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This moment also coincides with tensions rising in Europe and the world at 
large. It is becoming increasingly clear, also thanks to this study, that underly-
ing what appear to be economic conflicts are actually, deeply and essentially, 
tensions between values. Dominique Moïsi’s The Geopolitics of Emotion seems to 
be rooted in the geopolitics of values. 

The new Atlas, Loek’s last, is published at a moment when many people will 
understand these values differently from what they thought about them only 
a few months ago. At the moment that I am writing this foreword, a terrible 
war is raging, the ramifications of which for Europe and its values we can only 
guess at. Values, Europe, values of and within Europe: they continue to be a 
truly essential subject of research.

It is an honour for me to be invited to write the foreword to this book. I will 
resist the temptation to relate the history of the EVS, which I have been fol-
lowing with more than ordinary interest since the 1990s. The opening chap-
ter, prepared by the editors of this book, will adequately demonstrate that this 
history has largely coincided with Loek Halman’s academic as well as his per-
sonal commitment to this project. In it, he is described as a quiet, somewhat 
introverted person. I can partially agree with that: as I remember Loek, he was 
firm, outspoken, and clear when it came to protecting the quality of a project 
against the increasingly frequent and urgent requests for snap judgements on 
those European values. Quietly waiting for the research to be completely fin-
ished, because completeness, diligence and integrity came first. He was in fact 
able to communicate that in a quite extraverted way. And not only when he was 
on a plane ...

That firmness also came over him in meetings with people who had sometimes 
backed this project with funding and other forms of support for decades. Loek 
tirelessly and at the same time tactfully proffered suggestions for new oppor-
tunities.

That unstoppable engagement was inspired by great motivation for the con-
tinuation of this study: it was as if Loek could still feel the encouragement of 
Jan Kerkhofs and Ruud de Moor, two colleagues who are no longer with us, but 

foreword

a book made by friends,  

a book about values,  

a book on loek

The book before you is dedicated as a Festschrift to Loek Halman on the occa-
sion of his retirement from our university. The rich and varied contributions 
it contains were written by many researchers involved in the European Values 
Study (EVS), some from its very inception. Loek’s farewell coincides with the 
presentation of the new edition of the Atlas of European Values. It marks a new 
phase, for Loek personally, but also for this important project that the academ-
ic community at Tilburg University is rightly proud of.

Every page of this book reflects the friendship and respect that Loek inspires 
and also the great commitment to that important study into values over the 
past decades: European values, first and foremost, but as the study will show, 
closely linked to values elsewhere in the world, the World Values.
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All the best to you!

Wim van de Donk 
Rector Magnificus and President of the Tilburg University Executive Board

whose great stimulus of Loek’s passionate dedication was also perceptible to 
those who did not know them.

He spoke about them with great love and respect, and also about the initial 
years of the project, which often required pioneering efforts in various ways. 
With many anecdotes – sometimes he told them more than once – you knew 
when he was going to finish them with a somewhat affable smile or a stifled 
laugh. He could tell great stories about the collaboration with the World Values 
Survey, in particular with Ron Inglehart. This will undoubtedly have been the 
case the other way around as well, because Loek was not easily put out by any-
thing: he skillfully defended the nuances and the ambiguity in and reflected 
by the research results, almost as if that was a European value in itself, against 
the, in his opinion, rather strong conclusions presented Anglo-American 
style. It was great to discuss them with Loek. He would sit at his desk shaking 
with laughter sometimes. I have fond memories of these times.

Loek’s efforts and commitment were nothing short of crucial at moments when 
future or essential funding was in the balance: he often was the quietly reliable 
and amiable ambassador whose tireless work inspired many colleagues to go 
canvassing once more. Make a few additional phone calls.

I know from my own experience that he was a very helpful mentor. As a data-
sets expert par excellence, he liked to contribute ideas based on the input they 
provided, offered suggestions for opportunities not yet exploited and, smiling 
broadly, would share with you the usually beautiful results that they yielded.

When you read the contributions to this Festschrift compiled for you, Loek, you 
will yourself experience in others that great commitment to EVS, for which 
Tilburg University is so infinitely grateful to you. In this new phase in your life, 
you will see how you have been a co-builder of a kind of cathedral. You helped 
build a project that transcends generations and which can be added to in new 
ways with every new phase. Building cathedrals: that is typically European too, 
in a firm belief that values change, but also provide foundations. Maybe for 
that very reason.
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series editors  
preface

This book is the second volume in the European Values book Series, published at 
Open Press TiU, Tilburg University, right after the first volume, a new edition of 
the Atlas of European Values: Change and Continuity in Turbulent Times by Loek Hal-
man, Tim Reeskens, Inge Sieben, and Marga van Zundert. Both volumes are spe-
cial projects. Based on academic insights into the study of European values and 
based on data from the European Values Study project, they hope to reach a wide 
audience, beyond academia. The Atlas of European Values does so by offering the 
readership visually attractive maps, graphs, and charts, accompanied by short 
texts on social science theories and interviews with values scholars to explain 
the findings. The second volume is a Liber Amicorum to honour the work of Loek 
Halman, and his immense contribution to the European Values Study, a large-
scale, cross-national, and longitudinal research project on values in Europe.

Both volumes thus fit the main purpose of the European Values Series to pub-
lish scholarly work on European values. The Series is a leading platform for the 
comparative study of values, norms, beliefs, attitudes, and opinions. It primarily 
publishes values research that seeks to uncover patterns and trends in import-
ant life domains, such as politics, religion and morale, family and gender, mi-
gration, work, welfare etc., and that adopts a comparative perspective on values 
such as cross-national comparisons, a longitudinal perspective, comparisons 
across social groups. The Series is grounded in work from the social sciences, al-
though contributions from other disciplines such as philosophy and history are 
welcome as well. In this way, the Series hopes to contribute to the academic and 
public debate on European values. To facilitate this, the European Values Series 
is published open access at Open Press TiU, Tilburg University.

This second volume Reflections on European Values. Honouring Loek Halman’s Con-
tribution to the European Values Study was edited by Ruud Luijkx, Tim Reeskens, 
and Inge Sieben, with a preface by prof. dr. Wim van de Donk, Rector Magnifi-
cus and President of the Tilburg University Executive Board. The book contains 
more than thirty contributions on the study of European values and deals with 
theoretical and methodological reflections on the European Values Study, the 
sociology of religion, comparative studies into European values, research on val-
ues in the Netherlands, and provides values insights from national case studies. 
All these topics reflect Loek Halman’s research interests and paint a detailed val-
ues landscape of Europe. We hope that this volume, and the books to follow, will 
inspire many scholars studying European values.  

Inge Sieben and Vera Lomazzi 
Editors European Values Series
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1. turning a page  
in the history of  
european values  
research

Ruud Luijkx 

Tim Reeskens 

Inge Sieben

1.1 Honouring Mister EVS

This book Reflections on European Values is a Liber Amicorum to honour Loek Hal-
man’s contribution to the European Values Study (EVS). Before we present you 
with an overview of the contributions in this volume, we will first bring you 
back to the beginning of the EVS; we will start this itinerary in 1978 and end 
with present day developments, highlighting the crucial role Loek played all 
along. 

At the end of the 1970s, at a time when European integration was intensifying, 
a group of scholars witnessed a gradual decline in the dominance of Christi-
anity. From this observation, they were interested in the following substantial 
questions: (1) Do Europeans share common values? (2) Are values changing in 
Europe and, if so, in what directions? (3) Do Christian values continue to per-
meate European life and culture? (4) Is a coherent alternative meaning system 
replacing Christianity? (5) What are the implications of these developments 
for European unity? To address these questions, the European Value Systems 
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Study Group (EVSSG) was founded in 1978; in tandem, a Foundation and a 
Steering Committee were established. Under the leadership of Ruud de Moor 
(Tilburg University) and Jan Kerkhofs (KU Leuven), the EVSSG aimed at de-
signing and conducting a ground-breaking empirical study into the moral and 
social values underlying European social and political institutions. 

After intense theoretical and methodological discussions, the first wave was 
carried out in ten European countries in 1981. All surveyed countries were 
member states of the then European Community except Greece, yet, the sam-
ple included Spain, as well as Norway, Canada, and the US. At this start of what 
would ultimately become the longest cross-national survey project into moral 
and social values, there was no sign of Loek Halman in the EVS, as he was still 
pursuing Master studies, which he completed in the mid-1980s. In 1984, he 
became the secretary of the Steering Committee (which later turned into the 
Executive Committee) of EVS. Loek held this position until 2013, after which 
he became the Chair of the Executive Committee. He held this position until 
2020, when he stepped down and Ruud Luijkx was elected to succeed Loek.

Loek’s scholarly interest lay in the study of values, so he was involved in the 
analysis of EVS data from the first wave onwards. One of his first publications 
regarded an edited volume on tradition, secularisation, and individualisation 
in the Netherlands within the European context (Halman, Heunks, De Moor 
& Zanders, 1987). He defended his doctoral dissertation, supervised by Ruud 
de Moor and Jacques Hagenaars, in 1991. His dissertation was published (in 
Dutch) as a monograph Values in the Western World: An International Exploration 
of Values in Western Society (Halman, 1991). In this study, Loek describes the dif-
ferences and similarities of several relevant values in the countries surveyed in 
the first wave of the EVS, fuelling a discussion about Western societies between 
tradition and modernity. The study also put forward clear positions on the 
definition of ‘values’, and elaborated on problems when conducting compar-
ative research on this topic. Loek’s PhD dissertation used analysis techniques 
that were very innovative at the time, such as latent class analysis. Using this 
technique, Loek, together with Jacques Hagenaars, published results on ideal 
types in the European Sociological Review (Hagenaars & Halman, 1989).

In the meanwhile, the Steering Committee prepared the second wave of EVS 
data collection. From the beginning, the idea was to have a survey every ten 
years. Because the first wave was in 1981 and the second in 1990, this was 
changed into nine-year intervals; this strategy satisfied the Age-Period-Cohort 
specialists in the team. The late 1980s was an exciting period in European his-
tory with the fall of the Iron Curtain and the Berlin Wall. The collapse of the 
Soviet Empire offered the opportunity to further extend the geographical cov-
erage of the project to Central and Eastern European countries. The question-
naire of the second EVS wave was more or less a replication of the first wave; 
the survey was fielded in 27 countries. During this wave of data collection there 
was close cooperation with Ronald Inglehart. Inglehart organized and coordi-
nated surveys in countries not participating in the EVS. This combined effort 
generated the World Values Survey (WVS) in the mid-1990s.

After the collection of the second wave of EVS data, Loek wanted to advance 
the study of Europe’s moral landscape. Together with Peter Ester and Ruud de 
Moor, he edited a volume on value change in Europe and North America (Ester, 
Halman & De Moor, 1993). Having two EVS waves completed, this yielded the 
opportunity to look more into changes over time, but also between cohorts. 
Numerous publications were written, many of them covering the role of reli-
gion in a secularising society (e.g., Halman & Riis, 1999) and individualisation 
(Halman, 1996). 

In the 1990s, EVS expanded further and included 33 countries in the third wave 
of data collection. The Founding Fathers of the EVS became less active by the 
end of the 1990s: Ruud de Moor passed away in 2001, Jan Kerkhofs in 2015. Be-
sides being the National Programme Director for the Netherlands, Loek became 
the Secretary of the EVS Foundation in this period and the Programme Director 
of EVS fieldwork. In these functions, Loek coordinated the third EVS wave from 
Tilburg University, in close cooperation with GESIS (Cologne) and the Nether-
lands Institute for Scientific Information Services (NIWI, now part of DANS). 
To make the fieldwork of 1999 successful, Loek travelled to all corners of Europe 
to visit national EVS teams. The questionnaire of this third EVS wave took into 
account several new topics, including solidarity (e.g., with elderly, disabled, im-
migrants), social capital (networks, trust, civism), democracy, and work ethos.
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The third wave of the EVS generated a lot of scientific output; many books 
and articles were published. Together with Wil Arts and Jacques Hagenaars, 
Loek published The Cultural Diversity of European Unity. Findings, Explanations 
and Reflections from the European Values Study (Arts, Hagenaars & Halman, 2003) 
which asked the question whether cultural unity or diversity will prevail in 
Europe. With Wil Arts, Loek wrote European Values at the Turn of the Millenni-
um, responding to questions on cross-national differences and similarities in 
values (Arts & Halman, 2004). These books were published in the very success-
ful European Values Study book series at Brill Publishers in Leiden. Loek was 
co-editor of the EVS Series, first together with Wil Arts (2003-2007), and later 
with Koen van Eijck (2007-2010) and Paul de Graaf (2007-2022), and he was its 
driving force: along with being the Series co-editor, Loek was (co)editor of no 
fewer than 13 out of the 18 volumes in the EVS Series.

From this third wave of EVS data onwards, Loek took the initiative to produce 
an Atlas of European Values as part of the EVS Series. The first one was published 
in 2005 and presented in the Hague to Prime Minister Jan Peter Balkenende 
in the presence of members of the corps diplomatique (Halman, Luijkx & Van 
Zundert, 2005). The Atlas of European Values summarised the results of the EVS 
project for a general audience by presenting the values, norms, beliefs, atti-
tudes, and opinions of Europeans at the turn of the millennium through vi-
suals, first and foremost in maps, but also in relevant graphs and charts. The 
second Atlas of European Values: Trends and Traditions at the Turn of the Century 
(Halman, Sieben & Van Zundert, 2011), was based on the fourth wave of data 
collection, and was presented to Luuk van Middelaar, member of the Cabinet 
of Herman van Rompuy, President of the European Council. The most recent 
Atlas of European Values: Change and Continuity in Turbulent Times (Halman,  
Reeskens, Sieben & Van Zundert, 2022) is based on the fifth and last wave of 
data collection and is introduced at the European Values Conference 2022 in 
Brussels.

Another important initiative that was initiated from the third EVS wave on-
wards, was the publication of sourcebooks. These sourcebooks are of great 
value to policy makers and journalists, because they give easy albeit basic ac-
cess to the data. After a sourcebook for the third wave (Halman, 2001), there 

were also sourcebooks jointly with WVS: one concerned the EVS and WVS 
surveys around 2000 (Inglehart, Basáñez, Díez-Medrano & Halman, 2004), the 
other displayed trends based on the value surveys since 1981 (Halman, Ingle-
hart, Díez-Medrano, Luijkx, Moreno & Basáñez, 2008). After the fourth wave, 
a sourcebook was published of the trends within EVS from wave 1 to 4 (Luijkx, 
Halman, Sieben, Brislinger & Quandt, 2017). 

The fieldwork for the fourth EVS wave was initiated in 2008. To allow for the 
study of over-time changes, the questionnaire was largely identical to the one 
of the third wave. New quality improvements in sampling and translation were 
reached. In the meanwhile, Paul de Graaf took over as Chair of the EVS Execu-
tive Committee, with Loek as Secretary. Loek was very active in fundraising for 
the fourth wave and with great success. In the end the survey was fielded in 47 
countries, making EVS the survey par excellence with the largest geographical 
coverage in Europe. Besides the already mentioned Atlas of European Values, two 
important publications were co-authored by Loek. With Wil Arts, Loek edited 
the volume Value Contrasts and Consensus in Present-Day Europe (Arts & Halman, 
2014) on cross-national differences and similarities in values across Europe, 
aimed at an international audience. For a local audience, Loek and Inge Sieben 
published the book Respect Man! (Halman & Sieben, 2011), for which they invit-
ed several colleagues to discuss values in the Netherlands. 

At the EVS meeting in Bar (Montenegro) in 2013, new officials were elected: 
Loek became the Chair of the Executive Committee, Malina Voicu the Secretary 
(later followed-up by Vera Lomazzi), David Voas the Chair of the Theory Group, 
and Ruud Luijkx the Chair of the Methodology Groups. The process of creat-
ing the questionnaire and preparing the fieldwork for the fifth wave started 
during this meeting. Many meetings of the General Assembly, the Executive 
Committee, the Theory Group and the Methodology Group followed in Milan, 
Bilbao, Vienna, Warsaw, Athens, Cologne, Ljubljana, and Tblisi, always under 
the inspiring leadership of Loek. Actually, there is a story to tell about these 
meetings. The authors of this introductory chapter in Loek’s Liber Amicorum 
know Loek as a quiet and somewhat introverted person. While going on these 
international journeys, a kind of transformation happened to him in the air-
plane. When landing approached, he would insert his earplugs, troubled by 



reflections on european values20 21turning a page in the history of european values research

the changing air pressure. Upon arrival at these international destinations, 
Loek was transformed into Mister EVS: excitedly and in a hurry, he ran off the 
airplane, eager to explore the visiting country and ready to see his friends and 
colleagues of EVS. At the same time, he preferred very early breakfasts, so as 
not to be confronted with EVS questions and issues too early in the morning.

At this very moment, the fieldwork of the fifth wave of the EVS is concluded. 
Again, a lot of effort was put in by Loek and the EVS Foundation to raise mon-
ey for fieldwork in those countries where no funds were available. There was 
success, but the amount raised this time was not enough to cover the whole 
of Europe and the number of countries in the final dataset will most likely be 
39. The first version of the integrated data file contains most countries and is 
publicly available, already leading to a number of country studies (Austria, 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic and Slovakia, Denmark, France, Italy, Po-
land, Netherlands, and Spain). Loek and the Executive Committee strength-
ened the ties with WVS in the prelude to this wave. This led to a very close 
cooperation, where EVS took the lead in Europe, and WVS in the rest of the 
world. In the questionnaires, there was a common core for both WVS and EVS 
data collections. Results of their fieldwork are available as Joint EVS/WVS 
2017-2021 Dataset. 

The comparative study of values, using the EVS waves, was also the core of Loek 
Halman’s teaching activities at Tilburg University. He passed on his passion to 
combine both theoretical and empirical value research to future generations, 
as students had to write scientific papers using EVS data in his courses on 
Values in Europe (Bachelor’s programme in sociology), National and Regional 
Identities (Bachelor’s and Premaster’s programme in Sociology, together with 
Arnoud-Jan Bijsterveld) and in the course Learning Project: Values and Civil 
Society in Europe (Bachelor’s programme in the major social sciences of Lib-
eral Arts and Sciences, together with Paul Dekker). In addition, he supervised 
theses of numerous students in the Bachelor’s and Master’s programmes in So-
ciology, as well as from Liberal Arts and Sciences, and was the organizer of the 
December Student Research Symposium, where students presented their work. 
In this way, he introduced several cohorts of students to the work of EVS and its 
scholars.

Loek retired from Tilburg University in September 2021. Anticipating this ma-
jor moment in his professional life, Loek decided to step down from the Exec-
utive Committee in October 2020 and from the EVS Foundation in the sum-
mer of 2021. The European Values Study is preparing for its sixth wave of data 
collection taking place in 2026, as well as future horizons for values research. 
Present days are exciting and worrying times with outside threats, such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the Russian invasion of Ukraine. To maintain a 
long-term comparative survey programme such as EVS requires vision and in-
tensive cooperation with many partners inside and outside the EVS. The EVS 
community is grateful for the way Loek shaped all this in the last decades and 
we will continue his work in the future.

 
1.2 Outline of this Volume

For this Liber Amicorum, a ‘book of friends’, we invited two groups of colleagues 
to write a contribution. On the one hand, we approached several EVS National 
Programme Directors (NPD). Having been the Secretary, and later the Chair of 
the Executive Committee of the EVS, Loek established and maintained solid 
relationships with these NPDs throughout the years. On the other hand, we got 
in touch with current and former colleagues, co-authors, and compagnons de 
route of Loek Halman. These scholars either have been inspired by the work of 
Loek, or inspired Loek by joint work on the study of relevant moral and social 
values, attitudes or behaviour, often in a comparative perspective. The fact that 
this volume combines 31 different chapters underscores how well-respected 
and loved Loek was and is among his peers.

We asked the authors to write a chapter of approximately 3,000 words each. 
Even though we did not impose topical restrictions to authors, evidently, the 
only demand was to relate to the EVS in whatever way possible. The result is 
this monograph that can be summarized in the motto of the European Union 
“United in Diversity”. This motto was frequently used by Loek to reflect upon 
findings from the EVS to describe values similarities and differences across 
European countries. To provide coherence in this book, we have grouped the 
chapters in five themes that also reflect Loek’s research interests, namely theo-
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retical and methodological reflections on the European Values Study, chapters 
on the sociology of religion, comparative studies, studies on the Netherlands, 
and additional country case studies.

The section Theoretical and Methodological Reflections on the European Values Study 
is kicked off by Wil Arts (Chapter 2). In his contribution, Arts reflects on the 
use of grand theories vis-a-vis partial middle-range theories to explain value 
differences and values change. Georgy Fotev (Chapter 3) dedicates his chap-
ter to the relevance of values in current turbulent times. He shows that value 
prioritisation is a valid way of managing tensions between values. To make 
the transition from theory to empirical research, Ole Preben Riis (Chapter 4) 
discusses common limitations inherent in the use of social surveys for social 
science research, including the coverage of the sample frame, the extent to 
which interviews can be leading, and the diagnosis that abstract concepts are 
not always easy to measure using standardized questionnaires. Ruud Luijkx, 
Angelica Maineri and Giovanni Borghesan (Chapter 5) present an overview of 
the EVS fieldwork over time. The authors review the coverage of countries, 
innovations in methodology used, and look ahead to the next wave of data 
collection in 2026. From their year-long experience as members of, respective-
ly, the EVS Methods and Theory Groups, Dominique Joye and Christof Wolf 
(Chapter 6) discuss the challenges that the EVS is facing, thereby reviewing 
the strengths and weaknesses of the EVS in comparison to other cross-national 
research projects, including the European Social Survey and the International 
Social Survey Programme. Continuing on methodological reflections is Pierre 
Bréchon’s contribution (Chapter 7), which shines a light on the changes in EVS 
questions over time: as is well known, some items in the EVS have known a 
long history, while some items are very recent. The choice of items, as Bréchon 
argues, reflects societal transformations, political agendas, and strategies 
among EVS scholars. The final methodological chapter is written by John Ge-
lissen (Chapter 8) and reviews limitations in the use of country averages of val-
ues if these averages do not account for variation within countries. 

The second section of this book are contributions on the Sociology of Religion. 
The sizeable number of submissions on this topic not only relates to the top-
ical interest of the EVS community, but also reflects Loek Halman’s theoreti-

cal approach into the cross-national study of values using the EVS. One of the 
main theoretical models is the secularisation thesis, which forms the theoret-
ical basis in the contribution by María Silvestre Cabrera, Edurne Bartolomé 
Peral, and Javier Elzo Imaz (Chapter 9). The authors demonstrate that in Spain, 
the process of secularisation is discernible, albeit with clear differences in this 
process among different sociodemographic groups. Studying the Irish case, 
Michael Breen and Ross Macmillan (Chapter 10) show a gradual decline in re-
ligiosity between 1981 to the COVID-19 era. This volume then proceeds with 
some underlying mechanisms for the secularisation thesis. David Voas and In-
grid Storm (Chapter 11) write on religious socialisation by parents. While they 
find that  individuals who see religion as important are more committed to re-
ligious socialisation, they do not find different effects between more secular or 
more religious countries. Related to the study of socialisation is the interest of 
Dénes Kiss, Gergely Rosta and Bogdan Voicu (Chapter 12) in the religiosity of 
the Hungarian minority in the Romanian region of Transylvania. The authors 
show that the Hungarian minority resembles Romanian society more than the 
Hungarian one. Continuing on the study of socialisation of values, Inge Sie-
ben and Katya Ivanova (Chapter 13) assess the extent to which religiosity plays 
a role in parental values, departing from the question whether religious people 
value obedience more and autonomy less in the upbringing of children. Koen 
Abts and Bart Meuleman (Chapter 14) focus on trust in the Church in Belgium. 
Applying an innovative panel design based on the fourth wave of the EVS, they 
show that the handling of the child abuse cases has eroded trust in the Church 
among churchgoers. Further expanding on trust in the Church, Gudbjorg An-
drea Jonsdottir, Inga Run Saemundsdottir, and Gudny Bergthora Tryggvadottir 
(Chapter 15) demonstrate that in Iceland, a continuous decline in trust in the 
Church explains a rise of the so-called ‘nones’: people who do not belong to any 
religious denomination. In two contributions, the link between religion and 
out-group attitudes is investigated. First, Peter Achterberg and Christof van 
Mol (Chapter 16) study whether religious Europeans or the so-called ‘religious 
nones’ are more tolerant towards immigrants. They observe that although 
tolerance is higher in secularised societies, the non-religious are less tolerant 
towards immigrants in secular countries. Second, Yilmaz Esmer (Chapter 17) 
asks the question whether religiosity is related to populist attitudes. Based on 
a scale that taps into feelings of institutional distrust and apathy towards out-
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groups, Esmer argues that adherents of Islam display more populist attitudes 
than Protestants.

The third section of this volume deals with Comparative Studies into European 
Values. Loek has extensively studied values in cross-national perspective, jus-
tifying this distinct section in his Liber Amicorum. A first contribution in this 
section is written by Guy Moors (Chapter 18), who replicates his earlier work 
on the Second Demographic Transition using most recent EVS data. Moors 
shows that differences in young people’s living arrangements re-emerge in 
the generation surveyed in 2017. Vera Lomazzi (Chapter 19) studies whether the 
measurement of gender equality attitudes in the European Values Study pass-
es cross-national validity. After finding confirmation for equivalent measure-
ment, Lomazzi shows that gender attitudes are firmly embedded in cultural 
traditions. Subsequently, Alice Ramos and Jorge Vala (Chapter 20) question 
whether childrearing values are related to socioeconomic development and 
social inequality. They demonstrate that autonomy is valued more while au-
thoritarianism is valued less in wealthy societies. Bogdan Voicu (Chapter 21) 
focuses on the subjective importance of work, as he notices a decreased sa-
lience of it over time. He shows that the host society has a strong imprint on 
the importance of work among immigrants. In their chapter, Ioana Pop and 
Caroline Dewilde (Chapter 22) replicate earlier research on income inequality 
and the acceptance of corrupt acts, combining several EVS waves. They show 
that although changes in income inequality do not explain justifying corrup-
tion, persistent differences across European countries in the acceptance of cor-
rupt acts exist. Ruud Muffels (Chapter 23) also touches upon the consequences 
of living in unequal societies, as well as the relevance of values in explaining 
subjective wellbeing. He shows that subjective wellbeing is higher in countries 
where people have trust in each other, and where intrinsic work values are high 
and extrinsic work values are low. Last but not least, in one of the few con-
tributions that focus on behaviour instead of values or attitudes, Paul Dekker 
and Andries van den Broek (Chapter 24) study generational differences in pro-
test behaviour. The authors show that a normalisation in protest proneness is 
taking place, i.e., political protest is no longer a prerogative of the young, but 
occurs across the entire life-span. 

A fourth section of this book concerns Research on Values in the Netherlands and 
is an introduction to the other national case studies. Even though this section 
is not sizeable, we are of the opinion that the Netherlands deserves a special 
spot in this volume, because Loek for a long time was the National Programme 
Director for the European Values Study Netherlands and advanced the study of 
values in the Netherlands. Erwin Gielens and Quita Muis (Chapter 25) question 
the extent to which some value orientations have shifted drastically, while oth-
ers have remained rather stable. An analysis of Dutch longitudinal EVS data 
shows that while conservatism and religiosity have declined, there is a stron-
ger priority of materialist value orientations. In relation to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, Tim Reeskens and Arnoud-Jan Bijsterveld (Chapter 26) study justifying 
casual sex before and during the coronavirus crisis. Their analysis shows that 
people concerned by the virus are justifying casual sex less compared to those 
not concerned about COVID-19. In the last chapter on the Netherlands, Wim 
van Oorschot, Erwin Gielens, and Femke Roosma (Chapter 27) study changes 
in the conditionality of solidarity. They show that conditionality is higher in 
2008, when economic uncertainty was at its highest.

The fifth and final section involves Values Insights from National Case Studies, 
emphasizing Loek’s continuous endeavour to reach out to many European 
countries for a detailed moral landscape of Europe. This section is initiated 
by two studies on Nordic Exceptionalism. First, Susanne Wallman Lundåsen 
(Chapter 28) focuses on the development of social trust in the Nordic coun-
tries, showing that trust increases in response to educational expansion and 
well-functioning governmental institutions. Second, Morten Frederiksen and 
Peter Gundelach (Chapter 29) zoom in on Denmark by asking whether Danish 
values are special. The authors review the Denmark Canon and use the EVS to 
inquire whether the values represented in this Canon are unique to Denmark – 
spoiler alert: the answer is no. We continue our European journey to the south 
of Europe. Penny Panagiotopoulou, Aikaterini Gari and Anastassios Emvalotis 
(Chapter 30) study changes between 2008 and 2019 in values related to family 
and marriage in Greece. Their study shows the continuous importance of the 
family and faithfulness in marriage among Greek respondents. In a chapter on 
Macedonia, Mihajlo Popovski, Antoanela Petkovska, Ilo Trajkovski and Kon-
stantin Minoski (Chapter 31) look at gender role attitudes. The authors uncover 
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that variations in gender role attitudes among Macedonians reveal a gradual 
replacement of traditional values by more modern ones. A similar conclusion 
is made in Josip Baloban’s contribution (Chapter 32), which concerns the trans-
formation of values in Croatia. Combining theoretical reflections and empirical 
evidence, Baloban shows that Croatia is moving towards post-modernisation. 
 

1.3 Some Final Remarks

This Liber Amicorum to honour Loek Halman’s legacy at and contribution to 
the European Values Study also marks some transitions ongoing in the wider 
EVS project. One of the changes is that this ‘book of friends’ is being published 
by Open Press TiU. This edited volume is, after the Atlas of European Values: 
Change and Continuity in Turbulent Times, the second publication in the Euro-
pean Values Series that is published in an Open Access format, thereby having 
the potential to reach more audiences, both scholarly and outside academia, 
interested in European values, than ever before. In this transition to an Open 
Access format, we would like to thank Daan Rutten from Open Press TiU for 
his enthusiasm to prepare and guide us in this journey of Open Access pub-
lishing. We are also indebted to Joep Cleven in the assistance of copyediting 
the submitted chapters, as well to Lori Lenssinck to facilitate the design of the 
new European Values Series. Last but not least, we thank the European Values 
Study Foundation and the Department of Sociology at Tilburg University for 
the financial support to make this Liber Amicorum possible.
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Wil Arts

Abstract

Within the European Values Study (EVS) a discussion has been going on for decades on the 
strategic question of whether it is better to use a grand theory to make sense of the findings 
of its cross-national surveys or whether the researchers should instead use partial or mid-
dle-range theories. This chapter attempts to make an assessment of this debate. In the 1990’s 
several EVS-researchers opted for a rather simple and parsimonious theoretical model to ex-
plain cross-national value differences and value changes. This model they derived from mod-
ernization theory. However, after some initial success the model proved to be too simple. In 
the following decades it made place for a much more complex one, although modernization 
theory remained to be the hard core of the model. Some value researchers persevered despite 
half-hearted successes. Others dropped out and admitted themselves to the camp of the mid-
dle-range theories enthusiasts. This raises the additional question of what the virtues and 
vices of grand theories and middle-range theories are. This question too is examined in this 
chapter. Finally, an alternative grand theory is proposed as a possible viable alternative, cog-
nitivist rational choice theory.
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2.1 Introduction

In the early days of the European Values Study (EVS), from its founding in 1978 
till sometime after the first cross-national survey in 1981, its goals were highly 
descriptive and of an applied nature. However, pretty soon it appeared to the 
researchers involved that several important things were lacking. It turned out 
that to give direction to the choice of items to be included in the questionnaire 
explicit social-scientific research questions were urgently needed. What was 
also missing were theoretical notions that could help to interpret or even ex-
plain the empirical findings. It is on these theoretical notions that this chapter 
is dedicated.

In 1984, Loek Halman made an appearance in the EVS community. At first as 
the data analyst of the Dutch group, but soon he became the indispensable 
secretary of EVS’ steering committee. After he finished his PhD thesis in 1990, 
his position within the project became increasingly a pivotal one. He was the 
key figure in designing the questionnaire, in keeping everybody informed, in 
data analyses, and in publishing books and book series. In the corridors of EVS 
conferences and workshops, he was affectionally called Mr. European Values. 
As such he had a dream:  to have a grand theory that could explain all or at least 
most of the outcomes of the different waves of EVS. At first, his favorite grand 
theory, modernization theory, seemed to be rather successful. However, soon 
the odds turned.

Halman, however, did not want to give up his dream so easily and persevered. 
At this point, I have to admit my complicity. Somewhere in the second half of 
the 1990’s, I became chair of EVS’ Theory Group. He and I have several times 
cooperated in an endeavor to reconstruct and test more sophisticated versions 
of modernization theory in order to make his dream come true. Now Halman 
is retiring it seems to me high time to take up stock of our endeavors. Did we 
succeed? If not, should EVS then satisfy itself with only middle range theories? 
Or is there perhaps an alternative grand theory available that can successfully 
replace modernization theory? 

 

2.2 Modernization Theory

In Halman’s earliest publications (Halman et al., 1987; Halman, 1987, 1991), 
modernization theory already appeared on the scene.  It seemed to him an ide-
al grand theory for EVS because it provided insights regarding the transfor-
mation of traditional societies into modern ones. Not only as far as structural 
changes such as industrialization and market formation and expansion are 
concerned, but also or particularly with regard to its effects on cultural phe-
nomena, i.e., a tendency that traditional and religious norms and values are 
replaced by more secular, instrumental and individualized ones. In a chapter 
in Halman et al. (1987), he and his co-authors Dorenbosch and Heuks (Doren-
bosch et al., 1987) reconstructed modernization theory and empirically tested 
hypotheses derived from it. Without mentioning Ockham’s razor, they applied 
its law of parsimony that states that the simplest explanation is usually the 
right one. Their first hypothesis was apparently as a precaution formulated 
in probabilistic terms: ‘Structural modernization will be positively correlated 
with cultural modernization’. However, they realized that this was a too simple 
hypothesis. To refine it, they used some auxiliary theories, more specifically 
insights from cultural lag theory and social diffusion theory. The second hy-
pothesis stated that structural modernization is after some delay followed by 
cultural modernization in such a way that it starts in the industrially and tech-
nologically most advanced centre of the modernizing world and then spreads 
with still more delay to its less developed periphery. Both hypotheses found 
ample support in the macro-level analysis of the data of the 1981 wave of EVS. 
Nevertheless, in a chapter in the same volume Halman (1987) seemed to realize 
that not only the explanatory model but also the empirical test they used was a 
too crude one because it based itself only on central tendencies in the country 
samples. Therefore, he also looked at the variation at the individual level. He 
found that, at least in the Netherlands, individuals too could be distinguished 
according to their degree of modernity.   

In his PhD thesis, Halman (1991) addressed the question of whether and, if so, 
to what degree in the Western world a compartmentalization of values had 
taken place. In the meantime, the survey had also been fielded in the USA and 
Canada. From the structural-functionalist version of modernization theory, he 
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derived the hypothesis that in countries in which the structural moderniza-
tion of society has progressed further, people’s values in the different domains 
are less interconnected than in countries in which the process has not gone so 
far yet. He tested whether this hypothesis made empirical sense. He concluded 
that the result was at best mixed. As expected, in advanced modern countries, 
religious values appeared to be less important for the values on other life do-
mains than in less advanced ones. However, this does not mean that a country 
being structurally more modern implies that the interconnectedness of val-
ue domains is lower there than in less structurally modern countries. Halman 
also concluded that there are big differences in value preferences in the dif-
ferent countries. It is not a simple task to explain these cultural differences by 
referring only to their degree of modernization, he argued (Halman, 1991). 

In 1990, a second wave of the EVS survey was fielded. Now the possibility arose 
to subject hypotheses not only to cross-national tests but also to longitudinal 
ones. The Dutch team did exactly that, they analysed the dynamics of value 
change between 1981 and 1990 in the West and published their results in a book 
(Ester et. al., 1994). Once again, the grand theory used was modernization the-
ory. In a chapter co-authored with Ruud de Moor (Halman & de Moor, 1994), 
one of the questions addressed was whether the populations of modernizing 
societies showed a shift from traditional towards individualized values. The 
authors concluded that modernization did not lead to a uniform replacement 
of traditional values by individualized ones in all domains of social life. In an 
epilogue to the book, his co-author Ruud de Moor (1994), one of the founding 
fathers of EVS and chair of the steering committee, concluded that most hy-
potheses derived from modernization theory and tested in their book were not 
supported by the data. In his opinion, instead of grand theories, like modern-
ization theory, empirically founded partial theories were needed. Roma locuta 
causa finita, one might assume. Exit modernization theory?    

The answer is in the negative. In the 1990’s, modernization theory made a re-
markable comeback. Several social theorists such as Beck, Giddens and Ingle-
hart argued that the relatively simple modernity of industrial societies had 
in the meantime been replaced by a different kind of modernity. This led to 
amendments to modernization theory. Arts and Halman (2002, 2004) used 

their suggestions as a heuristic devise for formulating a number of hypotheses 
pertaining to the supposed effect of late or post modernization on decreasing 
control over life, diminished interpersonal and institutional trust, and the rise 
of post-materialist values. Now institutionalism was used as an auxiliary the-
ory, at least as far as the institutional arrangements of welfare regimes were 
concerned. We could profit not only of the data of the first two waves of EVS 
but also of the third wave of 2000. Post-materialism appeared not to be on the 
rise in the countries investigated, nor did the analyses unequivocally support 
the idea that differences in trust and control over life are based in differences 
in welfare state regimes.

In 2008, the fourth wave of EVS followed. Arts and Halman (2011, 2014) did one 
more attempt to save modernization theory from oblivion. The EVS-dataset 
now offered an opportunity to test Inglehart’s various amendments to mod-
ernization theory that had led to a much more complex and sophisticated ver-
sion of this grand theory (e.g., Inglehart, 1977, 1990, 1997; Inglehart & Baker, 
2000; Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). Inglehart suggested why there is a time lag 
between technological innovation and economic growth on the one hand and 
value changes on the other. He argued that value changes most of the time 
take place through intergenerational population replacement, i.e., younger 
birth cohorts replace older ones in the population. This is, by its very nature, 
a slow process. He assumed that people’s basic values are largely fixed when 
they reach adulthood, and remain more or less stable thereafter. He also as-
sumed in the so-called socialization hypothesis, that people’s basic values to a 
large extent reflect the conditions that prevailed during their pre-adult years. 
From these two assumptions followed that intergenerational change will oc-
cur if younger generations grow up under different conditions from those that 
shaped earlier generations. Another assumption Inglehart made was that not 
only long-term developments such as technological innovation and economic 
growth, but also short-term changes, such as different phases of the business 
cycle, and short-term events, such as wars and revolutions, have an impact on 
people’s values. This assumption is connected with the so-called scarcity hy-
pothesis, which states that people tend to attach the greatest value to the most 
pressing needs of the moment. These hypotheses can be tested by looking for 
age, period, and cohort effects. Inglehart also argued that value patterns are 
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the products of not only modernization processes but also of country-specific 
patterns of the past, in other word, of cultural traditions. Historical value pat-
terns are therefore interwoven with modern and post-modern ones. Thus, not 
only do technology and economy matter, but history does as well. Why cultural 
traditions are persistent, is explained by the theoretical notion of path depen-
dence, which is the idea that cultural traditions create forces to sustain them-
selves even though the circumstances that gave rise to and reinforced them in 
the past may now no longer be relevant. 

If we look at a more sophisticated version of Ockham’s razor that says that ex-
planations should be not only as simple as possible, but also as complex as 
necessary, we have to conclude that the simplicity of the original modern-
ization theoretical explanation of cross-national value differences and value 
changes had made place for a much more complex one. The pressing question 
that could be asked was for us whether modernization theory was still a pro-
gressive research program or sooner had become a degenerating one. Had it 
not become top-heavy because of the introduction of all kinds of auxiliary as-
sumptions and hypotheses? 

In 2019, Halman wrote a state-of-the-art article that looked like his EVS swan 
song (Halman & Gelissen, 2019). At last, he seemed to have woken up from his 
beautiful dream about grand theory. The conclusion is hard and straightfor-
ward. Modernization theory falls short when it comes to explaining the often 
considerable differences in value orientations between populations in various 
countries. There is more needed than economic growth and technological in-
novations to explain these differences. Institutions, culture, history, policies, 
all appear to affect people’s values. Nevertheless, context is not enough. It is es-
sential to include individual-level characteristics, at least as controls. Quite of-
ten, individual attributes appear differently distributed in different countries, 
which may be the main reason why differences in value orientations between 
countries remain. Multi-level analysis is the appropriate tool for separating 
such composition effects from true contextual effects and multi-level theories 
are needed to explain what is going on with regard to cross-country value dif-
ferences and value changes.

2.3 Middle-Range Theories

When Ruud de Moor (1994) concluded that modernization theory was far too 
general to explain the findings of EVS, he avoided the term middle-range the-
ories. Why this was the case is not entirely clear. Perhaps to prevent that he 
would get bogged down in a long, drawn-out debate in sociology about the 
concept of theory. The discussion about grand versus middle-range theory 
started at the annual meeting of the American Sociological Society in 1947 ded-
icated to a stocktaking of the discipline. As chairman of the section on theory, 
Talcott Parsons delivered a paper on The Position of Sociological Theory and 
Robert Merton was his discussant. These papers were published in the next 
year (Parsons, 1948; Merton, 1948). Parsons returned to this discussion in his 
presidential address on The Prospects of Sociological Theory to the annual 
meeting of the same society in 1949 and in the meantime Merton (1949) had 
elaborated on his short discussion paper. Parsons’ address was published in 
the following year (Parsons, 1950). He argued that we need theory among other 
things to make in empirical research a selection among the enormous number 
of possible variables. Whereas Parsons emphasized the importance of high lev-
els of generality in constructing sociological theories, Merton defended theo-
ries of the middle range: theories that lie between working hypotheses and a 
unified theory that tries to explain all the observed uniformities of social life. 
Twenty years later, Merton (1968) looked back at how the discussion proceeded. 
He noted that the responses to his plea were polarized. Many empirical sociol-
ogists gave assent to a middle-range theoretical strategy because this was what 
they already practiced. Many theorists, however, found it a retreat from prop-
erly high aspirations. The third response was a combination of the two others. 
An emphasis on middle-range theories does not mean exclusive attention to 
this kind of theorizing. Instead, it sees the development of more comprehen-
sive theory as coming about through consolidations of middle-range theories 
rather than emerging, all at once, from the work of individual theorists on the 
grand scale.

If we look at the many publications generated by EVS and its daughter, the 
World Values Survey, it becomes clear that the overwhelming majority of them 
falls within the limits of the second and third response noticed by Merton. 
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Loek Halman and I belonged to the few who persevered and tried for a long 
time to save grand theory within EVS from oblivion following the method-
ological guideline that one must treat budding theoretical research programs 
leniently. It may take decades before they get off the ground and become em-
pirically progressive. However, later on, we gave up and resigned in our defeat 
(Arts, 2011; Halman & Gelissen, 2019).

 
2.4 Cognitivist Rational Choice Theory

One could wonder whether this was too soon. To answer this question, we 
should perhaps look at the work of Raymond Boudon. Looking back at the de-
bate about grand theory versus middle-range theories, Boudon (1991) conclud-
ed that what sociologists mean by the term ‘theory’ is not always clear. On the 
one hand you have ‘broad theory’ that tries to determine the overarching in-
dependent variable that would operate in all social processes, or to determine 
the essential feature of social structure, or to find out the two, three, or four 
concepts that would be sufficient to analyze all social phenomena. This is ac-
cording to the advocates of middle-range theory a hopeless and even quixotic 
enterprise. On the other hand, you have sociologists who defend middle-range 
theories. This does not refer to a specific kind of theory, but is rather an ap-
proach to theory construction.  Sociological theories, like all scientific theo-
ries, should aim to consolidate otherwise segregated hypotheses and empiri-
cal regularities. They should help explain puzzling phenomena and create new 
solid knowledge about the aspects of the world it is traditionally concerned 
with. One could argue that modernization theory is a mixed form of both types 
of sociological theory, partly bad partly good theorizing.

More important, however, is that Boudon refers positively to a middle-range 
theory that he himself developed and which he originally called subjective 
rationality theory and later cognitivist rational choice theory (Boudon, 1989, 
1996, 1998, 2003, 2009). He elaborated this theory choosing the notion of sub-
jective or bounded rationality that Herbert Simon coined, as a starting point. 
In simple situations, individuals often act according to what rational choice 
theory predicts: they maximize utility. Confronted with ambiguous and com-

plex situations, they, however, appeal to theoretical notions, heuristic devic-
es and moral principles to master these situations. Rational choice theory is 
therefore a powerful theory when applied to some types of social phenomena, 
but it appears to be powerless when confronted with many other types. Boud-
on identified three of these latter types: 1) All human actions are dictated by de-
scriptive or cognitive beliefs. Sometimes they are commonplace and need no 
further attention, but some other times they are non-commonplace. Then it is 
crucial to investigate and evaluate the beliefs upon which they rest to explain 
the actions involved. 2) Some human actions are based on non-consequential 
prescriptive or moral beliefs. These actions are not intended to generate some 
outcome, but to endorse a moral principle. 3) Some other actions cannot in 
any sensible way assume to be dictated by self-interest. Sociologists often find 
themselves confronted with this latter kind of phenomenon, since social ac-
tors are regularly called upon to evaluate situations in which they are not per-
sonally implicated.

Boudon (1995, 1999, 2001) published around the turn of the millennium sever-
al books in which he dealt with especially the second type of phenomena. He 
gave a general overview of philosophical and sociological theories concerned 
with the sense of values that people have and their origin. He made a distinc-
tion between culturalist theories on the one hand and naturalist ones on the 
other. The first group considers values as cultural features that are endorsed 
or rejected by people because they have been socialized to them. The second 
group assumes that our moral principles are innate, i.e., derived from human 
nature. Both groups of theories can and have been rightly criticized. The first 
group cannot explain why there are some values that nearly everybody seems 
to share and the second one cannot explain the variability of values over time 
and space. Boudon’s objective was to defend and illustrate that the universal 
and contextual sides of values cannot be theorized independently from one 
another and returned to his cognitivist rational choice theory. He started from 
Weber’s distinction between instrumental rationality (Zweckrationalität) and 
non-instrumental or axiological rationality (Wertrationalität). People do not 
so much endorse values because of considerations of self-interest, but sooner 
because they have strong reasons why they accept some values and not others. 
When individuals think that ‘x is good’, they have good reasons for thinking so 
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and they think so because of these reasons. Nevertheless, strong reasons here 
and now are not necessarily strong reasons there and then. A strong system of 
reasons can become weak and the other way round. Therefore, Boudon’s theory 
is both contextual and historical.

