies. Stated

simply, culture provides the source for political preferences. And, if that is the case, then there

should be a direct connection between the predominant value structure in American society— a

direct manifestation of political culture— and the distribution of public opinion on current policy

issues. In this section, we will test that linkage by embedding vectors for several issues within

the MDS-derived value space.

The Knowledge Networks survey elicited respondents’ opinions on seven issues: Defense

spending; government services and spending; government versus private health insurance;

adoption rights for homosexual couples; government-guaranteed jobs and standard of living;

protecting the environment versus maintaining jobs; and aid to Blacks. In each case, respondents

placed themselves along a continuum ranging between liberal and conservative positions on that

issue; the responses were coded on a seven-point scale similar to the familiar item format that

has been used for many years by the National Election Studies.

For each issue, the mean value importance scores for those on the liberal side of that

issue are subtracted from the mean value importance scores for those on the conservative side of

that issue. The resultant mean differences for the six values are used to position a vector within

the value space, using the same procedure employed in the subgroup analysis. Speaking

informally, the vector for an issue will point toward the values that are considered most

important by those who take a conservative stand on that issue and least important by those who
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take a liberal stand on the same issue. More generally, the vector for each issue summarizes the

value preferences manifested by the citizens who take opposing sides on that issue.

Figure 6 shows the issue vectors embedded within the value space and Figure 7 shows

the goodness-of-fit for each vector (again, the squared correlations between the point projections

onto the vector and the mean difference scores used to define the vectors). Four of the vectors

fall within a rather loose cluster, pointing toward the upper-left side of the space. The issues

corresponding to these vectors conform to well-defined partisan cleavages: Government

services, health insurance, guaranteed jobs, and aid to Blacks all represent the kinds of social

welfare concerns that defined the New Deal party system and the major lines of partisan conflict

since that time. And, judging from the projections of the value points onto the issue vectors, they

all seem to pit those who value liberty and morality against the members of the public that favor

economic security and equality.

The remaining three issues divide the public in different ways, suggesting that the

appeals on the conflicting sides evoke different configurations of values. This is particularly true

for the question of homosexual adoption rights, where the vector literally cuts across those for

the more “mainstream” issues. In contrast to the latter, this issue divides supporters of liberty and

equality from those who believe that morality and social order are the most important values.

The remaining two issues do not provide quite as stark a contrast. But, defense spending,

environmental concerns, and gay rights are all distinctive in that they do not involve the direct

socioeconomic disagreements of the other issues

The information in Figure 7 confirms the preceding interpretations. Once again, public

opinion on the four socioeconomic/racial issues is highly consistent with the predominant

configuration of values. This is signalled by the large squared correlations for the four
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“mainstream” issues. As we would probably expect, the foreign policy issue of defense

spending, the question about environmental protection, and the lifestyle concern of homosexual

adoption all show lower levels of consistency with the aggregate value structure that exists in

American public opinion. 

CONCLUSIONS

This study is an attempt to operationalize a central component of American political

culture: The structure of citizens’s feelings about core values. This is an important task for a

number of reasons. Values represent very basic and extremely broad evaluative standards; in

effect, they provide guidelines for structuring all subsequent human behavior. Therefore, an

understanding of the predominant value configuration in a given population will reveal a great

deal about its society. At the same time, the degree of internal consistency or variation in value

choices across subgroups within society will provide insights about the likely axes of agreement

and disagreement that will emerge. Finally, culture delimits political discussion, so the

underlying framework of values should affect the lines of issue conflict that develop around

social problems. 

The analysis in this paper shows that there is a clear structural foundation to the ways

that Americans think about values. The results from the MDS show that specific values seem to

coalesce into three contrasting groupings— a scheme that represents a somewhat simplified

version of Schwartz’s value types. Equality and economic security form one cluster, patriotism,

morality, and social order comprise a second cluster, and liberty stands apart on its own from the

other values. 

