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THE STRUCTURE OF HUMAN VALUES:
A PRINCIPAL COMPONENTS ANALYSIS OF THE

ROKEACH VALUE SURVEY (RVS)
1

Abstract
This study investigates the structure of human values by means of a principal
components analysis of the Rokeach Value Survey (RVS). Despite sample, cultural
and procedural differences, the results of this investigation show substantial
agreement with those from Feather’s study (1991), which was replicated by the
present investigation. Results indicate that one can go beyond the single items of
the RVS to a multi-item assessment of the value concept.

The scientific study of human values has a long tradition in the fields of
psychology and sociology.  Originally,  values were conceived of as philosophi -
cal concepts which were insolubly tied to virtuous living and morality (cf.
Perry, 1926). Allport, Vernon and Lindzey (1951) were among the first social
scientists who gave the value concept a more concrete,  terrestrial meaning by
linking values to ordinary activities such as reading newspapers, watching mov -
ies or voting. These authors designed a typology of values in which persons’ sta -
ble preferences for all kinds of private and societal behaviours were categorized.
However,  the idea of a typology with fixed values as separate and stable ele -
ments, has gradually been abandoned in favour of the notion that each individ -
ual creates a very personal and flexible hierarchy out of the values available in
culture. Currently,  values are conceived of as guiding principles in life which
transcend specific situations,  may change over time, guide selection of behav -
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iour and events and which are part of a dynamic system with inherent contra -
dictions.

This shift in the thinking about the nature of human values has been largely
influenced by the work of Milton Rokeach (1973; 1979). Rokeach defined the
value concept as “ an enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct or end-state
of existence is personally or socially preferable to an opposite or converse mode
of conduct or end-state of existence”. The publication of Rokeach’s book The
Nature of Human Values caused a surge of empirical studies which investigated
the role of human values in many branches of psychology and sociology.  In the
last decades, human values have been investigated in divergent scientific do -
mains such as political ideology,  e.g.  (Rokeach, 1973), personality assessment
e.g.  (Heaven, 1993), moral reasoning e.g. (Weber, 1993), or process and out -
come of psychotherapy,  e.g.  (Kelly, 1990). In these and many other studies the
Rokeach Value Survey (RVS), an instrument which was designed by Rokeach to
operationalize the value concept, has been used as an instrument for measuring
personal and social values. The popularity of the RVS results from the fact that
Rokeach’s (1973) definition and instrumentation of the value construct is more
coherent and psychometrically sound than other instruments currently available
(Kelly, 1990). The RVS distinguishes two kinds of values: instrumental,  refer-
ring to modes of conduct and reflecting behavioral characteristics that are seen
as socially desirable and terminal,  referring to end states of existence or ulti -
mate modes of living which have been idealized.

The RVS has been extensively evaluated in empirical investigations,  e.g.
(Braithwaite & Law, 1985; Feather, 1991). Most studies which employed the
RVS used either: (a) The totals of the RVS terminal and instrumental sub-scales,
e.g.  (Kelly & Strupp, 1992); or (b) The sub-scales which were discriminated by
Rokeach as operationalizing personal/ social/ competency/ moral values do -
mains,  e. g. (Weber, 1993); or (c) The single RVS items, e.g.  (Arizmendi, Beut -
ler, Shanfield, Crago & Hagaman, 1985). However,  in our opinion, these meth -
ods have major weaknesses. First,  findings established with the broad and
generally defined instrumental and terminal RVS sub-scales lack the specificity
which is necessary to draw meaningful conclusions from results (Kelly &
Strupp, 1992). Secondly,  the theoretical distinction between personal/ social/
moral/ competence values domains have received scarce empirical confirma -
tion (Weber, 1993). Thirdly,  the measurement of values by means of single
items is questionable since individual differences may reflect variations in lin -
guistic usage rather than variations in underlying constructs (Braithwaite &
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Law, 1985; Gorsuch, 1970). Therefore, it was concluded that the use of a mul -
tiple item operationalization of the value concept would be preferable to a single
item operationalization,  such in order to control for item ambiguity and flexi -
bility of interpretation (Braithwaite & Law, 1985).