The pivotal orienting statement at the core of Boudon’s theory goes as follows: 
If individuals subscribe to a value statement, then they have most of the time 
good, or strong, or acceptable reasons for believing in it. Reasons can therefore 
be seen as causes. There, however, are not only rational causes of an axiological 
or instrumental nature, but also irrational ones such as emotions and tradi-
tions. Explanations with irrational forces can be often legitimately replaced 
by explanations with reasons. Opp (2014) has argued that Boudon’s theory is 
strikingly simple and has the advantage that it contributes to the explanation 
of both micro and macro phenomena and that it is testable. According to him, 
there, however, are also disadvantages, such as that the explanatory power is 
very low. A selection or relevance criterion for the kind of reasons and irratio-
nal factors that are causes for the explananda is lacking. Another disadvan-
tage Opp (2014) sees is that the empirical validity is questionable. The theory 
not only proposes to explain why people subscribe to normative beliefs, but 
also to descriptive beliefs, attitudes, preferences, and behavior. Is it possible to 
explain the wide range of phenomena that Boudon’s cognitive rational choice 
theory tries to explain with a single theory? For proponents of grand theory, 
the answer is in the affirmative. Perhaps this is the overarching theoretical 
system people such as Loek Halman have dreamt of, although proponents of 
middle-range theories will be skeptical towards the validity of such a claim.

 
2.5 Concluding Remarks

Forty years ago, the first cross-national EVS-survey was fielded. Four more 
waves followed with an interval of nine years. Surprisingly enough, it turns out 
that after so long a lapse of time it is still not so easy to give an unambiguous 
answer to the question of whether the alliance between EVS and grand theory 
has been a fruitful one. Modernization theory, once the favourite grand theo-
ry within EVS, could not pass the empirical tests satisfactorily in spite of ever 

more complex sophisticated versions. These more complex and sophisticat-
ed versions did, however, lead to much more sophisticated data analyses. Al-
though Loek and I (Arts, 2011; Halman & Gelissen, 2019) gave up on developing 
and testing new versions of modernization theory, others did not. Ronald Ingle-
hart (2018), for example, recently presented the first full statement of his evo-
lutionary modernization theory and the empirical findings that it generated.

In the meantime, the majority of EVS-researchers heeded de Moor’s call and 
decided to restrict themselves to use middle-range theories to explain and test 
more specific phenomena. They realized that not only modernization matters, 
but that history, culture, institutions and so on and so forth also do. Loek Hal-
man did not only dream, but he also accomplished a lot by co-editing a great 
number of books in which their papers have been published. 

So far so good, but the question remains whether there is an alternative grand 
theory available that can successfully replace modernization theory. The an-
swer is yes. Boudon’s cognitivist rational choice theory could come handy 
in this respect, because it is based on methodological individualism, which 
means that the theory is supposed to contribute to the explanation of both 
micro and macro social phenomena. De Graaf (2008) drew our attention to 
this theory in his inaugural lecture. Following his lead, we (Arts & Halman, 
2014) avowed that EVS researchers should put much more attention to values 
that nearly all Europeans seem to share instead of only focusing on differences 
within and between European countries in this respect. It seems worthwhile 
to give Boudon’s theory more attention within EVS, although I realize that nei-
ther Halman nor I will be the ones that will accomplish this feat. It is up to a 
new generation of EVS researchers. Nevertheless, they could profit from the 
work of several sociologists who have criticized and tried to elaborate on Boud-
on’s theory such as Hamlin (2004) and Opp (2014).
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3. conflicts of  
european values in 
times of turbulence

Georgy Fotev

Abstract

The values   that function in today’s Europe have a twofold genealogy: a) fundamental 
values   whose homeland is Europe; b) values   imported from other cultures and civili-
zations. Heterogeneous values   always give rise to latent or manifested tensions and 
conflicts, but they are the basis of European prosperity. Europe has been going through 
unprecedented turbulence for the last 3-4 decades. In such a context, there are sharp 
conflicts of values   and it is difficult to strike a balance between unity and diversity. 
Social transformations are conditioned by a revaluation of values. Values   perceived 
as positive are considered as a result of changes in negative (depreciated). Value reori-
entations are registered by EVS’s longitudinal data regarding family and marriage, 
in relation to new forms of family life (unmarried family), in relation to national and 
ethnic identity, relations between religious denominations, etc. Waves of immigrants 
test fundamental European values. The growing complexity raises tensions between 
the principles of democracy and the new meritocracy. In periods of turbulence, the need 
for knowledge about the real functioning values   and the conflicts between them is ex-
acerbated. EVS gives a positive answer to this need. People see what they know and it is 
crucial what and how they see the changing world.
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 3.1 European Values as Ambiguous in Terms of Their  
Genealogy 

The term ‘European values’ is ambiguous in terms of their genealogy. One 
meaning refers to the values   that define European civilization, European cul-
ture, the spiritual form of Europe. The homeland (genealogy) of these values   
is Europe. The other meaning refers to values   functioning in modern Europe, 
including values   transferred through migration from other civilizations and 
cultures (genealogy). Some European values   in the substantial sense of the 
term have become universal. The universalization of European values   has al-
ways and in many places met with resistance, and today in many parts of the 
world there is fierce resistance. In general, the same cannot be said of the trans-
fer of values   from outside Europe. Europe’s openness to others is determined 
by a number of factors, among which such fundamental European values   as 
tolerance, pluralism, democracy, multiculturalism that are of key importance. 

Taken in themselves, values   in general, like numbers, are imaginary and a pri-
ori. From the point of view of the philosophy of values, there are positive and 
negative values: good-evil, beautiful-ugly, etc. The values   functioning in soci-
ety, studied by empirical sciences such as sociology, are positive or negative de-
pending on their perception. For example, after the implosion of the totalitar-
ian-communist system in Bulgaria, the values   previously considered positive 
are considered negative. This is the case with every crisis of values   and their 
revaluation (Fotev 1999a; Fotev 1999b; Fotev, 2012). Empirical sciences such as 
sociology take values   as a prerequisite or a given issues that philosophy and 
especially axiology deal with. An empirical science of values   does not provide 
answers to philosophical questions and does not solve such problems, just as 
philosophical axiology is dangerous and harmful when it enters the value field 
of empirical science.

The philosophy of values   has a long and fruitful tradition in Europe, but this 
is not the case with the empirical study of the values   functioning in European 
societies. EVS is an unprecedented project. The success of this project is due to 
the fruitful collaboration of researchers from all European countries involved 
in EVS. Everyone is grateful to the distinguished scholar and researcher, our 

dear friend Loek Halman, who has dedicated several decades to EVS. His name 
is well known and respected among academics in my country. 

The theory (theoretical model) of values for the empirical study is of para-
mount importance. Empirical social science in its theoretical part is in dia-
logue with philosophy. Inevitably, two different perspectives intersect. The 
present analysis and in-depth interpretation of EVS data on conflicts of values   
implies the necessary intersection of the two disparate perspectives.

There are different heterogeneous value spheres, which are in an irreconcilable 
struggle with each other. “And we know that something can be beautiful not 
just although it is not good but even in the very aspect that lacks goodness” 
(Weber 2004: 22). Values   are self-founded, as are the gods. “These goods and 
their struggles are ruled over by fate, and certainly not by ‘science’” (Weber 
2004: 23). The heterogeneous spheres of values   and their conflicts, which are 
latent and manifested, are dominated by fate, not by one science or another. 
But if values   are not chosen by people, they are fictions, and in that sense nei-
ther destiny nor science has anything to do with them. However, when a value 
is chosen and functions in the life world of people, in society, it determines 
the real social actions (individual or collective). People of flesh and blood, in-
dividual members of society, groups, communities and nations make valuable 
choices in every social action. The choice is a conscious or unconscious con-
flict or tension between values. The big problem is managing conflicts and ten-
sions between values.

The in-depth interpretation of the empirical data on conflicts between values   
functioning in the European society is revealing the context of the registered 
differentiated value choice of the respondents, representing the general aggre-
gates of the separate studied European societies. It is a question of the boundar-
ies of context and, in this sense, of the depth of interpretation. In principle, depth 
is bottomless, and therefore interpretation as illuminating the context has a 
rational limitation. Beyond our borders is destiny. And from the inner side of 
the border are the possibilities of managing tensions and conflicts between 
heterogeneous values.
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3.2 The Difficult Balance Between Unity and Diversity

EVS embraces the values   that function in European society. The concept of Eu-
ropean society has cognitive legitimacy because national societies within Eu-
rope’s geographical borders are not closed but open to each other, and within 
the European Union there is even greater reason to talk about European society. 
The field of EVS are differentiated national societies, which provides opportu-
nities for comparative research of data from each wave, as well as in longitu-
dinal terms. This format of the study includes value tensions and conflicts in 
the different societies between the main European positive and negative values   
regarding the integration and diversification in the European society.

European integration is fundamentally a value issue, but not just concerning 
values. At the heart of the complex question is whether integration is iden-
tified with homogenization or whether integration is based on cultural diversi-
ty, preservation and strengthening of the value identity of national societies, 
traditions and autopoiesis. These two views and policies, respectively, are 
two different orders of values. Europe is divided into several regions, which 
differ typologically in their appearance as European countries with specific 
characteristics and features, incl. of value order (Dyson, Sepos 2012: 83 ff; 215 
ff ). Europe’s cultural unity and diversity is multidimensional and historical-
ly determined. “To gain insight into the unity of European cultural diversity 
and the diversity of European unity we need to attain a good understanding 
of the complex history of shifting fault lines. Such an understanding is also 
crucial for understanding the results of the European Values Study surveys 
(…). The most obvious dividing line is the one that separates Western Europe 
from Eastern Europe, with a wide transitional zone, sometimes called Central 
Europe, stretching from the Baltic to the Balkans. Yet one has to insist that 
the West-East division has never been fixed or permanent. Probably the most 
durable is the line between Catholic (Latin) Christianity and Orthodox (Greek) 
Christianity” (Arts, Hagenaars, Halman 2003: 81). Diversity without tolerance, 
pluralism and other related fundamental values   is becoming a source of con-
stant latent or manifested value tensions and conflicts, as are well known in 
Europe. “The division of Europe into two opposing halves, therefore, is not 

entirely fanciful. It rides, however, roughshod over many other lines of divi-
sion of equal importance. It ignores serious differences both within the West 
and within the East and it ignores the strong historic division between North 
and South” (Arts, Hagenaars, Halman 2003: 81). The quoted book also points 
out the divisions related to the confrontation between Catholicism and Prot-
estantism. “Taking the full range of factors into consideration one can only 
conclude that to see Europe’s cultural fault lines one should not divide Europe 
into two regions, but at least into four or five overlapping ones. Despite their 
differences all the regions of Europe still hold a great deal in common. (…) De-
spite their own antagonisms, they share fears and anxieties about influences 
from outside – whether from America, from Africa, or from Asia. Fundamen-
tal unity is no less obvious than manifest diversity” (Arts, Hagenaars, Halman. 
2003: 82). Different pictures of European values   are possible, some of which 
are sustainable and others much more volatile. The disturbed balance between 
unity and diversity creates turbulence. The metaphor of turbulence is in many 
cases closer to what Schumpeter calls creative destruction. Unlike a crisis in tur-
bulence, when a crisis is not included, it is clear from the beginning what val-
ues   a part of society is focused on and there is no search for a way out of the 
chaos (crisis), which is typical for the crisis.

 
3.3 Driving Forces of Values’ Tensions

Every significant social change (transformation) is value-conditioned and 
leads to a change in the constellation of values   functioning in European so-
ciety. The five waves of EVS register the connection between values   and social 
change. When changes are large-scale and radical or epochal, value problems 
become visible to all, as a war rages between heterogeneous values, there are 
clashes between forces which are for a reassessment of values   and those that 
are for the status quo. Particular to society, which is for the established order of 
values,   sees the revaluation as the destruction of the values   and foundations of 
society. Such a radical and, in a sense, unprecedented transformation was the 
implosion of the totalitarian-communist system and the transition of the for-
mer communist countries to democracy and a market economy. The implosion 
of the totalitarian-communist system is an unprecedented event. Radical social 
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change can always be the result of an explosion (wars, including civil wars, 
bloodshed, violence, etc.) rather than a “Velvet Revolution”. The time has come 
for a dramatic reassessment of values. The totalitarian-communist system is 
falling apart and its values   are considered negative (Fotev 2009b: 1115). Wars 
of values are the result of social and existential turbulence and generate tur-
bulence. Europe and the world are nowadays in turbulence and seem to be in a 
crisis of values. The issue that concerns all Europeans is the next Europe. 

European society has a central place and importance for globalization, which 
has certain values   as driving forces, but globalization itself has no final values   
and goals, which gives an answer to the related value disorder. Globalization is 
fuelling sharp conflicts of values, and the end of this war seems hopeless. “The 
new world in which we now live is giving many citizens much to fear, including 
the uprooting of many previously stable sources of identity and security. Where 
change is most rapid, widening disparities in the distribution of income are a 
key concern. It is indeed an age of turbulence, and it would be imprudent and 
immoral to minimize the human cost of its disruptions” (Greenspan, 2007:18). 
In the context of globalization, every order of values   is shaken to its founda-
tions and there is a disorder or feverish rearrangement of values, which natural-
ly passes through conflicts between values. Globalization means an enormous 
intensification of international contacts and this also evokes resistance. As a 
reflex against globalization, people turn to their own familiar culture and val-
ues. The threat that globalization gives rise to mobilizes the protection of and 
desire for one’s own culture, traditions, rites and way of life. Regretfully, it also 
results in opposition to immigrants and foreigners. This trend of anti-globali-
sation is very strong; I think that if you assess the European values today, you 
will witness the inclination towards tradition clearly. People have become more 
traditional, more conservative“ (Arts, Hagenaars, Halman. 2003: 61). When an 
in-depth interpretation of individual EVS data sets is performed, the meanings 
in relation to the global context take place. 

Aren’t the global media fundamentally changing a new self-determination of 
man’s place in the world? Norris and Inglehart (2009) shed a lot of light on these 
multidimensional and contradictory processes: by analysing and interpreting 
data from the World Values   Survey (WVS) and European Values   Surveys (EVS). 

The fourth industrial revolution, also called the digital revolution, transformed 
European society and gave rise to a new constellation of European values. „Peo-
ple living in contemporary European society are not only believed to be more 
autonomous and free to decide for themselves, they are also assumed to expe-
rience a wide variety of influences from other parts of the world“ (Arts, Ha-
genaars, Halman. 2003: 378). Social reality becomes dualistic as virtual or online 
social reality occupies most of the time budget and in many cases almost all 
the waking time of the day for large groups of society, for a huge number of 
professions. EVS covers the real social world, the reality offline. In the future, 
it is necessary to take into account the online social world, as well as the inter-
actions of social workers with intelligent machines and non-humans.

The family is not a basic cell of society, as Auguste Comte believed, but it is the 
center of the most sensitive aspects of human life. Basic values   of the family 
undergo a radical reassessment. Accepted as socially valid, enshrined in moral 
norms positive values   become negative, and considered negative values   are tacitly 
or openly accepted as positive. In addition to data from the third and fifth waves 
of EVS, one in five Europeans considers marriage to be an outdated institution. 
Of course, there are differences in the shares across countries, such as in some 
countries, which consider marriage as a residual institution between 20% and 
30%, for others between 30% and 40%, which are not complete pictures, as indi-
cated and often considered in different countries (Halman 2001:129; EVS, GESIS 
(2020). ”The claim that the concept of a normal family has become redundant is 
not to say that heterosexual, parent-child families with traditional gender roles 
have vanished. Rather, it is claimed that this particular family type now co-ex-
ists with a diverse range of living arrangements. This diversification of lifestyles 
and values means that perceptions of what is ‘normal’ are becoming relativized“ 
(Ester, Braun, Mohle 2006: 61). Since each norm is a socially required value, the 
refusal to accept a norm as socially valid is a matter of revaluation of value.

Growing complexity is a characteristic trend of late modern European society. 
The European of any nationality, ethnicity, religion, social status, is involved 
in more and more anonymous relations, which calls into question the traditional 
grounds of trust as a fundamental social value. In total, more than 40% of Eu-
ropeans, according to the Fifth Wave of EVS, which covers 37 countries, trust 
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the EU, and 38% rather do not trust and almost 17% do not trust at all (EVS, GE-
SIS (2020). More and more citizens of EU member states express public dissat-
isfaction with the so-called “Brussels bureaucracy”. However, it must be borne 
in mind that negative judgments about the Brussels bureaucracy are, among 
other things, a non-reflective expression of the crisis of modern democracy.

In total, almost 89% of the citizens of the 37 countries covered by the fifth wave 
of EVS indicate a democratic system as a desirable system of governance. At the 
same time, more than 76% of citizens of European countries distrust political 
parties in their countries. The main democratic institution of democracy, the 
parliament has a distrust of over 62%, and in some countries such as Bulgaria, 
Slovenia, North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, the distrust is over 80%; 
in other countries the distrust is very close to such high values (EVS, GESIS 
(2020).. A comparative in-depth interpretation of the data would reveal com-
mon but also different grounds for negative value judgments. Reconciliation 
with such facts is perceived as fate, which is a sign of melancholy attitude to 
the political process. Another conflicting value issue is the relationship between 
democracy and the new meritocracy. On the scale of the fifth wave, more than half 
of European citizens, and in Albania, Croatia and other countries more than 
80% or so, think that it is good for their countries to have collective, binding 
management decisions on experts, and the rest reject this opinion (EVS, GE-
SIS, 2020). These are tendencies towards a vaguely understood meritocracy.

Immigration waves are causing extremely complex and multidimensional con-
flicts between a number of fundamental European values. The management 
of these conflicts needs virtuosity, in the sense of Hannah Arendt’s political 
term. It is not possible to discuss in more detail here today’s European situ-
ation, which hides many unknowns. The neglect of European and, within its 
framework, other collective identities, inevitably leads to a crisis of individual 
identity, and seems to foreshadow the threshold of post-human society. We 
need to listen to the following conclusion: “The results of our analyses seem 
to suggest that there is no unique trajectory of value change. (…) Value ori-
entations appear dependent upon specific national contexts and a nation’s 
historical development” (Arts, Hagenaars, Halman 2003: 47-48). The unity of 
differences is an endless task of European reason.

3.4 Prioritization as a Way of Managing Values’ Tensions: 
The Case of COVID-19 Pandemic

To round up, a clear example of a conflict between fundamental values, such as 
freedom and life, arose during the COVID-19 pandemic. The only way to limit 
the spread of this dangerous infection are strict measures that restrict human 
freedoms. In the public sphere, two polarly opposite value orientations are 
clearly distinguished. Freedom and life are not in conflict when the situation 
does not require a choice either-or. However, there are situations when the value 
choice is made through a hierarchy of values   and in such cases priority is used. 
Hierarchy and prioritization are ways of managing tensions and conflicts be-
tween values   and heterogeneous orders (spheres) of values. With good conflict 
management, one value can reinforce and make full sense of another value. In 
the conditions of new turbulences and uncertainties, the relevance of Ingle-
hart’s (2018) conclusions from his analysis of evolutionary modernization and 
cultural evolution sharpen.
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4. beware! surveys 
are not universal 
tools

Ole Preben Riis

Abstract

Comparative surveys, such as the European Value Survey, are sources for relevant and 
important information about the formation and distribution of opinions and values in 
our contemporary societies. However, the data should not be regarded as given entities 
which are just to be collected and fed to the computers. They are products of a well-
planned, comprehensive, and meticulous process, which involves reflections about 
how respondents interpret the items. This contribution aims to stress the importance 
of the preliminary work behind the surveys, and the reflections behind it. It is the con-
scientious work of coordinators, like Loek Halman, which elevates survey data to so-
ciologically meaningful indicators. Furthermore, this contribution also points out that 
the challenges of survey studies cannot be answered by more sophisticated statistical 
models. Supplementary qualitative analyses are also called for. Thus, the quantitative 
data analyses may become more valid and meaningful by reflections based qualitative 
studies of the sociohistorical context and the practical language of the respondents. 
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4.1 Introduction

International survey data are a product of a long-term collaboration within 
a scattered team of researchers. Users of these data sets hardly recognize the 
challenges of harmonizing the task among contributors from different aca-
demic cultures. However, Loek Halman has proven to be a master conductor 
of the EVS team. When the EVS was launched, it was met by a wide-spread 
scepticism, especially among humanistic intellectuals and theologians. There 
are some issues to beware of in survey studies. The points presented in this 
chapter are common-sense among serious values researchers. Empirical ar-
ticles tend to focus on the findings resulting from quantitative analysis rath-
er than its underlying assumptions. Textbooks tend to present an idealized 
procedure rather than the actual working process. Surveys on social values 
are valuable tools provided you recognize what you must beware of when you 
read such analyses. 

 
4.2 The Survey Sample as a Social Formation

The sample is supposed to be a kind of micro version of society. If the sam-
pling is performed correctly, and if there is no systematic loss of sampled in-
formants, then the composition of the sample will probably correspond with 
that of the population. However, the obtained sample does not form an inter-
acting group. Whereas social groups are characterized by interaction, commu-
nication and cooperation, the sample only interacts indirectly, by the media of 
the questionnaire and the interviewers. In a normal, social group, individuals 
who are subject to questions about social values, will take up discussions with 
others, and their eventual answers will be influenced by special persons, who 
are assumed to know about the issues, so-called ‘opinion leaders’. For instance, 
when laypersons are asked about their religious beliefs, they may refer to peo-
ple, they ascribe with authority on the matter. Grace Davie (2000) describes 
such a religiosity as ‘vicarious’. This is, however, a special case of a well-known 
general pattern of opinion forming (Lazarsfeld 1957). Respondents will often 
answer with their opinion leadership in mind. The values survey is situated 
in media res by prompting an immediate answer to abstract questions. These 

questions may be addressed in societal discourses, and the debate may end 
with a referendum. However, the result of the referendum will probably differ 
from the findings of the survey, due to the social discourses which follow from 
the initial questioning to the final and collective answer. This reservation does 
not mean that the survey results are invalid provided we acknowledge that 
they just depict the initial individual position, before the issue has been sub-
ject to a collective process of deciding. 

 
4.3 Interviewing as Measurement

By asking a sample of respondents the same questions and register their re-
sponses by standardized categories, comparisons are made possible and ob-
server-induced bias is minimized. 

The influence of the interviewer is only erroneous if the situation is regarded 
as an exact measurement of a fixed position. We may instead interpret the an-
swers as expressions of how they would like to present themselves to others. 
For instance, when respondents over-report their church attendance, they tell 
us about what they would like to do and how they would like to be seen. The 
answers are truthful, if we understand what they refer to. The measurement 
problem only arises from researchers’ interpretation of the response. In order 
to clarify whether this is the case, we ideally need to supplement the survey 
with open interviews, asking some types of respondents how they understand 
the question and what they meant by their answers. 

One major study of how questionnaires are perceived is by Henning Olsen 
(1998). He approached the issue by involving a large group of people in first 
responding to a questionnaire and then to reconsider their answers in a lab-
oratory. He observed that a fifth of the participants changed their answers on 
second thought. The change was mostly moderate and was also directed to-
wards moderation. He further noticed that measurement issues were more no-
ticeable at questions which used nouns with a wide semantic range. Surveys 
on social values often use such nouns in the questionnaire, such as religion, 
independence, tolerance or democracy. 
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Olsen’s study (1998) was not based on the EVS questionnaire, but it is relevant 
for interpreting responses to it. Social values are referred to by abstract con-
cepts with a wide semantic range. An abstract question about values may in-
voke a complex set of associations. Therefore, values are often operationalized 
by referring to specific issues or acts. This calls for reflections about whether 
the selected issues are typical and central for the meaning of the concept. For 
instance, Inglehart’s (1977) well-known index of values operationalizes eco-
nomic values by referring to fighting rising prices. This operationalization is 
only relevant in societies which have experienced inflation recently. Other eco-
nomic issues may be more salient in some contexts, such as unemployment. 

Validation of a measurement calls for a meticulous reflection on the meaning 
of the theoretical concept, its focus, scope, and range, and how it relates to 
people’s practical life-world. As the theoretical concept typically is quite ab-
stract, it is needed to consider the adequacy of efforts to make it more concrete. 
For instance, attendance at ritual services does not always point to church affil-
iation; e.g., members of a choir attend services regularly. 

An evaluation of a measurement calls for theoretical and methodological re-
flections. For instance, when we ask people about their ‘religion’, some asso-
ciate it with the established ‘public’ institution while others associate it with 
their ‘private’ beliefs. The methodological dilemma cannot be solved by put-
ting a set of data into the computer, since no algorithm can identify what peo-
ple thought as they answered the questions. A scientific argument must be 
based on connection between theoretical reflections on the one hand and in-
formation about how the respondents associate the questions with their life-
world on the other. Knowledge about this calls for in-depth interviews. When 
a sociological analysis points to different responses between social groups, we 
need to consider the possibility that the question evoked different associations 
between the groups. 

A methodological distinction can be made between four basic types of re-
sponses to survey items. The first type includes ‘conformist’ responses; these 
responses adhere to ideas which are historically rooted and expressed by well-
known concepts, and which are supposed to be shared by a majority in society. 

To confirm a conformist position does not call for a self-critical reflection. It 
affirms embeddedness in the local history and belonging to the community. To 
express support for a position which is novel or alien in the context calls for a 
critical reflection. We may label such a position as ‘innovative’. Such a position 
must be stated in novel terms, and they are therefore difficult to communicate 
to people who take the common language for granted. A third type comprises 
attitudes which doubt or reject the traditional position, but remain undecided 
in the search for a firm answer. We may label such a position as ‘seekers’. They 
may be offered to respond by ‘don’t know’; but that answer does not represent 
their position. They positively know that they reject the traditional position 
and they have also rejected some alternatives. They may even know in which 
direction their search goes, but they have not found a firm answer, and hence 
they are not able to identify their present position. A further type consists of 
‘sceptics’, who do not seek, since they believe that it is futile. Philosophers and 
psychologists may argue that scepticism is a precarious position. However, 
this does not preclude scepticism to be empirically present in a population. 
A wide-spread state of scepticism may indicate a state of anomie which forms 
an overture for an emotionally charged rebellion. This makes it even more im-
portant for sociologists to identify the prevalence of a general scepticism. 

These four types can be traced in the question about beliefs in the European 
Values Study. The option of ‘a personal God’ conforms with the historical te-
nets of the Christian churches. Belief in ‘a spiritual force’ typically represents 
an innovative type of religiosity in a European context. ‘I don’t believe in any 
kind of spiritual force or personal God’ represents scepticism. However, the 
option ‘I don’t know what I believe in’ does not necessarily indicate seekership. 
The questionnaire for the survey on “Religious and Moral Pluralism” (Dobbe-
laere & Riis 2002) added a question about spirituality: “I believe that God is 
something within each person rather than something out there”. This formu-
lation also points towards an innovative tendency. It caught a rather wide affir-
mation. The decline of the personal image of God proclaimed by the churches 
has not led to a corresponding increase in scepticism, but rather to a spiritual-
ly oriented transformation. 

Surveys focused on ideas and terms which people recognize. Therefore, they 



reflections on european values62 63beware! surveys are not universal tools

are better able to identify the status of conformist attitudes and their decline. 
In order to present innovative attitudes, the questions need to be comprehen-
sible to the respondents. By using fixed questions, which most respondents 
can understand and relate to, surveys are thereby inherently better able to in-
dicate how established ideas and values recede, than to trace the growth of new 
ideas and values. Thus, surveys are better at providing indications of a decline 
of established type of practices and beliefs, such as service attendance or belief 
in the Christian dogma proclaimed by the churches, while they are less able 
to illuminate innovative ideas and practices. This may explain why research 
based on surveys tend to focus on secularization, in the sense of decline in es-
tablished practices and belief, rather than to produce indicators for religious 
innovations, such as the emergence of new types of spirituality. It is, of course, 
interesting to indicate whether the membership foundation of the established 
churches erodes, and surveys studies are adequate tools for this. However, they 
ought to be supplemented by other research designs in order to complete the 
picture of religious and spiritual transformations in our time.

 
4.4 Surveys as Measurements

The exact natural sciences are empirically based on measurements, referring to 
objective standards. In the era of Positivistic predominance, the social sciences 
attempted to construct similar measurements for human attitudes and social val-
ues. Obviously, it is not possible to produce such measurements in an objective 
sense. Such reflections led to a broad criticism of survey methods from defend-
ers of a qualitative research design. Thus, Aaron Cicourel (1964, p. 244) therefore 
argued: “Conventional measurement systems may have a moderate correspon-
dence with the institutional features of everyday life.” This critique kicks in an 
open door. It is well-known to empirical researchers that the interpretation of the 
data depends on a hermeneutic reflection. This is acknowledged when we con-
struct the questionnaires and try to make sense of the answers. However, in the 
final reports, this hermeneutical reflection is mostly under-reported. 

Surveys on social values do not produce measurements in an objective sense. 
Their operation of assigning numbers to certain expressions should provide a 

structurally true depiction of the phenomenon. This basic preliminary reflec-
tion is, however, often skipped, in the drive to get into the practical analysis. 

The statistical measurement models developed by Georg Rasch (1968) is based 
on an attempt to specify a ‘specific objectivity’ which allows comparisons of 
the items (response patterns) in a manner which is statistically independent 
from the composition of the respondents. The probability that a participant 
can solve a task depends on both that person’s ability and the difficulty of the 
task. Rasch’s solution assumes a ‘local statistical independence’, which implies 
that all variation among responses to an item is accounted for by the variable 
x; so for a given x, there is no further relationship among responses. 

This approach allows to indicate whether a set of responses to a questionnaire 
can be regarded as fulfilling a measurement or not in Rasch’s sense. This type 
of insight is of great interest since it warns against a naïve assumption of mea-
surability. When a series of proposed value scales were tested at University of 
Copenhagen, they did not identify the same scaling patterns across socio-eco-
nomic groups, and thus did not fulfil Rasch’s criterion (Gundelach 2002 p. 39).

 
4.5 Causality Problems in Surveys

Survey studies are inherently fixed in time, while causal explanations neces-
sitate analyses of the conditions and mechanisms which influence a process. 
Cross-sectional analyses of survey studies are based on causal hypotheses 
which may be refuted but cannot be proven by them. Regression analyses de-
pend on a set of assumptions about boundary conditions, such as about the 
relations of dependence or independence between the variables. The resulting 
coefficients are only meaningful provided that these assumptions are correct. 
Many researchers recognize this and therefore study supplementary sourc-
es about the processes relating to their problem. Nevertheless, many reports 
from survey studies skip the preliminary reflections. 

It is necessary to consider the logic of the analyses. They do not prove the caus-
al mechanisms, but rests on causal hypotheses. If these assumptions are cor-
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rect, then the regression coefficient indicates how much the relative degree of 
change of the dependent factor as the independent factor changes with one 
unit. The analysis does not observe this change. The causal status of the in-
dependent variables must be clarified. An independent variable may indeed 
identify an assumed cause, as a mechanism or hindrance. Thus, distance to the 
nearest church may influence church attendance in a causal sense. However, 
independent variables are often used in regression models without consider-
ations about their causal status. Thus, surveys of patterns of religiosity have 
identified three determining indicators: gender, generation, and geography 
(Halman & Riis 2003). The causal assumptions behind these indicators are sel-
dom made explicit. Sociologists do not assume that religiosity is stimulated by 
chromosomes or hormones. Gender as an indicator points back to patterns of 
socialization and social roles. In a similar manner, generation is affiliated with 
changing patterns of socialization and socio-economic and cultural fluctua-
tions, rather than with age. Geography indicates located clusters of religious 
values, for instance in rural districts. The analysis may point out relevant in-
dicators, but it does not reveal the causal mechanisms and hindrances. In or-
der to identify how social values emerge and how they influence social life, we 
need to include both operative and latent causal mechanisms. 

 
4.6 Including the Actor in Survey Data

Schutz (1953, p. 32) criticized social scientists of reducing social actors to pup-
pets, created and directed by the scientists themselves: “Yet these models of 
actors are not human beings living within their biographical situation in their 
social world of everyday life.” This critique could either be read as confronting 
all analytical reductions made by social science. It could also be read as an ap-
peal to include considerations about the life-world of the social agents.

Social surveys may, in fact, provide an opening to this perspective. Surveys re-
sult in a data-matrix. It is normally read from a structural perspective, seen 
from the variable angle. However, the data may also be read from a respon-
dent perspective. We may focus on a particular respondent, identify the back-
ground data about gender, age, location, education, et cetera and then trace 

the answers to the posed questions. Of course, it is not possible to perform 
this kind of reading for all the thousand respondents and try to find some sig-
nificant patterns. However, the survey aids us to provide an overview of the 
population, which enables to identify some types of respondents which have 
a theoretical significance. Our theory may identify types of social agents, such 
as firm believers, atheists, spiritual seekers and so forth. We may then pick out 
respondents which conform to the type and read through their responses to 
the other questions. This may provide a supplement to the structural analyses 
which make the covariations comprehensible in human terms. 

 
4.7 Surveys as a Tool for Selecting Cases

According to Andrew Sayer (1992), surveys represent an ‘extensive’ research de-
sign; it analyses formal relations of similarity, based on ‘taxonomic groups’. He 
contrasts it with an ‘intensive’ research design, which analyses substantial re-
lations of connection based on ‘causal groups’. This distinction is not identical 
with the common contrasting of quantitative and qualitative methods, or with 
broad versus deep studies. Extensive designs are descriptively oriented while 
intensive designs are causally oriented (Sayer, 1992, p. 243).

The proper function of surveys is to provide an overview of a population. A 
survey may point out typical or special cases which call for further analyses. 
The intensive case studies enable us to investigate whether the statistical cor-
relations between attitudinal variable also corresponds with associations in 
people’s minds. The intensive case studies could further inform about specific 
processes, their conditions, time sequence, operative mechanisms and hin-
drances. Such information may qualify regression analyses by indicating how 
the independent variables made the dependent variable change. Mixed designs 
have been criticized epistemologically for disregarding the philosophical op-
position between positivism versus hermeneutics, but such designs are per-
missible according to both critical realism and pragmatism (Riis, 2001).
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4.8 To Conclude: From Positivism to Pragmatism?

Whereas the early survey studies were based on positivism, they follow a more 
pragmatic line today. However, this opens for a new challenge; namely to iden-
tify the pragmatic criteria of research. When can we affirm that a procedure 
is fruitful and useable? We risk being caught into a tautological web, where 
our use of a procedure affirms its usefulness. With a pragmatic perspective 
in mind, the social function of surveys on social values is two-sided: These 
studies could either support commodification, manipulation of opinions, or 
a technocratisation, or become tools for democratization, social mobilization 
and emancipation (Habermas 1977). We, as social researchers, have an influ-
ence on the outcome by our dissemination of the studies and our presentation 
of the findings. The dissemination of our studies can inspire a public discourse 
about whether the societal structures enable or restrict the realization of peo-
ple’s values.
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5. the data of the  
european values 
study from 1981  
towards 2026:
achievements, synergies,  

impact, and future

Ruud Luijkx 

Angelica M. Maineri 

Giovanni Borghesan

Abstract

During the last four decades, Loek Halman became from a master assistant to Ruud de 
Moor a driving force of the European Values Study. This chapter is a tribute from the 
‘Tilburg team’ that together with the team from the GESIS Data Archive facilitated all 
the steps from the questionnaire to the available datasets. We present the innovations 
made in the fifth and last wave with respect to translation, sampling, harmonization of 
cross-national measurement, and mixed mode and web surveys. Also, the collaborations 
of EVS with other European and global research infrastructures that will lead us into the 
future are highlighted.
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5.1 Introduction

The history of the European Values Study (EVS) project and how this history 
is connected with the academic life of Loek Halman was already presented in 
the Introduction to this Liber Amicorum. In this chapter, we will concentrate on 
the different aspects of the EVS data, how they were gathered in the five waves 
since 1981 with an emphasis on the last wave, and the innovations made during 
these four decades. 

Social survey methodology strengthened a lot in the last decades and this, to-
gether with the available datasets and the different ways the EVS had impact, 
will be presented in this chapter. Attention will be paid to the synergetic coop-
eration with other research infrastructures, such as the World Values Survey 
(WVS), that developed from EVS in the early 1990s and with whom EVS collab-
orated ever since. The fifth wave was a close collaboration where EVS took the 
lead in Europe and WVS in the rest of the world. 

In the coming years, we will (hopefully) see a further consolidation of close co-
operation between the different survey programs and a development towards 
a solid infrastructure to keep the social sciences at the core of a developing 
World (and Europe).

 
5.2 The Five EVS Waves

The European Values Study was initiated at the end of the 1970s to address 
political and social issues that were pressing at that time, e.g., the centrality 
of Christian values for Europeans and its implication for the cultural unity 
of Europe itself. In terms of organization, the EVS is managed by the Council 
of Program Directors, which includes representatives of all countries/regions 
participating in EVS. The program is steered by an Executive Committee, for 
a long period led by Loek Halman, a Methodology Group, and a Theory Group. 
The central operations are mostly carried out at Tilburg University and at the 
GESIS - Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences, in constant communication 
with the national EVS teams. The EVS is primarily funded by its participating 

members’ institutions, such as universities, research institutes, national sci-
ence foundations, and private sponsors. The European Values Foundation, es-
tablished in the late 1970s and of which Loek Halman was a member for a long 
time, played an important role in the gathering of funds, especially to make 
the surveys possible in Eastern Europe.

The EVS questionnaire, which has undergone improvements and changes 
throughout the years, generally revolves around the measurement of values 
and attitudes in several domains of life: family, work, religion and morale, poli-
tics and society, environment, as well as national identity, tolerance, and social 
solidarity. EVS data has been used to investigate important societal trends and 
changes, such as secularization (see, e.g., Halman & van Ingen, 2015), modern-
ization (see, e.g., Inglehart & Baker, 2000), social inequalities (see, e.g., Hertel 
& Groh-Samberg, 2019), demographic behaviours (see, e.g., Arpino et al., 2015) 
– and the list could continue. 

The first wave of the EVS was conducted in 1981 and collected data from almost 
20,000 individuals spread over 16 countries. Since then, the EVS was carried out 
every 9 years (1990, 1999, 2008, 2017) and expanded tremendously, reaching up 
to 47 countries/regions in 2008 (see the geographical coverage in Figure 5.1), and 
interviewing over 225,000 individuals throughout the waves (see Table 5.1). 

 
Table 5.1 Countries that participated in the different waves with their sample sizes.

Country Wave 1  

(1981)

Wave 2  

(1990)

Wave 3  

(1999)

Wave 4 

(2008)

Wave 5  

(2017)

Albania - - - 1534 1435

Armenia - - - 1500 1500

Austria - 1460 1522 1510 1644

Azerbaijan - - - - 1800

Belarus - - 1000 1500 1548

Belgium 1145 2792 1912 1509

Bosnia Herzegovina - - - 1512 1724

Bulgaria - 1034 1000 1500 1558
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Canada 1254 1730 - - -

Croatia - - 1003 1525 1487

Cyprus - - - 1000 -

Czechia - 2109 1908 1821 1811

Denmark 1182 1030 1023 1507 3362*

Estonia - 1008 1005 1518 1304

Finland - 588 1038 1134 1199*

France 1200 1002 1615 1501 1870

Georgia - - - 1500 2194

Germany 1305 3437 2036 2075 5407*

Great Britain 1167 1484 1000 1561 1788

Greece - - 1142 1500 3892**

Hungary - 999 1000 1513 1514

Iceland 927 702 968 808 2511*

Ireland 1217 1000 1012 1013 -

Italy 1348 2018 2000 1519 2277

Kosovo - - - 1601 -

Latvia - 903 1013 1506 To be included

Lithuania - 1000 1018 1500 1448

Luxemburg - - 1211 1610 -

Malta 467 393 1002 1500 -

Moldova - - - 1551 -

Montenegro - - - 1516 1003

Netherlands 1221 1017 1003 1554 2739*

North Macedonia - - - 1500 1117

Northern Cyprus - - - 500 -

Northern Ireland 312 304 1000 500 -

Norway 1051 1239 - 1090 1122

Poland - 982 1095 1510 1352

Portugal - 1185 1000 1553 1215

Romania - 1103 1146 1489 1613

Russian Federation - - 2500 1504 1825

Serbia - - - 1512 1499

Slovakia - 1136 1331 1509 1432

Slovenia - 1035 1006 1366 1075

Spain 2303 2637 1200 1500 1209

Sweden 954 1047 1015 1187 1194

Switzerland - - - 1272 3660*

Turkey - - 1206 2384 -

Ukraine - - 1195 1507 1612 

United States 2325 1839 - - -

Total 19378 38213 41125 66281 64201

 
* Mixed-mode data collection; ** only web survey

 
Figure 5.1 Geographical coverage of EVS waves 1-5
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The EVS relies on probability-based sampling, and there is a strong commit-
ment to ensure comparability over time and across countries. Similarly to oth-
er large-scale population surveys, the EVS had to adapt its methodology to a 
changing survey research landscape. While the EVS is traditionally carried out 
as an interviewer-administered face-to-face (F2F) survey, in the latest wave, a 
mixed-mode design was implemented in six countries (see Luijkx et al., 2021) 
so as to better respond to the decreasing response rates and increasing survey 
costs (Wolf et al., 2021). The main features and improvements in the EVS meth-
odology are outlined in the next section.

 
5.3 Strengthening Methodology in the EVS 2017 

In this section, we will discuss the sampling, the construction of weights, and 
the mixed mode surveys with the matrix design, In addition, the translation 
process and the harmonization of cross-national measurements are present-
ed, as well as the improvements of the project management and the level and 
transparency of the documentation.

Sampling

Sampling is a crucial aspect in the design of a general population survey, with 
strong implications on the quality of the collected data. The EVS has relied 
on probability-based samples since the start, although different sampling 
methods and sampling frames have been used (see, e.g., Scherpenzeel et al., 
2017). Also thanks to the work undertaken in SERISS (the Synergies for Eu-
rope’s Research Infrastructures in the Social Sciences, Horizon 2020-project), 
in the EVS 2017 more attention has been paid to the use of population-registers 
as sampling frames, and clearer guidelines have been written to aid national 
teams in their sampling procedures (EVS, 2020a). Sampling design forms have 
been adopted to identify a suitable sample size in each country, conditional on 
the sampling method available. This allowed for more control over the sam-
pling design phase, ensuring higher quality overall. 

Weights

The EVS also includes survey weights. In the EVS 2017, three sets of weights 
are provided. First, population size weights that correct for differences in the 
ratio sample/population in each country and should be used when producing 
aggregate statistics. Second, calibration weights were computed by the EVS 
central team in consultancy with a team of statisticians at GESIS, to adjust the 
characteristics of the samples to the characteristics of the population (age, 
gender, educational level, and region). Finally, design weights – which are only 
available for a selected number of countries – allow to correct for the unequal 
inclusion probabilities of individuals in the samples. More information on the 
weighting procedure can be found in EVS (2020b).

Mixed Mode – Matrix design

While the EVS has traditionally been conducted face-to-face, changes in the 
survey climate are pushing towards mixed-modes, and the EVS has taken up 
that challenge. In this respect, the EVS was the first large-scale cross-nation-
al survey program to officially approve mixed-mode data collection, hence 
providing pioneering insights. Six countries (Denmark, Finland, Germany, 
Iceland, the Netherlands, and Switzerland) complemented the tradition-
al face-to-face survey with self-administered surveys, either web surveys or 
postal surveys. The questionnaire has been adapted accordingly, with item 
batteries split into multiple single items and some changes in wording. Due 
to the length of the questionnaire, four of these countries (Germany, Iceland, 
the Netherlands, and Switzerland) decided to adopt a matrix design, slicing 
the questionnaire into smaller modules and administering only some of the 
modules to a larger pool of respondents. In Iceland, the Netherlands, and Swit-
zerland, respondents were also contacted again to administer the modules that 
were skipped in the first round. 

The article by Luijkx et al. (2021) explains the mixed-mode strategy in larger 
detail, and attempts to assess the outcomes. Overall, the strategy is considered 
successful, with significant cost reduction and good outcomes, even in the 
long, one-hour version. In Iceland and Germany, the self-administered mode 
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yielded better outcome rates than the traditional face-to-face. The paper ver-
sion, as a complement of the web survey, was particularly important for some 
segments of the population. The main drawbacks of the strategy are the com-
plexity of the resulting data file structure – especially with the matrix design, 
and the stronger representation bias in the self-administered mode. All in all, 
however, the data quality results are acceptable, and recent studies looking at 
the comparability of the measurements across modes yield promising results 
(Cernat, 2021; Lomazzi, 2022)

Translation 

Translating the questionnaire preserving comparability across countries but 
also over time is a key aspect of a cross-national longitudinal survey project 
like the EVS, and also in this respect the EVS has improved its standard. The 
questionnaire, designed by the Theory Group and approved by the Council of 
Program directors, is written in English, and later adapted by each national 
team to their own language(s) and contexts. In principle, languages spoken by 
5% or more of the population in a country are included. In the EVS 2017, a thor-
ough review of existing translations has been conducted, whereas new ques-
tions have been translated using state-of-the-art standards, and most notably 
the Translation, Review, Adjudication, Pretest and Documentation (TRAPD) 
procedure (see Mohler et al., 2016). 

The Translation Management Tool (TMT), developed by Centerdata under the 
SERISS funding, has been adopted by EVS to assist its national teams in the 
translation process. Among the many functionalities of the TMT, the re-use 
of the translation of repeated elements has improved the efficiency during the 
translation process, whereas the possibility to document changes and doubts 
in notes attached to survey items has smoothly flowed into translation notes 
in the survey’s variable report (EVS, 2020c). TMT is now available as Transla-
tionCTRL – see http://tmt.centerdata.nl/.