The separation of these three sets of values is very reasonable, given their contrasting

substantive implications. The first cluster involves considerations of self-sufficiency and
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individual capacities. The second cluster coalesces around a theme of conformity, tradition, and

societal security. The last value, of course, emphasizes freedom and evokes ideas about

individual choice. All three of these themes have been prominent components of American

political tradition and culture. Indeed, prominent struggles can be viewed as conflicts between

those who emphasize each of these value sets: For example, civil rights issues pit equality-

related concerns against freedom. And, the war against terrorism involves a direct confrontation

between freedom and the values associated with the conformity cluster. Hence, the structure of

values helps clarify the kinds of broad political conflicts that emerge in American society.

The empirical analysis also confirms that there is a broad degree of consensus on

fundamental principles. Most Americans believe that morality and social order are the most

important values, while economic security and equality are least important. To be sure, there is

some variability across social and political subgroups in the precise degree of salience accorded

to specific values. But, the general thrust of societal value concerns is relatively unified. To a

degree that is somewhat surprising, Americans emphasize values that imply constraints on

individual behavior (i.e., morality and social order) rather than the broad abstract themes that

have characterized American ideology for more than two centuries (i.e., liberty and equality).

There are two prominent and important exceptions to the preceding consensus: African

Americans and liberals both react to fundamental values in ways that are qualitatively different

from the rest of society. In other words, the “mental maps” that Blacks and liberals use when

thinking about values seem to be quite different from the mainstream. It is emphatically not the

case that these two subgroups have the same general view of fundamental principles, but merely

make the opposite choices among them compared to other Americans. Instead, they differ in

their basic ideas about which values go together and which ones do not. This suggests that, when
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conflicts arise with other racial and/or ideological groups, the sides will likely talk past each

other. In turn, that makes resolution more difficult and adds to the longevity of these cleavages

within society.

Finally, the empirical analysis shows how broad, general value orientations are

manifested in specific political issues. The basic connection between between the two is not

particularly surprising, since the policy appeals underlying issue conflict are almost always

phrased in value-laden terms. But, it is interesting to see that relatively “mature” political issues

(e.g., social welfare, health care, and civil rights) span the value space in very similar ways.

Issues that are relatively new to the political agenda (i.e., environmental protection and gay

rights) cut across the predominant value structure in different directions. 

This variation across issues suggests that there may be a value-based component to issue

evolution. Current scholarly understandings hold that social problems are “elevated” to political

issues when the parties polarize around the underlying policy conflict. That probably does

account for the initiation of the process. But, the public reaction seems also to involve the

direction and clarity of the ways that an issue motivates the proponents of different values.

Perhaps the mass component of the issue evolution process centers on the degree to which a

given policy controversy can be phrased in terms of the major gulf between supporters of liberty

and morality on the one hand, and economic security and social order on the other.

In conclusion, this study has attempted to construct a model of the public’s value choices,

and thereby enable direct observation of an important component of American political culture.

While we believe the analysis has, generally, achieved its objectives, we also want to emphasize

that this work is only a first step. There are a number of ways that the study could be extended to

provide further insights. For example, it would be very helpful to have data on choices across a
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larger set of values. This would not only provide a more complete picture of value structure; it

would also have methodological benefits by enabling more reliable scaling results. At the same

time, a broader array of population subgroups— particularly, those based upon religious

affiliations— would be useful for assessing more fully the arguments about the existence of a

“melting pot” or a “culture war” within American society. And, data from more than one time

point could help us determine the temporal stability of mass value orientations, as well as enable

more direct observation of the dynamic elements in the issue evolution process. For all of these

reasons, we hope to continue in this line of work, and expand our understanding of value choices

within the American public. 



APPENDIX A: CONSTRUCTING A DISSIMILARITIES MATRIX

This appendix uses a very simple example to show how the value importance scores given by a
set of respondents can be used to construct a dissimilarities matrix among the values. To begin,
Table A1 shows a small, hypothetical, dataset, containing three respondents (labelled “i”, “ii”,
and “iii”) and three values (labelled “A”, “B”, and “C”). The data entries are the respondents’
importance ranks for the values, with larger numbers corresponding to greater importance. Thus,
respondent i believes A is the most important value (so, it is assigned a 3), B is second-most
important (it is assigned a 2), and C is least important (it is assigned a 1), and so on for the other
two respondents.