The present study was initiated to empirically investigate the structure of
human values.  Its aim was to evaluate the coherence between the 36 values as
specified by the RVS.  It was hypothesized that human values do not exist in iso -
lation but cluster in some coherent fashion to values domains with more specific
meanings. To this end the RVS items were subjected to a principal components
factor analysis followed by an orthogonal rotation varimax.

This research approach was inspired by Feather (1991) who revealed, by
means of a principal components analysis, within the intercorrelations of the in -
strumental values three value domains, which were largely consistent with the
motivational domains as described by Schwartz and Bilsky (1987): self-directed
competence, restrictive conformity and pro-social concern. Within the inter -
correlations of the terminal values Feather discriminated five value domains:
positive affiliation, universal pro-social, mature accomplishment, comfort/
stimulation and security/ salvation. The extent to which results from the present
principal components analysis correspond with those of Feather’s (1991) study
was evaluated. Note,  that the principal components analysis was executed twice,
separately for the terminal and instrumental values,  since Rokeach (1973) ex -
plicitly discriminates between both sets of values. Additionally, this procedure
was adopted in order to maximally replicate Feather’s (1991) findings, who em -
ployed a similar procedure.

Method

 This study was performed within the context of a larger investigation to the
impact of values on the process and outcome of psychotherapy. Analyses were
based on data which were collected at intake.

Subjects
In this study 114 S s volunteered, 40 males and 74 females. The mean age

of the Ss was 23.1 yr (SD=  3.7, range 18-42). All S s were clients who received
psychotherapy at the University Centre for M ental Health (UCMH). Most S s
were single (81.7%), 10.4% were married or lived together with their partner,
and 5.2% were divorced.
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Measure
The Rokeach Value Survey (RVS; Rokeach, 1973) is a 36 item question -

naire that was designed to measure specific belief systems or value orientations
which relate to 18 end states of existence (terminal values) followed by 18
modes of conduct (instrumental values). The RVS was translated with the aid of
four independent translators from English into Dutch. This resulted in one
Dutch version which was translated into English by a native English speaker to
detect connotative differences. The format of the original version was altered
from a rank order task into a rating procedure, following the guidelines of
Braithwaite and Law (1985). These and other researchers, e.g. (Schwartz & Bil -
sky, 1987) found the psychometric properties of a rating scale to be as satisfac -
tory as the original ranking version. A rating version was thereupon used in the
present study because of its apparent advantages: (1) The forced comparison of
values which is inherent to the hierarchical ranking procedure is avoided; (2) It
allows individuals to equally score values which are equally important them,
making their answers more valid. Respondents were asked to indicate to what
extent they thought each of the values was used by them as a guiding principle
in their life.  Items were rated on an asymmetric four point rating scale ranging
from (1) “ I am inclined to reject this as a guiding principle in my life”, and (2)
“ I neither reject nor accept this as a guiding principle in my life” ,  and (3) “ I am
inclined to accept this as an important guiding principle in my life” ,  to (4) “ I
accept this as an important guiding principle in my life”. This asymmetric scale,
a shortened version of one first suggested by Gorsuch (1970), was used because
distributions tended to be negatively skewed. It involves finer discriminations
by respondents on the positive end.

Test-retest reliability estimates of this Dutch RVS version were reported
earlier (cf. Debats, van der Lubbe & Wezeman, 1993). These were for the RVS-
total and the terminal and instrumental sub-scales 0.66, 0.60 and 0.62, respec -
tively. The alpha estimates of internal consistency for the same scales were
0.80, 0.69 and 0.70. These reliability estimates were comparable to those re -
ported for the English version of the RVS (Feather, 1971; Braithwaite & Law,
1985).