Harmonization of cross-national measurements

Alongside translation, another cornerstone of comparative research is the 
harmonization of measurements, such as national classifications (e.g. educa-
tional attainment, political parties, income categories), which allows to make 
meaningful comparisons across contexts. On the one hand, the EVS adopts the 
international standards, e.g., ISCED for education, ISCO for occupation, ISO-
3166 for countries and regions, which are widely used in social surveys and in-
crease the interoperability of diverse data sources. On the other hand, the EVS 
is also committed to aid the development of new classification schemas. In the 
EVS 2017, thanks to SERISS, the EVS has adopted the ES-ISCED classification 
(Schneider, 2009), enhancing the links to ESS. In the framework of enriching 
SurveyCodings (https://www.surveycodings.org/), an online tool to foster the 
(re)use of multilingual classifications developed under SERISS and SSHOC 
(Martens & Tijdens, 2021), the EVS has expanded a coding classification to har-
monize religious denominations building on the ONBound project (https://
www.gesis.org/en/services/processing-and-analyzing-data/data-harmoniza-
tion/onbound). Moving beyond the harmonization of national classifications, 
in the ESS-SUSTAIN-2 project, the EVS and the ESS have started a comparison 
of substantive items to establish whether they can be harmonized, potentially 
allowing to pool the two data sources and unlocking new research opportuni-
ties for comparative researchers and survey methodologists.

Project management

Organizing and monitoring the work of dozens of different teams is a cum-
bersome task, and when it comes to a survey, poor project management can 
negatively affect the data quality. At the onset of EVS, in the late 1970s and early 
1980s, a lot of the alignment and coordination work had to happen face-to-
face, with members of the central teams travelling across Europe to meet and 
work with the national teams. Face-to-face meetings continue to be important 
in such a large cross-national program; for instance, the yearly General Assem-
bly still takes place preferably in person. However, for the daily tasks, the pro-
cess has improved through the years, mainly thanks to technological develop-
ments which make it more efficient to organize the work, and coordinate with 
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partners spread all over the continent. In 2017, the EVS adopted myEVS, a new 
online Survey Project Management Platform – SMAP, developed under SERISS 
and tailored to the needs of a large-scale survey project (Brislinger et al., 2019). 
MyEVS facilitated access to guidelines and templates, and enabled a smoother 
communication between national and central teams. 

More documentation and transparency

In addition to the methodological improvements hereby outlined, over the 
years the EVS has taken significant steps into improving transparency and 
providing more survey documentation. A large array of documents is provid-
ed alongside the latest data release, including standard survey reports (e.g., the 
codebook, the method report) but also an in-depth explanation of the matrix 
design data set, the script to compute the calibration weights, and the full set 
of methodological guidelines as defined prior to the data collection. 

EVS data and documentation are stored in the GESIS data archive, a Core Trust 
Seal Repository. Several steps are undertaken by the archive to maximize com-
pliance with the FAIR data principles (Wilkinson et al., 2016), including assign-
ing globally unique persistent identifiers to the datasets (doi) and adopting 
internally-recognized metadata standards (e.g. DataCite, DDI). 

 
5.4 Overview of Datasets Available

Official EVS data and documentation is available free of charge for research 
purposes from the GESIS Data archive upon registration. An overview of the 
available datasets and relative persistent identifier is included in Table 5.2.  

Integrated datasets are available for each wave, constituting the preferred source 
for cross-sectional cross-national analyses. For time-series analyses, the EVS 
Trend File includes data collected over almost 40 years. Comparisons can also 
be expanded globally thanks to the Joint EVS-WVS dataset and the Integrated 
Values Surveys dataset – for which scripts and info are provided and not the 
compiled dataset –, which covers 115 countries/territories globally over 40 years.

Table 5.2 Overview of available EVS datasets.

Dataset

Years of  

data collection

Countries 

included

With 

WVS Doi

EVS1981: Integrated Dataseta 1981-1984 16 10.4232/1.10791

EVS1990: Integrated Dataseta 1989-1993 29 10.4232/1.10790

EVS1999: Integrated Dataseta 1999-2001 33 10.4232/1.10789

EVS2008: Integrated Dataseta,b 2008-2010 46 10.4232/1.12458

EVS2017: Finland – Swedish minority 2018-2019 1 10.4232/1.13513

EVS2017: Greece 2018-2019 1 10.4232/1.13512

EVS2017: Integrated Dataset – Matrix Design 2017-2019 4 10.4232/1.13561

EVS2017: Integrated Datasetb 2017-2020 34 10.4232/1.13560 

EVS2017: Romania – Hungarian minority 2019-2020 1 10.4232/1.13562

EVS2017: Ukraine 2020 1 10.4232/1.13714 

EVS Trend File 1981-2017b 1981-2020 49 10.4232/1.13736

Integrated Values Surveys (IVS) 1981-2021c 1981-2021 115 Yes

Joint EVS/WVS 2017-2021 Dataset 2017-2021 81 Yes 10.4232/1.13737 

a Single-country datasets also available; b Sensitive data version also available, under stricter conditions; c Not a dataset, 

but steps to construct it can be found on https://europeanvaluesstudy.eu/methodology-data-documentation/integrated- 

values-surveys-ivs-1981-2021/data-and-documentation-ivs-1981-2021/ 

 

5.5 Synergetic Cooperation with Research Infrastructures

The EVS has thrived also thanks to its cooperation with other survey programs 
and initiatives. 

Cooperation with WVS 

In the early 1990s, the World Values Survey (WVS, see www.worldvaluessur-
vey.org) originated from the EVS and expanded the investigations on a global 
scale. The two projects have been cooperating ever since, releasing joint files to 
enable global analyses of values and value change. 
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European projects

Through the participation in European projects funded via Horizon 2020, 
the EVS collaborated with other large-scale cross-national survey programs 
to strengthen the methodology of social surveys. The Synergies for Europe’s 
Research Infrastructures in the Social Sciences (SERISS) project, operational 
from 2015 to 2019, allowed establishing a cooperation with the Consortium 
of European Social Science Data Archives (CESSDA ERIC, https://www.cess-
da.eu/), the Survey of Health Aging and Retirement in Europe (SHARE ERIC, 
http://www.share-project.org/), the European Social Survey (ESS ERIC, https://
www.europeansocialsurvey.org/), WageIndicator (https://wageindicator.org/)  
and the Gender and Generation Programme (GGP, https://www.ggp-i.org/). 
Tools developed under SERISS and piloted by EVS include the project manage-
ment platform myEVS and the translation management tool (TMT, developed 
by Centerdata).

Collaboration between the survey programs has continued and expanded to 
other domains through another project, the Social Sciences & Humanities 
Open Cloud (SSHOC, https://sshopencloud.eu/), in which EVS has contributed 
to build a European Question Bank and to further develop SurveyCodings, a tool 
to foster the documentation and reuse of socio-demographic classifications. 

The cooperation with the ESS has continued also via the ESS-SUSTAIN-2 proj-
ect, in which the two surveys are exploring their similarities (and differences) 
and outlining potential scenarios of future collaboration.  

 
5.6 Impact 

Such a vast amount of data has inspired high quality and impactful research. 
Since the early 1980s, over 2,800 scientific publications have appeared which 
are based on the EVS data sets (https://europeanvaluesstudy.eu), including 
journal articles, theses, books, and sourcebooks. A significant number of these 
publications is in languages different from English, showing engagement also 
with the local scholar communities. 

Beyond the scientific impact, EVS data is also used for dissemination and 
training purposes. The exhibition ‘United in Diversity’ at the Visitors’ Centre 
of the European Parliament, in Brussels, made use of EVS data. Three versions 
of the Atlas of European Values are now published (Halman et al., 2005, 2011, 
2022), each time updated with new data and another focus, including informa-
tive graphs and tables which are more accessible for a non-scientific audience, 
therefore widening the dissemination opportunities. The new digital version 
of the Atlas of European Values (https://www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu/), de-
veloped in the EVALUE project, includes interactive tools and educational ma-
terials for teachers and pupils of secondary schools. 

 
5.7 The Future

As a conclusion, let’s look ahead towards 2026, the year when the sixth wave of 
EVS is due. What are our challenges? 

The covid-19 pandemic made us once more aware that in case of emergencies 
you need a flexible, ready to go into the field infrastructure. A well-functioning 
web panel would be a great good in these cases. For the Netherlands, the LISS 
panel is such a panel, and it could be used to reinterview the 2017 respondents 
of EVS and observe their value changes (Reeskens et al., 2021). A Europe wide 
survey as follow-up on the last wave of EVS would have been ideal in this sit-
uation. In general, face-to-face surveys are becoming very costly and several 
surveys already took or are ready to take the decision to move to self-comple-
tion in web and mail surveys. This is a great challenge ahead, and also EVS will 
have to take this up. If this can lead to a common infrastructure with other 
social surveys that would be a great gain. Ideally this would happen on a Eu-
ropean level with possible global outreach, but it is important to notice that 
good examples on the national level are already being developed and visible, 
e.g., ODISSEI (https://odissei-data.nl/en/) in the Netherlands.

In the field of survey tools, a lot of progress has been made in the last decades. 
Question banks have been developed that aid the translation process and have 
more control on comparability over time and space within surveys but also be-
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tween surveys. An example is MCSQ (the multilingual corpus of survey ques-
tionnaires, https://www.upf.edu/web/mcsq) in which EVS takes part. A further 
consolidation of the coding of core demographic variables also is an important 
challenge ahead. With SurveyCodings, we are on a good path and we should 
continue and elaborate the cooperation with other social science surveys here.  

Concluding, exciting times are ahead, to continue the great work started by 
EVS-founding fathers Ruud de Moor and Jan Kerkhofs in the late 1970s. For-
ty-five years later, the world of survey research changed dramatically. In the last 
years, Loek Halman was pivotal in keeping the EVS-train going. We are grateful 
for that and will continue that work in an ever-rapidly changing context. 
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6. challenges for  
comparative surveys 
in europe: 
five theses

 

Dominique Joye 

Christof Wolf

Abstract

EVS is one of the oldest and longest operating comparative survey projects in the world. 
In this chapter, we argue that projects like this must strive for the highest possible 
methodological standards. This is true for all aspects of measurement, particularly 
with respect to equivalence of questions between social groups, languages and coun-
tries. Of equal importance are aspects of representation underlining the necessity of 
randomly selected samples. But the quest for quality must go beyond methodological 
considerations. Projects like the EVS can only achieve excellence when firmly integrat-
ed in the scientific community and the wider social context. To ensure the utility of the 
data for scientific research a continuous dialogue between users and those responsible 
for the surveys on their content is necessary. Additionally, it is important to ascertain 
the relevance of surveys to a wider audience and, specifically, to those selected to take 
part in them. The argument is developed through five theses that are to be considered 
when working in comparative survey programs.
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6.1 Introduction

In the landscape of comparative surveys in Europe, the European Values Study 
(EVS) is one of the important landmarks: ‘duration since the first round of data 
collection’, ‘number of countries participating’, ‘involvement of the scientific 
community’ are just a few important keywords that define the project. But can 
we derive some general lessons for comparative surveys from the comparison 
of EVS, the project Loek Halman was for a very long time involved in, with oth-
er similar surveys like the European Social Survey (ESS) or the International 
Social Survey Programme (ISSP)?

We think this is possible and organize our reflections around five theses, 
covering a number of important dilemmas which everyone involved in im-
plementing international comparative surveys faces. As in many text books 
(among others Groves et al., 2004), we will consider the “measurement” side 
as well as the “representation” side, but keep in mind that both are central to 
survey quality in general and the implementation of comparative surveys in 
particular.

 
6.2 The First Thesis: The Quality Quest

The first thesis that we want to propose goes as follows: (Comparative) surveys 
are only useful if they are the product of a joint effort of survey specialists and those 
using these data for their research: The Total Research Quality quest.

The total survey error (TSE) framework is now a widely accepted perspective 
in the field of survey methodology (Lyberg and Weisberg, 2016). One way to 
present it is to take into consideration all sources of errors potentially endan-
gering the results of a survey and to try minimizing their impact under given 
constraints, e.g., the available financial budget or other resources. Parallel to 
the TSE, in particular by statistical offices, the concept of “Total Survey Qual-
ity” was developed, taking into account three levels of quality, namely prod-
uct, process and organizational quality. Lyberg and Weisberg (2016) propose 
to merge TSE with the Total Survey Quality approach into a “Total Research 

Quality” perspective including, for example, the discussion of the mode of re-
search and the adequacy of survey characteristics in relation to research goals.

Why is this important for the EVS and for comparative surveys in general? 
There are at least two reasons. The first one is that the TSE paradigm implies 
that one should document all decisions on implementation and have close 
control over the fieldwork and document possible adaptations and deviations 
from central standards in each country; i.e., definition of the sample, ways to 
control the “randomness” of the process, as well as measurement characteris-
tics and translation procedures. It must be emphasized that such a transparen-
cy process was put forward by the ESS since its first edition in 2002.1 It was also 
developed for some ISSP modules (Joye, Sapin & Wolf, 2019a). 

As for the second reason, when Lyberg and Weisberg (2016) mentioned the idea 
of Total Research Quality, they were also thinking about introducing a link be-
tween those responsible for the survey and the research community as an ele-
ment of quality. A discussion about the validity and quality of a survey must, 
therefore, include those who will use the data in the end.

All comparative projects face the challenge to integrate scientific excellence 
and research interests with methodological expertise and technical know-how. 
While continuously involving researchers in yearly or biennial surveys like the 
ISSP or ESS, this is particularly challenging for a project with a nine-year cycle 
like EVS. Here it is almost impossible to organize a sustained debate between 
researchers and survey practitioners for such a long period of time for “only” 
one survey. Thus, the challenge is to maintain a functioning network of sur-
vey methodologists and substantive researchers from diverse scientific disci-
plines able to work together or, even better, researchers having substantive and 
methodological competences. This implies thinking about the organizational 
structure of a comparative survey project (de Graaf & Halman, 2013).

1 See, for example, the comments of Willem Saris on measurement in ESS in his blog (https://decisions-sa-
ris-gallhofer.weebly.com/ess-and-esra.html or https://decisions-saris-gallhofer.weebly.com/the-start-of-
the-ess.html, consulted on 2021/2/1). More generally, the choices made for the ESS are documented on 
the page https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/methodology/ess_methodology/source_questionnaire/
source_questionnaire_development.html, consulted on 2021/2/1 with development in different chapters, 
like https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/docs/methodology/core_ess_questionnaire/ESS_core_question-
naire_overview.pdf, consulted on 2021/2/1).
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6.3 The Second Thesis: Surveys as Co-Creation

The second thesis we propose is: Surveys are co-created by researchers and respon-
dents.

The strength of the EVS or the ISSP is the integration of different disciplines 
of the social sciences as well as statisticians and survey methodologists. In this 
way, these surveys are good examples of interdisciplinarity where we expect 
not only a juxtaposition of different disciplines (multidisciplinary) but a real 
integration of the different perspectives. One step further in this direction is 
to communicate to a broader public, for example, by using graphical tools like 
cartographic presentation (Halman, Luijkx & van Zundert, 2005, but see also 
https://www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu/). The idea of transdisciplinarity is tak-
ing this even further by additionally postulating that everyone participating in 
the process of research is contributing to its outcomes, i.e., also respondents 
(Hirsch Hadorn et al., 2008).

The cooperation with respondents is a crucial point for different reasons. First 
of all, because of the feeling of freedom and respect. For example, not accept-
ing a “don’t know” but instead forcing an answer in an internet survey is often 
the cause for a break-off. Also, coercing a respondent to cooperate in a survey 
is not an acceptable interviewer behaviour. More generally, a respondent is not 
to be seen as the object of an experiment but as a partner in a knowledge pro-
duction process. This idea of social exchange was already used by Dillman and 
colleagues (2014) in order to increase participation.

A second reason why cooperation with respondents is crucial is interest. For 
example, Groves, Presser and Dipko (2004) have shown a link between interest 
and participation. If such an effect is strong, this would influence the results 
because interested people may not have the same attitudes, values or demo-
graphic characteristics as others. Thus, the survey must be as interesting as 
possible for most respondents while the design should make sure that not only 
the easiest to reach respondents are selected but all sample members have a 
chance to participate.

Thirdly, another reason is the centrality of the concept. We know that respon-
dents will generally give an answer to every question even if it is not central to 
their belief system. This phenomenon is covered in survey methodology under 
the heading of non-attitudes (Converse, 1974; but see also Barton, 2011). If we 
take this seriously, we should not only ask about the opinion that we are inter-
ested in but also about the strength of the opinion (Smith, 1984).

Fourth, reaction to language and content is crucial, too. We know that some 
words are problematic in some contexts: for example, “race” in a French or 
German speaking context. The use of such words can interfere in the relation 
between interviewers and interviewees. At the same time, one experiment has 
shown a relatively small effect of such terms (Joye et al., 2012). The recommen-
dation is to be attentive to the choices of wording in different contexts and to 
have more empirical results, either qualitative or quantitative, in order to be 
able to make the best adjustments. This also underscores the importance of 
taking into account the conceptual space of an item when crafting it and not 
leaving this type of question to translation or adaption which is addressed at 
the end.

The fifth and last crucial point we propose is that the discussion about the rela-
tion with respondents can go even further. The discourse initiated by a survey 
may also have a mobilization effect, called a performative function in some 
sub-disciplines, not least because a survey typically addresses thousands of 
people. For example, imagine a survey insisting on the differences, largely fic-
titious, between group A and group B, planting the seed of division inside a 
country. Thus, we should choose the topics of our surveys carefully and take 
possible feedback effects into account when deciding about its implementa-
tion. In this way, we can defend the idea of a survey’s ethic, not limited to the 
scientific questions some researchers can have but considering the public de-
bate that is implied by a sociological intervention on many thousands of indi-
viduals. Here again, detailed knowledge of the national circumstances is indis-
pensable showing once more the importance of national survey collaborators.

In the end, a survey is not only about asking questions to respondents but also 
a sociological experience for all who are involved. The EVS seems to be well 
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positioned in this regard with a core on “values”. In any case, this should be 
reflected when thinking about the future of comparative survey programs.

 
6.4 The Third Thesis: On the Organizational Structure

The third thesis we propose is: Comparative surveys must strive for an organiza-
tional structure which balances centralized and decentralized decision making.

The sustained involvement of methodologists and substantive researchers 
with different disciplinary backgrounds is only one ingredient contributing to 
the successful functioning of an international comparative survey. The consid-
eration of users and respondents is another one. A further important element 
is the way the survey program is governed and organized. Some are advocating 
a centralized governance making it possible to systematically enforce common 
procedures and standards. Others are arguing that a more decentralized sys-
tem is the best because only then will knowledge of local realities be fully uti-
lized in order to find the most efficient implementation of the survey. This is an 
old debate in the organization of international surveys (Lynn, 2003).

• ESS is an example of a relatively centralized survey program with many 
centralized controls at each step of implementation.

• On the other end of the spectrum is the (old) Generations and Gender Sur-
vey (GGS). Here countries enjoyed a lot of freedom in sampling, fieldwork, 
questionnaire design etc. Some information in some countries even came 
from registers and not from a survey.

• ISSP is an example for a specific mix of central and decentral decision 
making. Basic principles of sampling or fieldwork are fixed for all mem-
bers. However, these mandatory rules are not defined by a remote centre 
but decided jointly by all involved parties and a committee is tasked with 
evaluating country-specific survey designs vis-à-vis these principles. Like-
wise, questionnaires are based on mutual agreements but then adapted 
within predefined limits to national circumstances. Thus, there is a mix 

of central rules that are set together combined with specified degree of 
freedom to adapt procedures to national conditions in order to make the 
survey as valid and relevant as possible.

• The EVS, at least in its last two waves, was somewhat in between ESS and 
ISSP, having a strong involvement of countries in the decision process but 
also a set of rules and procedures defined by a small central circle.

We tend to defend a mixed approach which emphasizes common standards 
and central evaluations of survey quality with possibilities to make adapta-
tions on the national level. Furthermore, the capacity for innovations will be 
greater in a less rigid system because the involvement of national collabora-
tors will be stronger and interplay between them will be more diverse and mo-
bile. Finally, an organization which does not rely on a strong centre could be 
more resilient to unforeseen shocks. If we are correct in these assumptions, 
ISSP should be the most “agile” comparative survey, at least with respect to 
the adaptation over time and reactions to changes in the environment. The 
EVS could reconsider what mix of central and decentralized decision making 
is most suitable in its future organization. Of course, there is a price to pay for 
a more decentralized organization. The need to document what happens in the 
different countries and the implication of diverse methodological choices on 
the comparativeness of the data have to be acknowledged. Furthermore, con-
sidering documentation does not suffice, rather one has to find suitable ways 
to present it and make it accessible and meaningful to the users.

 
6.5 The Fourth Thesis: On Sampling Frames

As fourth thesis, we propose: Random sampling has to be mandatory for all partic-
ipating countries; but the choice of sampling frame has to be based on national circum-
stances and choice mode.

For some years, face-to-face surveys—the assumed gold standard for high 
quality surveys—have become more and more difficult to organize in many 
countries. There are many reasons for this trend, from long-term changes in 
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lifestyles to events like the COVID-19 pandemic which began at the end of 2019. 
In sum, these trends led to steep increases in survey costs and dwindling re-
sponse rates (Wolf et al., 2021). Therefore, research on alternative modes of data 
collection is urgently needed keeping in mind that despite the flexibility in 
the survey mode, the demand for a sample of high quality remains. But what 
exactly is a sample of high quality?

A quality sample first of all is a random sample meaning that every element of 
the predefined target population has a known and non-zero probability to be 
selected for participation.2 This definition excludes quota samples but also all 
methods allowing respondents to self-select into a survey. This prevents, for 
example, the use of internet-based access panels based on volunteer participa-
tion. But a sampling frame consisting of email addresses can also be problem-
atic, knowing that in most countries some individuals do not have an email 
address and others many email addresses, without information available for 
researchers in order to correct these selection biases. Only random samples al-
low the use of statistical estimates of errors and population values. Therefore, 
relatively small random samples usually are far better than large non-random 
samples.

In some countries researchers have tried to solve this problem by using what is 
called a probability-based online panel: typically very carefully designed stud-
ies based on a randomly selected set of respondents which comprise the panel 
and are then interviewed at different occasions and on different topics. Using 
such a panel as sample for a comparative survey is tempting. However, one 
must reckon with the possibility that the panel will be more and more selec-
tive because some participants will have a higher likelihood to leave the panel 
than others, i.e., the panel will suffer from differential attrition. This implies 
that the panel sample will deviate more and more from the population. With-
out any further elements of design aimed at controlling for such a bias, panels 
are not acceptable for this type of survey where the aim is to gain knowledge 
about the population. However, we should emphasize that probability-based 
panel studies that monitor and correct for differential attrition and regularly 

2 This does not imply that the probability must be the same for everybody even if it is easier for use. For 
some estimations it could be even more efficient to have unequal selection probabilities.

add randomly drawn refreshment samples should usually satisfy the demand 
for a quality sample.

To fulfil the demand of a random sample, a “translation process” in which the 
general rule is interpreted and adapted to national circumstances is needed. 
This process and its results should be validated by a specialized committee 
which will assess the proposal balancing costs and benefits of specific deci-
sions.

Sampling is not the only element of design for which the right balance between 
standardization and adaption must be found. Among others, this is also true 
for the choice between different data collection modes. For the ESS face-to-face 
survey mode is mandatory. For the ISSP, the questionnaire is drafted with a 
self-completion format in mind, but each country is free to opt for face to face, 
mail or web. Only telephone interviews are not accepted because such a mode 
does not allow presenting visual material during the interview. For the EVS, 
the model was face to face but the move to other formats was tested during 
the last wave, where a very ambitious methodological program was realized in 
parallel to the main survey (Luijkx et al., 2020).

 
6.6 The Fifth Thesis: Measurement Equivalence Across Space 
and Time

The fifth and final thesis read: Reaching measurement equivalence over time is par-
ticularly challenging and should be of central concern to comparative survey programs.

Measurement equivalence and, more generally, the quality of questions and 
scales over time are challenging even more because the challenges vary by type 
of question and content and multiply in comparative settings (Halman & Moor, 
1993; Wolf et al., 2016). More specifically, the following three issues are at play.

Firstly, it is now widely accepted that for most concepts multi-item measure-
ment, i.e., a scale comprising different items that can be combined into a 
composite measure, is the path to follow because it allows for estimation of 
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measurement error and degree of equivalence between time points and coun-
tries. For the ESS this was an explicit part of the reasoning when launching 
this program. Items may change their meaning over time thereby changing 
the covariance structure in the scale. To be able to react to these changes and to 
be able to include new developments into the survey while keeping compara-
bility over time is among the biggest challenges of survey research. In the ISSP, 
this challenge is met by a rule that for modules which are repeated two thirds 
of the items have to be replicated while up to one third of new items can be 
introduced. This institutionalized room for innovation is missing in the EVS.

Second, for single item measurement the choice of wording is even more sen-
sitive than for multi-item measures and it could be problematic in two differ-
ent directions at least. On the one hand, because of transferring meaning into 
different cultural contexts: all the work on translation shows how challenging 
it is to arrive at equivalent formulations (Behr & Shishido, 2016). On the other 
hand, because of the evolution of meaning in time: the EVS and ISSP cover 
nearly a forty-year time span. During this time words may well have changed 
their meaning (Smith, 2005). For example, up to the 1970s the term “printer” 
most likely was interpreted as denoting a person producing printed matter 
while nowadays this term would almost exclusively be seen as to refer to a ma-
chine producing printed material. But even if a term keeps its general semantic 
meaning its social significance may vary greatly. For example, “inflation” was a 
very important political issue in the 1970s in western Europe but currently is of 
only very little concern. Another example are gender roles which have changed 
a lot during the last decades. Therefore, the scales used to describe them in the 
1980s are less accurate today (Walter, 2018).

Third, for socio-demographic variables the underlying nomenclatures – i.e., 
the administrative or societally acceptable categories – typically vary over time 
(Schneider, Joye & Wolf, 2016). Examples include the ISCO classification for 
occupations with its 1968, 1988 or 2008 variants or more recently the change 
in the number of genders classified with a respective question. The changes 
sometimes can be rather big as, for example, in the case of education where 
a very important work of standardization based on ISCED-11 has been devel-
oped (Schneider, 2011, but see also Ortmanns & Schneider, 2016). The result is 

very satisfying for more recent editions of surveys, but older surveys cannot 
be made fully forward compatible with this classification. The situation is the 
same for EVS as well as ESS or ISSP but has, nevertheless, to be addressed, per-
haps in a common way between these programs.

All these examples emphasize the importance of the translation process but, 
more generally, the importance to put measurement in its cultural and tem-
poral context. To meet this challenge, we should not only rely on using teams 
of translators as is now the standard for all the surveys we mention here, and 
we should not only rely on quantitative analysis of invariance. We must also 
consider a more carefully guided development of items and, for example, more 
often employ cross-cultural cognitive interviews (Miller et al., 2011; Willis, 
2015) or probing approaches (Behr et al., 2014). On the quantitative side, some 
ideas of “scaling” in different contexts (Mohler, Smith & Harkness, 1998; Joye, 
Birkelund & Lemel, 2019) using eventually auxiliary information (Clogg, 1984), 
seem a path to follow. In other words, a mix of qualitative and quantitative ap-
proaches to ensure comparability over time and place should be developed, 
using and developing innovative approaches.

 
6.7 Conclusion: Toward a Future in Comparative Survey  
Programmes

What consequences can we draw from these observations for the future of 
comparative surveys? From our point of view, three points are particularly im-
portant. First of all, to continue to closely monitor the fieldwork in each coun-
try is essential, with as much exchange as possible between the national team 
involved in doing the field work and the central coordination. In this respect 
EVS seems in a good position between the decentralization of ISSP and the 
centralization of the ESS. One challenge being still the documentation of the 
methodological choices and the way to communicate their consequence for 
the users.

Second, samples must remain random: for this type of survey, this is the only 
means to ensure quality in a comparative perspective. Furthermore, weight-
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ing procedures “redressing” the sample can be problematic. First, because the 
variables on which weights are based, are not necessarily those mostly relat-
ed to the bias and, second, the mechanisms driving bias most likely will be 
country-specific implying that weighting not necessarily should rely on the 
same variables in each country (Joye, Sapin & Wolf, 2019b). Using a strict ran-
dom sample and aiming at the highest possible response rate by employing 
a diversity of strategies is likely the best insurance for quality, in particular a 
comparative perspective.

Third, to adapt the questions between cultures and, probably more important, 
over time, is, in our mind, the most difficult challenge for the EVS.3 To meet 
it we will probably have to prepare an innovative research program putting 
together quantitative and qualitative approaches in a comparative frame. And 
such a research program could be at the heart of the future of the EVS.

Since the inception of the EVS, the global landscape of surveys in Europe has 
changed. The EVS now competes with other comparative surveys like the ESS, 
the ISSP, the GGS, SHARE and many more. The EVS must find its place in this 
new landscape and develop an infrastructure in order to support it. Or it will 
have to build a network platform and join forces with other comparative sur-
veys. The SERISS project was certainly an example in this direction but a sub-
stantive research program, mixing quantitative and qualitative approaches in 
order to understand better what is involved in comparative survey method is 
still to develop.
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7. what do changes  
in the evs  
questionnaire  
reveal?

Pierre Bréchon

Abstract

The questionnaires of barometric surveys can indirectly highlight the changes in soci-
eties as questionnaires are witnesses of what is considered important to measure at one 
moment of time. After briefly recalling the origins of the survey, the first part is devoted 
to the first wave of the survey, which by then included a number of very innovative 
questions. The second part discusses the evolution of the questionnaire, which is closely 
linked to the evolution of European societies, the rise of new concerns on the political 
agenda but also the strategies of academics managing the survey.
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7.1 Introduction

The evolution of barometric survey questionnaires can be explained by at least 
two phenomena. Firstly, depending on the cultural transformations of a country, 
certain questions may lose their interest while others, previously absent, may 
become essential in order to take into account new social issues. But this evolu-
tion of the questionnaires is also dependent on the way in which those in charge 
of the survey evaluate the social transformations. Differentiating between the 
two phenomena is, however, very difficult. I would like, in this book of friends in 
honour of Loek Halman – probably the researcher who knows best the succes-
sive questionnaires of this survey – to highlight the main changes that have been 
made and try to explain them in the light of the two phenomena mentioned. 

 
7.2 The Origins

The EVS project was built at the end of the 1970s around academics, Catholic 
intellectuals and survey specialists who were part of the Eurobarometer proj-
ect. The concerns of this group joined those of European bishops who, on the 
eve of the first European elections by direct universal suffrage (see https://eu-
ropeanvaluesstudy.eu/about-evs/history/), wondered whether Europeans still 
shared common values and whether Christian values would continue to in-
fuse European culture. Catholic organizations and Christian Democrat foun-
dations therefore strongly contributed to the financing of the first and some-
times subsequent waves of inquiry (Kropp, 2017).

As the survey is international, arbitration on the questionnaires is much more 
difficult than for a national survey. Because of the cultural diversity between 
countries, the demands of the survey partners are diverse. Researchers in each 
country want a questionnaire adapted to what they consider to be the most 
salient features of their national culture. But not all of them carry equal weight 
in the final decision. Sometimes it has been asked whether certain questions 
that measure traditional values, which no longer make much sense in Western 
Europe, should be retained while they may remain central in Eastern or South-
ern parts of the continent.

7.3 The Very First Survey

The 1981 questionnaire (around 1 hour and 15 minutes face-to-face), which is 
very detailed, is imaginative enough to track down the new values that are be-
ing announced; however, it also includes some very traditional questions. It 
includes about 300 questions, with 36 measures in the form of a scale from 1 to 
10 but also many dichotomous questions for which it is not necessarily easy to 
choose. The main themes concern work, leisure, perception of self and others, 
the meaning of life, morals, religion, family, politics.

Some questions were real pearls to measure - indirectly - certain values and 
many are always present in the questionnaire. This is the case, for example, 
with the question on the categories of people one would not want to have as 
neighbors: people of another race, Jews, immigrants and foreign workers, 
heavy drinkers, people with a criminal record, members of religious sects or 
cults, large families, emotionally unstable people, right-wing extremists, left-
wing extremists, unmarried mothers, students. Some categories have changed 
over the waves, but the first 4 mentioned are still part of the questionnaire.

Another very good decision was to introduce the first question of a scale de-
veloped by Maurice Rosenberg (1956) to measure trust in others or, on the con-
trary, to be careful with them. This is a general indicator that has been very 
stable over the decades - with large differences between countries - and is well 
correlated with many other attitudes and values, including political ones. This 
is an indication of sociability, which can be notably observed in the results 
through a fairly strong link with association membership, measured by being 
a member of different types of associations and doing voluntary work in them. 

The questionnaire also included many other psycho-sociological questions: 
feeling lonely, not liking being with people different from oneself, feeling de-
pressed or, on the contrary, feeling very optimistic. Some of these questions 
were dropped in 1990 and almost all the rest disappeared afterwards. But the 
theme of general trust in others has remained and was even extended in 2008 
and 2017. There are also questions on happiness which are closely linked to an 
indicator of a feeling of autonomy: feeling free to make choices. These ques-
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tions on happiness - which are now very often asked in surveys - show, surpris-
ingly, that the feeling of happiness is increasing while the pessimism about 
societies seems to be growing.

In the large block on the meaning of work, a long battery - still partly present 
- concerned what is important in a job. The items correspond to two orienta-
tions, instrumental or expressive, in other words material (a good pay, not too 
much pressure, good job security, good chances for promotion, good hours, 
generous holidays) or on the contrary qualitative (pleasant people to work 
with, a job respected by people, an opportunity to use initiative, a useful job 
for society, meeting people, a job in which you feel you can achieve something, 
a responsible job, a job that is interesting, a job that meets one’s abilities). It is 
a way of operationalizing, at the level of work, the distinction between materi-
alistic or post-materialistic expectations.

A very general - dichotomous - question concerned moral action: in order to 
know what is right and wrong, should one refer to absolutely clear guidelines 
or should one assess what is right or wrong according to the circumstances? 
Unfortunately, this question was abandoned for the last wave. However, it 
highlighted the rise of a relativistic morality in all European countries since 
only a minority of Europeans said that one should act according to intangible 
principles.

Among the religious questions, some were classic at the time, but one was in-
novative: it asked the respondent whether he or she feels “religious, non-re-
ligious or convinced atheist”. These were still few in number at the time, but 
they are much more numerous today. The question makes it possible to dis-
tinguish people who are simply detached from religions from those who are 
rather anti-religious. There are also some rather innovative questions about 
telepathy or distance visions, contact with a deceased person, the closeness 
felt with a spiritual force, indicators measuring new forms of religiosity.

Belief in God is accurately measured through three questions forming a scale: a 
dichotomous question: believing in God (yes/no); a question with four modal-
ities: believing in a personal God, in a kind of spirit or life force, not knowing 

what to think, not believing; a 10-point scale to measure the importance of God 
in one’s life.

In the family questions, two batteries have been maintained since 1981. The first 
one is about what contributes to the success of a marriage, with 11 items: fidel-
ity, a decent income, good housing conditions, sharing household chores, hav-
ing children, sharing the same religious and political opinions, being from the 
same social background, good sexual understanding, respecting each other, 
showing understanding and tolerance (the first five items mentioned are still 
in place). The high level of importance recorded for fidelity in all waves is very 
indicative of the idealization of the couple, especially among young people.

The second battery concerns qualities to be encouraged in children, asking re-
spondents to choose five from a list of 17. Today 11 have been kept: good man-
ners, independence, application to work, sense of responsibility, imagination, 
tolerance and respect for others, thrift, determination and perseverance, re-
ligious faith, generosity, obedience. More traditional items have been aban-
doned. This question makes it possible, as with work, to distinguish between 
expectations that are more centred on conformist values and others that aim 
to promote individual autonomy.

As with the family, the section on politics includes questions frequently asked 
in electoral surveys, but also others that are more innovative. One of them, typ-
ical of EVS and WVS, concerns the measurement of materialist or post-materi-
alist values, with the double question created by Ronald Inglehart (1977) in the 
Eurobarometers on a country’s long-term objectives: should one give priority 
to maintaining order, combating price rises, increasing citizen participation 
in decision-making or freedom of expression? This index, often criticized (Fla-
nagan, 1987), can be used in various forms and makes it possible to identify 
major trends in values. It has therefore been maintained.

One question concerns the “protest potential” of individuals. Six protest be-
haviours are taken into account: petition, boycott, lawful demonstration, un-
official strikes, occupying workplaces, material damage, physical violence. 
The measure, taken up from Barnes and Kaase (1979), counts whether the re-
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spondent has done, might do or would never do. Although somewhat reduced, 
the question still exists.

Also innovative is a long question on confidence in institutions: church, armed 
forces, education system, press, labour unions, police, administration, parlia-
ment, major companies. The list has been lengthened over the waves. At a time 
when a crisis of political confidence seems to be worsening, it is very import-
ant to have reliable figures on the evolution of this confidence over the last 40 
years. And the battery also makes it possible to prioritize trust according to the 
types of institutions.

Another battery looks at behaviours that the respondent feels as justified or 
not (in 10 positions). Although the list has been slightly modified, the follow-
ing behaviours are still included in the questionnaire: claiming state benefits 
illegally, avoiding a fare on public transport, cheating on tax, taking drugs, 
accepting a bribe, homosexuality, abortion, divorce, prostitution, euthanasia, 
and suicide. The results show the rise of liberalism of morals and, on the con-
trary, the maintenance of rigorist values for the public space.

 
7.4 Entering the 1990s

From the 1990 wave, rather profound changes occurred in the piloting of the 
survey, in connection with deaths or withdrawals within the original founding 
group. The influence of Catholic circles weakened to the benefit of academics. 
The survey extended to Eastern Europe, which was in the process of emerging 
from communist influence. 

The questionnaire begins with a question on the areas of life considered im-
portant: work, family, friends and relationships, leisure, politics, religion. It is 
a very good starting question, still in existence, with very stable results, allow-
ing a sort of ranking of the main areas of life.

New questions appeared on the causes of poverty, on the commitment against 
pollution, on national preference in employment, on equality between men 

and women in hiring or in the family, on European construction and the risk 
of losing national identities (question taken from Eurobarometers). All these 
new questions are closely linked to themes that are developing in the public 
debate in many European countries.

A new dimension, the evaluation of the economic opinions and values, is in-
troduced with seven Osgood scales in 10 positions to measure judgments in 
economic matters: Should incomes be made more equal or individual effort 
more supported? Should private or government ownership of business and in-
dustries be increased? Is providing for one’s needs an individual or a state re-
sponsibility? Should the unemployed have to take any job available in order to 
keep their unemployment benefits or have they the right to refuse it? Is compe-
tition good or dangerous? Is hard work brought a better life or is success more 
a matter of luck and connections? Does wealth come at the expense of others 
or is it good for everyone? If the last two alternatives have been removed, the 
others are still present to measure the economic values of Europeans.

The section on religion has been fairly significantly reworked. The list of the 
Bible’s Ten commandments (including worshipping the Lord, not take the 
name of the Lord/God in vain, celebrating His weekly feast, honouring father 
and mother, not killing, not committing adultery, not stealing, not bear false 
witness against one’s neighbour, not coveting one’s wife and neighbour’s be-
longings), for which the respondent had to say whether it still applies today, 
has fortunately been removed. It seemed particularly obsolete, since most 
Christians no longer refer to it.

A new battery on the meaning of life and death was introduced: does life have 
meaning because God exists, does it have no meaning, or would the meaning 
of life lie in an effort to make the best of it? Is death inevitable, is it natural, 
does death make sense only if God exists? Similarly, does pain only make sense 
if God exists? These questions give great importance to God in explaining 
meaning, with formulations worthy of a theologian: finding the meaning of 
death and suffering in the existence of God is not easy to understand for the 
average respondent…
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New and interesting are a factual question about whether the respondent was 
raised religiously, a question about the importance of having a religious cer-
emony for birth, marriage and death, and a belief in the resurrection of the 
dead.

 
7.5 At the Dawn of a New Millennium

The 1999 questionnaire had been prepared at the European level by four the-
matic working groups (families and primary relationships, work, politics, re-
ligion and morals), which introduced a more participatory functioning than 
before. The future of the countries that emerged from the Soviet bloc was the 
strongest issue of this wave. Many wondered whether it was reasonable to in-
tegrate these countries into the European Union, fearing that their inhabitants 
did not share sufficiently democratic political values. It seems to have been 
fairly easy to find funding in the West with this type of questioning.

One question therefore concerns the evolution of democracy in the country: 
are we satisfied with it or not (four modalities)? Another question is about the 
system of government in the country: is it very bad or very good (ten positions)? 
And ten years earlier, how was the political system functioning: very badly or 
very well (ten positions)? This last question makes it possible to assess the pos-
sible rise of political pessimism and, in ex-communist countries, the existence 
of nostalgia for the old regime. These general questions are followed by four 
questions to find out which political systems are considered good or bad (four 
modalities): a strong man who does not have to deal with the parliament and 
the elections, experts who make the decisions, the army that rules, democracy. 
These questions, planned especially for Central and Eastern Europe, proved to 
be very useful everywhere. The results show the fragility of democratic values. 
Everyone is in favor of a democratic system but many also support other forms 
of regime. Only a large third of Europeans were “exclusive democrats” in 1999, 
with very wide variations between countries. The results are very similar two 
decades later.

Several new questions concern alternative religiosities: believing in telepathy, 

owning a good luck charm, thinking that one can protect and help (in ten po-
sitions), consulting one’s horoscope and taking it into account in one’s life, 
sticking to a particular faith or experimenting with different religious tradi-
tions (in ten positions). This reveals a growing interest in the diversification 
and deregulation of the religious field.

 
7.6 The 2008 Questionnaire

The questionnaire for the 2008 wave was prepared by a “Theory group”. Several 
dimensions were developed, notably on immigration, which is increasingly at 
the centre of political issues. Several Osgood scales (in 10 positions) have been 
created: immigrants take/do not take people’s work, the culture of the country 
is threatened/not threatened by immigrants, they accentuate/do not accentu-
ate crime problems, they are a burden/not a burden for the social security of 
the country, in the future, the number of immigrants will be a threat/not be a 
threat for the society, it is better that they keep/do not keep their customs and 
traditions. Two questions are also devoted to the number of immigrants in the 
country: are they too numerous or not? Do people sometimes feel themselves 
like a stranger in their own country due to the number of immigrants?

The forms of nationalism are also targeted, with one question, coming from 
the ISSP tradition, trying to measure what makes a good citizen of the country. 
Is it important to be born in the country, to have origins there, to respect the 
law, to speak the language, to have lived most of one’s life in the country.

New questions also concern Euroscepticism, through the measurement of 
fears about the European construction (scales in 10 positions): for social secu-
rity, for national identity and culture, for the country’s expenses, for the power 
of the country, for employment. Another scale relates to the enlargement of 
Europe: should it continue, or has it gone too far?

The old questions about the environment have been replaced by a very inter-
esting battery of ecological values, largely taken up from Riley Dunlap (2000). 
The respondent must agree or disagree with statements about overpopulation, 
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the disastrous consequences of not respecting nature, the belief in the genius 
of man to keep the earth livable, the idea that nature is solid to compensate for 
industrial damage, that man is made to dominate nature, that the world is at 
risk of a major ecological catastrophe. From this, a typology can be developed 
that makes it possible to identify an anthropocentric group, but above all the 
development of “ecocentrism” (Bozonnet, 2017).

The development of socio-demographic variables is important in 2008. In par-
ticular, very precise questions concern foreigners: their nationality, their year 
of arrival, with the same questions for the father, mother and spouse. The com-
position of the family and the itinerary of couples are also specified: having 
experienced divorce, or that of their parents or another family member; having 
experienced the death of a child, father or mother; at what age these events 
occurred. An interesting test was introduced to identify disadvantaged people: 
to have been unemployed for at least three months in the last five years and 
dependent on social assistance (same questions for the partner). The respon-
dent’s situation at the age of 14 is analysed: was he living with both parents, 
one alone, neither? What was the father’s professional situation at the time? 
At the same age, did the mother enjoy reading books, talking politics with the 
respondent, following the news (same question for the father)? Did the parents 
have difficulty making ends meet and replacing broken things? This shows the 
weight of family socialization on values.

 
7.7 The Most Recent 2017 Wave

For the 2017 wave, the redesign of the questionnaire was very important for two 
reasons. The executive committee wanted to limit the length of the question-
naire to 50 minutes, which meant that a significant number of questions had 
to be dropped. In addition, a procedure for an agreement with the WVS survey 
also resulted in a modification of the questionnaire. Each of the two surveys 
integrated a number of questions from the other tradition, which meant that 
some questions had to be dropped. 

The questions on work were greatly reduced. Thus the long battery on the 
meaning of work was reduced to six indicators (three rather quantitative, three 
rather qualitative). Questions asked only to people in paid employment were 
also removed: whether they are satisfied or not, what degree of freedom they 
have in their work. A question to know if workers must always follow instruc-
tions of their superiors or if they should only follow them when they are con-
vinced that they are right was also removed.

The questions on religion have been significantly reduced. Admittedly, a sig-
nificant corpus remains to measure membership, practices and beliefs. But 
the questions to count alternative religiosity to the great religions have been 
removed. The question about the degree of truth of religions has also been 
dropped (one true, many offer truths, none contain truths). This question 
made it possible, in particular, to distinguish between uncompromising and 
relativistic believers.

In comparison, the family domain, which was rather overabundant, was only 
modestly reduced. There were in fact deletions, but these were compensated 
by new questions, for example the battery of eight items to measure the roles 
of men and women in the family and society. The degree of agreement with the 
statement “Same-sex couples make as good parents as other couples” was also 
measured, an important addition in the context of the frequent legalization of 
same-sex marriage.