In Table A2, the rows still correspond to the three hypothetical respondents. But, the columns are
now pairs of values. The cell entries in this table give the difference in the importance scores
that each respondent assigned to the first and second value in each pair. For example, respondent
i gave a 1 to value A and a 3 to value C. Therefore, the entry in the first row, first column of
Table A2 is the difference between these values, or -2. These differences are obtained for each
respondent and each value pair. 

The first three rows of Table A3 show the squared differences for the value pairs. Focusing again
on respondent i’s rating of values A and C, the number in the first row, first column of Table A2
(which is -2) is squared to produce the 4 that appears in the corresponding cell of Table A3.
Squaring the cell entries from Table A2 is necessary because we are only interested in the
absolute size of the difference between the respective pairs of values, and not which value is
rated more highly than the other. 

The fourth row of Table A3 gives the column sums of the squared differences, and the fifth row
shows the mean of the squared differences within each column (i.e., it divides the entries from
the fourth row by the number of observations— three, in this case). Table A4 rearranges the
information from the last row of Table A3 and shows it as a square, symmetric matrix. This is
the matrix of squared dissimilarities. Table A5 shows the dissimilarity matrix for the
hypothetical importance judgments about values A, B, and C. The entries in this matrix are just
the square roots of the corresponding entries from Table A4. 

The actual dissimilarities matrix for the Knowledge Networks data (shown in Table 1) is
obtained using exactly the same steps as those described in this appendix. The only differences
are that the real data matrix contains six values (and, therefore, 15 pairs of values) and 7392
rows. Note that the values in the dissimilarities matrix can be interpreted as the Euclidean
distance between the six value points within the 7392-dimensional “observation space.” In fact,
it is this geometric convenience that leads us to take the squares of the pairwise differences in
scores, rather than the absolute values of the distances. 
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Table A1: A small, hypothetical dataset showing three respondents importance scores for three values.

Values

A B C

Respondents   

i:  1 2 3

ii:  3 2 1

iii:  3 1 2

Table A2: Pairwise differences in value importance scores assigned by respondents.

Difference in Value Scores

A-B A-C B-C

Respondents   

i:  -1 -2 -1

ii:   1  2  1

iii:   2  1 -1

Table A3: Squared pairwise differences in value importance scores assigned by respondents.

Squared Difference in Value Scores

A-B A-C B-C

Respondents   

i:  1 4 1

ii:  1 4 1

iii:  4  1 1

Sum   6 9 3

Mean   2 3 1
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Table A4: Matrix of Squared Dissimilarities Between Values.

Value

A B C

Value   

A  0 2 3

B  2 0 1

C  3 1 0

Table A5: Matrix of Dissimilarities Between Values.

Value

A B C

Value   

A  0.000 1.414 1.732

B  1.414 0 1

C  1.732 1 0



APPENDIX B: FITTING A VECTOR TO A POINT CONFIGURATION

This appendix shows how a vector representing value importance scores can be fitted into a
spatial configuration of points representing those values. Figure B1 shows a two-dimensional
space containing points for five hypothetical values, labelled A through E. This point
configuration is based upon artificial data; in an actual analysis, the configuration would be
obtained from MDS output, such as that described in the text and presented in Figure 2.

In any event, assume that some data source— say, a set of survey respondents— provides
importance ranking scores for this set of values. In other words, each respondent assigns a 5 to
the value that he/she considers most important, a 4 to the second-most important value, and so
on, down to the value that person believes to be least important (which is assigned a 1). The
mean importance scores for this hypothetical set of respondents are as follows:

A 1.9
B 4.1
C 4.6
D 3.0
E 1.4

Thus, in this data source, C is considered most important (on average) since it has the largest
mean score. Similarly, E is the least important value for this group, because it has the smallest
mean score.

Now, how might this set of mean scores be obtained from the point configuration in Figure B1?
One hypothesis is that the importance scores are a linear function of the value point locations. If
so, then the following equation should hold:

Importi = $0 + $1 Dim1i + $2 Dim2i + ei

In the preceding equation, Importi is the mean importance score for each value (the subscript, i,
ranges from 1 to 4, representing A through E, respectively), Dim1i and Dim2i are the coordinates
of the point representing value i on the first and second dimensions, respectively, and ei is
random error. We also assume that the dimension coordinates are “centered” so that the mean
coordinate value on each dimension is always zero.