Chapter 5

50



Results

Principal components analysis
In order to compare the present and the Feather studies’ results (1991), the

number of factors,  five for the terminal and three for the instrumental values,
was hold constant in the present analysis. The intercorrelations between ratings
for the 18 terminal values and for the 18 instrumental values were factor-ana -
lyzed separately using principal components analysis followed by varimax ro -

tation. The criterion for interpreting the factor loadings was set at 0.30. Items
were distributed to the factors on which they loaded highest.

Table 5.1 and 5.2 present the loadings, eigen-values and percentages of the
accounted variances for all the factors which were derived from this analysis.

These tables show that all RVS items met the criterion of loading 0.30. Fur -

ther inspection revealed,  that all - except two - items loaded 0.40 on the re -

spective factor and that all,  except three,  loaded with a difference of 0.10 on
the next factor. The five terminal factors were found to account for 52.9%  of the
variance, whereas the three instrumental factors accounted for 43 %  of the vari -
ance.

Sub-scales were constructed based on the loadings for the rotated solutions
obtained from the factor analyses of the terminal and instrumental values. The

following sub-scales, with corresponding reliabilities (Cronbach α’s) printed in
parentheses, were identified: For the terminal values Life without inner and
outer conflicts ( 0 . 6 7 ) ,  Universal prosocial ( 0 . 7 4 ) ,  Mature accomplishment
(0.42), Positive affiliation (0.65) and Individual self-definition (0.32); For the
instrumental values Restrictive conformity ( 0 . 6 4 ) ,  Self-directed competence
(0.69) and Prosocial concern (0.58).

Comparison of the present and Feather (1991) studies’ results
Because the correlation matrix of the separate values on the respective fac -

tors from the Feather study were not published, the results of both analyses
could not be compared by means of a confirmatory analysis, such as Simulta -
neous Components Analysis (SCA, Millsap & Meredith, 1988). This method
would have enabled to draw conclusions based on the common components
found across the samples.  Therefore,  the results of both investigations were
compared by means of a comparison of the created sub-scales and its corre -
sponding values.
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Table 5.3 presents the results of this comparison. Six of the eight value do -
mains and twenty-one of the thirty-six RVS values were found to correspond
with Feather’s study. As for the terminal values three domains, Universal proso-
cial, Mature accomplishment and Positive affiliation, were found to be largely
identical and composed of the same values,  in both analyses. However,  the re -
maining two sub-scales,  identified as Life without inner and outer conflicts and
Individual self-definition, and its corresponding values were dissimilar. As for
the instrumental values the three domains,  Restrictive conformity, Self-directed
competence and  Prosocial concern, were identified as identical and as com -
posed of largely (13 out of 18) the same values. Additionally, the internal reli -
abilities for the identical sub-scales were found to be equal or somewhat lower

(≤0.10) than those assessed by Feather (1991).

Scalesa (major and sub-) Valuesb

Terminal Values
Life without inner and outer conflicts Pleasure, national security, inner harmony,

happiness, a comfortable life, salvation
Universal Prosocial Equality, a world at peace, a world of beauty
Mature accomplishment A sense of accomplishment, social reco-

gnition, self-respect, wisdom
Positive affiliation True friendship, mature love
Individual self-definition An exciting life, freedom, (neg.) family

security
Instrumental values
Self directed competence Broad-minded, independent, courageous,

imaginative, logical
Restrictive conformity Polite, clean, ambitious, self-controlled,

capable, obedient
Prosocial concern Forgiving, helpful, responsible, (neg.)

intellectual, honest, loving, cheerful

a: Scales are printed in order of magnitude of corresponding factors. Those that
correspond with Feather’s (1991) University Students Sample are printed in
italics.

b: Marker values for the respective value scales are printed in order of the level of
the factor loadings. Those that correspond with Feather’s (1991) University
Students Sample are printed in italics. 

Table 5-3 Comparison of the present with Feather’s (1991) Principal Components
Analysis based on the Rokeach Value Survey.
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Discussion

The findings show that the eight factors which were derived from the prin -
cipal components analysis of the separate 36 RVS values, accounted for substan -
tial proportions of the variances within the intercorrelations of the terminal and
instrumental values. The values of alpha estimate of internal consistency ex -
ceeded 0.50 for most of the constructed sub-scales, except for the sub-scales
“ Mature accomplishment” and “ Individual self-definition” .