The political bloc experienced a fairly similar evolution. Numerous deletions 
have been replaced by WVS questions, especially on democracy. Thus, one 
question allows us to identify its essential characteristics through 9 defini-
tions, some corresponding to representative democracy or respect for public 
liberties, others to an economic democracy, and still others corresponding 
more to features of authoritarian regimes. The following scales are used to 
measure expectations and disappointments regarding democracy: is it im-
portant to live in a democratically governed country? Is the country governed 
democratically? Is one satisfied with the functioning of the country’s political 
system? Eight WVS questions are also asked about the reliability of elections 
in the country. And three questions are introduced on the controls that the re-
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spondents accept or refuse: using video surveillance in the public space, mon-
itoring e-mails, collecting information on people without their knowledge.1

 
7.8 Epilogue

All in all, the challenge of analysing the change in the European system of 
values was taken up rather well, with along the time a fine adaptation of the 
questionnaire, for which Loek Halman was a tireless facilitator, skilfully nav-
igating between his theoretical convictions and the necessary pragmatism of 
an international survey.
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8. does within- 
country agreement 
on beliefs matter for 
ranking countries on 
values dimensions? 
evidence from the european values 

study 2017

 

John Gelissen

Abstract

Values researchers commonly derive country-level measures of shared values constructs 
by aggregating scores on individual-level belief variables. However, different composi-
tion models may underlie this approach, and it remains to be seen whether consensus in 
beliefs between individuals from the same country is large enough to warrant aggrega-
tion. To examine these issues, I first outline a typology of composition models for specify-
ing the functional relationship among constructs at different levels of analysis as devel-
oped by Chan (1998). Then, I show that statistical interrater agreement measures for a 
small selection of constructs in the 2017 wave of the European Values Study provide weak 
evidence for warranting aggregation of individual-level variables for deriving coun-
try-level constructs. I compare these results to the results from a response weighted mean 
aggregation method described by Van Bruggen et al. (2002) that incorporates the degree 
of agreement among respondents’ responses into the calculation of the country-specific 
mean scores on the constructs. For three out of four constructs considered, the ranking of 
some countries on their position on the construct concerning changes considerably. How-
ever, the correlation between the unweighted and weighted country ranking is still high, 
which suggests that the position of countries can be estimated with sufficient reliability.
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8.1 Introduction

Loek Halman and I go way back when it comes to studying values in a 
cross-national context. We often discussed the workings, possibilities, and 
limitations of this multilevel analysis for cross-national values research, and 
– at times even more interesting – Loek’s enormous endeavours for making 
each new wave of the European Values Study (EVS) a success. From our dis-
cussions, one of the empirical issues in values research that intrigued Loek is 
the role of “heterogeneity” in beliefs within the context of cross-national re-
search. Together with Veerle Draulans, he studied heterogeneity in beliefs as 
a country-level characteristic to be explained in a country-level analysis (Hal-
man & Draulans, 2004). Their approach for operationally defining a central 
country-level construct in that contribution – as the within-country disper-
sion of scores – relates to the topic of current chapter: composing a group-lev-
el variable from individual-level data. However, rather than focusing on the 
dispersion of beliefs among inhabitants of a country, I focus on the proba-
bly more familiar and popular approach of composing contextual-level con-
structs from individual-level survey data by using the degree of within-group 
agreement of scores as a criterion for aggregation. 

Aggregation of individual-level scores of people’s beliefs to regional and 
country-level plays an important descriptive role in values research, as it al-
lows us to map the cultural diversity between populations of such higher-or-
der units. In explanatory research, developing such group-level constructs 
may be of interest to values researchers because one may want to test whether 
a predictor has a differential effect at both levels of the hierarchy (Enders & 
Tofighi, 2007). Researchers commonly use the individual-level scores and the 
aggregated group scores (for country, region, or lower levels such as neigh-
bourhoods) as predictors in the model. Including the predictor at multiple 
levels allows testing whether a predictor has a differential effect at the indi-
vidual level (i.e., a composition effect) and the group level (i.e., a contextual 
effect). For example, Van Oorschot, Arts, and Halman (2005) included a mea-
sure of ethnocentrism both at individual and country-level as a predictor for 
informal solidarity. Oberwittler (2004) used a measure of violence tolerance as 
an individual and neighbourhood-level predictor of juvenile severe offending. 

Even though the group-level predictor is an aggregate of the individual scores 
within each cluster, it is not necessarily true that both share the same mean-
ing or measure the same construct (Firebaugh, 1978). Chan (1998) has argued 
that researchers who apply multilevel analysis should use explicit composi-
tion models ‘for the development and validation of constructs that specify the 
functional relationships among phenomena or constructs at different levels 
of analysis that reference essentially the same content but that are qualita-
tively different at different levels’ (Chan, 1998, p. 234). The idea of using com-
position models is that they force the researcher to precisely describe how 
constructs at different levels of analysis are functionally related to each other, 
with the benefits of conceptual precision and parsimony.

By its design, the EVS has brought forward over many decades an enormous 
number of descriptive and explanatory empirical studies in which aggrega-
tion of individual-level belief scores to the regional or country-level is a cru-
cial operational procedure. These studies commonly specify a straightforward 
functional relationship between variables at the different levels of analysis, 
namely, as a simple unweighted sum or mean of the scores on the individu-
al-level variable to represent the value on the regional or country-level vari-
able. However, different composition models, each with their methodological 
requirements, may underlie this approach. 

To clarify this, I will first outline a seminal typology of composition models 
for specifying the functional relationship among constructs at different lev-
els of analysis as developed by Chan (1998). As we will see, conditional on the 
composition model used, one must examine levels of agreement within coun-
tries, and for a selection of constructs from the EVS 2017, I map the degree 
of within-country agreement. Then, I determine the country-specific means 
of these constructs using a method of estimation that explicitly incorporates 
the degree of agreement among citizens in these aggregated measures, and 
I compare these to the ‘standard’ unweighted country-mean approach. By 
comparing countries’ position on the agreement-unrelated measure to their 
position on the agreement-related measure, I determine whether accounting 
for the degree of agreement within countries changes the relative position of 
countries on the values constructs under consideration. Finally, I reflect on 



reflections on european values118 119agreement on beliefs and ranking of countries

the implications of the findings and usage of different composition models 
for empirical values research. 

 
8.2 Values Research and Composition Models

Chan (1998) developed a typology of composition models that is concerned 
with multilevel research situations in which scores on a construct of some 
lower-level units (e.g., individuals) are used to generate a group-level con-
struct that is of an aggregate or collective nature. Chan’s (1998) typology dis-
tinguishes five ideal types of composition models: additive, direct consensus, 
referent-shift consensus, dispersion, and process composition. The additive 
and direct consensus model are most relevant for the current practice in 
which regional or country-level values constructs are developed for descrip-
tive and explanatory values research. 

When values researchers use an additive composition procedure, the mean-
ing of a country-level construct is a summation of the individuals within a 
country regardless of the variance among these individuals. Importantly, in 
additive composition models, the variance of lower-level units is of no theo-
retical or operational concern for composing the individual level construct to 
the regional or country-level construct. In such an additive conceptualization, 
a values researcher assumes that all countries in the sample are characterized 
by a cultural climate that can be evaluated as low or high on various dimen-
sions irrespective of the within-country individual agreement. Glick (1985, p. 
605) discussed this issue for multilevel organizational research, and he point-
ed out that with an additive composition model approach, any within-group 
agreement is interpreted in terms of measurement accuracy reflecting individ-
ual-level random error and sources of bias. Consequently, values researchers 
average individual beliefs of citizens from different countries irrespective of 
the within-country variance to operationalize the country-level variable. The 
degree of association with other group-level constructs, using the correlation 
coefficient as a validity index, is used as empirical support for aggregating in-
dividual scores to the country level (see, for example, Kalmijn & Uunk, 2007; 
Hagenaars, Halman, & Moors, 2003). However, we have found no study in the 

field of values research in which within-group agreement is used for addition-
al evidence for the appropriateness of aggregation of individual-level data to 
regional or country level.

A somewhat similar model has been described by Bliese (2000), which he 
denotes as the pure compilation process model. In such models, individu-
al-level responses are expected to vary within groups; however, when the data 
are aggregated, the aggregate variable is expected to measure some phenom-
enon not evident at the lower level. According to Bliese (2000), there is no 
theoretical need to establish agreement about the aggregated variable in such 
models. Consequently, when a researcher uses this model, an inspection of 
within-group agreement is also not used as empirical support for aggregating 
individual scores to the country level.

Chan’s (1998) direct consensus model also uses aggregation of individual 
scores to the group as a typical operational procedure for establishing the 
group-level construct, but it is also different from the additive model in sig-
nificant ways. First, whereas in the additive model variance among lower-lev-
el units is of no theoretical or operational concern, in the direct consensus 
model within-group agreement is considered a necessary condition for the 
construct validity of the group-level construct. Using this composition model 
demands that the researcher evaluates the values of within-group agreement 
indices developed in the methodological literature to establish empirical sup-
port for justifying aggregation of individual opinions and beliefs to represent 
scores on a country-level values construct. 

Second, the fact that within-group agreement is explicitly required for aggregat-
ing individual scores to the group level has as a consequence that the meaning 
of the higher-level construct resides in the consensus among the lower-level units. 
Only when some cut-off level of agreement is reached on the agreement indi-
ces can the aggregation of individual responses be justified. Only then does the 
group-level construct represent some degree of ‘sharedness’ or ‘consensus’ among 
the lower-level units, which can be interpreted as a shared cultural climate char-
acteristic. How countries included in the European Values Study perform in this 
respect for certain constructs is presented in the remainder of this contribution. 
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8.3 Data 

To assess the degree of agreement among respondents’ responses and the 
impact of ignoring this information on the estimation of the country means 
for values-orientations, I use data from the 2017 wave of the European Values 
Study, including 34 countries (see Table 8.1). 

Measures 
I use the following small capita selecta of constructs that are available in the 
2017 EVS wave (see Hagenaars, Halman, & Moors, 2003):  
Personal sexual permissiveness appears from the acceptability of ‘homosexu-
ality’; ‘abortion’; ‘divorce’; ‘euthanasia (terminating the life of the incurably 
sick)’; ‘suicide’; ‘having casual sex’ (1=never justified; 10= always justified). 

Self-interest permissiveness refers to the acceptance of ‘claiming state benefits 
which you are not entitled to’; ‘cheating on tax if you have the chance’; ‘lying in 
your own interest’; ‘paying cash for services to avoid taxes’ (1=never justified; 
10= always justified).

Confidence in legitimacy institutions is indicated by the degree to which respon-
dents have confidence in the education system, the press, trade unions, the 
police, parliament, civil service, the social security system, health care system, 
and the justice system, with response categories a great deal (=1), quite a lot (=2) 
not very much (=3) none at all (=4) confidence in these. The scoring of the items 
was reversed for ease of interpretation.

For measuring a tolerance towards immigrants construct, respondents were 
asked to what extent they would place their view on the following items: Immi-
grants take jobs away from [NATIONALITY] (1) - Immigrants do not take jobs 
away from [NATIONALITY] (10); Immigrants make crime problems worse (1) 
- Immigrants do not make crime problems worse (10); Immigrants are a strain 
on a country’s welfare system (1) - Immigrants are not a strain on a country’s 
welfare system (10); It is better if immigrants maintain their distinct customs 
and traditions (1) - It is better if immigrants do not maintain their distinct cus-
toms and traditions (10). The scoring of the last item was reversed. 

8.4 Methods 

Assessing Interrater Agreement

In the composition model of direct consensus, the conceptual definition of the 
higher-level construct resides in the consensus or sharedness of perceptions 
among lower-level units, and therefore it is necessary to assess within-group 
agreement to index consensus and justify aggregation (Chan, 1998: 236). Re-
searchers have a multitude of different interrater agreement indices at their 
disposal, each with its benefits and drawbacks (O’Neill, 2017). Here, I report 
two indices: rwg(j) (James, Demaree, & Wolf, 1984) and awg(j) (Brown & Hauen-
stein, 2005). rwg(j) is well-known and commonly used among researchers. A 
value of 1 indicates complete agreement, whereas a value of 0 indicates com-
pletely random responding. One drawback of this index is that it may not be 
directly comparable across different means of group ratings or the number of 
raters. Therefore, I also report awg(j) index values, which “estimates agreement 
as the proportion of observed agreement of the maximum disagreement pos-
sible given the observed mean rating” (Brown & Hauenstein, 2005, p. 174). A 
value of +1 indicates perfect agreement, given the group mean, a value of 0 in-
dicates that the observed variance is 50 percent of the maximum variance, giv-
en the group mean, and a value of -1 indicates maximum disagreement, given 
the group mean. Compared to rwg(j), awg(j) overcomes problems of sample size 
dependency, scale dependency, and dependence on a specific underlying null 
distribution (Brown & Hauenstein, 2005).

Response Data Aggregation

To compare the impact of the degree of agreement within populations on the 
estimate of the country mean scores, I apply two aggregation methods. For 
both the additive and the direct-consensus model (Chan, 1998), a standard ap-
proach for determining a country’s position on a particular value orientation 
is by first averaging scores to thematically related questions in a single index 
score for each respondent in a sample and then averaging the individual-level 
index scores to yield country-level means (Welzel, Brunkert, Kruse, & Ingle-
hart, 2021). Following Van Bruggen, Lilien, and Kacker (2002), the unweighted 
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arithmetic mean of the individual responses of group members for a variable X 
of group i equals 

with Xij being the response for the value of variable X by respondent j in group 
i, and ni being the number of respondents in group i. Wagner, Rau, and Linde-
mann (2010) point out that this method of aggregation presumes that all re-
spondents are equally knowledgeable. Consequently, the method attaches the 
same weight to the responses of all respondents. 

However, it may be that the true value is closer to the responses provided by 
agreeing respondents than to that of deviating respondents and that the re-
sponse of the deviating respondents contains a larger systematic error compo-
nent (Van Bruggen et al., 2002). To account for the fact that the degree of agree-
ment among respondents’ responses contains information that is important 
to include in an aggregate measure, Van Bruggen et al. (2002) developed an al-
ternative aggregation method – the response data-based weighted mean –, which I 
also apply below. To compute the appropriate weights, this method first calcu-
lates the absolute distance of respondent’s j’s response on variable X from the 
unweighted mean of all responses of group I to which respondent j belongs. 

Then, a weight for each respondent’s response is calculated:

 
The weight of a response is inversely related to the absolute deviation of a re-
sponse from the unweighted mean relative to the sum of the absolute devia-

tions of all respondents responses. The formula also contains a parameter α 
that corrects the effect of systematic error in the respondents’ responses. As α 
approaches 1, less weight is attached to responses that are farther away from 
the unweighted mean (i.e., the responses from respondents whose scores are 
expected to contain substantial systematic error). If α equals 0, the weight of 
all responses is identical, which results in the unweighted mean, and it is as-
sumed that respondents’ responses do not contain systematic error. Advanced 
procedures exist for estimating an optimal α value (see Van Bruggen et al., 
2002: 473-474 for details), but here I use a standard value α = 1 to compare the 
maximum difference between the unweighted (with α = 0) and weighted coun-
try means (with α = 1). Finally, the response data-based weighted mean is esti-
mated as follows: 
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Table 8.1 Unweighted Country Means and Response Data-Based Weighted Country 
Means, Interrater Agreement Statistics, and Rank-order (Correlations) for EVS 2017 
Countries 
 

Personal-Sexual Permissiveness Self-Interest Permissiveness Confidence in Legitimacy Institutions Tolerance towards immigrants

Country Unweighted Rank Weighted Rank Unweighted Rank Weighted Rank Unweighted Rank Weighted Rank Unweighted Rank Weighted Rank

Albania 2.41 32 2.10 32 1.41 34 1.08 34 2.05 32 2.01 32 7.34 1 7.71 1

Armenia 2.33 33 2.02 33 2.95 5 2.70 4 2.25 28 2.21 27 5.97 3 5.98 3

Austria 5.75 12 5.80 12 1.96 15 1.73 14 2.71 6 2.72 6 4.36 29 4.26 30

Azerbaijan 2.49 31 2.31 31 2.42 8 2.18 8 2.78 3 2.85 2 5.76 5 5.79 5

Belarus 3.96 23 3.80 23 3.15 3 3.01 2 2.56 13 2.61 11 4.94 22 5.02 22

Bosnia and  

Herzegovina 3.05 28 2.66 29 1.85 23 1.40 30 2.16 30 2.18 30 5.08 21 5.10 19

Bulgaria 3.68 25 3.51 25 1.63 32 1.26 33 2.01 33 2.01 32 4.17 31 4.04 32

Croatia 3.97 22 3.81 22 2.17 11 1.86 11 1.98 34 1.97 34 5.25 14 5.29 14

Czechia 5.64 14 5.68 14 2.24 9 2.07 9 2.28 25 2.28 23 3.36 34 3.20 34

Denmark 7.18 1 7.40 1 1.56 33 1.33 32 2.75 5 2.76 5 4.74 25 4.75 26

Estonia 4.49 17 4.36 17 1.93 17 1.69 16 2.62 9 2.64 9 4.68 27 4.65 27

Finland 6.27 8 6.38 8 1.86 22 1.63 20 2.83 2 2.83 3 5.25 14 5.28 15

France 6.33 6 6.44 6 2.48 7 2.25 7 2.57 12 2.59 13 5.48 10 5.45 10

Georgia 2.19 34 1.93 34 1.85 23 1.50 27 2.38 21 2.37 20 5.90 4 5.88 4

Germany 6.24 9 6.36 9 1.66 31 1.37 31 2.56 13 2.58 14 5.32 13 5.33 13

Great Britain 6.12 10 6.19 10 1.78 28 1.47 28 2.56 13 2.55 15 5.64 6 5.59 8

Hungary 4.45 18 4.35 18 1.96 15 1.73 14 2.33 22 2.33 22 3.70 33 3.54 33

Iceland 6.81 4 6.88 4 1.98 14 1.75 13 2.67 8 2.66 8 6.31 2 6.41 2

Italy 5.15 15 5.12 15 1.81 27 1.61 23 2.40 20 2.37 20 4.63 28 4.60 28

Lithuania 4.04 20 3.99 20 2.68 6 2.45 6 2.49 17 2.51 17 4.74 25 4.78 25

Montenegro 2.68 30 2.42 30 1.87 20 1.67 17 2.26 27 2.19 28 5.35 12 5.41 11

Netherlands 6.95 3 7.09 3 1.93 17 1.67 17 2.59 10 2.62 10 4.86 24 4.84 24

North Macedonia 3.41 27 3.07 27 1.87 20 1.51 26 2.21 29 2.19 28 5.50 9 5.46 9

Norway 6.67 5 6.83 5 1.83 26 1.61 23 2.90 1 2.91 1 5.18 16 5.16 16

Poland 3.80 24 3.57 24 1.75 30 1.45 29 2.30 23 2.27 25 5.10 19 5.08 20

Portugal 4.00 21 3.97 21 1.77 29 1.63 20 2.58 11 2.61 11 5.44 11 5.39 12

Romania 2.96 29 2.68 28 2.11 12 1.64 19 2.28 25 2.25 26 5.09 20 5.14 17

Russia 4.19 19 4.07 19 3.71 1 3.53 1 2.47 18 2.49 18 4.29 30 4.27 29
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Serbia 3.55 26 3.35 26 2.20 10 1.89 10 2.07 31 2.05 31 4.88 23 4.89 23

Slovakia 4.84 16 4.89 16 2.99 4 2.70 4 2.45 19 2.46 19 4.14 32 4.08 31

Slovenia 5.66 13 5.70 13 1.91 19 1.63 20 2.29 24 2.28 23 5.14 18 5.08 20

Spain 6.04 11 6.06 11 3.24 2 2.90 3 2.53 16 2.54 16 5.59 8 5.64 6

Sweden 7.03 2 7.24 2 1.85 23 1.58 25 2.76 4 2.81 4 5.62 7 5.64 6

Switzerland 6.29 7 6.39 7 1.99 13 1.81 12 2.68 7 2.72 6 5.17 17 5.13 18

Mean 5.14 5.11 2.41 2.15 2.49 2.49 5.00 4.98

Number of  

categories 10 10 4 10

Number of items 6 4 9 4

Mean rwg(j) 0.314 0.796 0.901 0.334

Range 0.866 0.934 0.142 0.678

Mean awg(j) 0.030 0.126 0.429 0.216

Range 0.529 0.501 0.401 0.670

Kendall’s Tau-b 0.996 0.886 0.973 0.961
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8.5 Results

Table 8.1 reports the findings from assessing the interrater agreement for the 
four constructs, and it maps the changes that occur in the ranking of coun-
tries when their position is estimated on each of the four constructs using un-
weighted country means and response data-based weighted country means, 
respectively. For self-interest permissiveness and confidence in legitimacy in-
stitutions mean rwg(j) values across countries indicate a sufficient level of agree-
ment (using the heuristic threshold of .70). However, except for confidence in 
legitimacy institutions, the findings also indicate a broad range in interrater 
agreement for the separate countries. The mean awg(j)  estimates suggest for all 
four constructs unacceptable levels of agreement, with the awg(j)  values being 
between the heuristic values of 0 and 0.59 (Brown & Hauenstein, 2005, p. 178). 
Finally, we also see for the awg(j)  values a relatively broad range of estimates 
across all countries. In summary, an inspection of some critical interrater 
agreement statistics suggests only weak evidence for aggregating individual 
responses to represent country-level constructs. 

Turning to the results concerning the comparison of unweighted and response 
data-based weighted country means on the four constructs, we see, first, that 
applying the weighting procedure has some – and occasionally, considerable – 
effects on the relative ranking of countries, and in particular for the constructs 
of self-interest permissiveness, confidence in legitimacy institutions, and tol-
erance towards immigrants. Kendall’s Tau-b values for these constructs sug-
gest that country rankings on self-interest permissiveness are affected by the 
weighting procedure (Tau-b = .886). We see, for example, that Bosnia and Her-
zegovina drops considerably from rank 23 (unweighted) to rank 30 (weighted), 
and Georgia drops from rank 23 (tied unweighted with Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na) to rank 27. Also, North-Macedonia and Romania show considerable drops 
in ranking. For confidence in legitimacy institutions and tolerance towards 
immigrants, we observe changes in rankings of generally maximally two po-
sitions, albeit Romania promotes from position 20 (unweighted) to position 
17 (weighted) on the tolerance towards immigrants construct. Only for the per-
sonal-sexual permissiveness construct, country rankings remain largely the 
same between both methods of aggregation (Tau-b = .996). 

8.6 Discussion

In this contribution, I have shown that statistical interrater agreement mea-
sures for a small selection of constructs in the most recent wave of the EVS 
show weak evidence for warranting aggregation of individual-level for deriv-
ing country-level constructs. I have also applied a response weighted mean 
aggregation method described by Van Bruggen et al. (2002) that incorporates 
the degree of agreement among respondents’ responses into the calculation of 
the country-specific mean scores on the constructs. When comparing the re-
sults from the weighted approach to the unweighted approach, I found that for 
three out of four constructs considered, the ranking of some countries on their 
position on the construct concerning changed considerably. However, despite 
this, I also found that the correlation between the unweighted rank and the 
weighted rank was still high, which suggests that countries’ position can be 
estimated with sufficient reliability.

Of course, my simple descriptive analysis raises more fundamental questions 
about the explanation and methodological implications of the findings that 
need to be addressed in future research. For example, the low interrater re-
liability for the constructs may result from the wording of the survey items 
that indicate the construct: items with a group (here: country) referent may be 
better able to capture country-level constructs (Klein, Conn, Smith, & Sorra, 
2001). Also, in my analysis, I have not compared the accuracy of both estima-
tion methods. Finally, I have assumed that the constructs’ measures are invari-
ant across countries and not systematically biased, a psychometric property 
that should be tested (although the latter has recently been disputed, see Wel-
zel et al. (2021)). 

A key question is whether a high-within group agreement is necessary for ag-
gregation in multilevel research. LeBreton and Senter (2008) advance that the 
researcher’s research question and composition model should be guiding. In 
particular, they point out that agreement measures do not play a role in the ag-
gregation process in the additive composition model or the pure compilation 
process model. On the other hand, in a composition model such as the direct 
consensus model, it is assumed that aggregated variables are to be essentially 
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identical – isomorphic – to lower-level constructs in form and function (Bliese, 
2000). In the latter case, the evaluation of agreement measures, assessment of 
the construct validity, and systematic measurement error are crucial for the 
empirical analysis. The response data-based weighted mean approach may be 
necessary for estimating more accurate country means. Thus, an essential task 
for values researchers who intend to measure collective beliefs as contextual 
characteristics inferred from individual beliefs lies first with considering the 
type of composition model appropriate for their research. The EVS then pro-
vides us with invaluable data for testing hypotheses about the effects of aggre-
gated variables that may show little agreement among citizens of countries. 
The researcher may have solid theoretical reasons that warrant aggregation 
anyway. 
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Abstract

Secularization is one of the most visible and widespread processes linked to moderniza-
tion and subsequent value transformations in Europe across the 20th century. Spain is 
no exception to this relevant value shift and transformation. This chapter explores the 
process of secularization in Spain, showing, on the one hand, the evolution of various 
indicators of individual secularization, and, on the other hand, reflecting on which fac-
tors explain this process in Spain. For this purpose, we rely on EVS data catalogue for 
Spain from 1981 to 2017. Our main findings is that Spain has experienced a clear process 
of secularization during the last decades, although relevant differences can be found in 
terms of age, job status, post-materialism and political ideology. 
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9.1 Introduction

As is well recognized in the existing literature and research, the systematic 
improvement in economic and material conditions, and the resulting massive 
access to education and health services, have consequences for citizens’ value 
systems. In modern societies we observe a general process whereby external 
sources of authority, such as the Church, are substituted by more individual-
ized options when it comes to establishing the orientation of citizens’ values 
(Ester, Halman and De Moor, 1994). In this respect, Loek Halman has made an 
outstanding contribution to the explanation of the process of secularization 
in Europe, in relation to the process of modernization and connecting secular-
ization with other processes such as morality (Halman and Van Ingen, 2015). 
Spain is no exception to this process; in fact, the country has been one of the 
most visible examples of the transition from a predominantly Catholic and re-
ligious society to a broadly secular one. This chapter presents the data for this 
evolution towards post-materialism and secularization, while also demon-
strating which factors explain these positions around religion at different lev-
els: individual, institutional and societal (Dobbelaere, 2012).

 
9.2 The Rise and Fall of the Theory of Secularization  
Understood as a Consequence of Modernity

In 1882, Friedrich Nietzsche published his work The Gay Science. In section 125 
he wrote his oft-repeated affirmation, “We have killed him – you and I…. God 
is dead!”. A few lines down, he added: “There was never a greater deed – and 
whoever is born after us will on account of this deed belong to a higher history 
than all history up to now!” (Nietzsche, 2001:119-120).

In the year 2014, Peter L. Berger published a book in which he reflects on an 
anecdote about a bumper sticker: “I saw the following, of all places, just off 
Harvard Yard: ‘Dear Mr. Nietzsche, You are dead. Yours very truly, God’. This 
comes rather close to the empirical reality of our age” (Berger, 2014:21). 

Between these two assertions by Nietzsche (2001) and Berger (2014), the pro-

cess of secularization is carved out. During the 1960s the idea of the death of 
God, as extoled by Nietzsche (2001), returned with a vengeance in the sociology 
of religion. Its influence was enormous, especially in Europe; in many places, 
such as Spain, it continues today. Let us recall the following titles: The Death of 
God by Gabriel Vaharían (1961), Honest to God by John A.T. Robinson (1963), and 
The Secular City by Harvey Cox (1965), to name but a few. 

Other authors followed, in the first place Protestant theologians or intellectu-
als who moved in left-wing academic circles, with particular reference to soci-
ety and Christianity in the United States, where the eclipse of God was obvious 
(Knox, 1962) Time magazine opened its 8 April 1966 issue with the question, 
“Is God Dead?” Shortly afterwards the subject of the death of God arrived in 
Spain. In 1968 the philosopher Victoria Camps was the first in that country to 
publish a study on the theologians of the death of God (Los teólogos de la muerte 
de Dios). One year later appeared the Spanish translation of Jourdain Bishop’s 
essay “Theologians of the Death of God” (Bishop, 1969). 

Of what does the phenomenon of secularization consist of ? Charles Taylor 
(2007), in his great work A Secular Age emphasizes the following features:

1. The withdrawal of religion from the public sphere. This could involve two not 
necessarily simultaneous processes:  
a) The privatization of religion. This thesis is very much supported in Spain, 
where secularism is understood to exclude religious practice.  
b) The marginalization of religion, meaning religious considerations should not 
have any influence on public life and in public decision making.  
2. The shrinking or decline of religious belief and practice.  
3. A change in conditions of belief. This third aspect is linked to the formation of a 
humanist alternative, with an immanentist sign. Taylor (2007, p. 514) notes:

there is a … powerful unthought operative: an outlook that holds that religion must 
decline either a) because it is false, and science shows this to be so; or b) because it is 
increasingly irrelevant now that we can cure ringworm by drenches; or c) because reli-
gion is based on authority, and modern societies give an increasingly important place 
to individual autonomy; or some combination of the above. 
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The reading of religion as something that comes from “out there”, which in-
jects itself into the self-determination and decisions of the individual, of each 
and every one of us, is intellectually unsustainable. 

Peter Berger, one of the pioneers of the secularization thesis in the second half 
of the twentieth century, edited a collective in work in 1999 in which he retract-
ed a large part of his previous thesis. This is his central proposition of his novel 
findings in which he questions secularization (Berger, 1999, p. 2): 

“the assumption that we live in a secularized world is false. The world today, 
with some exceptions is as furiously religious as it ever was, and in some places 
more so than ever. This means that a whole body of literature by historians and 
social scientists loosely labeled ‘secularization theory’ is essentially mistaken.” 

Berger (1999, p. 203) continues: 

“Although the term “secularization theory” refers to works from the 1950s and 
1960s, the idea of the theory can indeed by traced to the Enlightenment. That 
idea is simple: modernization necessarily leads to a decline in religion, both in 
society and in the minds of individuals. And it is precisely this idea that has 
turned out to be wrong.”

In an extraordinary work, the German sociologist Hans Joas (2020, p. 243) ar-
gues that in the contemporary period “in the Social Sciences predominant 
thinking has moved away from the secularization thesis to a rejection of it. The 
question today is how to understand religion when it emerges in the post-sec-
ular age. 

According to Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart (2011 [2004], p. 4) various phe-
nomena in the present day call into question religion’s death sentence. These 
range from the continued popularity of churchgoing in the United States to 
the emergence of New Age spirituality in Western Europe, the growth in fun-
damentalist movements and religious parties in the Muslim world, the evan-
gelical revival sweeping through Latin America, and the upsurge of ethno-re-
ligious conflict in international affairs. This leads the authors to conclude that 

the importance of religion and religiosity take on greater meaning in contexts 
of vulnerability, fragility and poverty (Norris and Inglehart, 2011 [2004].

Wolfram Weisse (2016, p. 32) argues that in modern societies religion plays a 
new role: “change processes are taking place in different countries based on 
different contextual backgrounds, with different motives, actors and aims, but 
nevertheless in a way that similarly affects both religious pluralization and 
secularization.” And yet in spite of the process of secularization, we see that 
religion continues to be highly influential. This can be explained by the fact 
that different religions have differing impacts on the process of secularization. 
For example, studies reveal that “the religious tradition of countries appears 
to be relevant” (Voicu, 2012:336). Halman and Draulans (2004) also maintain 
that Catholicism has a strong impact on the maintenance of religious values.

A number of studies (Halman, 2015:4) have related the process of seculariza-
tion to the rise of moral frameworks unconnected to the views of ecclesiastical 
institutions, to such an extent, for example, that Halman and Van Ingen (2015, 
p. 4) hypothesize that “a decline of church attendance at the country level is 
accompanied by a growing diversity of moral opinions (about homosexuality, 
euthanasia, abortion, and divorce) at the country level.” 

However, research such as that by Emma T. Budde (2017, p. 58), which referenc-
es the level of tolerance for abortion and euthanasia, indicates that “the larger 
the share of the population that adheres to a religion that strongly opposes 
the liberalization of such policies, the more restrictive the regulation.” This 
should not be interpreted to mean that the process of secularization involves 
greater moral polarization (Storm, 2013, p. 111; Finke and Adamczyk, 2008, p. 
634). But it could be explained by the relationship which appears to be estab-
lished between the process of secularization, individual autonomy and moral-
ity. In this sense, according to Ingrid Storm (2013, p. 111), “religious decline has 
been accompanied by an increase in autonomy values, but not self-interest, 
that the relationship between religion and morality is stronger in more reli-
gious countries, and that it has declined since the 1980s.” In Storm’s view, the 
influence of religion on moral standards diminishes where the process of sec-
ularization is greatest. 
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Relevant social processes that are also related to the process of secularization in 
the studies of values are modernization and postmaterialism. Modernization 
theory (Inglehart, 1977; Inglehart and Welzel, 2005) claims that a maintained 
and steady economic growth have as a consequence a systematic improvement 
in living conditions, massive access to education and healthcare, and rising 
life expectancy. These improvements allow for an unprecedented human de-
velopment, shaping citizens´ value structures as a consequence of better mate-
rial conditions. This modernization, by the hand of economic prosperity and 
welfare state facilitated the conditions for more individualized value systems 
in relation with personal and social conditions and new psychological needs 
related to survival and social order. Individualization of value orientations and 
secularization would be, in this regard, direct consequences of the process of 
modernization

In this context, materialist and postmaterialist values (Inglehart, 1977) are at 
the core of these value transformations. Inglehart´s main hypothesis is that 
those generations that have not suffered conflicts such as Second World War 
or the economic grievances of the post-wars, and that have been socialized 
in abundance prioritize issues of an immaterial nature: orientations such as 
social and political participation, self-realization at work or creativity in the 
education of their children. The question is whether post-materialist values 
respond to the socialization process or to the age cohorts; the latter would im-
ply the assumption that as we age our values tend to be more conservative and 
more materialistic. What has not been demonstrated is the dichotomy mate-
rialism vs postmaterialism overlaps with other related concepts such ideology 
(left vs right) since it is possible to establish materialism and postmaterialism 
on both sides of the ideological continuum (Silvestre, 1996). 

 
9.3 Religious Values in Spain: Evolution from 1981-2017

Values studies, for their part, have defined and measured the process of secu-
larization with reference to a threefold dimension: micro (individual), meso 
(institutional secularization) and macro (social). According to the literature 
(Dobbelaere, 2012; Pérez-Agote,2014, p. 897), secularization occurs at these 

three levels. At a personal level, individuals give less and less importance to 
religion and God in their lives. In the institutional realm, secularization trans-
lates into a fall in church membership and attendance. Finally, at a social level 
there is a decline in the value of religion and its leaders in society.

The process of secularization in Spain has taken place over a period of some 
decades. We have selected some of the variables that bring together the three 
levels of secularization (individual, institutional and societal) in order to ob-
serve its evolution between 1981 and 2017 (see Figure 9.1).

 
Figure 9.1 Evolution of religious values in Spain 1981-2017. Total percentages. EVS-Spain. 

Source: Constructed by authors based on data from EVS for Spain 1981-2017. Deusto University [Please note that items in the graph 

appear as they appeared in the actual survey] 1981 (n= 2303), 1990 (n= 2637), 1999 (n= 1200), 2008 (n= 1500), 2017 (n= 1209)

 
Individual secularization was studied based on the importance given to reli-
gion in a person’s life (this question was not asked in 1981). Here we observe the 
greatest decline between 1990 and 1999, when it went from being very import-
ant for 21.8 per cent of the population to being very important for 14.8 per cent 
almost a decade later. We have also taken into account religious identity, an 
identity that has lost strength over the past few decades. Whereas in 1981, 61.5 
per cent of the population declared themselves to be religious people, this per-
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centage fell to 34.3 in the last wave of the EVS in 2017. Once again, the greatest 
jump was between 1990 and 1999. 

Institutional secularization was analysed based on weekly attendance at church. 
In this case, the most significant data come from the difference between attend-
ing mass on a weekly basis at the time of answering the question and attending 
mass once a week in childhood, at age 12. The differences here are very signif-
icant because in all the waves analysed there was a difference of more than 25 
percentage points: 26.2 (1999), 30.6 (2008) and 25.7 (2017). In this case, we ob-
serve that church attendance declined progressively between 1981 and 2017 and, 
above all, we note how this behaviour has changed if we compare childhood to 
adult life in the present. The difference in the decrease between 2008 and 2017 
is due precisely to the fact that when asked in 2017 about church attendance in 
childhood, it has decreased and, therefore, the difference also decreases. This 
data confirms Van Ingen’s and Moor’s (2011) conclusion that the greatest decline 
in religiosity is found in attendance at religious rituals and services. 

Societal secularization is measured with reference to the trust the Church en-
joys as an institution. We analysed the evolution of no trust in the Church and 
observed that in 1981 and 1990 those who declared no trust in the Church were a 
small minority. From 2008 until 2017, that is, during the contemporary period, 
this position was endorsed by more than a third of the population. 

A descriptive analysis of the decline in religious values in Spain using data 
from the different waves of the European Values Study (EVS) leads us to con-
clude that in the case of individual and institutional secularization the change 
was produced above all in the 1990s, while societal secularization appears to 
have taken on more force in the first decade of the twenty-first century. 

Individual secularization shows the greatest oscillation in the data. On one 
hand, we’ve observed that religion has ceased to be important in the lives of a 
significant part of the Spanish population, though the starting point was not 
very high. On the other hand, we can see that in 2017 almost half the population 
(49.2 per cent) considered themselves to be religious. While it is true that this 
percentage has dropped 12.3 points since 1981, it still represents an important 

part of Spanish society. Given the obvious levels of social and institutional sec-
ularization, we are led to conclude that the religiosity expressed by almost five 
out of ten people corresponds to a range of different, varied and complex ways 
of defining religion, or religious sentiment. This marks a move away from Ca-
tholicism as the majority and omnipresent religion during the forty years of 
the Franco dictatorship, from 1939 to 1978. As Weise argues, notwithstanding 
the process of secularization, religion continues to be important and condi-
tions behaviour and moral frameworks. In this regard, secularization, religios-
ity and religious plurality coexist (Weise, 2016: 38).

According to Manuel Urrutia (2020), the second wave of EVS data collection, in 
1990, enabled us to confirm empirically that in Spain, the process of political 
democratization was accompanied by an important process of secularization. 
In the words of Grace Davie (1999, p. 78): “The Spanish case is particularly in-
structive sociologically in that it is san artificially delayed and therefore speed-
ed-up version of modernity, in which the competing tensions are unusually 
clear. What has taken a century in most parts of Europe has happened within 
a generation in Spain.” The subsequent waves of the EVS, in 1999 and 2008, 
confirmed that Spain was going through an intense process of secularization 
which, since the turn of the century, appears to be to be gradually slowing 
down (Urrutia, 2020).

In Spain, the moral dilemmas have been subject to different and conflicting 
ideological debates, in which it has been shown that the proposals of the Cath-
olic Church are taken on by political conservatives. The Spanish data from the 
fifth wave of the EVS show that religious values have declined and tolerance 
for homosexuality, euthanasia, abortion and divorce is among the highest in 
Europe (Silvestre, 2020).
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9.4 What Factors Explain Individual Levels of Religiosity in 
Spain?

Based on the three levels of secularization (personal, institutional, societal) 
mentioned above we have selected the dependent variables, measured at the 
individual level. First, in relation to the personal level of secularization, we 
have chosen the importance of God in people’s lives as well as the importance 
of religion. Second, we include the frequency of attendance at religious cere-
monies as the indicator of secularization at the institutional level. Finally, trust 
in the institution of the Church serves as the measurement of secularization at 
the societal level.

Table 9.1 shows the results of the regression analyses for the chosen dependent 
variables and which factors explain these levels of religiosity in society. The 
data used in this model are taken from the EVS for Spain in the years 2008 and 
2017. 

We can see that formal membership in a religious denomination is a very sig-
nificant factor in terms of explaining the importance of God, religion and par-
ticipation in religious services and trust in the Church, with a clearly positive 
effect. This indicator has been used in previous studies (Voicu, 2012, p. 338) as a 
predictor for religiosity. In addition, according to our results, there is a strong 
positive effect by age. Younger people tend to demonstrate significantly lower 
levels of religiosity, importance given to religion and trust in the Church, as 
is shown by the impacts. Contrary to our expectation, 2017 shows a positive 
effect parameter (that is, a greater level of religiosity compared to 2008). The 
composition of the Spanish population, with a progressive higher number of 
people in older cohorts, exhibiting higher levels of religiosity might be a factor 
explaining this effect. 

In Spain, the impact of political ideology is also very strong, with a clear and 
significant positive effect, indicating that people who identify with the po-
litical right show a higher level of religiosity. The same holds for educational 
level, with an effect consistent with theories of modernization which show a 
relationship between cognitive mobilization and weakening traditional forms 

of authority in the orientation of individuals’ value systems. In the same way, 
and in accordance with this same relationship between modernization and 
secularization, we can observe that for two of our four dependent variables, 
post-materialist values are accompanied by higher levels of secularization. 
This association is significant with regard to the importance of the Church and 
the trust in ecclesiastical institutions. 

There is also a clear relationship between higher salaries and a lower value 
placed on religion, though this is only significant in the case of the importance 
of God. Reinforcing this relationship, we can also see that being employed has 
a negative impact on the value placed on religion and the Church. According 
to Inglehart (1997), higher levels of cognitive mobilization and a personal sit-
uation of higher autonomy in terms of income and employment would tend 
to reflect the shift from external religious reference in personal decisions and 
religious practice towards a more individualized perspective towards religious 
values and morality. This relationship is significant in almost all models. We 
can thus observe that a higher level of personal and economic freedom is asso-
ciated with a lower relevance of religion in people’s lives. 

Levels of personal welfare and life satisfaction, which measure the degree of 
satisfaction with people’s life conditions, demonstrates a positive but weak 
effect, only significant in relation to the importance of God in a person’s life.

As for the relationship with gender, we observe a significant regression coeffi-
cient in all models, demonstrating that in all that the Church and religion have 
a significantly lower relevance for men than for women. 
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Table 9.1 Regression models analysing secularization at the personal, institutional 
and societal levels in Spain

 

Importance  

of God

 Importance 

of religion

 Frequency of  atten-

dance rel. service  

Trust in the  

Church

  B   B   B   B

(Constant) 4.711   2.286   2.600   1.814

Belonging to a reli-

gious denomination

2.799***

 

0.644***

 

1.402***

 

0.682***

Gender (1=male) -0.598***   -0.45***   -0.327***   -0.197***

Age Completed 

Studies

-0.023*

 

-0.005

 

-0.003

 

-0.003

Employed_dummy -0.181   -0.178***   -0.282***   -0.158***

Post-materialism -0.014   -0.121***   -0.041   -0.132***

Household net  

income. Deciles

-0.071***

 

-0.004

 

-0.004

 

-0.009

dummy_2017 0.258**   0.257***   0.432***   0.205***

Political view:  

left-right 

0.293***

 

0.093***

 

0.192***

 

0.127***

Birth cohort - 10 years -0.127***   -0.058***   -0.121***   -0.045***

  R2= .394   R2= .294   R2 = .322   R2 = .352

N=2669 N=2707 N=2689 N=2676

 
Source: Constructed by authors based on data from EVS for Spain 2008-217. University of Deusto 

 
 
9.5 Discussion and Conclusions

Based on the analysis above, the case of Spain appears to confirm the thesis 
that the process of secularization does not mean the end of religion; secular-
ization, modernization and religiosity coexist. Just as the literature suggests, 
the process of secularization is compatible with the demand for and mainte-
nance of spirituality at the individual level. 

As part of this process of individualization and the loss of a reference to insti-
tutionalized religion as an external source of authority, we observe a decline in 
the relevance of religious rituals, which translates in turn into a decline in the 
importance and frequency of attendance at religious services. This observation 
is particularly visible with reference to the contrast between present levels of 
church attendance and those at age 12. 

If we look at the overall picture of secularization in Spain, we observe that the 
most secularized part of the population is that which is the most economically 
independent, with postmaterialist values and the highest levels of education, 
as well as being young, male and politically on the left. This picture of Spain 
concurs, therefore, with the image that runs through modernization theories 
of secularization, along with the thesis that the process of cognitive mobiliza-
tion arises from a systematic improvement in material conditions. This in turn 
has the effect of a change in values towards post-materialism and self-expres-
sion, particularly visible in younger cohorts, away from external sources of 
formal authority such as the Church and religion and towards increased levels 
of individualization. 

This secularization has relevant implications for our society. Secularization is 
accompanied by a growing moral tolerance and individualization of value ori-
entations. In those groups and cohorts in which religion is less important and 
less present, there is greater moral tolerance. In contrast, those who are closer 
to religion and its dogma tend to be governed more by these and to be more 
morally strict. This is also linked to political ideology, as shown in our data. 
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Abstract

This study examines the issue of declining religiosity in Ireland as a gateway for think-
ing about broad processes of value change. Drawing on the data of the European Values 
Study, the European Social Survey, and the PERSOCOV study, it authors look at one 
simple facet of religion in Ireland, viz., the degree to which the adherents of the larg-
est faith grouping, the Catholic church, attend religious services. The examination of 
religious practice has implications beyond the obvious: degradation or abandonment 
of communal religious practice on a wholesale basis has implications for society as a 
whole, believers and unbelievers alike. Drawing on the work of Loek Halman in partic-
ular, the study references the complex links between religious participation and value 
change. The study documents the decline of religious practice from 1981 to 2020, includ-
ing the initial period of COVID-19 pandemic, showing how the resulting social restric-
tions impacted religious participation in Ireland. During the COVID-19 lockdown al-
most 90 percent of the population indicated that they participated in religious services 
less than monthly. Finally, the study looks at the implications for the church in Ireland 
as religious participation continues to decrease. 
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10.1 Introduction

Of all the clichés about Irish history none has been more enduring, nor enjoyed 
such universal popularity, as the ‘Golden Age’ of early Irish culture. The ‘Island 
of Saints and Scholars’ which was a beacon for the rest of Europe when the 
continental countries languished in their ‘Dark Ages’, and whose missionary 
monks brought light to those darkened regions, has left an afterglow that per-
sists to the present day (Ó Cróinín, 1995).

There is a tendency among religious apologists in Ireland to hark back to a 
time when Ireland was the land of saints and scholars. It is a term that orig-
inates in the monastic tradition of men dedicated to learning and piety, and 
whose knowledge was spread far and wide by pilgrims and travellers. In par-
ticular their computational skills were critical in the literature regarding the 
establishment of the date for Easter. 