The coefficients in the preceding equation can be estimated very easily, by performing a
regression analysis. The point coordinates are the independent variables and the mean
importance rating scores comprise the dependent variable. There are five “observations” in this
regression, again corresponding to the five values, A through E. When the regression is carried
out using the mean importance scores given above, and the actual coordinates for the points in
Figure B1, the following estimates are obtained:

Importi = 3.000 + 0.168 Dim1i + 0.042 Dim2i + ei R2 = 0.985

The large R-squared value shows that the mean importance scores are a nearly perfect linear
function of the point locations. The intercept is not particularly important for present purposes; it
merely represents the mean of the dependent variable. The two slopes give the orientation of the
best-fitting vector for representing the mean importance scores. We will always assume that
vectors emanate from the origin of the space (which is, itself, at the centroid of the point
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configuration, by construction). The signs of the slopes give the quadrant of the space that
contains the vector. Here, both slopes are positive, so the vector is directed into the first quadrant
of the two-dimensional space (i.e., it is aimed toward the upper-right). The ratio of the slopes
from the regression equation gives the tangent of the vector’s angular orientation within the
space. Here, 0.042/0.168 = 0.248, which is the tangent of a 13.928 degree angle. (Note that the
tangent is also, itself, the slope of the vector within the two-dimensional space). The length of
the vector is arbitrary, so we simply set it to a length of 1.000. 

Figure B2 shows the vector fitted into the value point configuration from Figure B1. The vector
in Figure B2 provides a succinct representation of the mean value importance scores. Informally,
this is the case because the vector is aimed in the direction of the most highly ranked values (i.e.,
C and B) and away from the direction of the lowest-ranked values (i.e., E and A). 

But, we can actually go a bit further and argue that the vector in Figure B2 is the
optimal graphical representation of the importance scores. That is the case because the
perpendicular projections from the value points onto the line collinear with the vector are
maximally correlated with the mean importance ratings. Figure B3 shows the same two-
dimensional space with the vector from Figure B2. But, here, the figure also shows a dotted line
that is collinear to the vector. In other words, the dotted line lies exactly on top of the original
vector, but it extends infinitely in either direction. Figure B4 goes one step further, by showing
perpendicular projections from the value points onto the dotted line. Thus, the projection for
value C goes from the point representing C in the space perpendicularly onto the dotted line; the
projection terminates at point c, which actually lies on the dotted line. Similar projections are
made from the points for values B through E, to produce the perpendicular projections along the
dotted line, labelled b through e. 

Now, the dotted line in Figure B4 is, itself, a number line. Along this number line, the
perpendicular projections have the following values:

a  -5.35
b   5.08
c 10.19
d  -0.47
e  -9.45

The correlation between the preceding values and the mean value importance scores given
earlier is 0.992. The squared correlation is 0.985 which is, of course, precisely the R-squared
value for the regression equation used to relate the value point configuration to the importance
scores (and, thereby, fit the vector into the space). Any other vector in the space would produce
perpendicular projections that have a lower correlation to the original mean value importance
scores. This is the sense in which the plotted vector is the best graphical representation of those
scores.

The vectors shown in Figures 3, 4, and 6 are all obtained using exactly the same steps described
in this appendix. The only real differences are that (1) the six value points plotted in the space
represent the MDS configuration from Figure 2 and (2) the mean value importance scores are
calculated for substantively meaningful subgroups of the Knowledge Networks sample.
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Figure B1: Hypothetical two-dimensional space containing five value points.

Figure B2: Hypothetical two-dimensional space with vector representing the mean value
importance scores obtained from the data source.
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Figure B3: Hypothetical two-dimensional space with vector representing the mean value
importance scores obtained from the data source and line collinear to that vector.

Figure B4: Hypothetical two-dimensional space showing perpendicular projections from value
points onto the line collinear to the fitted vector.
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