As to the agreement between the present results and that of the Feather
study, a substantial fit between the two sets of components and values occurred.
Supportive evidence for the validity of the structure of the instrumental values,
as reported by Feather (1991), was established, since the same three values do -
mains, which were earlier defined by Schwartz and Bilsky (1987) as Restrictive
conformity, Self-directed competence and Prosocial concern,  showed up from
the present analysis. As to the structure of the terminal values the data presented
a more complex picture. Compared to Feather’s results, two sub-scales were
identical ( Universal prosocial and Mature accomplishment), one identified by
Feather as positive affiliation was found to be split into two separate sub-scales,
Positive affiliation and Individual self-definition, whereas one sub-scale, com -
bining the remaining values, was identified as Life without inner and outer con-
flicts.

The fact that the present analysis, in contrast to Feather’s study, derived
Positive affiliation and Individual self definition as separate domains, is inter -
esting. The  same domains were recently discriminated as two basic develop -
mental lines, paralleling Erikson’s (1963) intimacy and generativity phases
(Guisinger & Blatt, 1994). In this view both developments are hypothesized to
interact in a dialectical fashion in a way that an increasingly mature sense of self
is contingent on interpersonal relationships, and the development of increas -
ingly mature interpersonal relationships is contingent on mature self-definition.
However, although it is tempting to interpret the findings from this perspective,
one should be cautious to do this, given the low alpha of the individual self-defi -
nition factor scale.

Despite the fact that the established fit between the present and Feather
studies’ analyses was not perfect, this is nevertheless remarkable, considering
the effects played by differences in sample, cultural, and procedural charac -
teristics. Both samples matched perfectly with respect to age (means 22.8 and
23.1, respectively), marital status and level of education, but differed in some

Chapter 5

54



relevant other aspects: (a) The Australian S s were normal students, whereas the
Dutch S s were highly distressed students who were referred for psychotherapy.
Because psychological problems may obscure persons’ values and decrease
their sense of purpose or meaning in life (cf.Crumbaugh, 1977) this sample dif -
ference may have lowered the agreement between the two studies to some ex -
tent; (b) The samples were drawn from culturally familiar, yet geographically
distant societies with different historical backgrounds. Since the Dutch and
Australian societies may differ in their socialization patterns,  the deviating find -
ings between the samples may well reflect subtle societal differences in empha -
sis on developing certain joint values (e.g., freedom/salvation versus free -
dom/independence) above others (cf. Kluckhohn, 1951); (c) The present study
employed a shortened,  a symmetric 4-point rating RVS version, whereas
Feather employed a 7-point rating version. This procedural difference may also
have produced some bias; (d) Finally,  the variety of connotations of complex
value concepts such as salvation or freedom, which even exist in English lan -
guage,  may have been enlarged by the translation from English into Dutch.  

It should be noted,  that,  to replicate Feather’s approach, the principal com -
ponents analysis in the present study was executed twice,  separately for the ter -
minal and instrumental values. However, the theoretical distinction made by
Rokeach (1973) between values as ends and values as means is not that absolute.
Instrumental values such as being helpful or forgiving may function as ends,
whereas a terminal value, such as pleasure, may well function as a means to an -
other terminal value,  such as a comfortable life. Therefore,  the results of this in -
vestigation would probably have shown a different structure within the domain
of human values,  if all the 36 RVS items had been subjected to one principal
components factor analysis.

Taken together the present findings clearly confirm Braithwaite and Law
(1985) in their opinion, that one can go beyond the single items of the Rokeach
Value Survey to a multi-item assessment of the value concept. The results are
interpreted in favour of the use of empirically derived value domains, because
this procedure is reliable and parsimonious and offers a more coherent view of
the structure of human values within specific populations than other methods
available.
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