The Church at that time was wealthy, well-connected, and a source of educa-
tion and erudition for, at least some, of the populace. But it was also a church 
that reflected to some degree the cultural mores of its own time. O’Corráin 
writes of the attitudes to abandoned children:

“Expositi, children rejected for many reasons—because they were the offspring 
of incest or adultery, because they were defective or otherwise unwanted … 
were often dumped on the church, in Ireland as elsewhere. The Canon lawyers 
ruled “… a child abandoned to the church is its slave unless he is redeemed. 
Nor, if he be violent, shall his evil conduct stain the church if it corrected him 
as far as possible” (2013, p. 14). 

The position of the church was maintained into modern times. Larkin, writing 
in 1975, described the failed attempts to limit the power of the Church in Ire-
land, because ‘the Church had so integrated itself psychologically, functional-
ly, and historically into the Irish way of life that it became virtually at one with 
the nation’s identity (p. 123). But that was coming to an unexpected end. 

The relationship between religious practice and moral outlooks is well docu-
mented in the European Values Study literature, including the work of Loek Hal-
man. This research line is essentially arguing that increasing secularization is a 
precursor of increased liberalism in societies (cf., Cohen et al, 2006; Halman and 
Draulans, 2006; Philips, 2012; Voas et al, 2013; Feich and O’Connell, 2015; Halman 
and Van Ingen, 2015; Storm, 2016; Kanik, 2018; Shorrocks, 2018; Matuilic and Bala-
banic, 2019; Nikoderm and Zrinscak, 2019; Fuchs et al, 2020). As Halman and Van 
Ingen put it (2015), fundamental shifts in religious practice, such as diminish-
ment of church attendance, are social indicators of potentially profound change.

Because religion provides a normative framework for opinions on moral issues, 
declining levels of religiosity may have far-reaching consequences for the mor-
al order within societies. … Knowing that Europeans are increasingly accept-
ing of homosexuality, divorce, abortion, and euthanasia, it could be argued 
that this increased permissiveness in people’s moral attitudes is linked with 
the diminished role of churches in secularized societies where the churches’ 
strict moral codes are no longer self-evident to all (2015, p. 618).

 
10.2 The Irish Church Today

The dominant theme of religious influence in Republic of Ireland has been the 
Catholic voice, which held sway over much of health and education, but with 
a particularly strong influence on social and moral perspectives general. In the 
1937 Irish Constitution, the role of the Catholic Church was specifically en-
shrined: “The State recognises the special position of the Holy Catholic Apostolic and 
Roman Church as the guardian of the Faith professed by the great majority of the citi-
zens.” That special position, albeit never precisely defined, was removed from 
the Constitution in 1975. Since then, much in the Irish religious landscape has 
changed, in fact changed utterly (see Anderson, 2010; Breen, 2001,2002; 2003; 
Breen & Reynolds, 2011; Breen & Healy, 2014; Cassidy, 2002; Howlett, 2008; In-
glis, 1998; Inglis & MacKeogh, 2012; Matte, 2011). 

In reality, change has been ongoing in Ireland for decades. At the time of writ-
ing, the Church in Ireland has undergone great scrutiny of its stewardship of 
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children, in relation to the sexual abuse of children, the provision of education 
in religious run industrial schools for orphans, and more recently in the man-
agement of homes for unmarried mothers. None of these events have covered 
the ecclesial authorities in glory and all may be said to have a profound nega-
tive impact of the practice of faith among the Irish. The recent scandals which 
have engulfed the Catholic Church are not the cause of the religious transfor-
mation documented below, but they may well have served as catalytic agents 
for it. The Catholic Church in Ireland is in decline, perhaps inevitably. As Inglis 
put it in 1998 (p. 224):

“There is no doubt that the absolute religious power of the Catholic Church in 
Ireland is dying, if not already dead.”

The twenty years that have passed since then would give pause for thought as 
to whether such change is transitional or permanent, and it could be argued 
that Inglis’s prediction was somewhat premature. Inglis himself is unsure, 
prefacing the previous quote with the statement

“While there is definite evidence of the decline of the influence of the institu-
tional Church in many fields of Irish social life, it would be wrong to think that 
Irish Catholicism is dying, especially when the Church still has such control in 
education…” (Inglis 1998: 224). 

Given ambiguities, this chapter revisits the issue of religiosity in Ireland as 
a gateway for thinking about broad processes of value change. Drawing on 
the data of the European Values Study, among others, the authors look at one 
simple facet of religion in Ireland, viz., the degree to which the adherents of 
the largest faith grouping, the Catholic Church, attend religious services. The 
Code of Canon Law lays down the requirement: “On Sundays and other holy 
days of obligation, the faithful are obliged to participate in the Mass” (Can. 
1247). The data document the relentless fall in religious practice over the last 
40 years in Ireland, a fall which has been accelerated during the COVID-19 pan-
demic.

10.3 The European Values Survey

Comparative social survey data provide an invaluable lens into the levels of 
conformity with this regulation over time. Ireland has participated in the Eu-
ropean Values Study in its first four waves: 1981, 1990, 1999 and 20081, and 
in the European Social Survey since its inception in 2001. In this chapter, 
the data are used from both studies, and from one additional survey, the PER-
SOCOV study, to cover a period of 40 years, from 1981 to 2020, and which cov-
er the most significant changes in the practice of religious faith in Ireland.

There have been several scholarly pieces drawing on the initial waves of the 
EVS which are pertinent. Breen wrote in 2002 (p. 120):

“The data to hand suggest a variety of important social questions which can-
not be answered from within the data alone. If religious and social values and 
attitudes are changing, as strongly suggested here and elsewhere, then what 
are the implications for Irish society? … Is it incontrovertible that Ireland will 
be different in the future, that the social map will have very different contours, 
especially in relation to institutional religion? … … Or are we simply becom-
ing a mature nation amongst the nations of Europe, whose value and belief 
systems will simply be more homogenous with our neighbours, who have not 
fallen apart at the seams?”

In the years that followed, other scholars started providing the outline 
of answers to these questions. Following a five-country analysis of three 
waves of the EVS, Williams et al (2009, p. 181) concluded that

“it is reasonable to hypothesise that those who dissociate themselves from 
religious affiliation and religious practice are less likely to feel influenced 
by religious teaching. (I)t is reasonable to hypothesise that those who live 
outside conventional (married) family structures may wish to distance 
themselves from religious communities”

1 Ireland did not take part in the 5th wave of the EVS due to funding difficulties.
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The examination of religious practice, therefore, has implications beyond the 
obvious: degradation or abandonment of communal religious practice on a 
wholesale basis has implications for society as a whole, believers and unbe-
lievers alike. This is increasingly evident in Ireland in respect of education and 
certain aspects of social care as many of these functions in Ireland involve the 
Catholic Church. Anderson (2010, p. 37) puts it thus

“Irish society has undergone massive social, political and economic changes 
since the 1960s. The institution that has perhaps suffered the most from these 
is the Catholic Church, which has lost its virtually exclusive power to control 
the minds, bodies and hearts of Irish people. The Church is now only one of 
many influential institutions and has to compete for an audience in all the ma-
jor social fields, such as education, the media, health and politics.”

In the remainder of this chapter, we look briefly at some of the religious prac-
tice data, on the basis that establishing a convincing picture of religious prac-
tice change over a sustained period, it is all but inevitable that the changes to 
which Halman and others have alluded necessarily follow. A focus on religious 
participation is fitting given Halman’s own contributions (see De Hart, Dekker, 
and Halman 2013; Halman and Draulans 2006; Halman and Riis 2003). With 
specific attention to issues secularization and how one might best measure 
and model secular trends, Halman pointed to important, albeit complex links 
between religious participation and value change across European countries.

 
10.4 Empirical Snapshots

One commonly used indicator of the strength of church belonging is the fre-
quency of participation in religious services. Figure 10.1 captures this with 
comparative cohort analysis for two periods, 1981 and 2018. The thirty year 
span is important in capturing the precise period were the social influence of 
the Catholic Church was in decline. It also looks at pre-covid data. In 1981, the 
vast majority of the population reported attending church weekly with only 
small percentages attending monthly or less often. Equally important, cohort 
variation was relatively small. For all age groups, between 88 percent and 96 

percent attended on a weekly basis. Fast forward 35 years, the modal practice 
is to attend church less than monthly and there is a clear cohort gradient. For 
the youngest people in the sample, approximately 12.5% attend church weekly 
and this increases to 64.3% for those in the oldest cohort. Simultaneously, 75% 
of the youngest group attend church less than once a month and this decreases 
to 27.6% for those in the oldest cohort. Such patterning echoes Ryder’s (1965) 
seminal description of cohorts as vehicles for social change.

 
Figure 10.1 Comparative data for Church practice, by age cohort, 1981 and 2018

 

Source: EVS and ESS 

 
While the story of declines in religious participation are not entirely surpris-
ing, the months from January 2020 through to Spring of 2021 provide a further 
arena for study. Here, the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting social restric-
tions raised or renewed questions about religion and religious participation 
in people’s lives. From one perspective, participation became more difficult 
and more complicated with the majority of services moving online. From the 
standpoint of technological competence, one might expect that religious par-
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ticipation would fall even further given strong age gradients in competence 
and IT accessibility (Peacock and Kunemund 2007) and religious participation. 
From another perspective, theoretical work extending back to Durkheim has 
postulated that people turn to religion in “times of trouble” as both a coping 
mechanism and a response to stress (Pargament and Park 1995). Importantly, 
both perspectives can operate simultaneously and hence produce a complicat-
ed account of religious participation in the contemporary period. Figure 10.2 
explores such questions below with the ESS and EVS augmented with data 
from a unique nationally representative sample from Ireland collected for the 
period of the first major lockdown in spring of 2020, the PERSOSOV data. 

 
Figure 10.2 Church practice, 35 or under, 1981-2020

Source: EVS, ESS, & PERSOCOV

 
Although evidence of declines in participation were clear in the ESS and EVS 
data, there is a clear spike during the COVID-19 lockdown with almost 90 per-
cent indicating that they participated in religious services less than monthly. 
In fact, when we examine the data in detail, it is worth noting that over the 

last 20+ years, the middle ground – those who go at to church monthly – has 
been steadily decreasing. From about 20% of the population in 1999 and 2008, 
this group decreased to left than half of that amount in 2018 to under 8% and 
during covid to less than 4%. When we look at the PERSOCOV data, it tran-
spires that of the 18–25-year-olds 2.2% attend weekly, while 96.7% attend less 
often than monthly; of the 26–35-year-olds the corresponding figures are 11.7% 
and 91.5%; and for the 36–45-year-olds the corresponding figures are 11.7% and 
89.5%. Even in the oldest age group, the over 65s, only 17.7% attend weekly while 
76.5% attend less than monthly. The decline in the youngest age groups is all 
the more remarkable when their likely higher versatility with the digital world 
is taken into account – those most digitally able were the least likely to vail of 
the virtual outreach by the Church.

 
10.5 Rethinking Religion and Values

On the basis of the data reported above, there is little doubt but that there is 
an ongoing seismic shift in traditional levels of church attendance, and by 
extension, a concomitant shift in values. But its implications for values and 
value change may be more complicated. Ganiel (2019) posits the notion of a 
post-Catholic Ireland that has resonances with Habermas ‘post-secular’ Eu-
rope. She writes (2019, p. 472)

“Habermas asserts that the post-secular is characterised by a shift in con-
sciousness in the way Europeans think about the public role of religion. It is 
not that Europe was once secular and now it is not; rather, Europeans have rec-
ognised that religion is not going away, and will continue to influence society 
and politics. In post-Catholic Ireland, Catholicism is important but no longer 
monopolises the religious market.”

Her study focused on people committed to religion: she found people search-
ing for faith expression were often characterised by a regard of ‘’the ‘institu-
tional’ church as a dry and lifeless hierarchy’’, which they ignored in favour 
of keeping their faith alive outside of the church context. She defines this as 
‘extra-institutional religion’ as a way of describes the practice of some people 



reflections on european values160 161saints, scholars, sceptics and secularists

who are committed to their religion, and will use the sacramental life of the 
church to some degree but for whom their religious practice is very different 
to past experience.

Ganiel’s argument is very convincing: if she is correct, then in fact there may 
be very little comfort for the hierarchy even in the number of people who at-
tend church regularly. It may well be the case, as she suggests, that extra-insti-
tutional religion is a more accurate description of how some people approach 
their faith practice ‘outside or in addition to historic state churches’, an ap-
proach that balances two ‘structural strengths: its position on the margins, 
and its continued links with institutional religion’ (p. 481).

In the PERSOCOV study we asked respondents if they regarded themselves as a 
religious person, not a religious person, or an atheist. Modal participation for 
all groups is never attending church services indicating that even those how 
identify as religious people forgo church services. It suggests that something 
important may be missed by using participation to capture religiosity or the 
meaning of religion in contemporary society. 

The second important feature is the opposite phenomenon. Significant num-
bers of people who do not identify as religious still participate in religious ser-
vices. About one and a half percent do so daily. This increases to 4.4 and 3.1 
percent for weekly and monthly attendance, respectively. Another 23 percent 
attend at least once a year or on special occasions. Again, such behaviour high-
lights two things. First, formal religion is clearly serving some purpose for 
people, regardless of their personal identity as a religious person. Second, we 
clearly miss something when not incorporating identity and values in our ac-
counting of religion in contemporary society.

A second lens on religion in contemporary society focuses on the relationship 
between religious identity and value differentiation. In the PERSOCOV data we 
focused on differentiation with respect to the various items in the Schwartz 
value scale (Schwartz and Bilsky 1990). In summary, people who see themselves 
as religious people are more traditional, favour being well-behaved and obedi-
ent, are more oriented towards equality (but only in comparison to those who 

do not see themselves as religious people), value safety and respect, think it is 
important to do good in the world and be helpful, and think it is importance to 
showcase abilities (at least in relation to atheists).

Obviously, there are also values where there is no differentiation by religious 
identity and this includes diversity, modesty, hedonism, successfulness, loyal-
ty, creativity, the importance of wealth, and novelty. But as Schwartz has repeat-
edly noted, values are not a zero-sum game and evidence of the social sources of 
values differentiation of any type can tell us important things about the insti-
tutional make up of a society and the key social dynamics at work. In our case, 
they show the continued relevance of religion for how people see themselves, 
how people see society, and how people see the connection between the two.

 
10.6 Conclusions

Alternative evidence aside, it is abundantly clear is that church attendance is 
heading in the direction of near-total collapse, given the degree to which cur-
rent trends are cohort-related. Voas and Chaves (2018, p. 710), writing in the 
context of the United States put it thus

The intensely religious population may be declining more slowly than the 
more moderately religious population, but this is to be expected. Nominal 
members are the first to defect, doubters are the first to disbelieve, and occa-
sional churchgoers are the first to stop attending; a committed core remains.

It is difficult to conclude anything other than an increasing level of decline for 
the Catholic Church. While it still maintains strong influences in hospitals, 
these are effectively run by independent lay trusts. In education, the other 
great bastion of church control, there is little evidence to suggest a strong fo-
cus on religiosity. In 2018 Heinz et al, based on an anonymous survey on Initial 
Teacher Education students from the primary sector, reported that One (32-
35%) of Initial Teacher Education applicants rarely or never attend religious 
services and/or practice their religion, and that Catholic religious instruction 
received little support, even from Catholic ITE applicants. 
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In the Irish context, there is a need for ongoing research in undertaking a so-
phisticated analysis of values orientation, including religiosity. Such research 
would potentially be of immense benefit to the institutional church in provid-
ing a detailed breakdown of the multifaceted nature of religious belief in the 21st 
century, exploring in particular the phenomenon of belief without belonging.

The future will be very different. Any response from the institutional Church 
will need to take into account the likelihood of greatly diminished influence 
and the necessity to engage with a largely secular society, the majority of whom 
may not be hostile but may evidently simply be disinterested.
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11. the transmission 
of religious values 

David Voas 

Ingrid Storm 

Abstract

With relatively few exceptions, adults are religious because faith was inculcated in 
childhood and adolescence. Religious socialization by parents can occur in a multitude 
of conscious and unconscious ways. The habits and ideas that children bring into adult 
life are shaped in a wider social context, however, so the environment also matters. 
In previous research, we found that both parental influence and national context are 
important in the religious socialization of children, but they are largely independent 
of each other. Nevertheless, the hypothesis that devout parents in secular societies pay 
particular attention to their children’s religious upbringing seems plausible. If the cul-
ture does not reinforce their values, parents have to make some extra effort to defend 
the faith. We can test directly whether they do so, using data from the European Values 
Study. We find no evidence that people for whom religion is important in life feel a 
greater commitment, in absolute or even relative terms, to the religious socialization 
of children in the home if they live in a secular rather than a religious society. On the 
contrary, religious contexts seem to reinforce religious values and behavior, including 
the importance attached to raising children in the faith.



reflections on european values168 169the transmission of religious values 

11.1 Introduction 

Values are basic convictions that are prior to, and help to organize, more par-
ticular attitudes, actions and moral judgments. The question of how and why 
values are changing is important because values determine what people care 
about. The extent to which those things include national identity, religion, 
ethnicity, gender equality, the environment, and so on has profound social and 
political effects. The concept of ‘value change’ – perhaps rivalled only by ‘glo-
balization’ and ‘social capital’ – has captured the imagination of both social 
scientists and the general public.

In a volume edited by Arts and Halman several years ago, I argued that “Sec-
ularization remains the paradigm of value change” (Voas & Doebler, 2013, p. 
249). In what follows we describe some recent work on the role of parents and 
the national environment in this process, including findings from the EVS. It 
is appropriate to offer this chapter as a tribute to Loek Halman, because reli-
gion and secularization have featured prominently in his scholarly contribu-
tions from the outset (see Halman et al., 1987).

 
11.2 Religious Socialization 

Studies of age, period and cohort effects on religious involvement show that 
secularization is largely the result of generational replacement (Voas & Chaves, 
2016). In most Western countries, each birth cohort is on average less religious 
than the one before. Religious identity, belief and practice typically persist 
over the adult life course. Some individuals do change, but within any given 
birth cohort these changes largely amount to self-cancelling noise (Voas & 
Crockett, 2005, Voas & Chaves, 2016). Generations are noteworthy for their ag-
gregate stability.

The success or failure of religious socialization is the primary determinant of 
whether religion gains or loses strength (Storm & Voas, 2012). With relatively few 
exceptions, adults are religious because faith was inculcated in childhood and 
adolescence. Similarly, people raised without a religion tend to remain non-reli-

gious, at least in secular societies. Religious transmission within families is far 
more important than any other factor in explaining variation in religiosity. 

Religious socialization by parents can occur in a multitude of conscious and 
unconscious ways, including teaching and learning, participation and habit 
formation, modelling and imitation, and so on. The degree of parental influ-
ence is a contested issue, however. Nature and nurture within families only ac-
count for a portion of the variation in complex behavioral traits (Turkheimer, 
2000, p. 160), and some studies suggest that the direct influence of parents’ 
religious behavior is rather small (Erickson, 1992, p. 149). The multiple forms 
of socialization often vary by religious tradition in their effects (Vaidyanathan, 
2011). 

In any event, even direct parental influence can be complicated. According to 
social learning theory, the extent to which religious and political values are 
transmitted to the next generation depends on the strength and consistency 
of the parents’ behavior (Jennings et al., 2009, p. 783). For example, parents are 
more likely to have churchgoing children if both attend rather than only one 
(Francis & Brown, 1991; Voas & Crockett, 2005; Voas & Storm, 2012). Moreover, 
agreement between the parents (Hoge et al., 1982; Myers, 1996) and consistency 
of beliefs and behaviors (Bader & Desmond, 2006) are important predictors 
of successful transmission of religious involvement. Divorce can disrupt re-
ligious socialization, though its impact depends on circumstances (Uecker & 
Ellison, 2012). 

Parenting style may have effects on religious transmission that are difficult 
to predict. Some studies suggest that people who grow up with parents who 
combine support with strictness are more likely to be religious (Dudley & Wis-
bey, 2000; Myers, 1996). The warmth of the parent-child relationship has also 
been found to be associated with successful religious transmission (Bengtson, 
2013). Individual autonomy is a strong value among young people, however, 
and “most U.S. teens are at least somewhat allergic to anything they view as 
trying to influence them” (Smith, 2005, p. 144). Dutch people who grew up be-
ing strictly monitored by their parents are less likely to attend church as adults 
(Vermeer et al., 2012). The influence of different kinds of parenting may depend 
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on the cultural context. Parents lay the groundwork for religious values and 
behavior, but if the social environment does not accept and support their reli-
giosity, children are likely to reject it as they come of age. 

In addition to direct effects, parents also influence religiosity via indirect path-
ways. Most of the effect of parents on adolescent religious attendance is argu-
ably mediated through peer and educational influences (Erickson, 1992). Par-
ents affect where the family lives, whom the children encounter, whom they 
trust, which schools they attend, and what media they consume (Erickson, 
1992, p. 142; Jennings et al., 2009, p. 795). The environment is not under their 
control, but they can choose and regulate it to some extent. 

Identity, beliefs and behavior do not derive from families alone, however. The 
habits and ideas that children bring into adult life are shaped in a wider social 
context. Young people interact with siblings, peer groups, popular culture, 
teachers and other adult authorities. These other sources of influence may 
help to solidify the religious values inculcated by parents, or they may do the 
reverse (Erickson, 1992, p. 140; Desmond et al., 2010). 

While religious doctrines and rituals are often aimed at vertical transmission 
to a far greater extent than horizontal transmission (through conversion), not 
all religious parents undertake the task with diligence. Religious socialization 
in secular society can be onerous. It is not easy to control children’s social en-
vironments, particularly once they begin to interact with others outside the 
parental home. Kelley and De Graaf (1997, p. 641) describe the difficulty facing 
devout parents in predominantly secular societies: “To ensure that their chil-
dren acquire and retain orthodox religious beliefs, they need to control their 
children’s social environment and restrict their choices of friends to those with 
compatible religious beliefs.” Parents who are significantly more religious (or 
differently religious) than society at large need a dual commitment: not only to 
the faith, but to the importance of its transmission. 

Moreover, many parents, regardless of religious preference, accept the ‘mod-
ern’ values of independence and self-determination. If children are allowed to 
make up their own minds, there is a limit to how much family pressure can be 

applied to promote religious involvement. What characterizes late modernity 
is not only a move away from traditional and towards secular-rational values, 
but also a shift from survival-orientated towards self-expression values (In-
glehart & Welzel, 2005). Thus, value change creates a double handicap for reli-
gious socialization: religion loses prestige (Bruce, 2011), and at the same time 
parents become increasingly reluctant to impose their own beliefs and prac-
tices on their children.

While religious parents may have stricter parenting styles on average, it is not 
evident that in secular countries they are able to impose conservative morality 
to counter the influence of liberal self-expression values. Their traditionalism 
may be less intense than in other societies. Several studies have found a weaker 
relationship between individual religiosity and conservative morality in less re-
ligious countries (Finke & Adamczyk, 2008; Scheepers et al., 2002; Storm, 2016). 

 
11.3 The Effect of the Environment

While religious parents generally raise religious children, the trends imply 
that parents’ religiosity is not perfectly reproduced in their children. Other 
socializing influences such as peers, education and popular culture affect the 
religious involvement of young people, shaping their habits in adulthood. In-
deed, belief and practice are most likely to be transmitted when they are taken 
for granted, that it to say, when children do not become aware that there are 
alternatives. 

How much do parents matter, compared to the social context, in the religious 
socialization of young people? Does the influence of parents differ between 
countries, depending on the national levels of religiosity? And if it does vary, 
do parents devote more effort to transmitting their worldviews when the na-
tional culture is supportive, or when they wish to offset its influence? 

A key issue is whether parents make more or less of an effort to transmit their 
religious beliefs and practices when people around them have similar views. 
One hypothesis is that religious parents work harder to instill religious com-
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mitment in places where the social environment is relatively secular. An al-
ternative hypothesis is that they feel less inclination to undertake religious 
socialization in such contexts – or if they do, they may be led into counter-pro-
ductive strictness. Conversely, where religious involvement is recognized as 
having high value, parents feel encouraged to pass it on. The null hypothesis 
is that the parents’ and wider society’s levels of religiosity are both important, 
but their effects are independent of each other. 

Kelley and De Graaf (1997) examined the relative influence of parents and the 
national context on religious beliefs in 15 historically Christian Western coun-
tries. They found that the national level of religiosity not only affects the effec-
tiveness of intergenerational transmission of religiosity, but also the relative 
influence of parents. Their claim is that “in relatively secular nations, family 
religiosity strongly shapes children’s religious beliefs, while the influence of 
national religious context is small; in relatively religious nations family reli-
giosity, although important, has less effect on children’s beliefs than does na-
tional context” (Kelley & De Graaf, 1997, p. 655). They explain the finding by ar-
guing that religious parents in secular countries put extra effort into religious 
socialization to try to ensure that their children keep the faith.1 

We re-examined the evidence and found that there does not in fact appear to 
be any substantial interaction between parental influence and national con-
text (Voas & Storm, 2021). Both are important in the socialization of children, 
but they are largely independent of each other. To the extent that there is any 
national influence on religious transmission from parents to children, a more 
religious environment slightly increases rather than decreases the effect of pa-
rental religiosity. 

1 Other explanations are possible if the observation is correct: the religious might tend be socially separated 
from the mainstream in secular societies, for example, in which case the effectiveness of religious social-
ization could be the result of separation rather than effort. 

11.4 Additional Evidence on Religious Socialization 

In Voas and Storm (2021), we looked at the outcomes of religious socialization 
to test the claim that parents make more difference in secular than in religious 
societies. Although we rejected that hypothesis, the proposed mechanism – 
that devout parents in secular societies pay particular attention to their chil-
dren’s religious upbringing – seems plausible. If the culture does not reinforce 
their values, parents have to make some extra effort to defend the faith. We can 
test directly whether they do so.

In the European Values Study (EVS) 2008, respondents were asked which qual-
ities children should be encouraged to learn at home. The key question reads 
“Here is a list of qualities that children can be encouraged to learn at home. 
Which, if any, do you consider to be especially important? Please choose up 
to five.” The qualities are: good manners, independence, hard work, feeling of 
responsibility, imagination, tolerance and respect for other people, thrift, sav-
ing money and things, determination, perseverance, religious faith, unselfish-
ness, obedience. 

Religious parents in secular societies will recognize that their children are un-
likely to acquire faith unless they learn it at home. If Kelley and De Graaf (1997) 
are right, such parents might be expected to make this quality a particular pri-
ority, and more so than if they lived in a religious environment. 

The EVS also has a question about the subjective importance of religion. Re-
spondents were asked “Please say, for each of the following how important it is 
in your life...,” one of the items being “Religion.” The answer options were “Very 
Important,” “Quite important,” “Not important” and “Not at all important.” 

We can calculate the percentage of people who think that religion is a key qual-
ity for children to learn at home as a function of the importance of religion in 
their own lives. The proportion of people who see religion as very important in 
their lives varies considerably across the continent – from 10 percent in North-
ern Europe to 37 percent in Southern Europe. In all regions, roughly half of the 
very religious regard faith as a key quality for children to acquire: somewhat 
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more in Eastern, Central and Southern Europe, and somewhat less in Northern 
Europe. 

Figure 11.1 shows how the desire to make faith a priority in raising children var-
ies across Europe.2 As we would expect, religious people are more likely than 
the nonreligious to say that faith is important for children to learn at home, 
wherever they live. At every level of subjective religiosity, however, people in 
relatively religious regions are more committed to religious socialization in 
the home than residents of more secular countries. These regional differences 
are just as large among people for whom religion is important as among the 
more secular. 

 
Figure 11.1 Religious faith is a key quality for children to acquire, by importance of  
religion and region 

Source: EVS 2008. Weighted data; unweighted N=51,847.  

2 As an alternative to looking at regions, we conducted the same analysis with the 48 countries divided into 
quartiles based on national means on a religiosity scale. The results are essentially identical. 

the transmission of religious values 

In summary, there is no evidence that people for whom religion is important 
in life feel a greater commitment, in absolute or even relative terms, to the 
religious socialization of children in the home if they live in a secular rather 
than a religious society. On the contrary, religious contexts seem to reinforce 
religious values and behavior, including the importance attached to raising 
children in the faith. 

 
11.5 Conclusion

We found that parental and respondent religious involvement are not more 
strongly associated in secular than in religious countries. On the contrary, par-
ents have very much the same influence on average across different societies. 
Religious parents in secular countries are less rather than more committed to 
the domestic religious socialization of their children, compared to their coun-
terparts in religious countries. 

Transmission from one generation to the next does not fail because parents 
cease to be religious. Religious socialization fails because of a general change 
in attitudes to both socialization and religion. Wanting children to make their 
own choices and regarding religion as a personal choice are attitudes that have 
become increasingly common in the West (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005; Norris & 
Inglehart, 2004). This cultural shift may affect not only parenting styles and 
parental religiosity but also young people’s reactions to these influences. 

Even very religious people living in secular societies are influenced by value 
change in the wider culture. They are likely to accept at least in part the con-
cern for personal freedom that is associated with secularization, even while 
maintaining their religious identity, beliefs and practice. Regarding religion 
as a personal preference not to be inflicted on others is an expression of a gen-
eral respect for individual autonomy (Smith, 2005, p. 160). Moreover, religious 
exclusivism is now widely rejected in Western countries: 80 percent of respon-
dents in the 2008 International Social Survey Program (ISSP) agree that all re-
ligions should be respected.
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Parental efforts to offset contrary social influences may be found in some fam-
ilies, but they do not happen on a large enough scale to override contextual 
influences. The end result is that both parents and context matter to religious 
practice and belief, but the degree of parental influence is similar across Eu-
rope and beyond. The EVS has contributed greatly to our understanding of 
such phenomena, and Loek Halman deserves our thanks for leading the pro-
gram and providing continuity with its founding principles.
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Abstract

In our study, we examine the religious characteristics of the Hungarians in Transyl-
vania, who once used to be part of the state-forming nation in Hungary but have long 
been an ethnic minority in Romania. We raise the question about the position of this 
group in terms of religious belonging, practice and faith between the Romanian and 
Hungarian societies. Our empirical analyses are based on the Romanian and the Hun-
garian databases of the European Values Study (EVS) 2017 as well as the database of 
the EVS-survey conducted in 2019 in Transylvania among the Hungarian minority. 
Our results clearly show the Hungarian minority in Transylvania to be closer to the 
Romanian than to the Hungarian society in terms of religiosity. Previous interpreta-
tions that Hungarians in Transylvania are in an intermediate position in terms of reli-
giosity is not confirmed by our results. A slightly higher degree of religiosity of Hungar-
ians in Transylvania compared to Romanians was found for several indicators. This 
is probably at least partly due to differences in social modernization, as the position of 
the Hungarian population in the Romanian social structure has become increasingly 
disadvantaged in recent decades.



reflections on european values180 181between romania and hungary

12.1 Introduction

As Loek Halman has frequently demonstrated, the tension between religiosity 
and secularization is core to changing towards modernity (Halman & Petters-
son, 2003; Halman & Riis, 2003; see also Hervieu-Léger, 2010). The decreasing 
salience of religiosity in contemporary societies displays differently in public 
and private realm (Halman, Pettersson & Verweij, 1999), which makes it im-
portant to assess differences between societies that provide common paths but 
different public contexts. In this, Postcommunist societies are highly relevant 
cases, given the speed of transformations in the 1990s and afterwards (Tomka, 
2010; Voicu, 2007). Hungary and Romania, connected through the large Hun-
garian minority in Transylvania, provide an excellent area to study how religi-
osity changes.

For centuries, many different ethnic and religious groups lived in the histor-
ical region of Transylvania. Nowadays, this part of Romania is home to one 
of Europe’s largest native national minorities: the Hungarians. According to 
the last census, 1.2 million Hungarians and approximately 400,000 other na-
tionalities were residing in this region, in addition to the majority Romanians 
who make up three quarters of Transylvania’s population of around 6.8 million 
(Institutul Naţional de Statistică, 2011).

In our study, we examine the religious characteristics of the Hungarians in 
Transylvania, who once used to be part of the state-forming nation in Hungary 
but have long been an ethnic minority in Romania. We raise the question about 
the position of this group in terms of religiosity that is different between the 
Romanian and Hungarian societies. 

 
12.2 Social Factors Influencing the Religiosity of Hungarians 
in Transylvania

Until the end of the First World War, Transylvania was part of the Kingdom of 
Hungary within the Habsburg Empire. After the collapse of the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire, it became part of Romania, along with some other areas that are 

now also considered as part of Transylvania.1 According to the 1910 Hungarian 
census, already before its union with Romania Transylvania had a majority Ro-
manian population (54%), while Hungarians made up 32% of the population, 
and there were only 11% of Germans (Varga, 1988, p. 6).

When examining the religiosity of the Hungarian minority in Transylvania, 
several social factors must be considered. The first is religiosity of the society 
as a whole. Romania is one of the most religious countries in Europe (Sandor & 
Popescu, 2008; Tomka, 2005). Analyses about the religious change in Romania 
attribute it to a number of factors, some of which have an impact on the reli-
gious situation of the Hungarian minority in Transylvania, too. 

Romania, like other Eastern European countries, underwent a “double secu-
larisation”, due to the modernisation process and the anti-religious nature of 
the socialist political system. (Need & Evans, 2001; Tomka & Zulehner, 2000) 
However, both processes were specific to Romania (Voicu, 2019).

Romania industrialised slowly and rather late, with half of the population still 
living in rural areas and a third working in the agricultural sector at the time of 
the fall of communism. A large proportion of those working in industry were 
workers commuting daily to their jobs from the villages, thereby continuing 
to live their daily lives partly in a more or less traditional community which of-
ten where organised around the church. This delay in socialist modernisation 
is also reflected in the educational attainment of the population, with one of 
the lowest rates of tertiary education in Europe (Stoica, 1997; Voicu & Vasile, 
2010).

Another important reason is the generally less restrictive state policy towards 
religions in socialist Romania compared to other countries of the Eastern Bloc. 
Although the churches in Romania also suffered various forms of persecution, 
especially during the first period of communist rule, the Orthodox Church 
found ways how to cooperate with the regime relatively quickly (Stan & Tur-
cescu, 2010). Communist leader Ceaușescu’s confrontation with the Soviet 

1 In this chapter, we refer to ‘Transylvania’ as the present-day territory of it, i.e. the 16 counties of Romania 
that have been part of the Hungarian Kingdom until 1918.
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Union led to a further relaxation of the strictness of religious policy. Thus, for 
example, while the country remained an atheist state in public discourse, the 
authorities turned a blind eye to the building of new churches and houses of 
worship. The Romanian Orthodox Church (ROC) has even developed an own 
dogma, which legitimized the subordination of the Church to the communist 
government (Kiss, 2020; Voicu 2007, 2019).

However, Spohn (1998) argues that it is not clear that the persecution of reli-
gion has necessarily weakened religiosity in the former Eastern Bloc. Accord-
ing to him, a weakened role of religion is particularly the case in countries 
with a longer history of secularisation, which he links to the historically cen-
tral position of a nation within an empire. In contrast, for nations that were in 
a peripheral position within an empire, like Romanians in Transylvania, this 
lead in many cases to a stronger interconnectedness of national and religious 
identities and an enhancement of the role of religion. This was especially the 
case when the predominant religion of a peripherical ethnic group differed 
from the dominant religion within the empire. According to Spohn (1998), the 
peripheral position itself has not changed much during the decades of com-
munism, only the centre of the empire (Russia) and the predominant religion 
(Atheism) changed. The implication of this, according to Spohn (1998), is that 
the religiosity of some Eastern European nations, including the Romanians, 
did not decline significantly during the communist era. 

Pollack (2001, pp. 139-142) also commented on the importance of this link be-
tween religion and national identity. His argument is that the closer religion 
and national identity were in a given Eastern European country, the greater the 
importance of religion under socialism and the higher the degree of religiosity.

As it is usually the case in Orthodox countries, the link between religion and 
national identity is particularly strong in Romania. The Romanian Ortho-
dox Church played a prominent role in nation-building in the 19th century. 
Between the two World Wars, nationalist movements built to a large extent 
on this connection, increasing its salience (Leustean 2007, Stan & Turcescu, 
2007). During the anti-religious ideological campaign of the socialist regime – 
in the complete absence of external support, thereby relying solely on its own 

strength, but nevertheless in line with the Byzantine idea of symphony – it 
sought to establish a modus vivendi with the socialist power to ensure short-
term survival (Voicu, 2007, p. 28).

On the one hand, these factors resulted to a position of religion in Romania 
that was not weakened to the same extent as in some other countries of the 
Eastern Bloc during the socialist period; on the other hand, these factors have 
also steadily strengthened religiosity after the change of regime. The growth 
of religiosity was particularly strong in the 1990s, when the country was ex-
periencing a severe economic crisis and political and social instability (Voicu, 
2007). During this period, the levels of religiosity of the comparatively less re-
ligious generations that had grown up under socialism, caught up with the 
religiosity levels of the older generations that had been socialised before so-
cialism, as well as with those of the generations born and raised in the post-so-
cialist era. This catching-up became so pronounced in the course of ten years 
that the age differential in religiosity largely disappeared, and remained virtu-
ally unchanged thereafter, i.e. in the second phase of the period. In the second 
decade of the period, the pace of religious revitalisation slowed down, but re-
ligiosity continued to grow, no longer as a result of the socio-political crisis, 
but as a result of strengthening national sentiments and massive state invest-
ments in religion (Voicu, 2007; Voicu & Constantin, 2012). It was only in the 
late 2010s that the levels of religiosity of the newer cohorts, born after 1990 and 
in particular after 2000, proved to be lower as compared to older generations 
(Voicu, 2020)

To study the religiosity of the Hungarian minority in Transylvania, one should 
take into consideration the above aspects, and further consider the context giv-
en by the religious situation in Romania. Miklós Tomka (2001) has interpreted 
the modernisation effect along an East-West modernisation slope where he 
positions the Hungarians in Transylvania as in between the Hungarian and 
Romanian society in terms of modernisation. He shows that for most dimen-
sions of religiosity, the Hungarian minority in Transylvania occupies this in-
termediate position (Tomka, 2001). Following Tomka’s claim, the modernisa-
tion argument would imply a lower degree of religiosity among Hungarians in 
Transylvania than the overall position of religiosity in Romania.
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The atheist religious persecution affected the other religious communities 
more than the Orthodox Church (Spohn, 1998). At the same time, following 
Spohn’s argument presented earlier, Hungarians had a peripherical position 
within the Romanian state; because of the close link between religious and na-
tional identity as well as the denominational difference between Romanians 
and Hungarians, this may have resulted in a weakened position of religion. 

The denominational composition of the Hungarian minority in Transylvania 
also suggests that the Hungarian population is undergoing a process different 
from the Romanians. Pollack (2001) argues that, generally, the more hierarchi-
cal and centralised a Church is, and the more sharply it demarcates between 
“insider” and “outsider”, the more successful it is in resisting the oppressive re-
gime. According to him, the Catholic Church was the most successful in fend-
ing off attacks on religion; the Protestant Churches (especially Lutheran) were 
the least successful, while for the Orthodox Churches, success varied from 
country to country (Pollack, 2001). In the case of Hungarians in Transylvania, 
this suggests both higher (Catholics) and lower (Reformed and other Protestant 
denominations) levels of religiosity compared to the Orthodox (Pollack 2001).

As can be seen from the above, we can identify several factors that are so-
cio-geographically related to Romania, which could explain a lower or even a 
higher level of religiosity among the Hungarian national minority in Romania. 
In addition, however, an external factor must be also considered: the connec-
tion with the Hungarian society. Hungary, as we will see from the data too, is 
much stronger secularised than the Romanian society. There are a number of 
historical reasons for this, with the relatively weaker link between national and 
religious identity and the higher degree of modernisation most noteworthy 
(Tomka, 2010; Rosta, 2012).

The Hungarians in Transylvania have many ties (cultural, political, family, 
etc.) with Hungary; before 1990, however, it was not easy to maintain these 
ties. After the fall of communism, these circumstances changed, with one of 
the consequences being the legalisation of emigration, and consequently the 
increase in migration to Hungary. As younger, more highly educated groups 
tend to be more mobile (Chiswick, 1999) but less religious, the migration pro-

cess may indirectly result in an increase in the proportion of religious people 
among those who remain in Transylvania. In addition, despite the intensifica-
tion of Hungarian-Romanian relations after 1990, there is still a big question as 
to what extent religious, or in more general terms cultural processes in Hunga-
ry, may have an impact on Hungarians living in Transylvania.

 
12.3 Data and Methods

Our analysis investigates to what extent the Hungarians in Transylvania can 
be considered to hold an intermediate position between the Romanian and 
the Hungarian societies. Religiosity is examined empirically, focussing on the 
dimensions of belonging, practice and faith, following work by Pollack and 
Rosta (2017). Our analyses are based on the European Values Study (EVS) 2017.2 
Both Romania and Hungary have been participating in the survey conducted 
every nine years since 1990. The data that we analyse is collected in 2018, in 
both countries, from national representative samples of roughly 1500 respon-
dents. An additional survey was conducted in 2019 in Transylvania on a prob-
abilistic sample of roughly 1100 respondents, representative of the Hungarian 
minority. The EVS 2017 sample in Romania also included Hungarian respon-
dents from Transylvania. In the comparison with the two other samples, we 
did not exclude them from the analysis, because we wanted to contrast Roma-
nia and Hungary as a whole.

We firstly assess the differences in religiosity between the Hungarian minority 
in Transylvania and respectively the Hungarians and Romanians in their re-
spective countries; subsequently, we attempt to explain these differences. In 
this Chapter, we do not aim at explaining, but only to noting the differences 
at aggregate level, and also showing how these differences are indeed at least 
partly rooted in processes during the communist era.

2 For the data analysis we used the latest versions Integrated Dataset of EVS 2017 (ZA7500_v4-0-0.sav) and 
the EVS 2017: Romania - Hungarian minority dataset (ZA7550_v1-0-0.sav), using the weighting variables 
gweight and RO_hu_WEIGHT, respectively. For more details on the methodology of the surveys see https://
europeanvaluesstudy.eu/methodology-data-documentation/survey-2017/methodology/, https://search.
gesis.org/research_data/ZA7500 and https://search.gesis.org/research_data/ZA7550
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12.4 Assessing Differences in Dimensions of Religiosity

The largest difference between the three groups is found in terms of denom-
inational membership. In each of the three samples, a different group consti-
tutes the majority: Protestants in the case of the Hungarians in Transylvania, 
Orthodox in the case of the Romanian sample, and non-members in the case 
of the Hungarian sample. Hungarians in Transylvania are similar to the Ro-
manian society, as almost 100% of both groups identify themselves as belong-
ing to a religious denomination; but they are also similar to the Hungarians 
in Hungary, as the majority of those belonging to a denomination are in both 
cases, in varying proportions, either Protestant or Catholic.

 
Figure 12.1 Distribution of adult population by religion in Hungary, Romania and  
Hungarians in Transylvania

 
Source: EVS Hungary 2018, EVS Romania 2018, EVS Hungarians in Transylvania 2019.

Another important indicator of religious attachment is religious identity. 
The majority of all three groups identify themselves as religious, but while in 
Transylvania and Romania the proportion is close to 90%, in Hungary it is just 
slightly above 50%. The latter also differs from the former two in that there are 
more people who identify themselves as religious than those who belong to a 
denomination. This suggests that individual forms of religiosity – unaffiliated 
with a religious institution – is more prevalent in Hungary than in Romania or 
Transylvania. A joint analysis of the two variables supports this assumption: 
while in Romania and among Hungarians in Transylvania, 98% and 100% of 
those who consider themselves religious also belong to a denomination, the 
corresponding proportion in Hungary is only 71%. In other words, not only is 
the proportion of people in Hungary who consider themselves religious much 
lower than in the other two samples, but in addition, nearly 30% of them do 
not belong to a denomination. In this, it is worth noting that based on both 
indicators of religious affiliation, a slightly larger proportion of Hungarians in 
Transylvania were religious than Romanians.

Regarding the ritual dimension, both in its institutional form (church at-
tendance) and in its more personal form (prayer, meditation), the fre-
quency of religious practice among Transylvanian Hungarians is simi-
lar to that of Romanians, but slightly higher. While both regular church 
attendance and daily prayer are typical for more than half of Hungarians in 
Transylvania, the same is true for only about one in six adults in Hungary. 
 
In the dimension of faith, the pattern observed in belonging and religious 
practice is only partially reflected. Looking at the patterns among Hungarians 
in Transylvania and in the Romanian society, it seems that practically everyone 
believes in God, while the share of believers is significantly lower in Hungary. 
Similar proportions of people in Transylvania and Romania believe in life after 
death and heaven, but in these cases the proportion of non-believers is also 
significant (1/3-1/4 of the respective samples), while in Hungary the majority 
does not believe in either of both. 
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Figure 12.2 Selected indicators of religiosity in Hungary, Romania and among  
Hungarians in Transylvania

 
Source: EVS Hungary 2018, EVS Romania 2018, EVS Hungarians in Transylvania 2019.

 
However, there are two issues for which this scheme does not apply: beliefs in 
hell and in reincarnation. While in Romania, roughly as many people believe 
in this as in the existence of an afterlife or heaven, only one in two Hungarians 
in Transylvania and barely one in three Hungarians in Hungary believe in hell. 
The difference between the Hungarian and total sample in Romania is partic-
ularly interesting because other research on religiosity in the region has just 
found that Catholics in Eastern Europe tend to believe in heaven and hell to a 
greater extent than Orthodox Christians (Pew, 2017). And while there is noth-
ing surprising about more people believing in heaven than hell (Pew, 2017), the 
20 percentage point difference in the Transylvanian sample is quite significant 
and the reason for this needs further investigation.
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Reincarnation is the only indicator of religiosity that shows the Hungarian 
sample to be the most religious, while the Romanian sample has the lowest 
percentage of believers in reincarnation. However, the difference between the 
three groups is rather small, ranging from 22% to 31%. 

Overall, the belief in religious doctrines seems to be more consistent in the 
Romanian society than among Hungarians in Transylvania or Hungarians in 
Hungary. The significant difference between the share of those believing in 
God on the one hand, and believing in other Christian doctrines on the other 
hand as well as the relatively widespread belief in reincarnation, together in-
dicate a stronger religious individualisation in the dimension of belief, and a 
stronger presence of “à la carte”-type belief (Hervieu-Léger, 2010) in Hungary 
than in the other two samples.

Thus, although the Hungarians in Transylvania share common cultural roots 
with Hungarians in Hungary, also their denominational background is similar 
to that of the Hungarian society, but their religiosity is clearly closer to that of 
the most “religious country” (Tomka, 2005) than to that of the more secular-
ized Hungary. This arrangement of the data is convincing enough to show that 
the living conditions shared with the population of Romania, and above all the 
degree of modernisation, override the links with the Hungarian culture and 
the Hungarian population in terms of religiosity.

 
12.5 Reasons For the Differences

Some important explanatory factors for the differences between the three 
groups in terms of religiosity are processes rooted in the past. EVS data of-
fers the possibility to gain some insight into past changes by means of a ret-
rospective question. The analysis of religious practice in childhood by birth 
cohort shows the role of transmission of religion within the family and how 
this changed in different periods. Of course, there are several limitations to 
this analysis: on the one hand, the retrospective account may be distorted both 
by fading memories and by the interviewees’ present-day attitudes towards re-
ligion. On the other hand, the frequency of church attendance as a single indi-
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cator of childhood religiosity, is not ideal because of the different expectations 
of the different denominations regarding religious practice. 

A comparison of the three groups reveals several important findings. First, in 
all three countries, the majority of people born before the Second World War 
attended church at least monthly. The Hungarians do not differ from Roma-
nians in this respect. On the other hand, the Hungarian population in Transyl-
vania attended church in their childhood to a greater extent than the other two 
groups, even among the oldest cohort. Thus, even before the communist peri-
od, there were factors that led to higher levels of religiosity among Hungarians 
in Transylvania. The argument of modernisation and/or minority existence3 
seemed to be already valid in this period.

Thirdly, and perhaps the most exciting result of the comparison, in the Ro-
manian and Transylvanian Hungarian sample, childhood religious practice 
shows a high degree of stability when comparing cohorts, while in the Hun-
garian sample, the age groups born under socialism – except for the last one 
– attended church services in decreasing proportions. One could say that in 
Hungary, a declining proportion of families passed on their religion to the next 
generation during the decades of socialism. Whether the reason for this is to 
be found in the persecution of religion, or rather in socialist-style modernisa-
tion combined with the relatively higher prosperity of the Kádár4 era, or per-
haps in both at the same time, is difficult to decide here. Tomka (2005) argues 
for the combination of both effects. In any case, it seems that the effects that 
led to a higher degree of stability in Romanian religiosity during the decades 
of socialism affected the majority Romanian and minority Hungarian popula-
tions equally. However, this stability also implies a difference between the two 
groups that persists up to this day: the proportion of Hungarians in Transyl-
vania who attend church as children is much higher than in Romanian entire 
society. The minor differences in the religiosity of the two samples in favour 
of the Hungarians living in Transylvania, as described earlier, are therefore 

3 For the sake of accuracy, it should be noted that as a result of the second Vienna decision (1940), the north-
ern part of Transylvania became part of Hungary again between 1940 and 1944. But all in all, the socialisa-
tion of the pre-1945 generation is also shaped by the experience of belonging to an ethnic minority.

4 János Kádár was the leader of Hungary from the defeat of the 1956 revolution until 1988.

most likely at least partly rooted in differences in religious socialisation that 
seems to play a greater role among Hungarians than Romanians. However, a 
comparison of childhood and current religious practice rates also reveals that 
the difference between the two groups is smaller in adulthood, suggesting that 
more Hungarians than Romanians abandon their regular childhood religious 
practice later.

 
Figure 12.3 Proportion of people attending church at least monthly at the age of 12 by 
birth cohort

 
Source: EVS Hungary 2018, EVS Romania 2018, EVS Hungarians in Transylvania 2019.

 
The slightly higher degree of religiosity of Hungarians in Transylvania com-
pared to Romanians, that was found for several indicators, is probably partly 
due to differences in social modernization. Although the fact that the Hun-
garian population in Romania lives in a more modernised region than the na-
tional average argues against this. However, the fact that the position of the 
Hungarian population in the Romanian social structure has become more 
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disadvantaged in recent decades supports this thesis. For example, Hungar-
ians in Transylvania are less educated, live in rural areas to a greater extent 
compared to the Romanian average, and are underrepresented in the highest 
earning strata (Kiss 2018; Csata 2018) – all variables that are known to be closely 
linked to religiosity. 

 
12.6 Conclusion

Our results clearly show the Hungarian minority in Transylvania to be closer 
to the Romanian than to the Hungarian society in terms of religiosity. Miklós 
Tomka’s (2005) interpretation that Hungarians in Transylvania are in an in-
termediate position in terms of both modernisation and religiosity is not con-
firmed by the latest EVS data.

Of the factors influencing the religiosity of the Hungarians in Transylvania, 
the most important is probably the impact of modernisation, or the lack of it. 
However, it is questionable whether the different trends in religious sociali-
sation during the socialist period are solely due to differences in social mod-
ernisation processes between Hungary and Romania, or whether the different 
effects of Church persecution also play a role. When interpreting the differ-
ences between the two samples from Romania, we must consider not only so-
cio-structural effects but also differences in the denominational character and, 
in this context, the identity-strengthening effect of religion for the ethnic mi-
nority. Neither the scope of this Chapter, nor the available data are sufficient to 
allow a systematic separation of the impacts of these aspects. Further research 
should consider comparison against Romanians in Transylvania, controlling 
for education, gender, age, urbanization and, more important, denomina-
tional affiliation, in multivariate approaches. Exposure to Hungarian cultural 
traits produced in Hungary should also be considered for being controlled. For 
the time being, and given the limited space of this Chapter, we end up noting 
the importance of current days societal context in shaping the religiosity. The 
conclusion could be easily extended to the cases of other overlapping ethnic 
structures across the Globe.

List of References 

• Chiswick, B. (1999). Are immigrants favorably self-selected? American Economic Review, 89(2), 181-185.

• Csata, Zs. (2018). Economy and Ethnicity in Transylvania. In Kiss, T., Székely, I. G., Toro, T., Nándor, B. & 

Horváth, I. (eds.): Unequal Accommodation of Minority Rights. Hungarians in Transylvania. (pp. 345–379). New 

York – London: Palgrave Macmillan.

• Halman, L., Pettersson, T., & Verweij, J. (1999). The religious factor in contemporary society: The differen-

tial impact of religion on the private and public sphere in comparative perspective. International Journal of 

Comparative Sociology, 40(1), 141.

• Halman, L., Pettersson, T. (2003). Differential patterns of secularization in Europe: exploring the impact 

of religion on social values. In Halman, L., & Riis, O. (eds.). Religion in a Secularizing Society: The Europeans’ 

Religion at the End of the 20th Century. (pp. 48-75). Brill.

• Halman, L., & Riis, O. (2003). Contemporary European Discourses On Religion And Morality. In Halman, 

L., & Riis, O. (eds.). Religion in a Secularizing Society: The Europeans’ Religion at the End of the 20th Century. 

(pp. 1-21). Brill.

• Hervieu-Léger, D. (2010). Le partage du croire religieux dans des sociétés d’individus. L’Année sociologique, 

60(1), 41-62.

• Institutul Naţional de Statistică (2011). Recensământul populației și locuințelor din România, 2011. Volumul 

II: Structura etnică și confesională. Populaţia după etnie – macroregiuni, regiuni de dezvoltare, judeţe şi 

categorii de localităţi. Retrieved May 2, 2021, from http://www.recensamantromania.ro/wp-content/up-

loads/2015/05/vol2_t2.xls

• Kiss, D. (2020). “Nekünk csak ez van”: vallás és egyházak a rendszerváltás utáni Erdélyben. Cluj: Exit – Nemzeti 

Kisebbségkutató Intézet

• Kiss, T (2018). A Changing System of Ethnic Stratification: The Social Positions of Transylvanian Hungar-

ians. In Kiss, T., Székely, I. G., Toro, T., Nándor, B. & Horváth, I. (eds.): Unequal Accommodation of Minority 

Rights. Hungarians in Transylvania. (pp. 419–458). New York – London: Palgrave Macmillan.

• Leustean, L. N. (2007). “For the Glory of Romanians”: Orthodoxy and Nationalism in Greater Romania, 

1918–1945. Nationalities Papers. The Journal of Nationalism and Ethnicity 35(4), 717-742.

• Need, A. & Evans, G. (2001). Analyzing patterns of religious participation in post-communist Eastern 

Europe. British Journal of Sociology 52(2), 229–248.

• Pollack, D. (2001). Modifications in the religious field of Central and Eastern Europe. European Societies 

3(2), 135–165.

• Pollack, D & Rosta, G. (2017). Religion and modernity: An international comparison. Oxford: Oxford Universi-

ty Press.

• Rosta, G. (2012). Church and Religion in Hungary: Between Religious Individualization and Seculariza-



reflections on european values194 195between romania and hungary

tion. In. Pollack, D., Müller. O. & Pickel, G. (eds.): The Social Significance of Religion in the Enlarged Europe: 

Secularization, Individualization and Pluralization. (pp. 187-205). Surrey: Ashgate Publishing.

• Sandor, S. D., & Popescu, M. (2008). Religiosity and values in Romania. Transylvanian Review of Adminis-

trative Sciences 4(22), 171–180.

• Spohn, W. (1998). Religion und Nationalismus. Osteuropa im westeuropäischen Vergleich. In Pollack, D., 

Borowik, I. & Jagodzinski, W. (eds.): Religiöser Wandel in den postkommunistischen Ländern Ost- und Mittel-

europas. (pp. 87-120). Würzburg: Ergon

• Stan, L. & Turcescu, L. (2007). Religion and politics in post-communist Romania. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press.

• Stan, L. & Turcescu, L. (2010). The Romanian Orthodox Church and Post-communist Democratisation. 

Europe-Asia Studies, 52(8), 1467-1488

• Stoica, A. (1997). Communism as a Project for Modernization: the Romanian Case. Polish Sociological 

Review, 120, 313-331.

• Tomka, M. (2001). Jelentés a vallásosságról – Erdély, az Úr 2000. évében. In Gereben, F. & Tomka, M. (eds.): 

Vallásosság és nemzettudat. Vizsgálódások Erdélyben. (pp. 9–52). Budapest: Teleki László Alapítvány – Corvi-

nus Kiadó.

• Tomka, M. (2005). A legvallásosabb ország? Vallásosság Szatmárban, Erdélyben, Romániában. Piliscsaba: PPKE 

BTK

• Tomka, M. (2010). Religiöser Wandel in Ungarn. Religion, Kirche und Sekten nach dem Kommunismus. Ostfil-

dern: Matthias-Grünewald-Verlag

• Tomka, M. & Zulehner, P. (2000). Religion im gesellschaftlichen Kontext Ost(Mittel)Europas. Ostfildern: 

Schwabenverlag

• Varga E., Á (1988). Az erdélyi magyarság főbb statisztikai adatai az 1910 utáni népszámlálások tükrében. In 

Juhász, Gy (ed.) Magyarságkutatás. (pp. 37–65). Budapest: Magyarságkutató Intézet.

• Voicu, B. (2020) Intergenerational change as engine of societal change. In Voicu, B., Rusu, H. & Tufiș, C. 

(eds.). Atlas of Romanian Values. Romania turning 100. (pp. 193-197). Cluj: Presa Universitară Clujeană

• Voicu, B. & Vasile, M. (2010). Rural-Urban Inequalities and Expansion of Tertiary Education in Romania. 

Journal of Social Research & Policy, 1(1), 5–24.

• Voicu, M. & Constantin, A. (2012). Religious revival in Romania: between cohort replacement and con-

textual changes. In Pickel, G. & Sammet, K. (eds.): Transformations of religiosity: religion and religiosity in 

Eastern Europe 1989-2010. (pp. 155-174). Wiesbaden: Springer Science & Business Media.

• Voicu, M. (2007). România religioasă. Pe valul european sau în urma lui? Iași: Institutul European.

• Voicu, M. (2019). Religious Supply, Existential Insecurity and Church Attendance in Post-communist 

Romania. Review of Religious Research 61, 365–388.



reflections on european valuesreflections on european values196 197

13. secularization 
and values: 
exploring changes in the religious  

factor in preferences for obedience  

and autonomy

 

 

Inge Sieben 

Katya Ivanova

Abstract

Previous research, mostly US based, shows that religious beliefs and practice are relat-
ed to parental values: religious individuals value obedience more and autonomy less as 
an important quality to teach children at home than their non-religious counterparts. 
One wonders how this ‘religious factor’ is in secularized Northwestern Europe. Accord-
ing to secularization theory, the association between being a religious person and the 
preferences for obedience and autonomy will weaken due to the loss of social signifi-
cance of religion. An alternative theoretical perspective however predicts that this only 
happens in the first stage of secularization, after which the association might increase 
again as religious identities of those who remain religious may be strengthened in a 
secular world. Employing EVS data of Denmark, France, Germany, Great Britain, and 
the Netherlands for the period of 1981-2017, we find evidence for this U-shaped pattern 
in Germany, Great Britain and, for obedience only, in France. However, in Denmark 
and the Netherlands, the patterns are quite mixed and not in line with the theoretical 
perspectives. Future research could focus on the heterogeneity of both the religious and 
non-religious population to explain the trends observed.
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13.1 Introduction

The European Values Study (EVS) is all about values. However, what exactly val-
ues are is not so evident. As Loek Halman, who devoted his academic life to the 
study of values and values change, explains: “one of the reasons why a clear 
definition of values is lacking is that they are not directly observable or measur-
able. However, there is “a common-sense understanding” that values are rath-
er basic in nature: they are deeply rooted motivations or principles that would 
guide norms, attitudes, beliefs and opinions” (Halman & Sieben, 2020: 1). Given 
this ‘functional’ definition, one may wonder whether the EVS project addresses 
values in a direct way, or that the questionnaires tap values more indirectly by 
referring to attitudes and opinions. However, a closer look at the EVS question-
naire reveals one particular battery of items that is rather closely related to the 
more general nature of values. These so-called parental values are defined as 
the criteria or standards used as a basis to evaluate which qualities are most de-
sirable for children to be taught at home (Kohn, 1969). Since individuals attach 
more importance to those child qualities that they think will prepare children 
best for the requirements made by society’s future, parental values are seen as 
an important indicator for social change as well (cf. Inkeles, 1983 [1955]). 

The primary focus in the literature has been on two of these values: obedience, 
i.e. the conformity to external rules and obeying adult authority, and autono-
my, i.e. the ability to think for yourself and to reason independently (see Al-
win, 2001). Scholars have established a clear link between these values and re-
ligion: religious denomination (Lenski, 1961), beliefs (Ellison & Sherkat, 1993; 
Starks & Robinson, 2005; 2007) as well as practice (Alwin, 1986; Xiao, 2000) 
are associated with a higher preference for obedience and a lower preference 
for autonomy. However, most of these studies on the so-called ‘religious fac-
tor’ (Lenksi, 1961) are US-based, described as one of most religious developed 
countries in the world (Norris & Inglehart, 2004). What about Europe? Loek 
Halman’s work on religion shows that there is a clear trend towards secular-
ization in North-Western Europe (e.g., Halman & Draulans, 2004; 2006). One 
thus wonders what the association between religion and parental values is in 
this secularized part of the world. In this chapter, we will answer this question 
by employing data from five North-Western European countries present in all 

five EVS rounds (1981, 1990, 1999, 2008, and 2017): Denmark, France, Germany, 
the Netherlands, and Great Britain. 

 
13.2 Secularization and the Religious Factor in Parental  
Values

Religious individuals in general prefer obedience more and autonomy less than 
those who are not religious. The reason for this religious factor can be found 
in religious doctrine. Religious teachings are traditional and conservative, pro-
moting “divine and filial obedience” (Kim & Wilcox, 2014: 559). Religious peo-
ple therefore find it important that children are obedient, while autonomy is 
not strongly encouraged (Starks & Robinson, 2007). In addition, religious mes-
sages are spread in religious services and in religious networks, and this will 
further strengthen these parental values (Starks & Robinson, 2005). However, 
in the process of secularization, religion gradually loses its social significance 
(Berger, 1967) and its encompassing role in prescribing traditional values and 
norms (Halman & Draulans, 2004). Religious institutions such as the church 
are no longer able to spread their messages through major institutional vehi-
cles like the media, education and politics. Moreover, in secularized countries, 
the pool of devout people is smaller, which limits the opportunities for close 
networks with individuals of a similar religion (Perl & Olson, 2000). All this 
leads to a weakening “impact of religion on the micromotives of the citizens” 
(Dobbelaere, 1989:38). With respect to parental values, this means that religion 
simply is not an important driver anymore, making the gap between religious 
and non-religious individuals in preferences for obedience and autonomy 
smaller with higher levels of secularization.

However, thinking of the impact of secularization in a linear way may be too 
simplistic, as it does not consider how the process of secularization leads to 
changes in the (non)religious population. It is true that in the first stages of 
secularization, we would expect a diminishing religious factor, as indeed re-
ligious institutions lose ground in society and the social control function of 
religious networks weakens. However, these impacts are felt by the less reli-
gious individuals in society first. Secularization will disproportionately affect 
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the less devout believers: they have less and less incentives to stay connected 
with their religious congregations and therefore abandon the churches, leav-
ing the religious community to the group of passionate and traditional believ-
ers (cf. Wilkins-Laflamme, 2014). Secularization thus produces a sort of purifi-
cation of the religious population (Achterberg et. al, 2009; Sieben & Halman, 
2014), while the non-religious population becomes more diverse. Individuals 
who choose to be religious in an otherwise secularized society, presumably do 
so not so much out of tradition or social pressure, but because the message 
spread by their religion appeals to them. This implies that the remaining re-
ligious individuals will more strongly adhere to traditional family values pro-
moted by the churches, such as a preference for obedience and an aversion to 
autonomy as important qualities to teach children. Thus, in later stages of the 
secularization process, religion becomes more salient for those who remain 
religious, which will strengthen the religious factor in parental values.

This is reinforced by mechanisms of cultural defence (Achterberg et. al, 2009). 
Religious individuals in secularized societies may realize that their way of liv-
ing is uncommon; they are deviant from or even stigmatized by the growing 
surrounding non-religious population (Hill & Olson, 2009). As a reaction to 
this, they will even more strongly hold on to their religious identity. In addi-
tion, religious individuals may feel that secularization is a threat to their re-
ligious communities, which may not be able to sustain themselves and the 
services they provide (Hill & Olson, 2009). To prevent this from happening, 
religious individuals become more actively involved in their congregation, 
which also facilitates interaction with individuals who share the same reli-
gious beliefs (social network function). Secularization thus leads to identity 
activation and more commitment among believers. This may be reinforced 
by the ‘supply side of religion’ (Stark & Bainbridge, 1987; Finke & Iannaccone, 
1993): churches will mobilize their congregations in a ‘battle’ for believers. 
They increase their efforts not only to recruit newcomers, but also to bind cur-
rent members to their congregations. This leads to more religious vitality and 
commitment (Finke & Stark, 1988).

To sum up, religious identities may become more salient as a reaction to the 
process of secularization itself. Secularization is seen as a threat to religious 

culture, which makes that religious individuals more strongly hold on to their 
identity and to their religious practices and beliefs in a highly secularized so-
ciety (Bruce, 2002; 2011). This implies that “that (non) religious identities be-
come intensified and distinctions between religious and non-religious more 
pronounced” (Wilkins-Laflamme, 2016: 733). Thus, in the first stage of the pro-
cess of secularization, the gap between religious and non-religious individuals 
in preferences for obedience and autonomy would become smaller, but in a 
later stage, this gap would increase again.

 
13.3 Data and Methods

We use data from five North-Western European countries that were present in 
all five survey rounds of the European Values Study (1981, 1990, 1999, 2008, and 
2017):  Denmark (final sample size = 8,075), France (n=7,084), Germany (n=10,401), 
the Netherlands (n=7,083), and Great Britain (n=6,588) (EVS, 2020a; 2020b). Since 
we are using mostly descriptive analytical techniques, we apply weights provided 
in EVS so that the distribution of the sample matches the distribution of gender, 
age (and in some rounds: education and region) within the country’s population. 

Respondents were asked to choose up to five qualities they considered to be 
most desirable from a list of eleven qualities which children can be encouraged 
to learn at home. We construct two dummy variables which indicate whether 
the qualities ‘obedience’ and ‘independence’ (the latter indicating autonomy) 
were chosen or not. Respondents who picked more than five qualities were 
dropped from the sample (n=1,283). In addition, respondents indicated wheth-
er they are a religious person, not a religious person, or a convinced atheist. 
The latter two categories are combined to indicate being not religious. By ag-
gregating this variable for each country in a specific round, the proportion of 
people who do not identity as religious at the time of survey indicates the level 
of secularization. This macro level variable ranges from 0.26 in Denmark in 
1981 to 0.62 in Great Britain in 2017. Finally, we measure the religious factor by 
looking at the gap between religious individuals and non-religious individuals 
in preferences for obedience (or independence) in a specific country and year 
(cf. Kalmijn, 2010). For example, 22.9% of the religious individuals in the Neth-
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erlands in 1981 prefer obedience, and 15.0% of the non-religious. The gap is thus 
7.9 percentage points, and this represents the association between religion and 
the preference for obedience (the religious factor) in the Netherlands in 1981. 
We will use aggregate-level bivariate analyses to link the associations between 
religion and parental values to the levels of secularization in each country and 
year. We present the results in a graphical way split by country in order to take 
into account country-specific contexts, such as religious heritage. For exam-
ple, Denmark and Great Britain have a Protestant tradition, while in France 
Catholicism is more dominant. Germany and the Netherlands show a mix of 
Protestant and Catholic denominations.

 
13.4 Results

Figure 13.1 shows the gap between religious and non-religious individuals in 
preferences for obedience (as a measure of the religious factor) on the verti-
cal axis, and the level of secularization on the horizontal axis for each coun-
try separate. The graphs first show that there is an overall trend towards 
higher levels of secularization in all five countries in the period 1981-2017. In 
addition, we see that, in general, religious individuals more value obedience 
as an important quality to teach children than their non-religious counter-
parts, since the gap in preference for obedience between these two groups is 
overall positive (the two exceptions being France in 1990 and Great Britain 
in 1999). However, the graphs display different patterns for the link between 
secularization and the religious factor. In Germany, we see that the gap be-
tween religious and non-religious individuals decreases with higher levels 
of secularization, as predicted by the secularization paradigm. Alternatively, 
we could think of Germany as being still in the first stage of secularization, 
which would confirm the second theoretical perspective as well. In Great Brit-
ain, where secularization is at higher levels than in Germany, we observe a 
U-shaped pattern between secularization and the religious factor, confirming 
the ideas of both weakening salience of religion in the first stage of secular-
ization, and of purification and religious identity activation in a later stage. 
Moreover, in France, where levels of secularization in general are higher and 
increasing, we see that the gap between religious and non-religious individ-

uals in the preference for obedience increases with secularization. We could 
interpret this as France being in the second stage of secularization, were pu-
rification and religious identity activation among the remaining religious in-
dividuals lead to a stronger religious factor. However, Denmark and the Neth-
erlands show a pattern that cannot be linked to these theoretical perspectives. 
In the Netherlands, characterized by a trend from rather low to higher levels 
of secularization, we see an increasing gap, while in Denmark, with rather 
low levels of secularization until 2008, a reversed U-shaped pattern is visible.  
 
 
Figure 13.1 Secularization and the religious factor in the preference for obedience per 
country

 

 

Source: EVS 

Note: Plotted on y-axis: Percentage point difference between religious and non-religious populations in preference for 

obedience.
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In Figure 13.2, the graphs are displayed with respect to the religious factor and 
the preference for independence. In all countries, we observe that non-religious 
individuals more often prefer this quality than their religious counterparts do. 
In Germany and Great Britain, we again find confirmation for the U-shaped 
link with secularization. The patterns in the other three countries are less clear 
and do not match with our theoretical expectations. The data points are quite 
scattered in Denmark and the Netherlands, while for France we observe a re-
versed U-shape. 

 
Figure 13.2 Secularization and the religious factor in the preference for independence 
per country

 

 

Source: EVS 

Note: Plotted on y-axis: Percentage point difference between religious and non-religious populations in preference for in-

dependence. 

13.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we set out to investigate changes in the religious factor in pa-
rental values in five countries in North-Western Europe in the period 1981-2017: 
Denmark, France, Germany, the Netherlands, and Great Britain. In all countries, 
we confirmed findings from previous literature that religious individuals pre-
fer obedience more and autonomy less than non-religious individuals. We also 
showed that all these countries experienced an overall trend towards higher 
levels of secularization, although starting points and speed are different. This 
variation in secularization made it possible to investigate two contrasting the-
oretical perspectives. The first maintained that secularization implies that re-
ligion loses its social significance, meaning that the gap between religious and 
non-religious individuals in preferences for obedience and autonomy would 
decrease with higher levels of secularization. The second perspective states 
that this happens in the first stage of the process of secularization only. Once a 
society is highly secularized, processes of purification and religious activation 
among the remaining religious individuals will strengthen the religious fac-
tor. We observed such a U-shaped pattern in Germany and Great Britain and, 
for obedience only, in France. However, in Denmark and the Netherlands, the 
patterns are quite mixed and not in line with our theoretical perspectives. 

How to explain these variations? A first suggestion is that we maybe need to 
take a closer look at diversity in the religious landscape in the different coun-
tries. For example, Sieben and Halman (2014) showed that there is heteroge-
neity within and between religious denominations in the Netherlands when 
it comes to religious beliefs and parental values. Especially the Roman Cath-
olic population, which are a large part of the religious Dutch, is rather di-
verse in this respect. Another line of thinking was suggested by Loek Halman 
himself when he stated that non-religious individuals “do not generally take 
anti-Christian stances” (Halman & Van Ingen, 2015: 624). The non-religious 
population may become more heterogeneous in the process of secularization, 
being a mix of atheists, agnostics, spiritual people, and former believers (who 
may range from individuals with strict anti-church sentiments to those who 
rather care for Christian values). This diversity may blur the association be-
tween religion and parental values, making it quite complex to arrive at theo-
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retical expectations. Both suggestions call for more in-depth country studies 
focusing on heterogeneity within religious and non-religious populations to 
unravel the trends observed here.

 
List of References 

• Achterberg, P., Houtman, D., Aupers, S., De Koster, W., Mascini, P. & Van der Waal, J. (2009) A Christian 

Cancellation of the Secularist Truce? Waning Christian Religiosity and Waxing Religious Deprivatization 

in the West. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 48(4): 687-701.

• Alwin, D. (1986) Religion and Parental Child-Rearing Orientations: Evidence of a Catholic-Protestant 

Convergence. American Journal of Sociology 92(2): 412-40.

• Alwin, D. (2001) Parental Values, Beliefs, and Behavior: A Review and Promulga for Research into the New 

Century. Children at the Millennium: Where Have We Come From, Where Are We Going? 6: 97-139.

• Berger, P. (1967) The Sacred Canopy. Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion. Garden City, NY: Doubleday 

and Co.

• Bruce, S. (2002). God is dead: Secularization in the West. Oxford: Blackwell.

• Bruce, S. (2011) Secularization: In defence of an Unfashionable Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

• Dobbelaere, K. (1989). The secularization of society? Some methodological suggestions. Pp 27-44 in  

Hadden, J.K. & Shupe, A. (Eds). Secularization and Fundamentalisms Reconsidered. New York: Praeger.

• Dobbelaere, K. (2002) Secularization: An Analysis at Three Levels. Brussels: Peter Lang.

• Ellison, C. & Sherkat, D. (1993) Obedience and Autonomy; Religion and Parental Values Reconsidered. 

Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 32(4): 313-29.

• EVS (2020a) EVS Longitudinal Data File 1981-2008. ZA4804 Data file v.3.1.0 GESIS Data Archive, Cologne, 

doi:10.4232/1.13486.

• EVS (2020b) European Values Study 2017: Integrated Dataset. ZA7500 Data file v.4.0.0. GESIS Data  

Archive, Cologne, doi:10.4232/1.13560.

• Finke, R. & Iannaccone, L. (1993) Supply-side Explanations for Religious Change. The Annals of the Ameri-

can Academy of Political and Social Science 527: 27-39.

• Finke, R. & Stark, R. (1988) Religious Economies and Sacred Canopies: Religious Mobilization in Ameri-

can Cities, 1906. American Sociological Review 53(1): 41-49.

• Halman, L. & Draulans, V. (2004) Religious beliefs and practices in contemporary Europe. Pp. 283-316 in: 

Arts, W. & Halman, L. (Eds) European Values at the Turn of the Millennium. Boston, Leiden: Brill,

• Halman, L. & Draulans, V. (2006) How secular is Europe? British Journal of Sociology 57(2): 263-88.

• Halman, L. & Sieben, I. (2020) Values. In: List, R., Anheier, H. & Toepler, S. (Eds) International Encyclope-

dia of Civil Society. New York: Springer.

• Halman, L., & Van Ingen, E. (2015). Secularization and changing moral views: European trends in church 

attendance and views on homosexuality, divorce, abortion, and euthanasia. European Sociological  

Review, 31(5): 616-627.

• Hill, J. & Olson, D. (2009) Market Share and Religious Competition: Do Small Market Share Congrega-

tions and Their Leaders Try Harder? Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 48(4): 629-649.

• Inkeles, A. 1983 [1955]. Social Change and Social Character: The Role of Parental Mediation. Journal of 

Social Issues, 11: 12-23. Reprinted, Journal of Social Issues, 39: 179-191. 

• Kalmijn, M. (2010). Country differences in the effects of divorce on well-being: The role of norms,  

support, and selectivity. European Sociological Review, 26(4): 475-490.

• Kim, Y. & Wilcox, W. (2014) Religious Identity, Religious Attendance, and Parental Control. Review of 

Religious Research 56(4): 555-80.

• Kohn, M. (1969) Class and Conformity. A Study in Values. Homewood, Illinois: The Dorsey Press.

• Lenski, G. (1961) The religious factor: A sociological study of religion’s impact on politics, economics, and family 

life. New York: Doubleday.

• Norris, P. & Inglehart, R. (2004) Sacred and Secular: Religion and Politics Worldwide. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.

• Perl, P., & Olson, D.V. (2000). Religious market share and intensity of church involvement in five denomi-

nations. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 39(1): 12-31.

• Sieben, I., & Halman, L. (2014). Religion and parental values in a secularized country: Evidence from the 

Netherlands. Social Compass, 61(1): 121-140.

• Stark, R. & Bainbridge, W. (1987) A Theory of Religion. New York: Peter Lang.

• Starks, B. & Robinson, R. (2005) Who Values the Obedient Child Now? The religious Factor in Adult 

Values for Children, 1986-2002. Social Forces 84(1): 343-59.

• Starks, B. & Robinson, R. (2007) Moral Cosmology, Religion, and Adult Values for Children. Journal for the 

Scientific Study of Religion 46(1): 17-35.

• Wilkins-Laflamme, S. (2014) Toward Religious Polarization? Time Effects on Religious Commitment in 

US, UK, and Canadian Regions. Sociology of Religion 75(2): 284-308.

• Wilkins-Laflamme, S. (2016). Secularization and the wider gap in values and personal religiosity between 

the religious and nonreligious. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 55(4): 717-736.

• Xiao, H. (2000) Class, Gender, and Parental Values in the 1990s. Gender and Society, 14(6): 785-801.



reflections on european valuesreflections on european values208 209

14. the impact of  
the child abuse  
scandals on trust  
in the church: 
empirical evidence from belgium

Koen Abts 

Bart Meuleman

Abstract

Over the last decennia, the position of the Church and religion in Western societies has 
become less central to social, cultural and public life. On top of structural processes of 
secularization, the Catholic Church has, more recently, faced painful moments of deep 
crisis because of child sexual abuse scandals. This contribution investigates how the 
child abuse scandal involving Roger Vangheluwe (the bishop of Bruges), has affected 
institutional trust in the Catholic Church in Belgium. To do this, we analyse panel data 
from EVS wave 4 (2009) and a follow-up survey among the same respondents in 2010. 
This panel design -with the child abuse scandal as a natural experiment in between the 
two measurements- allows us to study conjunctural changes in trust in the Church. 
Our results indicate that the loss of trust in the church-as-institution is especially out-
spoken among the religiously more involved persons. Those who are convinced that the 
church authorities did not fulfill their role as ‘guardians of trust’ in dealing with the 
pedophilia cases report the strongest decrease in trust. These results are illustrative of 
churchgoers’ disappointment with the behavior of priests and indignation about the 
improper functioning of church hierarchies.
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14.1 Introduction

Over the last decennia, the position of the Church and religion in Western so-
cieties has changed drastically. Through processes of secularization, religion is 
less central to social, cultural and public life, while its moral authority and im-
pact on the citizen’s personal life have profoundly diminished. Secularization 
and the wider value changes has figured prominently on the research agenda 
of the European Values Study (EVS), the project in which Loek Halman played 
an invaluable role. But Loek has also more directly contributed to the empir-
ical research into secularization. Loek, together with Veerle Draulans (2006), 
studied religious practices and beliefs among Europeans, and conclude that 
secularization is taking place across Europe, but that the speed and trajecto-
ries vary substantially across countries. Furthermore, together with Erik van 
Ingen, Loek (2015) found that the moral guidance of churches is no longer 
self-evident nowadays and seem to be collapsing. 

Also in Flanders-Belgium, the Catholic Church is losing its privileged religious 
and moral authority. Particularly fundamental shifts in religious practice have 
taken place in the period 1967-2020. First, the number of Flemish people who 
regularly go to church has fallen to below five percent in the last fifty years, 
while in the late 1960s more than half of population were active churchgoers 
(Verschraegen & Abts, 2022). Secondly, there is also a strong decline in the 
number of church baptisms, marriages and funerals. While these figures were 
still above ninety percent in the late 1960s, in the 2020s the number of religious 
baptisms and funerals fell below 40%, while just over one in seven couples still 
enter into a church wedding (cf. De Maeyer & Abts, 2013; Verschraegen & Abts, 
2022). These statistics illustrate the exodus of the church, and at the same time 
that Flemish society is strongly secularizing. Some groups are almost com-
pletely alienated from Catholic Church and faith; only very few young people 
are still going to church, while also the belief in God is withering away (Dob-
belaere, Voyé & Billiet, 2011). This evolution illustrates the waning authority of 
the Catholic Church in Belgium. 

In addition to these structural trends, the Catholic Church has, more recently, 
faced painful moments of deep crisis because of child sexual abuse scandals. 

In the case of Belgium, the Catholic Church experienced its annus horribilis in 
2010. On April 23rd, 2010, Roger Vangheluwe (the bishop of Bruges) had to re-
sign because it was discovered that he had committed years of child abuse in 
the past. In the aftermath of the Vangheluwe case, hundreds of new complaints 
about child abuse in the church surfaced. This led to the establishment of an 
investigative commission into child abuse in the Church, led by child psychi-
atrist Peter Adriaennsens. The investigation sketched a shocking picture of 
what had gone wrong over the past decades with respect to child abuse within 
the Church. The discovery of audio tapes on which Cardinal Godfried Danneels 
can be heard trying to convince a victim to forgive Vangheluwe and to keep 
the abuse secret exacerbated atmosphere of scandal even further. During the 
scandal, the dominant picture is that of a Church that seems more concerned 
with protecting its own interests than offering a helping hand to the victims. 
During this crisis, the church hierarchy failed to act resolutely and transpar-
ently and missed the opportunity to make a public mea culpa (cf. Loobuyck, 
2011, pp. 26-28; Mettepenningen, 2011, pp. 15-24). 

As a tribute to the work and academic career of Loek Halman, we investigate 
how the child abuse scandal have changed institutional trust in the Catholic 
Church in Belgium. By coincidence, the Vangheluwe scandal occurred in be-
tween the fieldwork of EVS wave 4 (2009) and a follow-up survey among the 
same respondents in 2010. This panel design – with the child abuse scandal as 
a natural experiment in between the two measurements – allows us to study 
conjunctural changes in trust in the Church.

 
14.2 Sources of (Dis)trust in the Church

To assess the impact of the child abuse scandals, the population’s trust in the 
Church as an institution is a more proximal indicator than religious practices 
or beliefs. Trust is a way of dealing with the freedom of others. Trust enables 
persons to take risks and to deal with the unknown, uncertain and uncontrol-
lable future. In general terms, trust is the voluntary act of making oneself vul-
nerable to the (unlikely) possibility of being disadvantaged in situations where 
one is dependent on the other. Trust is therefore always a leap of faith, express-
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ing belief in the competence, sincerity and good intentions of others and the 
belief in the proper functioning of social systems (Luhmann, 1979; 1988; Misz-
tal, 1996; Seligman, 1997; Sztompka, 1999; Möllering, 2001; Abts, 2005).

Systemic trust and confidence in institutions is contingent on three condi-
tions. First, the institution must be experienced as meaningful and seen as 
fulfilling its social function. As a religious institution, the Church is expect-
ed to “make definite the indefinite, to reconcile the immanent and the tran-
scendent” (Luhmann, 2013). Second, trust in an institution depends on the 
behaviour of its officials. The so-called authority figures – as representatives of 
a social system – need to be competent and sincere about their function. Con-
sequently, trust in the Church is not independent of the competence, vigour 
and morality of the authorities who represent it (Giddens, 1990, p. 88). Third, 
trust in an institution presupposes that one is able to assume that others have 
confidence as well, which is highly dependent on the proper functioning of 
control institutions. Institutional trust therefore also depends to a large ex-
tent on confidence in the proper functioning of internal control mechanisms 
and ‘guardians of trust’ (Luhmann, 1979, pp. 56-58; Shapiro, 1987). The failure 
of internal supervision, for example, often proves to be an important source of 
distrust. In the latter case, distrust transcends the disappointment in particu-
lar authority figures, but spills over to the institution as a whole. 

These three sources of institutional (dis)trust are useful to distinguish the 
structural and conjunctural decline in trust the Catholic Church is confront-
ed with. Secularization theory assumes that the structural crisis of confidence 
mainly relates the first source, namely the fact that the Church is perceived by 
the population to be less and less useful and meaningful in the exercise of its 
religious function. The doctrine of faith no longer offers convincing answers 
to the religious questions people struggle with. It seems that traditional reli-
gious doctrine leaves too little room for the personal search and religious in-
terpretation of each individual. The child abuse scandals directly erode the two 
other foundations of trust as well. Trust in the Church assumes that clergymen 
do no harm and do not abuse the vulnerability of the believer – an assump-
tion that is clearly contradicted by the cases of child abuse. Furthermore, the 
Church authorities are blamed for taking little decisive action in tackling child 

abuse in their own circles. This is a clear failure as internal guardians of trust 
(cf. Abts, 2005).

 
14.3 Data and Indicators

Data collection of EVS wave 4 in Belgium offers unique opportunities to anal-
yse how the child abuse scandals have affected trust in the Church. In 2009, 
a two-stage probability sample of the Belgian population older than 18 years 
were approached by means of a computer assisted personal interview (CAPI) 
for the EVS fieldwork (realized sample size: 1509; response rate: 50.0%). This 
survey took place before the child abuse scandals. Between November 2010 
and January 2011 – after the child abuse scandals – the EVS respondents were 
re-contacted with the request to fill out a short follow-up survey. 641 respon-
dents participated in this self-completion postal survey, implying that a seri-
ous level of attrition may threatening the generalizability to the whole Belgian 
population (external validity). However, the panel design combined with the 
occurrence of important events between the measurements provides an in-
teresting picture of the changes that have taken place among the respondent 
group as a result of the scandals (internal validity). 

The dependent variable is the trust in the Church item that is part of the EVS 
core questionnaire since 1981: “Please look at this card and tell me, for each item 
listed, how much confidence you have in them, is it a great deal, quite a lot, not very 
much or none at all? The Church”. The variable is re-scaled so that higher scores 
indicate a higher level of trust (a great deal = 4, quite a lot = 3, not very much = 
2, none at all = 1). This item was measured at both time points.

To understand changes in trust, a series of explanatory factors is used. As so-
cio-demographic variables, we include gender, birth cohort (born before 1945, 
1945-1959, 1960-1975, 1975-1991), educational level (left school before 14, before 
18, before 20 or after 20 years of age) and living area (rural / town smaller than 
20,000 inhabitants vs. urban / larger towns and cities). Of particular interest is 
the variable religious involvement. Following Billiet (1995) we combine religious 
denomination and individual attendance of religious services into a single 
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indicator, distinguishing between regular churchgoers (Catholics attending 
services at least once per month), irregular churchgoers (Catholics attending 
services only on specific holy days), marginal Catholics (Catholics attending 
services even less frequently) and non-Catholics.

Besides these socio-demographics, we also investigate the effect of various sub-
jective and attitudinal dimensions. Ethical permissiveness is a composite score 
of six items asking to what extent particular situations or acts can be justified: 
married men/women having an affair, homosexuality, abortion, divorce, eutha-
nasia, suicide, and prostitution. Religious beliefs measures whether respondents 
believe in God, life after death, hell, heaven, and sin. Whether respondents see 
the Church as meaningfully fulfilling its function is operationalized based on 
whether respondents think the churches are giving adequate answers to the 
moral problems and needs of the individual, the problems of family life, peo-
ple’s spiritual needs, and the social problems facing our country today. All these 
variables were measured during the main EVS fieldwork, that is before the child 
abuse scandal. In the follow-up survey (carried out after the media coverage of 
the child abuse scandals), the questions asking whether the Church fulfils its 
function were retaken – for this predictor we have repeated measurements.

In addition, the follow-up survey contains two statements regarding way in 
which the Church responded to the child abuse scandals – ‘The leadership of the 
Catholic Church has covered up paedophilia cases too much’ and ‘The leadership of 
the Catholic Church still gives the impression that the institution is more important 
than the victims.’ Agreement with these statements (measured on a five-point 
agree-disagree answer scale) is combined into a composite score. All these 
scales are transformed to range from 0 to 10. 

 
14.4 Structural and Conjunctural Changes in Trust in the 
Church

To distinguish structural from conjunctural changes in trust in the Church, 
a long-term perspective is needed. Figure 14.1 combines information from 
various EVS waves and displays the percentage of Flemish respondents re-

porting high levels of trust in the Church (answer categories ‘a great deal’ 
and ‘quite a lot’ combined) over the period 1981-2010. The figure suggests 
that the Church experienced a structural crisis of confidence in the period 
1981-2009, which was substantially reinforced by a conjunctural confidence 
shock after the 2010 child abuse scandals. In fact, three phases in trust in the 
Catholic Church over the past three decades can be distinguished. The first 
phase is a period of sharp decline in trust in the 1980s. In 1981, 62% of the 
Flemish people still trusted the Catholic Church, as opposed to 44% in 1990. 
In one decade, the institution lost about twenty percentage points. The sec-
ond phase refers to the period 1990 to 2009, characterized by a slowing down 
but steadily eroding trust. Over two decades, trust in the Church declines 
by more than ten percentage points, to around 31% in 2009 (Verschraegen & 
Abts, 2022). The third phase seems to be the phase of completely imploding 
confidence in the wake of the child abuse scandals within the Church and 
the way in which the Church authorities dealt with them. In the short period 
between 2009 and 2010, trust in the Church fell by as much as 16 percentage 
points. With this low score, the Church finds itself at the bottom of the trust 
ladder of all institutions. 

Figure 14.1 also shows the evolution in trust by religious involvement. For 
some time now, the Church has really appealed to a few irregular church-
goers and fringe churchgoers only. Those who have been suspicious of the 
Church for years are confirmed in their distrust by the paedophilia cases. 
More striking is that the trust of a whole group of churchgoers, who still be-
lieve in the high moral values of the Church, has been shaken profoundly. 
While confidence in the Church remained relatively high and stable between 
1990 and 2009 among churchgoing Catholics, since 2010 institutional confi-
dence has been in free fall for the first time among this group. This makes the 
crisis of confidence all the more serious. The role of the Church as an author-
itative body that can credibly promulgate philosophical, ethical, social and 
moral views is thus increasingly threatened and questioned - not only by the 
secularists but also by church-going Catholics.
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Figure 14.1 Percentage reporting ‘quite a lot’ or ‘a great deal’ of trust in the church (EVS 
waves 1981-2009 and ISPO-EVS 2010 panel respondents – Flanders)

 
14.5 Explaining the Decline

To gain deeper insight in the erosion of trust, we zoom in on the panel data that 
contains measurements among the same respondents in 2009 (t1; before the 
child abuse scandals) as well as 2010/11 (t2; after the child abuse scandals). Ta-
ble 14.1 presents a model analysing the change in trust between these two time 
points. The model shown is a fixed effect difference model (Allison, 2009, pp. 
7-10). The model exploits the panel nature of the data and explains the change 
in trust individuals experienced. Most of the predictors are time-invariant and 
measured at t1, with two exceptions: (1) the evaluation of the reaction of the 

Church to the crisis is measured at t2; (2) views on whether the Church is fulfils 
a meaningful function are measured in both surveys, allowing us to include a 
time-invariant and a time-varying component in the model. The specifications 
the model can be summarized as follows:

where X is an example of a time-invariant and Z a time-varying predictor.

In Model 1, the effects of religious-involvement and several sociodemograph-
ic factors are estimated. The intercept indicates that trust in the Church de-
creased with almost 0.3 points for the reference group (that is, non-Catholic 
males born between 1960 and 1974 who left school before the age of 14 and live 
in a rural environment). This shift is statistically significant and substantially 
relevant, given that trust is measured on a scale from 1 to 4. The effects of re-
ligious involvement confirm the pattern displayed in Figure 14.1: respondents 
that are religiously more involved, experience a more outspoken decrease in 
trust. Among churchgoers (both regular and irregular) as well as marginal 
Catholics, the decline in trust following the child abuse scandals is about 0.3 
points stronger than the change observed among non-Catholics. Besides reli-
gious involvement, none of the socio-demographics is significantly related to 
the change in trust. Apparently, the impact of the child abuse scandals on trust 
in the Church is rather similar across socio-demographic categories.

Model 2 adds several attitudinal predictors that shed more light on how the 
scandals eroded the sources of trust. First, whether respondents think the 
Church is able to fulfil its function meaningfully is included both as a time-in-
variant and as a time-varying factor. The results show that especially the 
latter is relevant to understand the erosion of trust. The positive effect (b = 
0.045, p <.0001) indicates that respondents who became more convinced that 
the Church fulfils its function in a meaningful way have gained trust in the 
Church. In other words, the observed drop in trust can be linked to perceptions 
that the Church loses its social function as it is giving less adequate answers on 
the moral and social problems of our society. Second, disapproval of the way 
in which the Church responded to the cases of child abuse surfacing is signifi-



reflections on european values218 219the impact of the child abuse scandals

cantly linked to a decline in trust as well (b = -0.039, p =.0412). The loss of trust 
is more marked among those who are convinced that the internal guardians 
of trust did not function properly. The effect parameters in Model 2 show also 
that the recent decline in trust is not significantly related to ethical permis-
siveness.

 
Table 14.1 Results from a fixed effects difference model explaining change in trust in the 
Church (N = 610) – unstandardized regression coefficients

    Model 1 Model 2

    Par.Est. Std.Err. p-value Par.Est. Std.Err. p-value

Intercept -0.293 0.120 0.0149 0.039 0.231 0.8667

Religious involvement

Regular church-goer -0.309 0.085 0.0003 -0.235 0.105 0.0265

Irregular church-goer -0.291 0.090 0.0013 -0.199 0.099 0.0442

Marginal Catholic -0.316 0.074 <.0001 -0.230 0.079 0.0038

Non-Catholic (ref.cat.) -0.007 0.059 0.9086

Gender

Female (ref.cat.)

Male 0.014 0.059 0.8128 -0.007 0.059 0.9086

Birth Cohort

Born before 1945 0.007 0.094 0.9391 -0.036 0.094 0.7013

1945-1959 0.115 0.079 0.1484 0.086 0.078 0.2708

1960-1974

1975-1991 0.000 0.089 0.9987 -0.072 0.088 0.4171

Education

Left school before 14 (ref.cat.)

Left school before 18 0.074 0.102 0.4684 0.095 0.103 0.3543

Left school before 20 0.113 0.117 0.3372 0.112 0.119 0.3466

Left school after 20 0.202 0.110 0.0655 0.221 0.112 0.0489

Living area

Rural (ref.cat.)

Urban 0.022 0.059 0.7106 0.024 0.059 0.6839

Ethical permissiveness 0.012 0.019 0.5370

Religious beliefs -0.030 0.011 0.0081

Meaningful function of Church

Situation at t1 0.020 0.011 0.0739

Change between t1 and t2 0.045 0.010 <.0001

Disapproval response Church to 

crisis       -0.039 0.019 0.0412

R-squared (adjusted) 0.038 0.090

14.6 Conclusion 

Religious decline is often related to shifts in moral outlooks. In this sense, sec-
ularization theory argues that the Church-prescribed rules and moral stan-
dards do not fit any longer with mainstream opinions among Western Europe-
an population. Loek Halman has mainly studied the degree to which European 
people are secular, not only focusing on religious practices but also on beliefs, 
and has looked into the consequences of church attendance on values and mor-
al permissiveness. We would like to add that secularization does not only mean 
that Catholic religion has lost its impact on public life, and its moral authority 
over issues related to personal life, but has also lost trust over the recent de-
cades. 

Our analysis supports the general diagnosis of the structural decline of Cathol-
icism that the Church-as-institution (and its doctrine of faith) is no longer per-
ceived by the general population as giving useful and meaningful answers to 
all kind of moral, religious and existential issues, which results in an ongoing 
decline of institutional distrust. However, our analysis illustrates that there 
is not only disillusionment regarding the Church’s moral and religious func-
tion, but also disappointment with the behaviour of priests and indignation 
about the improper functioning of church hierarchies acting not resolutely 
and transparently. Our results indicate that, in the case of the child abuse scan-
dals within the Catholic Church, the loss of trust in the Church-as-institution 
is more outspoken among those who are convinced that the Church authori-
ties as ‘guardians of trust’ did not function properly in dealing with the pae-
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dophilia cases. Besides, it became clear that these scandals have eroded insti-
tutional trust predominantly among those who are religiously more involved. 
Those who were already suspicious are only confirmed in their mistrust by the 
child abuse cases, while the regular churchgoers are shocked about the abuse 
of power and the conduct of their own institution. These results give insights 
into the different mechanisms generating institutional distrust. An important 
question is whether this decline of trust as a result of the child abuse scandals 
within the Church will turn out to be temporary or permanent. Or, in other 
words, will the Church be able to restore the shocked distrust, or will it be an 
irreversible phenomenon? 
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Abstract

The number of people that do not belong to a religious denomination – ‘nones’ is grow-
ing rapidly in the Nordic countries. The aim of this analysis is to predict non-affiliation 
in Iceland and other Nordic countries using logistic regression. The hypotheses tested 
are that people 1) who have little confidence in the church; 2) who are of immigrant 
background; 3) with left-wing political views, 4) who have more liberal worldviews 
(moral attitudes) are more likely to be ‘nones’. For this we used existing data obtained 
in the European Values Study (EVS) wave 5, and previous waves to look at the increase 
in non-affiliation since the first wave of the EVS in the early eighties.  The results show 
that the strongest predictors for being a ‘none’ are lack of confidence in the church and 
being of immigrant background. Those who do not belong to a religious denomination 
have a somewhat more liberal worldview than those who do. Our results also suggest 
that a decline in confidence in the Icelandic church may explain the rapid increase of 
‘nones’ in Iceland. A similar decline in confidence is not seen in the other countries.
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15.1 Introduction

The growing number of the ‘nones’ is a feature observed in many European 
countries (Davie, 2015; Stolz et al., 2016; Woodhead & Catto, 2012) as well as in 
the USA (Chaves, 2011: 13–17; Hout & Fischer, 2014; Pew Research Center, 2012; 
Pew Research, 2018; Putnam & Campbell, 2010; Burge, 2021). This development 
is reflected in results from the European Values Study (EVS), which was greatly 
coordinated by Loek Halman, and the General Social Survey (GSS), showing 
this trend clearly, with rising numbers of respondents claiming that they do 
not belong to a religious denomination. In 1990 around a quarter of all respon-
dents in the EVS (EVS, 2020a) said they did not belong to a religious denom-
ination, with numbers ranging from 2 percent in Iceland to 60 percent in the 
Czech Republic. Subsequently, in 2017 (EVS, 2020b), this number had risen to 
30 percent overall. Similarly, although this development seems to happen a lit-
tle later in the U.S., the GSS shows that while only 6 percent of respondents 
said they had no religious affiliation in 1991, this increased to 14 percent in 
2000, 18 percent in 2010, and 23 percent in 2018 (Smith et al., 2019).

Davie’s (1994) ‘believing without belonging’ thesis stresses the importance 
of distinguishing between religiosity and religious affiliation, contending 
that believing is declining at a much slower rate than belonging. As Voas and 
Crockett (2005) and Tromp et al. (2020) explain, Davie (1994) defines the terms 
’believing’ and ‘belonging’ rather loosely, giving room to two different theories 
on religious change, namely de-institutionalization of Christianity on the one 
hand, and spiritualization of religion on the other (Tromp et al., 2020: 519). The 
religious landscape in the Nordic countries has a high overall membership in 
the Lutheran state churches. The overwhelming majority of the populations in 
these countries have, until recently, belonged to the Lutheran state churches 
(Furseth et al., 2018). However, some scholars suggest that these are very secu-
lar societies (Botvar & Schmidt, 2010; Furseth, 2015; Norris & Inglehart, 2004). 
Some even claim that the Nordic countries are among the most secular in the 
world (Zuckerman, 2008). This distinction has given rise to the thesis of ‘be-
longing without believing’ called the ‘Nordic paradox’ (Gustafsson & Petter-
son, 2000). Sundback (2000) suggests that this paradox can be explained by 
the state churches having a power of unification and an important cultural role 

in people’s life events. By being members of the church, people are in effect 
showing their support for their nation’s cultural symbols and tradition (Huga-
son, 2001). 

With the rapid increase in the number of immigrants in the Nordic countries 
in the last decades, their populations have become more heterogeneous, re-
sulting in a more complex religious landscape than before with more diversi-
ty in faith communities (Furseth, et al., 2018). Iceland remained homogenous 
with few immigrants until this century with the percentage of immigrants ris-
ing from 3% in 2000 to 9% in 2008 and 15% in 2020 (Statistics Iceland, 2021). At 
the same time, the number of people not registered in any religious organiza-
tion or other unspecified has risen from 4% in 1999 to 16% in 2017 and up to 24% 
in 2021, as depicted in figure 15.1.

 
Figure 15.1 Populations by religious and life stance organizations 1999-2021 

Source: Statistics Iceland, 2021 

Although immigration may be a part of the explanation for the growth of 
‘nones’ in Iceland, the more commonly referred to explanations are numerous 
problems and scandals connected to the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Ice-
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land since the mid-1990s. These controversies and scandals are related to de-
bates on same-sex church weddings and accusations against the bishop (who 
was in office from 1989-1997) of sexual harassment and child abuse, and the 
failure of the church to address these accusations (Spanó et al. 2011).

But who are the ‘nones’? As has been pointed out by, among others, Davie 
(2015), Putnam and Campbell (2010), and Tromp et al. (2020): non-affiliation 
does not necessarily imply non-religion. The non-affiliated may consist of 
immigrants who have not joined a religious community despite identifying 
with a religious tradition. They may be secular people, or they may be peo-
ple who identify as spiritual. But do their values differ from the religiously 
affiliated, and will the growing number of ‘nones’ lead to a different soci-
ety? Burge (2021) has studied the ‘nones’ in the U.S and found that the peo-
ple who are not married and do not have children are the group most likely 
to be religiously unaffiliated — to be ‘nones’. Pew Research (2018) found 
that among the most important reasons for non-affiliation were opposi-
tion to the positions taken by churches on social and political issues and 
dislike of religious organizations. Schwadel (2020) argues that having no 
religious affiliation changes the way people move through the world, and it 
can dramatically alter their political views and participation. He suggests 
that having a liberal political perspective may lead some people to becom-
ing ‘nones’.

Based on previous research our hypotheses are the following: People 1) who 
have little confidence in the church; 2) who are of immigrant background; 3) 
with left-wing political views, 4) who have more liberal worldviews (moral at-
titudes) are more likely to be ‘nones’.

 
15.2 Data and Analysis

We make use of all five available waves (1981, 1990, 1999, 2008 and 2017) of the 
European Values Study (EVS), a repeated cross-sectional dataset that covers 
a period of nearly four decades. Our sample comprises the Nordic countries: 
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden. Three countries, Denmark, 

Iceland and Sweden had data available for all five waves. Finland did not par-
ticipate in the first wave, and Norway did not take part in 1999. 

The main focus of the data analysis is to predict non-affiliation among the Nor-
dic countries, using logistic regression using the most recent data set from 
2017 (EVS, 2020b; EVS, 2020c). Data was collected by different modes, 3369 
interviews were conducted in Denmark by face to face interviews (51.5%), a 
web survey (37.5%) and a postal survey (11.1%); in Finland, 1220 interviews were 
completed by face to face interviews (33.3%), a web survey (12.5%) and a postal 
survey (12.5%); in Iceland1 3229 interviews were conducted by face to face inter-
views (28%), a web survey (68%) partly based on a matrix design (see Luijkx, et 
al. 2021) with some respondents only answering part of the questionnaire; in 
Norway 1123 respondents answered the survey 86.6% in face to face interviews 
and 13.4% by telephone; all 1198 respondents in Sweden were interviewed face 
to face.

The dependent variable in our analysis is the question “Do you belong to a re-
ligious denomination?”. Predictor variables in the logistic regression are sex, 
age, marital status (those who are legally married, in a registered partnership or 
widowed are classified as married, others as single), whether people have chil-
dren or not, education (lower, medium and higher), immigrant status (those 
with both parents born in another country are classified as immigrants), confi-
dence in the church (a great deal/quite a lot, not very much, none at all), political 
view (left-right scale from 1-10). As measures of liberal moral attitudes, we use 
the questions of whether the following can be justified (scale 1 to 10 where 1 
means never justified and 10 means always justified): taking soft drugs, homo-
sexuality, abortion and divorce. 

Data were weighted by the variable ‘gweight’ that has been computed using the 
marginal distribution of age, sex, educational attainment, and region (Europe-
an Values Study (EVS) 2017). 

1 EVS 2017 in Iceland was supported by the Icelandic Research Fund, grant number 174181051-3.
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15.3 Results

Figure 15.2 shows the growing number of religious ‘nones’ in the Nordic countries 
from 1981 to 2017 according to the European Values Study. The percentage of peo-
ple that do not belong to a religious denomination is now approaching 40% in 
Sweden and Norway, close to 30% in Finland and around 20% in Denmark and Ice-
land. The number of respondents not belonging to a religious denomination has 
increased significantly between waves 4 (2008-2010) and 5 (2017) in Denmark, Ice-
land and Norway and to a smaller (non-significant) extent in Finland and Sweden. 

Figure 15.2 Percentage not belonging to a religious denomination in the Nordic  
countries

Source: EVS 1981/1984 – 2017

 
Table 15.1 shows separate logistic regressions for the five Nordic countries pre-
dicting non-affiliation. As expected, (hypothesis 1) confidence in the Church 
is a strong, significant predictor in all the countries, especially in Finland and 
Iceland, where those who have no confidence in the Church are almost sixteen 
times more likely to be non-affiliated than those who have a lot of confidence 
in the Church in Finland, and almost thirteen times more likely in Iceland. 

Being of immigrant background, with both parents born abroad (hypothesis 
2) is another strong predictor in Iceland, Sweden and especially in Denmark, 
where immigrants are almost 15 times more likely than natives not to belong 
to a religious denomination. Only one respondent in the Finnish data reported 
having both parents born abroad, making it impossible to test whether immi-
grants are more likely to stand outside religious denominations. The effect was 
not significant in Norway.

Having political views to the left of the political left-right spectrum (hypothe-
sis 3) increases the likelihood of not belonging to a religious denomination in 
all the countries except Sweden where no effect is found.

To test whether liberal moral attitudes were predictors of non-affiliation (hy-
pothesis 4), four variables were included in the analysis. The variables mea-
sured whether the following can always be justified, never be justified, or 
something in between on a scale from 1 to 10: taking soft drugs, homosexu-
ality, abortion and divorce. In all cases where a significant effect was found; it 
was in the predicted direction: the more liberal the attitude, the more likely 
that the respondent was a ‘none’. However, the effects found are in some cases 
very small, or not significant at all, such as in Sweden, where we see that there 
is not a significant difference in the moral attitudes, nor in political view of 
those who belong to a religious denomination, and those who do not. The only 
moral attitude variable with a similar and significant effect in all the countries 
apart from Sweden is whether it is justifiable to take soft drugs. A more pos-
itive stance on this issue goes hand in hand with an increased likelihood of 
non-affiliation. However, the overall mean for this variable is only, 3.1, which 
shows that this is not generally accepted in the Nordic countries, whereas the 
means for homosexuality, abortion and divorce are 8.6, 7.73 and 8.31, respec-
tively, showing a general acceptance of these issues. Attitude to homosexuality 
has a significant effect in Iceland only; attitude to abortion has a small effect 
in Norway; attitude to divorce has a significant effect in Denmark and Finland. 

Men are more likely not to be affiliated than women in all the Nordic countries, 
apart from Iceland, where there is no significant difference between men and 
women after other variables presented in Table 15.1 are taken into account. Al-
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though younger people are slightly more likely than older not to belong to a 
religious denomination, this is only significant in Iceland. Marital status and 
having children or not have little effect, and is only significant in Finland. Ed-
ucation has a significant effect in Denmark and Iceland, where those with a 
university degree are more likely to be non-affiliated than those with lower ed-
ucation.

 
Table 15.1 Binary logistic regression predicting who are the Nones in the Nordic countries 
 

Denmark

OR (95% CI)

Finland

OR (95% CI)

Iceland

OR (95% CI)

Norway

OR (95% CI)

Sweden

OR (95% CI)

Constant 0.03*** 0.16*** 0.18*** 0.36* 0.18***

Sex

Men  

(reference)

Women 0.64*** 0.57** 0.93ns 0.68** 0.72* 

(0.51-0.79) (0.40-0.80) (0.73-1.20) (0.51-0.90) (0.54-0.95)

Age

Age in years 1.00ns 0.99ns 0.99**  0.99ns 1.00ns

(0.99-1.00)  (0.98-1.0) (0.98-0.99)  (0.98-1.00)  (0.99-1.00)

Marital status

Married  

(reference)

Single 0.96ns 0.63* 0.78ns 1.08ns 0.83ns

 (0.73-1.25) (0.43-0.94) (0.58-1.05)  (0.77-1.53)  (0.61-1.14)

Children

No children  

(reference)

Children 0.91ns 1.76* 0.80ns 0.87ns 1.07ns 

(0.68-1.21) (1.14-2.73) (0.56-1.15) (0.58-1.29)  (0.74-1.54)

Education 

Lower (reference)

Medium 1.05ns 0.59* 1.23ns 0.71ns 0.90ns 

(0.79-1.38) (0.37-0.96) (0.88-1.69) (0.50-1.02) (0.60-1.33)

Higher 1.65** 1.18ns 1.44* 0.89ns 1.34ns 

(1.24-2.20) (0.73-1.19) (1.05-1.97) (0.61-1.29) (0.89-2.02)

Immigrant

Non immigrant 

 (reference)

Immigrant 14.66*** - 3.93*** 1.11ns 4.21***

(10.24-21.0)  1) (2.48-6.23)  (0.70-1.76) (2.83-6.28)

Confidence in the church

A great deal/quite 

a lot (reference)

Not very much 2.32*** 4.38*** 3.40*** 2.22*** 2.34***

(1.84-2.94) (3.10-6.20) (2.47-4.69) (1.65-2.97) (1.74-3.14)

None at all 10.48*** 15.75*** 12.52*** 7.57*** 5.47***

(7.6-14.47) ( 9.34-26.58)  (8.80-17.82) (4.41-12.99) (3.51-8.53)

Political view – Left-Right 

1-10 (mean=5.33) 0.91*** 0.91** 0.85***  0.93*  1.00ns

(0.87-0.96) (0.84-0.98) (0.80-0.90) (0.87-0.99) (0.94-1.07)

Justifiable: taking soft drugs

1-10 (mean=3.10) 1.11*** 1.14*** 1.66*** 1.10** 0.95ns

(1.07-1.16) (1.07-1.23) (1.42-1.94) (1.03-1.16) (0.89-1.01)

Justifiable: homosexuality

1-10 (mean=8.60) 1.03ns 0.94ns 1.32*** 1.04ns 1.07ns

 (0.96-1.09)  (0.87-1.01)  (1.15-1.51)  (0.97-1.11) (0.99-1.15)

Justifiable: abortion

1-10 (mean=7.73) 1.02ns 1.06ns 1.05ns  1.08* 0.99ns

(0.95-1.08)  (0.97-1.15)  (0.99-1.12) (1.00-1.16) (0.91-1.07)

Justifiable: divorce

1-10 (mean=8.31) 1.12** 1.14* 0.94ns 0.98ns 1.04ns

1.03-1.21)  (1.03-1.27) (0.88-1.00) (0.92-1.08) (0.95-1.14)

Number of respondents  N=3067  N=1030  N=2581  N=1046  N=1042

Cox & Snell R2 0.18 0.24 0.25 0.15 0.13

Nagelkerke R2 0.30 0.35 0.40 0.20  0.18

Statistical significance: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001

1) Only one respondent in Finland had both parents born abroad
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15.4 Discussion and Conclusions

Not surprisingly, lack of confidence in the Church seems to be one of the 
strongest predictors of non-affiliation.  Whether this lack of confidence in the 
Church can be argued to be the cause of the increase in the number of ‘nones’ 
in the Nordic countries over the last forty years, however, is doubtful. Looking 
at the changes in confidence in the Church over the years reveals that only in 
Iceland has the trust to or confidence in the church declined since the start 
of the EVS. In the first wave of the EVS back in the early eighties, only 29% of 
respondents reported having not very much or no confidence at all in Iceland, 
compared to around or above 50% in the other countries. Since then, confi-
dence in the Church has increased or remained the same in Denmark, Finland, 
Norway, and Sweden, but significantly decreased in Iceland and in the latest 
wave of the EVS in 2017 there is less confidence in the Church in Iceland than 
in any of the other countries with 54% of respondents saying that they have 
not very much or no confidence in the Church at all. Thus, it seems very plau-
sible that this lack of trust contributes to the rise of the ‘nones’ in Iceland. The 
model yields a fairly high R2 in Iceland (Nagelkerke R2=0.40), in Finland (0.35) 
and in Denmark (0.30) but only 0.20 in Norway and 0.18 in Sweden suggesting 
that there are other explanations for the increased number of ‘nones’ than we 
assessed in the model.

The results presented in Table 15.1 do not give strong support for the hypoth-
esis that an increase in the number of the ‘nones’ will lead to a value shift in 
society. There is a difference between those who belong to a religious denom-
ination in the Nordic countries and those who do not. The latter have a some-
what more liberal worldview, but that is a matter of degree and not of a kind.

As for the limitations, different modes of data collection may have an impact 
on comparison between countries and needs to be analyzed further. Response 
rates among immigrants are generally much lower than among natives in gen-
eral population surveys (cf. Font & Méndez, 2013). This may undermine diver-
sity in value orientations, especially in countries where the number of immi-
grants is high.
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16. trust thy  
neighbour: 
contextualizing the relationship  

between non-religiosity and tolerance

 

 

Peter Achterberg 

Christof van Mol

Abstract

Over the years, Loek Halman has had a vast interest in investigating religious change 
and its ramifications. In this chapter, his neighbours at the Department of Sociology 
study how people with different religious backgrounds differ in their tolerance towards 
neighbours. Based on the last wave of the European Values Study, they investigate un-
der what conditions religious people and the religious ‘nones’ – agnostic, atheistic and 
spiritual-minded people – are more tolerant. Their findings indicate that non-religious 
groups are less tolerant compared to religious ones in more secularized countries. On 
the other hand, their findings also suggest that in more secularized countries, tolerance 
levels are somewhat higher.
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16.1 Introduction

Throughout his career, secularization theory, the European Values Study (EVS), 
and international comparative research played a prominent role in the work of 
Loek Halman (see e.g. Halman & Draulans, 2006; Halman & Van Ingen, 2015; 
Sieben & Halman, 2014; Halman & Riis, 2002). In several of his papers, he also 
touched upon the issue of tolerance (see e.g. Muis et al., 2019; Halman & Luijkx, 
2008), which is an important sentiment for harmonious neighbour relations 
(Baumgartner, 1988; cited in Cheshire, Fitzgerald & Liu, 2019). As Loek is our 
close neighbour within the department of Sociology at Tilburg University, in 
this chapter we therefore focus on trust in neighbours, relying on the EVS. We 
particularly focus on the relationship between non-religiosity and tolerance. 
After all, in the academic literature, secularization is linked to both more and 
less tolerance (Nandy, 1988; Gorski & Altinordu, 2008). Our analysis makes two 
main contributions to scientific understanding of this relationship.

First, recent scholarship on the issue points to the importance of distinguish-
ing between several groups among the so-called religious ‘nones’ (Lim, Mac-
Gregor & Putnam, 2010; Wilkins-Laflamme, 2015), that is, individuals who are 
not religious and/or no longer religious. Smith & Baker (2009) were among the 
first to suggest that ‘the nones’ should not be uniformly treated. They found 
distinct categories among the ‘nones’, who differ in their world-views and po-
litical outlook. While, of course, it will be unclear how to accurately define dif-
ferent categories among the unaffiliated, in this study, extending Smith and 
Baker’s distinction, we discern three categories: ‘atheists’, ‘agnostic people’, 
and the ‘spiritually-minded’. The first category consists of atheists, who do are 
not affiliated with a religious denomination and deny the overall existence of 
a God (Bullivant, 2008). The second category consists of agnostic people, who 
are sceptical about the existence and nature of God and simply ‘do not know’ 
(Bullivant, 2008). They generally do not believe there is a way of finding out 
whether God exists. The last category consists of spiritually-minded, who gen-
erally appeal to “multiple traditions, styles, and ideas simultaneously, com-
bining them into idiosyncratic packages” (Houtman & Aupers, 2007: 306).

Second, Loek Halman indicated in his work that secularization is particularly 

associated with greater acceptance of abortion, divorce and euthanasia, but 
not homosexuality, in Western Europe (Halman & Van Ingen, 2015). However, 
the opinions of Eastern Europeans on these four issues appeared to be far more 
conservative. As such, Loek’s work underlines the importance of adopting an 
international comparative approach when analysing the relationship between 
secularization and tolerance. Tolerance, furthermore, generally correlates pos-
itively with trust (Frederiksen, 2019; Van Doorn, 2014), and international vari-
ation in levels of trust and tolerance are reported in other studies as well (see 
e.g. Borgonovi, 2012).

Consequently, in this chapter we study tolerance towards neighbours among 
religious ‘nones’, taking into account a variety of profiles that exist within this 
group, as well as how country-level differences in secularization affect trust in 
their neighbours. 

 
16.2 Theory and Hypotheses

In the literature, two broad lines of thought can be discerned about the effects 
of secularization and Christian religiosity on trust and tolerance. On the one 
hand there are scholars who worry about the ‘dissolution of the moral space’ 
(Sztompka, 2002: 64) in advanced secularized societies. A similar view can be 
obtained from Etzioni (2001: 360), who argued that ‘without a shared moral 
culture, ordering life will have to rely on laws not undergirded by moral com-
mitments, which (…) has numerous ill consequences. (…) social order most 
continually be constructed – or men (and women) be wolf to one another.’ 
Remarkably, this theoretical view is supported by ideas on the ties between 
religiosity and populist voting behaviour. In this literature, Christians are 
shielded or ‘inoculated’ against voting for intolerant radical right-wing par-
ties, as Christians are sharing ideals of stewardship and solidarity, promoting 
mutual tolerance and trust between all sorts of groups (Arzheimer and Car-
ter, 2009; Siegers & Jedinger, 2020). This theoretical perspective leads to the 
expectation that the religious ‘nones’ are less inclined to be tolerant towards 
their neighbours (hypothesis 1a) than their religious counterparts, and that 
this is especially so in highly secularized contexts (hypothesis 1b).
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On the other hand, there is a far more optimistic perspective on the effects 
of secularization on trust and tolerance. In this view, the merits of modern-
ization are put central stage. Emerson and Hartman (2006: 130), for example, 
argue that ‘modernization (…) squeezes out religious influences from many 
of its spheres and greatly reduces religion’s role in the others. (…) Given this 
vast pluralism, societies and their governments are able to claim less and less 
as common to all. What rise to the top as shared values are tolerance and ac-
ceptance. These become the core values of highly modernized societies.’ Simi-
larly, Inglehart and Welzel (2005) also predict that in these highly modernized 
and fully secularized countries, a highly tolerant cultural climate is fostered. 
This view is supported by the literature on religiosity and populism. In this 
view, religiosity (might) foster(s) nativism, authoritarianism and intolerance 
of out-groups as it promotes a closed-mindset (Montgomery and Winter, 
2015). Following this perspective, one might expect that the religious ‘nones’ 
are more inclined to be tolerant towards their neighbours (hypothesis 2a), 
and that this is especially so in highly secularized countries (hypothesis 2b). 

  
16.3 Data and Measures

In order to test the two main hypotheses, we analyse the last wave of the Eu-
ropean Values Study – in which Loek Halman played a pivotal role. We anal-
yse all countries included in the data: Albania, Azerbaijan, Austria, Armenia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Belarus, Croatia, Czech Republic, Den-
mark, Estonia, Finland, France, Georgia, Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, 
Lithuania, Montenegro, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, 
Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, North Mace-
donia, and Great Britain. In our analyses, we include information of 53,533 in-
dividuals in these countries – which means that about 3,197 individuals there 
were one or multiple missing values on their responses to the questions we 
included in the analysis. 

For brevity’s sake, we only discuss the most relevant information about the 
measures we used. For more information about the measurements, the data 

package on the website of the Open Science Foundation can be consulted.1

In order to measure our dependent variable tolerance towards neighbours, we 
used the questions about which of the groups of people individuals would 
not like to have as neighbours. We constructed a scale based on ‘people of a 
different race’, ‘heavy drinkers’, ‘immigrants/ foreign workers’, and ‘drug ad-
dicts’. Additionally, there was information on the category of ‘homosexuals’, 
yet we decided to not include this information in the analyses reported here 
as previous research shows that there are very strong ties between religious 
background and acceptance of homosexuality (Halman and Van Ingen, 2015).2 
Factor analyses on the dichotomous responses on these four items yielded one 
factor with an eigenvalue of 1.76, explaining about 44% of variance within the 
four questions. The scale (which had a reliability α = 0.57) was calculated as a 
mean score for each respondent who had at least three valid responses (M = 
1.55, sd = 0.28). Higher scores on this scale stand for more tolerance toward all 
sorts of groups of neighbours.

Based on the question which statement comes closest to the respondents’ be-
liefs, we measured their religious background, our main independent variable. 
Persons who indicated that they believed that ‘there is a personal’ God (39%) 
were coded as religious persons and constitute our reference category. Per-
sons who indicated that ‘there is some sort of spirit or life force’ (33%) were 
coded as spiritual-minded people. Those who chose ‘I don’t really know what 
to think’ (14%) were coded as agnostic people. And those indicating that ‘I 
don’t really think there is any sort of spirit, God or life force’ (14%) were coded 
as atheists. 

Our country-level variable, nation-level religiosity, is a construct of multiple 
items. At the individual level we used information about membership of a re-
ligious denomination (dichotomized), on belief in a personal god (used above 
as well), in church participation (on a seven point scale) and on confidence in 
the church (on a four-point scale). After standardizing the answers to these 

1 https://osf.io/v8hda/?view_only=e516ebc15e894dc996b9b45d63fcf6e3

2 Inclusion of this item does not yield substantially different results than the ones presented in this chapter. 
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items, we constructed an individual-level scale (α = 0.76) measuring religiosi-
ty, which we then, in a next step, aggregated to the national level. Higher scores 
on this measure for nation-level religiosity stand for more religiosity in a na-
tion. Figure 16.1 shows average nation-level religiosity.

 
Figure 16.1 Differences in nation-level religiosity 

 
Source: EVS 2020

In our analyses, we controlled for the effects of age, education, social class, and 
gender. Given the short nature of this chapter, we did not add control variables 
at the country level.

 
16.4 Results

In order to test the hypotheses, we estimated multi-level models using the 
Mixed-methods command in IBM SPSS Statistics 24. As a first step, we estimat-
ed an empty model, which allows to determine how much of the variance in the 

-0,8

-0,6

-0,4

-0,2

0

0,2

0,4

0,6

0,8

CZ EE N
L FR GB SE CH DE SI HU N
O ES IS AT DK FI RU BY RS BG HR IT SK PT AL LT RO AZ M
E

M
K PL BA AM GE

dependent variable can be explained at the country level. The Intra Class Correla-
tion indicated that about 18 percent of the differences in tolerance towards neigh-
bours can be explained at the national level, indicating the need for a multi-level 
analysis. Next, we estimated two multi-level models to test our hypotheses.

 
Table 16.1 Multilevel regression models predicting tolerance towards neighbours

Fixed effects

Model 1 

Main model

Model 2 

Interaction effects

Constant 1.578 (0.021) 1.584 (0.021)

Religious background

Religious (=ref ) -- --

Atheist 0.003 (0.003) 0.011 (0.008)

Agnostic 0.002 (0.004) 0.005 (0.007)

Spiritual-minded 0.009 (0.003)** 0.006 (0.004)

Nation-level religiosity -0.082 (0.055) -0.113 (0.055)*

Interactions

Atheist*National-level religiosity -- 0.086 (0.022)***

Agnostic*National-level religiosity -- 0.078 (0.019)***

Spiritual-minded*National-level religiosity -- 0.054 (0.012)***

Random effects

Individual-level variance 0.066 0.065

Country-level variance 0.014 0.14

Slope atheist *10-2 -- 0.125

Slope agnostic -- 0.092

Slope spiritual-minded -- 0.017

Deviance 6387.598 6292.242

DF 21 27

 
Source: EVS 2020 

Notes: REML estimation, Bs and Standard Errors between brackets shown; N=53,533 in 34 countries; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; 

*** p < 0.001 (Two-sided tests for significance); the effects of the control variables (age, education, class, gender) are not 

shown here but can be consulted in the data package.
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Figure 16.2 Predicted tolerance by the cross-level interaction of national-level religiosi-
ty and individual-level religious background

 
Source: EVS 2020

 
16.5 Conclusion

In this short chapter, we investigated the tolerance of the so-called ‘nones’. As 
is common in much sociological work, the chapter does not unequivocally lead 
to either the conclusion that secularisation leads to more tolerance or that it 
leads to less tolerance. Instead, the conclusion brings forward a far more nu-
anced conclusion. On the one hand, gloomy side thinkers are right in the sense 
that non-religious groups are less tolerant compared to religious ones in more 
secularized countries. On the other hand, our findings seem to indicate that 
in more secularized countries, tolerance levels are somewhat higher, showing 
how right more optimistic scholars are on this subject. 

Either way, these findings warrant more research. Not only on future waves of 

trust thy neighbour

As can be observed in Table 16.1, we did not find much evidence in support 
for hypotheses 1a and 2a. In model 1, we only observe a correlation between 
spiritual-minded people and tolerance towards neighbours, indicating that, 
on average, spiritual-minded individuals are slightly more likely to be tolerant 
towards their neighbours compared to religious people. The other two non-re-
ligious groups, however, are equally tolerant towards neighbours as religious 
people. As such, hypothesis 1a and 2a can be rejected. 

The second model adds two sets of estimations as compared to model 1. First, 
we added an estimation of the variances of the slopes for the effects of the 
religious background dummies. The results show that these are significant-
ly different across countries. This is a prerequisite for the estimation of the 
cross-level interactions between these dummies and national-level religiosity, 
which is the second set of estimations that are added in model 2. Each of the 
three cross-level interactions is statistically significant. 

Figure 16.2 graphs the interactions that are estimated in Model 2. The x-axis 
depicts national-level religiosity, and the y-axis shows the predicted toler-
ance towards neighbours for the three non-religious groups (as compared to 
the religious). The figure shows that the three non-religious groups are less 
tolerant than the religious group in more secular societies (the left-hand side 
of the figure), and that these groups are more tolerant towards neighbours in 
more religious contexts. This clearly refutes hypothesis 2b, while it is in favour 
of hypothesis 1b. As non-religious live in more secularized societies, they are 
less likely to be tolerant towards their neighbours compared to their religious 
counterparts. It needs to be noted though, that the general level of tolerance is 
higher in these nations than in more religious ones.
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the EVS, which will show how these trends will develop. But more so, on the 
exact, underlying mechanisms that are at work here. These may answer ques-
tions as to why religious people are more tolerant in more secular nations, as 
well as what exact explains the marked differences between the agnostic, spir-
itual-minded and atheist groups in their trust of neighbours. 

As Loek himself indicated in his first scientific publication (Halman 1991, 140-
141, authors’ translation from Dutch): ‘Dutch people are well known for their 
tolerance […], but the numbers [of Loek’s analysis] indicate that Dutch people 
do not excel in this compared to other countries.’ Luckily, for us, Loek is not a 
very typical Dutchman. Only one (respectively two) walls separated our offices 
from Loek’s office. Yet, Loek has always been an extremely tolerant neighbour.
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17. populism and  
religion: 
effects of religious affiliation on  

populist attitudes

 

 

Yilmaz Esmer

Abstract

This is a comparative analysis of the association between populist attitudes and re-
ligious affiliation –namely, Protestantism, Catholicism, and Islam. Using the most 
recent EVS/WVS survey data from 76 countries, we develop a populist attitudes scale 
consisting of 10 items and covering some major dimensions of populism on which we 
find general agreement in the relevant literature. A regression analysis of over 94,000 
cases and controlling for education and income, reveals significant religious effects on 
our populist attitudes scale. Further, and confirming expectations, the signs of religion 
effects on democratic values and attitudes are the opposite of the effects on populist 
attitudes. This is an indication that, at the attitudinal level, populism and democracy 
reside in opposing corners.
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17.1 Introduction

Since the last decade, populism has become one of the most frequently used 
– and, if one may say so, overused and abused – terms in political vocabulary. 
Both journalistic and academic analyses of national, as well as international 
politics increasingly rely on this concept to describe and sometimes explain 
current political developments. Undoubtedly, events such as Brexit, the elec-
tion of Donald Trump as American President, and democratic backsliding in 
European Union member states such as Hungary and Poland, have contribut-
ed greatly to the need to depend on a catchword which could serve as an um-
brella that would cover these and similar developments in different corners of 
the globe. However, despite – or perhaps because of – the immense popularity 
of the term, a consensus on its precise definition does not seem to be in sight. 
From time to time, one even gets the impression that any political party, from 
far left to far right, that one dislikes can get labelled as populist and the same 
can be said of political leaders as well. 

Although the term itself is much older, quite justifiably, the conference orga-
nized by the London School of Economics in 1967 with the participation of an 
impressive rostrum of distinguished international scholars is regarded as the 
first rigorous attempt at defining populism. The conference proceedings that 
were put together in an edited volume (Ionescu & Gellner, 1969) started out 
with a bold and striking statement: “A spectre is haunting the world –popu-
lism.” Marx and Engels’ famous opening sentence of The Communist Manifes-
to seems to have lost its appeal as well as credibility since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union but Ionescu and Gellner’s prediction cannot be refuted off hand 
-at least not for the present and probably not for the foreseeable future either.

Commendable as it was, the 1967 LSE conference was concluded in disap-
pointment with regard to reaching a rigorous or even just agreed-upon defi-
nition of populism. Indeed, the only consensus that seems to have emerged 
from this ambitious and high powered meeting was a “no consensus” on the 
definition of populism. In a rather harsh review of the conference book cit-
ed above, Saloutos (1970) concludes that the authors were unable “to come up 
with an acceptable definition of populism.” Although considerably more com-

plimentary than Saloutos, reviewing the same book, de Kadt (1970) concedes 
that “populism is a slippery concept.” 

In a much more recent commentary, Baker (2019) sums up the feelings con-
cerning the LSE conference in a rather blunt way. “In 1967, when political the-
orists from around the world gathered at the London School of Economics 
[…] they had a hard time figuring out exactly what they were supposed to be 
talking about. […] In the end, the conference proceedings failed to clarify the 
matter at hand. ‘There can be no doubt about the importance of populism,’ read 
a summary report. ‘But no one is clear what it is.’” 

Where do we stand over half a century after the LSE conference? The situation 
is not nearly as hopeless as it seemed back then, but the definitional issues still 
have not been completely resolved. The mere subtitle of Baker’s article (2019) 
should suffice to sum up the present state of affairs: “The battle to define pop-
ulism.” Kriesi (2018, p. 5) succinctly summarizes both the immense popularity 
of the term, as well as the ongoing confusion over its definition: “We are living 
in a time when the term ‘populism’ has become a buzzword that is used by 
almost everyone in almost every conceivable situation. The concept has never 
been known for its exceptional clarity and academics have rather characterized 
it as ‘slippery’, ‘chameleonic’, or worse.”

Nevertheless, there is some agreement on at least few indicators of this multi-
dimensional concept and the analysis I present below takes advantage of this, 
admittedly shallow, consensus.

It is more or less commonly agreed that the milestone for the contemporary 
literature on the subject of populism is the famous article published in 2004 
(Mudde 2004). It is now next to impossible to come across to any academic pub-
lication on populism that does not include a reference to Mudde’s 2004 article 
(as of 21 March 2021, Google Scholar reported 4096 cites) and his definition: “an 
ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and 
antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that 
politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people. Pop-
ulism, so defined, has two opposites: elitism and pluralism” (Mudde, 2004, p. 
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543; emphases original). Mudde also describes populism as a “thin-centred ide-
ology” (2004, p. 544) in an attempt at justifying the labelling of political parties 
situated anywhere along the widest possible ideological spectrum as populist.

Mudde’s (2004) widely accepted definition raises a rather fundamental ques-
tion: is populism a unidimensional concept that can be reduced to the glori-
fication of the “common folk” and the vilification of the “elites?” How about 
nativism and the related rhetoric of defending the motherland against foreign-
ers, intruders, immigrants, etc.? Or is the yearning for a strong, charismatic 
leader irrelevant? Are the levels of trust in politicians and/or political insti-
tutions to be ignored? Mudde’s response (2004, p. 545) is that “These features 
facilitate rather than define populism.”

Regardless of whether these features cannot be separated from the definition 
of the concept, as many including the present author would argue, or be simply 
– and one might even say casually – regarded as “facilitators,” they still need 
to be dealt with if the task at hand is the empirical measurement of populism. 

 
17.2 Measuring Populism

Clearly, operationally measuring a concept that is so elusive, vague and even 
controversial is a task of mammoth proportions. And yet, what cannot be op-
erationally measured cannot be empirically related to anything else. There-
fore, the efforts to come up with a list of indicators (given that populism itself 
has to be treated as a latent variable) must be regarded as “work in progress” 
and the present chapter should also be read with that caveat.

In a very recent working paper, Norris (2020, p.2) refers to the very same prob-
lem and notes that “Unfortunately, systematic, valid and rigorous cross-nation-
al measurement of the populist phenomenon has lagged far behind scholarly 
research.” Then, she details an international project (www.globalpartysurvey.
org) aimed at classifying political parties in 163 countries with data obtained 
through an expert survey. Few attitude questions derived from EVS/WVS ques-
tionnaires are intended to relate the positions of the voters of political parties 

on selected indicators. My aim in this Chapter is to identify populist attitudes 
at the micro level and to estimate their distribution among adherents of major 
religions in as many countries as the data will allow.

As noted above, despite the enormous appeal and popularity of the subject, 
attempts at operational measurement of populist attitudes have been rather 
limited. We briefly review here some that are relevant for our purposes.

First, we, once more, turn our attention to Mudde and his collaborators whose 
paper, entitled “Measuring Populist Attitudes” (Hawkins, Riding & Mudde, 
2012, p. 7), has direct relevance to our present topic. The authors claim to have 
developed “four statements that capture the key elements of populism.” These 
“key elements” to be adopted in survey questionnaires aimed at measuring pop-
ulist attitudes are, we are told, “a Manichean view of politics, a notion of reified 
popular will, and, and a belief in conspiring elite.” With these elements in mind, 
four survey questions are developed. Additionally, the authors draft a module of 
pluralism (three questions) and use the so-called “stealth democracy” module 
consisting of four survey questions and drafted by Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 
(2002). Hawkins et.al. (2012) test the validity of their questions on two large scale 
surveys carried out in the United States. Two years later, Mudde, this time joined 
by two different collaborators, published another article proposing scales of 
populist (eight items), pluralist (3 items) and elitist (three items) attitudes and 
relating them to political party preferences (Akkerman, Mudde & Zaslove, 2014). 

This time their test data came from the Netherlands. As the number of items 
indicates, the populism scale proposed two years ago was expanded and slight-
ly revised.

Due to limitations of space, I shall forego reviewing additional, but mostly 
similar, measures drafted by other authors but would like to draw the read-
ers’ attention to an interesting empirical comparison of seven recent scales 
of populist attitudes (Castanho Silva, B. et. al., 2019) including the Akkerman, 
Mudde & Zaslove (2014) scale. This article reports the results of the validity 
tests (along with other major quality checks) of the questions included in these 
seven scales and propose the items that seem to be the best measures. Their 
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tests are conducted on data from online surveys collected in nine countries.1

 
17.3 Populist Attitudes and Religious Faith

Valuable as they are, data limitations of the seven scales mentioned above pre-
vent us from using them in the present Chapter. It will be recalled that our aim 
is to assess the distribution of populist attitudes among adherents of major 
world religions. Obviously, to allow meaningful comparisons, this aim neces-
sitates the availability of large-scale international survey data ideally covering 
as many societies as possible. Among the data sets that these scales are test-
ed with, only the fifth round of the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems 
(CSES) seems suitable for our purposes. The CSES surveys carried out between 
2016 and 2021 cover 20 countries with a total sample size of 35,165. However, a 
closer examination of the data reveals that Muslims make up only 4.2% of the 
total number of interviews (n=1,471). And much more importantly, 71% of these 
1,471 interviews were conducted in Turkey with an additional 237 coming from 
Montenegro. Put differently, the overwhelming majority of the interviews are 
located in only two countries which makes it impossible to disentangle coun-
try effects from religion effects.2

Under these circumstances the latest round of EVS/WVS surveys seems to be the 
only reasonable alternative among international comparative data sets available 
for analysis. However, EVS/WVS surveys do not include a populism module. To 
at least partially overcome this limitation, I shall construct a scale with, at best 
indirect, indicators of populist attitudes from EVS/WVS questionnaires.

 
17.4 An Indirect and Imperfect Scale of Populist Attitudes

Given the deep definitional disagreements, it is doubtful that any scale of pop-
ulist attitudes can be entirely satisfactory. The scale proposed in this Chapter, 

1 For the list of seven scales tested, see Silva et.al. 2019; Table 1.

2 CSES data are publicly available and can be downloaded from www.cses.org. The reference above is to 
module 5 (2016-21).

on the other hand, is by necessity even more approximate and indirect due to 
limitations of data.

Sifting through the most recent questionnaires, the following items 
that are common to both the European Values Study and the World Val-
ues Surveys seem to be the best candidates for our scale. These items are: 

• “Would or would not want a neighbour of a different race?”
• “Would or would not want immigrants/foreign workers as neighbours?”
• “Agree/disagree with the statement that “when jobs are scarce, employ-

ers should give priority to people of this country over immigrants.”
• “Trust or do not trust people of another religion?”
• “Trust or do not trust people of another nationality?”
• “Agree/disagree that it would be a good thing for people to have greater 

respect for authority?”
• “Confidence in political parties?”
• “Confidence in parliament?”
• “Confidence in the United Nations?”
• “Would or would not want a homosexual neighbour?”

The first six items of the proposed scale aim at measuring populist-pluralist 
dimension in a society. This is important because pluralism, an essential fea-
ture of democratic regimes, is regarded as the direct opposite of populism. 
(Norris, 2019) These six items tap attitudes towards groups that are commonly 
regarded as the “other.” Thus, unlike pluralists, populists are expected to hold 
negative views of people of different religions, nationalities and races. Political 
parties commonly regarded as populist have strong nativist and at times even 
racist tendencies. (Baker, 2019). Similarly, strong hostile feelings against im-
migrants are widely regarded as a central characteristic of populism. (Eatwell 
& Goodwin, 2018; Hawkins, Riding & Mudde, 2012; Joppke, 2020) An emphasis 
on “dangers” posed by immigrants and support of anti-immigrant policy pro-
posals have been central to the rhetoric and actions of populist leaders around 
the globe. From Brexiteers over Donald Trump to Viktor Orban, outright hos-
tility towards foreigners in general and immigrants in particular have been a 
trademark populism and populist leaders.
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As Mudde (2004:546) writes “[populists] do not want to change their values 
or their way of life.” and the objection to having a homosexual neighbor is an 
indicator of this attitude. Also noted by Mudde (2004:559) is the common ob-
servation that populists reject the “political class” and, therefore, lack of con-
fidence in political parties and national parliaments are at least indirect mea-
sures of this attitude. 

Deep distrust of international organizations and international governance, 
often highly correlated with nationalistic ideologies, is certainly not a recent 
or surprising discovery. And although nationalism and populism are not one 
and the same, both seem to share a profound skepticism of international or-
ganizations. As put by Copelovitch & Pevehouse (2019, pp. 169-170) “Around 
the world, populism and nationalism are on the rise. Everywhere one looks, 
it seems, the tide is shifting away from globalization and global governance 
toward economic nationalism and a rising backlash against international or-
ganizations.” This observation is shared widely and one is not hard-pressed 
to cite current examples from different corners of the globe (e.g. Bosco, 2018) 
The populist challenge to the United Nations was voiced by the organization’s 
Secretary-General, Antonio Guterres in no uncertain terms: “The U.N. chief 
painted a grim picture of the state of the world in his opening address to the 
annual gathering of presidents, prime ministers, monarchs and government 
officials from the U.N.’s 193 member nations. He pointed to rising polarization 
and populism, ebbing cooperation, ‘fragile’ trust in international institutions…” 
(Lederer & Peltz, 2018; emphasis is mine).With these considerations, we can 
comfortably include our “confidence in the United Nations” variable in our list 
of indicators of populism and turn to the task of constructing a populism scale 
using EVS/WVS data.

 
17.5 Hypothesis, Measurement, and Analysis

Assuming I have justified our list of 10 populism indicators based on the most 
recent EVS/WVS questionnaires, I now proceed to construct a scale of popu-
lism. However, I must warn the reader once again that the proposed scale is an 
incomplete (it does not cover all dimensions that are generally agreed upon in 

the relevant literature) and indirect (items were not originally formulated as 
indicators of populism) measure. With these caveats in mind, the task now is 
to construct the scale and test our hypothesis. 

With each item coded as 0 and 1, our simple additive scale ranges between 0 
and 10 with higher values indicating higher degrees of populism.3 The frequen-
cy distribution of our populism scale4 for 94,006 cases spread over 76 countries 
(mean=4.90; median=5.00 and standard deviation=2.15) is given in Table 17.1.  
 
 
Table 17.1 Frequency Distribution of 10-item Scale of Populism

FREQUENCY REL. FREQ. (%)

0 1,391 1.5

1 4,186 4.5

2 8,148 8.7

3 11,947 12.7

4 14,463 15.4

5 15,299 16.3

6 15,202 16.2

7 12,733 15.5

8 6,822 7.3

9 2,844 3.0

10 9,71 1.0

Total 94,006 100

Mean 4.9

Median 5.0

St. Dev. 2.1

 
 
 

3 All items are dichotomized with 0 ‘not populist response’ and 1 ‘populist response’.

4 The scale has a Cronbach’s Alpha score of 0.59 which does not indicate a high reliability. Although de-
letion of some items, in particular “greater respect for authority” variable, would considerably improve 
the reliability score, it is thought that keeping this theoretically important dimension in the scale should 
override concerns about improving reliability scores.
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Among the 76 countries for which data are available, on the average, Scan-
dinavian countries have by far the lowest levels of populist attitudes. Table 
17.2 gives five countries in our sample of 76 which are at the lowest and five 
countries at the highest end of our scale. The five countries with the high-
est scores on the scale give us an indication about the relationship between 
religion and the prevalence of populist attitudes. In fact, macro level cor-
relations point out to this correlation. However, this chapter is about mass 
values and attitudes and, therefore, calls for an analysis of micro level data. 
 
 
Table 17.2 Populism Scale Means in Selected Countries (Lowest and Highest Populism 
Scores)

Country Arithmetic Mean

Sweden 1.98

Norway 2.03

Denmark 2.80

New Zealand 3.22

Switzerland 6.62

Iraq 6.65

Tunisia 6.65

Jordan 6.84

Egypt 7.08

 
In a previous paper (Esmer, 2013), using EVS data from 47 member states of 
the Council of Europe, I had shown that there was a significant association be-
tween religious affiliation and democratic values. Furthermore, this correla-
tion was still strong after controlling for income and education. More specifi-
cally, Protestants in Europe, on the average, had the highest and Muslims the 
lowest scores on a scale of democratic values. 

I hypothesize that the same relationship will hold with our populism scale as 
well. Put differently, Protestants will have the lowest and Muslims will attain 
the highest scores with Catholics in between the two. I further hypothesize 

that, similar to democratic values, the relationship will hold when income and 
education are controlled for. As stated above, to test this hypothesis I use the 
last round of EVS/WVS data which covers 76 countries.5

The estimates of the regression equation with populism scale as the depen-
dent; Protestant, Catholic and Muslim affiliations (all coded as dummy vari-
ables) as independent and income (10 levels) and education (ISCED) as control 
variables are given in Table 17.3.  

Table 17.3 Regression Populist Attitudes Scale on Religious Affiliation and Control  
Variables

Independent variable B St. error 

of B

Beta t Significance

Constant  6.23 0.02 267.11 0.000

Muslim  0.05 0.02  0.01 2.29 0.022

Catholic -0.60 0.02 -0.13 -29.48 0.000

Protestant -1.82 0.02 -0.31 -74.54 0.000

Income (1-10) -0.05 0.00 -0.07 -20.04 0.000

Education (ISCED) -0.12 0.00 -0.11 -29.95 0.000

Adjusted R2  0.13

 
Although the populism scale is, as I have repeatedly warned, rather imperfect, 
we observe that all the coefficients in Table 17.3 are in the expected direction 
and all are highly significant. Furthermore, the effects are quite similar to the 
ones on the democratic values scale mentioned above (Esmer 2013). More spe-
cifically, even after controlling for income and education, being a Muslim has 
positive, while being a Catholic or Protestant has negative effect on populist 
attitudes scale. Viewing the standard coefficients, Protestantism has the larg-
est effect. Put differently, being Protestant significantly decreases an individu-
al’s likelihood of espousing populist attitudes.

5  EVS/WVS data for all waves since 1981 are publicly available and can be downloaded from  
https://europeanvaluesstudy.eu or https://worldvaluessurvey.org 
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17.6 Conclusion

To our knowledge, this is the first analysis linking attitudes – albeit mostly in-
directly – associated with populism with major world religions in the largest 
possible number of countries located in all corners of the world. In fact, our 
analysis covers 76 countries although, as emphasized a number of times, the 
list of available indicators leaves much to be desired and fails to cover some im-
portant dimensions of populism. Nevertheless, results indicate a clear religion 
effect over and above the effects of income and education. Further, as expected, 
our populist attitudes scale is negatively correlated with democratic values.

We find that adherents of Islam – compared to Catholics and Protestants – have 
closer affinity to populist values while, Protestants, on the average, score much 
lower in our scale. To give but one example, Egypt’s score (7.08) is more than 
three times that of Sweden’s (1.98). 

Honouring Loek Halman’s academic legacy (see e.g. Halman & Van Ingen, 
2015), it is well documented that religious faith plays an important role in 
shaping values of adherents. This Chapter shows that we can safely conclude 
that populist attitudes are not an exception to that rule.
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18. living arrange-
ment and values of 
young adults in 1990 
and 2017: 
bridging generations

Guy Moors

Abstract

Using data from the 1990 and 2017 European Values Studies, this study investigates 
the link between values and living arrangements among young adults from France, 
Germany and the Netherlands. Researching the diversity in transitions between living 
arrangements of young adults gained momentum in the 1990s. The logic to link these 
transitions to values can be traced back to the Second Demographic Transition argu-
ment that states that demographic transitions follow generational changes in values 
that reflect increasing orientations to autonomy. Almost thirty years later, we are able 
to update this research by looking to what extent today’s generation of young adults 
– which is in fact the generation of children of the young adults in 1999 – compare 
with their parents as far as the values profiles of living arrangements is concerned. The 
results show that to a large extent, the values profiles of living arrangements are sim-
ilar across the two generations of young adults or even became more articulated when 
values were related to topics that can be linked to the religious sphere.
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18.1 Introduction

The diversity in transitions between living arrangements of young adults that 
we experience today is the outcome of a process that started after the Second 
World War. Scholars started to recognize the complexity of transitions in the 
late 1980s and the early 1990s (Bumpass, 1990; Rindfuss & VandenHeuvel, 1990; 
Lesthaeghe, Moors & Halman, 1992; Lesthaeghe & Moors, 1996). The tradition-
al sequence of experiences by which young adults leave the parental home after 
getting married and then become parents themselves was clearly no longer the 
only pathway that was followed. Intermediate states such as premarital cohab-
itation and parenthood outside of marriages had emerged and, in some cases, 
consolidated in end-states. Today hardly anyone is surprised by the finding 
that diversity in pathways leaving the parental home has become the rule.

Up until the 90s, explanations for the processes involved were predominantly 
linked to socio-economic theories of demographic transitions. With the rise 
of large-scale survey research since the 1980s – of which the European Values 
Studies (EVS) played a pioneering role – opportunities to study the role of cul-
tural factors in shaping the living arrangement transitions sharply improved. 
Upon my initial study in the 1990s, Ron Lesthaeghe invited me to join him in 
a trip to ‘Mister European Values Studies’; the trip was to Tilburg, and ‘Mister 
EVS’ appeared to be Loek Halman. Present chapter is an update of our initial 
work that was the product of that first meeting three decades ago. Also pres-
ent study departs from the idea that cultural factors alongside socio-economic 
dynamics define demographic transitions: this thesis is at the hard of the the 
Second Demographic Transition (SDT) theory. In a nutshell, this theory claims 
that generational changes in demographic transitions follow generational 
changes in values that reflect increasingly orientation towards autonomy.

In this present chapter, I look back at these alleged cultural profiles of young 
adults in 1990 and make a comparison with the cultural profiles of young 
adults in 2017 using data from the EVS in the Netherlands, France, and Germa-
ny. Young adults are selected within the age groups of 20-24 and 25-29. Given 
that there is 27 years in between the two selected EVS waves, the young adults 
from 2017 can be considered to be the generation representing the children of 

the generation of young adults from 1990. This opens up a rather interesting 
perspective since I will investigate how the linkage between values and demo-
graphic transitions of the 1990 generation is reconfirmed in the generation of 
their ‘children’ in 2017, thereby bridging generations.

 
18.2 Theoretical Perspective and Research Goals

This chapter is primarily an exploratory study. The starting point is to find out 
to what extent the linkage between living arrangements and values of young 
adults that was documented in the 1990s (Lesthaeghe, Moors & Halman, 1992) 
is transmitted to the next generation of young adults in 2017. In this section, I 
briefly present the original theoretical perspective that yielded the argument 
that cultural factors are essential factors in understanding early adulthood 
transitions. Subsequently, I reflect on how the processes initiating this rela-
tionship of cultural and demographic transition in the 1990s may still play a 
role in shaping this relationship almost three decades later.

SDT was first introduced in the late 1980s (Lesthaeghe & Van de Kaa, 1986; see 
also: Batool & Morgan, 2017) and focuses on providing a framework to ‘predict’ 
demographic changes towards low fertility and increasing diversity of union 
formation. The SDT perspective is inclusive in the sense that it recognizes the 
contribution of socio-economic types of explanations as provided by, for in-
stance, neo-classic economic theory (e.g., Becker, 1981) or social-deprivation 
type of theories (e.g., Easterlin, Macdonald & Macunovich, 1990). What SDT 
emphasizes is that values reflecting autonomy and self-actualization consti-
tute independent prime drivers of demographic changes. Essential assumption 
is that these values themselves are rooted within the – proverbially -- genera-
tional DNA. Applied to this study, this implies that researching value differ-
ences between different living arrangements of young adults should reflect 
differences in autonomy and self-actualization. A drawback of this study is 
that values are measured after the transition is made and not prior to the tran-
sition. This is inevitable with cross-sectional data. However, using panel data it 
has been demonstrated that values do predict future demographic transitions 
and that demographic transitions in turn reinforce values consistency with the 
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choices made (Moors, 2000; 2003a). As such, cross-sectional findings provide a 
kind of footprint of the reciprocal connection of values and transitions.

In this study, I compare differences in values of young adults in four different 
types of living arrangement, namely living with parents, single, cohabiting or 
married. I define two age-groups, namely 20-24 and 25-29 years old. For the 
youngest age group, the three states of living independently from one’s par-
ents indicate early transitions. For the older group these states include both 
earlier (before the age of 25) and later (at the age of 25 or later) transitions. Espe-
cially, as far as the situation of married persons is concerned, I expect that ear-
ly marriages will differ in values compared to the other living arrangements. 
Hence, this expectation presents the need to check interaction effects of living 
arrangements and age groups on values.

SDT has gained increasing attraction during the 1990s (Billari & Liefbroer, 2004) 
and continued to do so this century (Zaidi & Morgan, 2017). It was not left uncrit-
icized (see Zaidi & Morgan, 2017 for an overview) in that period. One of the criti-
cal questions was whether the observed changes are truly complete and irrevers-
ible. This critical question directly links to a key research goal of this study: are 
the initial findings of the relationship between values and living arrangements 
observed amongst young adults in 1990 also observed among the young adults 
of 2017? Also here, interaction effects need to be studied, i.e. the interaction be-
tween year of survey and living arrangements in the effect on values.

 
18.3 Data, Research Design and Methods

The data used in this research stem from the European Values Surveys of 1990 
and 2017. In the reference study (Lesthaeghe, Moors & Halman, 1992) the data 
from the Netherlands, Germany, Belgium and France were selected because 
these countries exhibit similar developments and could for that reason be 
pooled. In 2017, however, no data were collected for Belgium, implying that 
I only focus on the Netherlands, Germany and France. All the analyses are 
pooled data of the three countries to overcome small sample sizes within each 
living arrangements state and survey year. 

As indicated before, our analysis is restricted to include only respondents in 
the age range of 20 thru 29 and respondents that could be allocated to one of 
four living arrangements: living with parents, living in a single household, co-
habitation and marriage. Sample size information split by living arrangement 
and survey wave is presented in Table 18.1. From that table it can be read that 
the increasing popularity of cohabitation and singlehood at the expense of 
marriage has continued to increase between 1990 and 2017.

 
Table 18.1 Living arrangements (LA) by year of survey (YE)

YE  

Total1990 2017

LA

single living with parent Count 333 268 601

column% 29.5% 28,8% 29.2%

single not living with parents Count 259 336 595

column% 23.0% 36,2% 28.9%

with partner cohabiting Count 197 221 418

column% 17.5% 23,8% 20.3%

with partner married Count 339 104 443

column% 30.1% 11,2% 21.5%

Total

Count 1128 929 2057

column% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

 
Source: EVS 

When analysing secondary data, researchers are always constrained by the ini-
tial design of the survey. In this, the questionnaires of the EVS have changed in 
time. A particular drawback relevant to this study is that the EVS only allows 
to snapshot current state of living arrangements without differentiating into 
previous states. The limitation present is that categories of living arrange-
ments are more heterogenous in composition than is preferred. For instance, 
in the case of marriage, it might be relevant to know whether marriage was pre-
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ceded by periods of cohabitation or living in a single household. This problem 
is partially covered by distinguishing between two age groups, i.e. respectively 
the 20-24 and 25-29 year olds. In case of the youngest age group, the category of 
married respondents is much more likely to be homogenous than in the case 
of the oldest age group. After all, immediate marriages, i.e. people who leave 
the parental home for marriage, correlates with early marriages, i.e. marriage 
at younger ages of young adulthood.

Instead of focusing on scales, I make use of the individual items. The main rea-
son is that if a systematic pattern would be observed across several items, the 
mechanism that links values to living arrangements is indicative of an import-
ant claim of the SDT, namely that living arrangements and values are system-
atically and consistently linked to one another. The items selected are in the 
domains of religion, marriage, children, morality and post-materialism. The 
latter is included because SDT explicitly refers to the concept of post-material-
ism (Lesthaeghe & Moors, 1996). The other items hold a normative component 
towards individual behaviour in the religious, public and personal sphere. 
SDT claims that values that reflect autonomy or self-actualization, will result 
in choosing ‘new’ intermediate and/or end-states after leaving the parental 
home: cohabitation and/or living single. 

I used LatentGold (version 6, see https://www.statisticalinnovations.com) to 
run ordered logit regression analyses. Deviation coding was used. Effect sizes 
are log odds of the given category relative to the average log odds. Positive es-
timates thus indicate higher than average scoring and negative estimates low-
er than average. First, I estimated the main effect models only in which each 
item is regressed on living arrangement (LA), age group (YA), and year of sur-
vey (YE). Gender, education, occupational status, and country are included as 
additional covariates (control variables). Second, I added the two interaction 
effects of interest to this study, i.e. interaction of LA with YA and interaction 
of LA with YE. Results are presented in figures to facilitate interpretations. De-
tails about operationalizations and full tables with estimated effect sizes are 
available on request.

18.4 Empirical Results: Main Effects

In this section, I present results grouped by theme: religion, marriage, children, 
morality and post-materialism. It is important to realize that the effects present-
ed in all the figures are significant net effects controlling for all other covariates. 

Religion

The religious foundation of marriage as opposed to cohabitation is clearly vis-
ible in all four religious items (see Figure 18.1). The category of single persons 
falls in between both. The largest difference between married and cohabit-
ing people is observed in religious practice but also the believe in Christian 
religious symbols, i.e. God, Heaven and Hell, is clearly profiled. The finding 
is consistent with the SDT argument that secularization in religious beliefs is 
associated with a lower likelihood of marriage.

 
Figure 18.1 Religious service attendance (at least once a month) (RSA), Believe in God 
(BiG), Heaven (BiH) and Hell (BiD) by living arrangement (LA) 

Source: EVS 
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Marriage

In Figure 18.2, I bring together the results of two items expressing traditional 
views on what is important to marriage, i.e. faithfulness and children; and two 
items that reveal weakening ties, i.e. evaluating marriage as outdated and justi-
fying divorce. The general picture is that the profile of married persons fits the 
expectation that they would score highest on faithfulness and importance of chil-
dren to marriage and lowest on finding marriage outdated – in this case obviously 
reinforced by the very fact that they are married – as well as lowest in justifying di-
vorce. Although cohabiting people take an opposite view, it is the category of sin-
gle households that contrasts most with married people on the marriage issues 
of faithfulness and children. Their autonomy desire is highest on these matters.

Figure 18.2 Importance to marriage: faithfulness (IMF), and children (IMC); finding mar-
riage outdated (MOI), and justification of divorce (NAJDI) by living arrangement (LA)

 

 
Source: EVS

Children

The items selected from the questionnaire of what people find important 
for children reflect the autonomy versus conformity distinction that plays a 
major role in the SDT theory. Typical of the category of married respondents 
(Figure 18.3) is that they rate good manners and thrift higher than cohabiting 
and single living persons. At the same time married people score less on the 
qualities of imagination and independence. In the latter case differences are 
small though. The general picture again confirms what was expected from the 
SDT framework.

 
Figure 18.3 Important qualities to have for children: good manners (ICGM), thrift 
(ICT), imagination (ICIM), and independence (ICI) by living arrangements (LA)

 
Morality

The morality questionnaire gauges what actions can be justified and hence 
indicates the amount of autonomy people should have in making their own 
choices. Two items indicate civil morality: ‘claiming state benefits one is not 
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entitled to’ and ‘cheating on tax’. Justification of ‘homosexuality’ and ‘pros-
titution’ represent sexual morality. Ethical morality is linked to issues of in-
terference in the lives of people, i.e. justification of ‘abortion’ and ‘euthanasia’ 
(Figure 18.4). On almost all morality issues, single and cohabiting people are at 
the same high level of justifying the acts. This is somewhat less the case with 
the issue of ‘claiming state benefits’ that is less justified amongst cohabitants 
compared to singles. This is in sharp contrast with married people who clearly 
tend much more not to justify all listed behaviours.

 
Figure 18.4 Justification of behaviour: unjustified claiming of state benefits (NAJSB), 
cheating on tax (NAJCT), homosexuality (NAJHO), prostitution (NAJPR), abortion 
(NAJAB), and euthanasia (NAJEU) by living arrangements (LA)

 
Source: EVS 

Post-materialism

The original post-materialism index (Inglehart, 1990) contrasts a post-ma-
terialist item preference of ‘giving people more say’ and ‘freedom of speech’ 
with the materialist combination of preferring ‘fight rising prices’ and ‘main-

taining order in the nation’. The post-materialism theory perfectly fits in the 
SDT framework since it claims that post-materialist preferences gradually re-
place materialist preferences by the succession of generation: younger gener-
ations freed from materialistic concerns shift their priorities to autonomy and 
self-expression. The same mechanism is defined within the SDT framework: 
young adults in the 1980s and 1990s have shifted towards more autonomous 
pathways out of the parental home compared to their own parents. In later re-
search on post-materialism, it was found that the index could be unfolded into 
two subindices (Moors, 2003b) of which the subindex ‘giving people more say 
versus maintaining order’ was the most clearly linked to generations. This was 
much less the case with the subindex ‘freedom of speech versus fight rising 
prices’. In Figure 18.5, I present the results from the full index and the ‘giving 
people more say versus maintaining order in the nation’ subscale. The rela-
tionship of living arrangements with the second subdimension was not signif-
icant in any of our models. As such this is an important finding since it does 
indicate that the autonomy-autocracy distinction reflected in the ‘more say – 
maintaining order’ contrast triggers choices regarding living arrangements.

Results in Figure 18.5 are perfectly in line with expectations: married people 
score lowest on post-materialism and the ‘more say – maintaining order’ sub-
index in contrast with cohabiting and single household persons. I like to un-
derscore the significance of this finding since it has been demonstrated that 
the generational profile of post-materialism (Inglehart, 1990) and the ‘more 
say – maintaining order’ subindex (Moors, 2003b) are indeed generational pro-
files and not profiles that change with age.
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Figure 18.5 Post-materialism index (PM) and ‘more say versus maintaining order’  
subindex (sayorder) by living arrangement (LA)

 
Source: EVS 

18.5 Generational Profiles

One of the most important puzzles of this article is whether values differences 
in living arrangements in 1990 could be reproduced in 2017. For nine out of the 
selected 20 items, I found significant interaction effects between year of sur-
vey and living arrangements. The first conclusion is that in more than half of 
the items the results presented in the previous sections apply for both survey 
years indicating consolidation of the associations between values and living 
arrangements. 

When significant interaction effects were found, I ran separate analyses for 
each survey year using the same model as the pooled main effect approach in 
previous sections. This way, estimates of living arrangements are estimates 
relative to the specific average for each survey year. In four of the nine cases, I 
found that the 2017 differences were no longer significant: ‘importance of thrift 
for children’, ‘justification of cheating on tax’, and both post-materialism indi-

ces. As far as the post-materialism indicators is concerned, the differences be-
tween living arrangements were still in line with the pooled result picture, but 
no longer significant. This was not the case with the other two items. For five 
items I observed that the 2017 data showed an increasing differentiation in val-
ues amongst the categories of living arrangements as is shown in Figure 18.6.

 
Figure 18.6 Generational differences in the relationship between values and living  
arrangements: 1990-2017

Source: EVS

 
Three religious items, i.e. believe in God, Heaven and Hell, and two morality 
items, i.e. justification of homosexuality and abortion, reveal the same pattern 
by which the married persons in 2017 even more strongly separate from cohab-
iting and single living persons than in 1990. 

 
18.6 Age Group Profiles

The motivation to estimate the interaction effect between age groups and liv-
ing arrangements on values flowed from the expectation that, for both age 
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groups, the composition of the living arrangements might differ in the amount 
of heterogeneity. This expectation results from the diagnosis that there is no 
information on the history of living arrangements available in the data – only 
information of current status is present. In merely five out of twenty items, 
I found significant interaction effects. How the categories of living arrange-
ments differed across age groups on these items is presented in Figure 18.7.

 
Figure 18.7 Age group differences in the relationship between values and living  
arrangements: 20-24 versus 25-29 years old

Source: EVS

 
In three of the five items it is especially the category of married people that 
differs in values depending on the age group they belong, i.e. believe in God 
and justification of abortion and euthanasia. Each time the difference between 
married people and other categories becomes smaller in the 25-29 age group 
compared to the 20-24 group. This is in line with the argument that in the age 
group of 20-24, the proportion of immediate marriages (without prior transi-
tion to intermediate states) is most likely higher than in the 25-29 group that 
combines immediate marriages with later marriages. Typical of later marriag-
es is that intermediate states between leaving the parental home and the mar-

riage are more likely to have occurred. I do not want to overly underscore this 
finding since for most items, I did not find significant interaction effects of age 
groups with living arrangements.

A unique finding, not replicated in any of the other items, is how the cohab-
iting people and those who live with their parents position themselves on the 
topic of faithfulness in marriage. In the 20-24 age group, they align in between 
married and single persons. If one, however, is (still) living with their parents 
at the age of 25 or later, than faithfulness is found even slightly higher than 
married people. Cohabitants move in the other direction with cohabitants 
in the 25-29 group almost equally low on faithfulness than their single living 
counterparts.

Finally, the significant interaction effect between age groups and living ar-
rangement in the case of justification of ‘claiming state benefits’ is due to how 
the two categories without a partner differ. In the youngest age group, they 
share the same average level of justification; however in the oldest age group, 
the single persons are much more willing to justify non-entitled claims of 
state benefits whereas the single persons (still) living in the parental home are 
much less willing to do so.

 
18.7 Conclusion and Discussion

Nowadays, most people would probably ask ‘why would choices regarding liv-
ing arrangements not be driven by values people hold?’. Of course, the same 
people would recognize the socio-economic forces and restrains involved in 
the process. More than three decades ago, however, the question was rather ‘to 
what extent do values play a role in socio-demographic transitions?’. At the 
very heart of the Second Demographic Transition framework lies the proposi-
tion that values do have their own and independent role to play and that this 
mechanism would continue to be observed. This research contributes to this 
line of thinking by studying whether patterns of association between values 
and living arrangements among young adults in the 1990s re-emerged almost 
three decades later in the generation of 2017. My conclusion is: it does to a 
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large extent. In case of the religious-morality domain the profiling of living 
arrangement became even somewhat more pronounced. In a few items that 
were somewhat more linked to the political-materialist domain the differences 
between living arrangements decreased and became not significant.

Of course, this study has limitations that are linked to doing secondary data 
analysis on cross-sectional data. The EVS was not particularly designed to 
study transitions in living arrangements among young adults. It does not use 
a life-history design which limited this research to focusing on current states 
at the time of the survey. Questionnaires themselves changed over time. Con-
structing comparable measures of occupational status of the household or even 
parenthood in the 1990 and 2017 dataset proved to be impossible. Limitations 
of the cross-sectional design in putting the research questions to the test, have 
been repeatedly discussed in the past (Zaidi & Morgan, 2017) but also recog-
nized by the adherents of the SDT framework (Lesthaeghe & Moors, 2002). My 
longitudinal repeated cross-sectional research at least provided some evidence 
that the pattern of associations of values and living arrangements is there to 
stay. And let’s be honest, no one of us really ever saw a dinosaur; however, in 
the footprints of their existence, provided by anthropological excavations, we 
are capable of creating a reasonable accurate picture.
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19. gender equality  
values and cultural 
orientations

Vera Lomazzi

Abstract

This contribution offers a comparative analysis of attitudes towards gender roles (GRA) 
in the domestic and public domains and their relation to cultural orientations. Using the 
novel alignment method, the factor means of GRA have been estimated while assessing for 
their measurement equivalence across the whole set of 34 countries included in the final 
release of EVS 2017. The results address the necessity of considering the multidimensional-
ity of this concept. The country ranking showed that several countries support egalitarian 
gender roles in the public and domestic domains differently. In some cases, support for gen-
der equality in the public sphere was expressed alongside traditional views in the private 
sphere, displaying, therefore, ambivalence between attitudes in these two domains. The 
Pearson correlations between GRA and the cultural values scores (Schwartz 2006) show 
that societies that emphasize the importance of the collective and status quo tend to support 
more traditional gender roles, both in the public and in the domestic domain. However, this 
relationship is stronger and clearer in the public domain. These findings suggest that the 
shift towards more egalitarian societies risks being slowed down if policies favor female 
economic and political participation but neglect the promotion of equality in the household. 
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19.1 Introduction

Since 2009, with the Treaty of Lisbon, equality between men and women has 
been included in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union 
and as such recognized among the values of the Union. However, the dawn of 
the long process of institutionalization of the gender equality principle can 
be dated back to the end of the fifties of the last century. In 1957 the Treaty of 
Rome, which stipulated the birth of the European Economic Community, af-
firmed equal pay for men and women.  This process still continues nowadays, 
in the context of a unified strategy based on Gender Mainstreaming1 as a guid-
ing principle for European legislation and policies (Lomazzi & Crespi, 2019)

However, the implementation of these directives deals with different social 
structures and cultural contexts. The transition from formal norms to sub-
stantive practices and values change can take a long time, bringing to differ-
ent outcomes, which are not always easily measurable (Moser & Moser, 2005). 
Gender equality progress is often monitored through indices built on objective 
statistics concerning structural aspects of equal rights; however, the cultural 
orientations of societies, which are in an interactive relationship with struc-
tural contexts, are often neglected. These cultural orientations refer to the pre-
vailing complex of values, norms and beliefs in a society and have a relevant 
role in shaping individual beliefs and behaviours, also concerning gender role 
expectations. 

The European Values Study (EVS), whose Executive Committee was chaired 
by Loek Halman until 2021, offers the scientific community an authoritative 
source of data covering many topics. This chapter presents the contribution 
of the EVS in the study of the cultural aspects of gender equality. After intro-
ducing the available survey instruments in EVS 2017, the study focuses on the 
revised scale measuring gender role attitudes and, by using comparable factor 
means obtained through the alignment method, it explores the relationship 

1 The United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995, defined Gender Main-
streaming (GM) as a global strategy for gender equality. Article 79 of the Report (United Nations 1996, 
27) states: “Governments and other actors should promote an active and visible policy of mainstreaming a gender 
perspective in all policies and programs so that before decisions are taken, an analysis is made of the effects on women 
and men, respectively”. The European Union embraced the GM perspective in 1996.

between prevailing cultural orientations, measured according to the Schwartz 
theory of values (2006), and normative beliefs about gender roles in the public 
and domestic domains in 27 countries.

 
19.2 Measuring Gender Equality: The Contribution of the  
European Values Study 

The multidimensional nature of gender equality makes the measurement of 
this concept particularly challenging. The unequal treatment of gender differ-
ences can take place, and therefore can be measured and studied, in several 
domains of life. Inequalities can concern the public sphere and regard dynam-
ics and segregation phenomena in the labour market, educational system, pol-
itics. But they can take place in the private sphere as well, where deeper gender 
dynamics build on socialization processes and daily negotiations (Wharton, 
2005).

Alongside to macro-indicators, providing information about structural as-
pects regarding gender inequalities, data collected via survey instruments 
can offer information on subjective gendered experiences, both concerning 
behaviour and, more interestingly, on values and attitudes, giving therefore 
hints about the cultural dimensions of gender equality. 

Individual gender equality values motivate the pursue for equality in daily life 
and constitute the most relevant explanatory factor of the unequal distribu-
tion of paid work and unpaid care work between men and women (Davis & 
Greenstein, 2009). At the aggregate level, information on gender equality val-
ues and attitudes can contribute studying gender cultures and complement 
the figures given by macro-indicators (Lomazzi & Crespi, 2019; Pfau-Effinger, 
1998).

With its last wave, the EVS offers the most recent and broader coverage of Eu-
ropeans gender equality values through four survey instruments. The first one 
concerns the principle of gender equality as part of the idea of a democratic so-
ciety. The respondents are asked to indicate to what extent they consider that 
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“women have the same rights as men” is an essential characteristic of democ-
racy. The second question concerns equal rights in the labour market and asks 
the respondents whether they agree with the statement “When jobs are scarce, 
men have more right to a job than women”. The third instrument belong to a 
broader battery on elements considered important for a successful marriage or 
partnership and concerns the item “share the household chores”. While these 
instruments grasp gender equality principles, the fourth instrument is a bat-
tery on gender role attitudes.

Gender role attitudes (GRA) refer to the beliefs concerning the perceived ap-
propriateness of social roles for men and women, in particular about the di-
vision of paid labour, childcare, and housework, on the basis of a gendered 
separation of tasks and responsibilities (Davis & Greenstein, 2009; Grunow et 
al., 2018; Lee et al., 2010). Traditional GRA support the specialization of roles 
by gender. Historically, this means that social roles related to childcare and 
housework, and for extension job in caring activities, are considered the most 
proper social roles for women. Complementarily, roles in the public sphere 
connected to paid job, authority, and for an extension also power positions, 
are appropriate just for men. Progressive attitudes towards gender roles tend 
to go beyond this gendered separation and express support for women’s role 
in the public sphere as well as the men’s role in the private one (Albrecht et al., 
2000; Lomazzi & Seddig, 2020). Whereas most of the other existing surveys 
cover gender beliefs only on domestic or public dimensions, the EVS 2017 is 
currently the only cross-national survey allowing for measuring gender role 
attitudes in both the domains. 

 
19.3 Gender Role Attitudes in the EVS 2017 

The EVS measures gender role attitudes GRA since its second wave in 1990. 
Compared to the previous editions, the measurement of GRA in EVS 2017 has 
been deeply revised to address some of the most relevant methodological con-
cerns regarding validity and measurement equivalence (Braun, 1998; Constan-
tin & Voicu, 2015; Grunow et al., 2018; Lomazzi, 2017, 2018; Voicu & Tufiş, 2012; 
Walter, 2018).

Table 19.1 lists the items surveyed in EVS 2017. From the past waves, only item 
b, performing better in previous assessments (Constantin & Voicu, 2015; Voicu 
& Tufiş, 2012), was preserved in the same form. The other items were replaced 
by items more positively evaluated in empirical literature (Braun, 1998; Con-
stantin & Voicu, 2015; Walter, 2018). Items a, c, and d were borrowed from the 
ISSP. Items e, f, and g from the measurement included in the WVS since 1995 
(for a broader discussion on the development of the GRA scale used in EVS 
2017, see Lomazzi, 2022). Even if the current measurement still fails in covering 
the multidimensionality and complexity of GRA (the focus remains limited to 
female roles, for example), the current revision brings two main advantages: 
the extension of possibilities for worldwide comparative studies and the fact 
that both content validity of these items (Braun 1998; Constantin & Voicu 2015; 
Lomazzi 2017; Walter 2018), as well as the suitability for trustable cross-sec-
tional comparison (Constantin & Voicu 2015; Lomazzi 2018; Lomazzi & Sed-
dig 2020), have been already investigated. Furthermore, the inclusion of these 
three last items met the goal of improving the conceptualisation of gender role 
attitudes by focusing on female roles in the private and public spheres (Con-
stantin & Voicu 2015).

 
Table 19.1 GRA scale in EVS 2017 (Answer categories: 1=agree strongly; 2=agree;  
3=disagree; 4=disagree strongly)

a) When a mother works for pay, the children suffer. (in older edition: A pre-school child is likely to suffer  

     if his or her mother works)

b) A job is alright but what most women really want is a home and children.

c) All in all, family life suffers when the woman has a full-time job.

d) A man’s job is to earn money; a woman’s job is to look after the home and family.

e) Overall, men make better political leaders than women do.

f ) A university education is more important for a boy than for a girl.

g) Overall, men make better business executives than women do.
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19.4 The Measurement Model of GRA and Its Cross-National 
Comparable Factor Means

In order to explore the relation between GRA and societal cultural orientation, 
the first step is to compute comparable means at the country level of GRA. Fol-
lowing the reflexive perspective in the measurement of attitudes (Coltman et al., 
2008), a factorial approach is used. First of all, an exploratory factor analysis is 
conducted to identify the configuration model, which is then assessed via con-
firmatory factor analysis country by country, considering the whole set of the 34 
countries included in the final release of the fifth wave of the EVS (2020). Second-
ly, its measurement equivalence is evaluated by applying the alignment method. 
Finally, factor means obtained through the alignment method are compared.

The exploratory factor analysis conducted on the whole sample (Table 19.2), in-
dicates a bidimensional structure with items a, b, c loading on factor 1 covering 
the “Domestic domain”, and items e, f, g loading on factor 2 tackling the “Pub-
lic domain”. Item 5 loads about equally on both the factors. As this cross-load-
ing is quite critical, the item is excluded by the model. The model fit of this 
hypothetical model (displayed in Figure 19.1) was assessed country by country 
(results not reported) and the model fit the data in each one of them. 

Table 19.2 Measurement of GRA: Exploratory Factor Analysis (MLR Estimation, 
GEOMIN rotation). For the full description of the items, please see Table 19.1

F1 – Domestic Domain F2 – Public Domain

Item a) 0.764* 0.003*

Item b) 0.585* 0.185*

Item c) 0.830* -0.011*

Item d) 0.461* 0.411*

Item e) 0.009* 0.829*

Item f ) 0.061* 0.607*

Item g) -0.071* 0.893*

*Significant at 5% level 

Source: EVS 2017

Figure 19.1 Measurement model of GRA. For the full description of the items, please see 
Table 19.1

Because of the large number of groups included, the evaluation of whether the 
measurement model of GRA is suitable for meaningful country comparisons 
is conducted using the alignment method, a recently developed technique 
particularly suitable in these situations (Davidov et al., 2018). It builds on the 
concept of approximate equivalence that, in contrast to the exact approach 
implemented in other statistical techniques, as the multigroup confirmato-
ry factor analysis, allows for including cultural variability and uncertainty in 
the assessment (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014; Lomazzi, 2018; van de Schoot et 
al., 2013). The alignment method estimates factor means and variances while 
considering the real differences in loadings and intercepts among groups and 
identify the most invariant pattern across the groups. As a complementary 
output, the alignment procedure provides elements to assess the degree of 
non-invariance, which is helpful in evaluating whether to trust and accept the 
alignment results. According to the empirical literature, the amount of non-
invariant parameters should be lower than 25% (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014). 

Following this approach, the GRA measurement results sufficiently equivalent 
across the 34 countries included in the assessment. The amount of noninvari-
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ant parameter is 22.5% and a Monte Carlo study was carried out to evaluate the 
accuracy of the latent mean estimations and country ranking. To consider the 
alignment results trustworthy, the correlation of the estimated and generated 
mean factors should be higher than 0.98 (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014). In this 
study, which was performed carrying out 500 replications assuming sample 
sizes closer to the EVS ones, these correlations are extremely high (Domestic 
domain: 0,997; Public domain: 0,998). These results indicate that unbiased fac-
tor means comparison of GRA can be carried out across the 34 countries. The 
alignment method estimates factor means using a reference group, whose fac-
tor mean is fixed to be 0. Estimated factor means can therefore take positive or 
negative values. In this case, where no specific substantive research questions 
suggested to define a specific reference group, the default reference group is 
the first group listed in the data (Albania) in both the dimensions. 

Table 19.3 reports the country ranking for each domain (higher scores indicates 
greater support for progressive values). While some countries showed simi-
lar positioning in the domestic and public domains, others showed relevant 
discrepancies. For example, the respondents in Albania expressed tradition-
al attitudes regarding the consequences of female economic participation in 
family life (31st position) but displayed progressive attitudes regarding the role 
of women in the public sphere (7th). A similar gap was observed in the case of 
Italy (28th position in Domestic domain, 15th in Public domain). Other countries 
(e.g., Slovakia, Romania, Estonia, Belarus) showed higher ranking in the do-
mestic sphere but lower in the public one. In the future, substantive studies 
could investigate these discrepancies between the dimensions of GRA as well 
as the differences between countries. 

 
Table 19.3 Alignment results: Factor mean of GRA in the Domestic and Public Domains, 
country ranking

GRA -Domestic Domain GRA -Public Domain

Ranking Value Mean Value Mean

1 Norway 2.468 Norway 0.58

2 Denmark 2.325 Sweden 0.5

3 Sweden 2.324 Iceland 0.269

4 Finland 1.809 France 0.21

5 Iceland 1.793 Denmark 0.161

6 Spain 1.78 Spain 0.135

7 Netherlands 1.603 Albania 0

8 France 1.447 Switzerland -0.041

9 Great Britain 1.338 Germany -0.044

10 Germany 1.169 Austria -0.06

11 Switzerland 1.047 Finland -0.094

12 Slovakia 1.04 Netherlands -0.158

13 Estonia 0.961 Great Britain -0.2

14 Romania 0.952 Croatia -0.246

15 North Macedonia 0.93 Italy -0.344

16 Croatia 0.915 Portugal -0.385

17 Belarus 0.858 Slovenia -0.441

18 Czechia 0.828 Bosnia and Herzegovina -0.525

19 Slovenia 0.806 Serbia -0.62

20 Serbia 0.763 Hungary -0.675

21 Portugal 0.734 Poland -0.688

22 Bosnia and Herzegovina 0.697 Montenegro -0.728

23 Hungary 0.671 Estonia -0.731

24 Austria 0.639 Romania -0.761

25 Poland 0.443 Czechia -0.864

26 Montenegro 0.44 North Macedonia -0.882

27 Bulgaria 0.388 Bulgaria -0.949

28 Italy 0.333 Lithuania -0.965

29 Russia 0.314 Slovakia -1.163

30 Lithuania 0.274 Georgia -1.304

31 Albania 0 Belarus -1.373

32 Georgia -0.056 Russia -1.527

33 Azerbaijan -0.325 Armenia -1.719

34 Armenia -0.398 Azerbaijan -1.761

 
Source: EVS 2017 
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The graph in Figure 19.2 displays the relationship between the two different 
domains (r=0.79). It shows that only in a few countries progressive GRA are 
manifested in both domains while in most of the countries, despite progres-
sive attitudes in the public sphere, GRA in the domestic sphere are more tra-
ditional.

The different positioning by domain and the ambivalence displayed offer 
therefore further insights about the importance of considering the multidi-
mensionality of gender role attitudes also in more sophisticated analyses be-
cause, for example, the explaining factors of GRA could have different effects 
by domain.

 
Figure 19.2 Relationship of GRA in the Domestic domain and GRA in the Public domain 
(country - level data, N=34)

 

Source: EVS 2017 
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19.5 Gender Role Attitudes and Societal Values Orientations

Are gender role attitudes an imprint of deep-rooted societal values orienta-
tions? Building on Schwartz’ theory of individual differences in value priori-
ties (2006), a recent study by Lomazzi & Seddig (2020) used data from the ISSP 
to investigate the relation between GRA and the prevailing values system in 36 
countries showing that GRA in the domestic sphere are connected with Em-
beddedness, Hierarchy, and Egalitarianism, but correlate strongly only with 
the cultural value of Embeddedness (r=0.7). This orientation refers to societ-
ies in which people are seen as entities deeply embedded in the collectivity 
(Schwartz, 2006: 140) and wherein keeping the status quo is considered im-
portant: here, people tend to express traditional gender role attitudes, as part 
of a traditional system to be preserved. Here we use EVS data and  aggregat-
ed scores of data on individual values provided by Schwartz (2008), whose 
cross-national comparability has been already assessed (Schwartz, 2006), to 
explore whether a similar relationship might differ when considering different 
GRA domains.2

The association between GRA factor means and cultural values scores for Em-
beddedness is shown in Figure 19.3 (Public Domain) and Figure 19.4 (Domestic 
domain). In both the cases we observed a negative relationship (Public domain: 
r = -0.76; Domestic domain: r = -0.61) indicating that the more societies em-
phasize the importance of the collective and status quo, the less they support 
progressive gender role models. Some of the countries with the highest levels 
of Embeddedness (e.g., Georgia, Bulgaria, Slovakia, Russia) are among those 
expressing more traditional views concerning gender roles in the public do-
main. On the other side, countries with the lowest scores on Embeddedness 
(e.g., Germany, Sweden, Austria, Denmark) support more progressive gender 
roles.

The association between Embeddedness and GRA in the Domestic domain is 
slightly weaker. Looking at the distribution displayed in Figure 19.4, we found 
that countries that shows high Embeddedness scores also endorse less pro-

2 Among the countries included in EVS 2017 cultural values scores aren’t available for Albania, Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Belarus, Iceland, Lithuania, and Montenegro, so this relationship is investigated including 27
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gressive GRA (e.g., Georgia, Bulgaria, Poland, Russia) whereas countries with 
the lowest scores on Embeddedness (Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Finland) are 
among those with the least traditional gender role attitudes. However, this re-
lationship appears less clear than the previous one and would require further 
investigation because of relevant exceptions to the expected relationship, such 
as in the case of Austria, Germany, and Switzerland (low embeddedness but 
also less progressive GRA).

 
Figure 19.3 Relationship of the cultural value embeddedness and GRA in the Public  
domain (country - level data, N=27) 

 
 
 
Source: EVS 2017; Schwartz 2008
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domain (country - level data, N=27)

 

 

Source: EVS 2017; Schwartz 2008 

19.6 Summary and Conclusions

Differently from other sources frequently used to monitor and compare struc-
tural aspects of gender equality, the EVS allows for grasping information about 
the cultural component of gender equality. Among the different measurement 
of gender equality values included in EVS 2017, this chapter focused on the re-
vised scale of gender role attitudes (GRA), which tackles gender beliefs in the 
domestic and public domains. Using the novel alignment method, the factor 
means of GRA have been estimated while assessing for their measurement 
equivalence. The assessment, supported by Monte Carlo simulations, con-
firmed the comparability of the measurement model of GRA across the whole 
set of 34 countries included in the final release of EVS 2017. The country rank-
ing showed that several countries support egalitarian gender roles differently 
in the public and domestic domains, reinforcing the necessity of considering 
the multidimensionality of this concept in future research. Furthermore, am-
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bivalence in GRA has been detected: looking at the wider public scene –where 
people experience the increased female participation – Europeans tend to sup-
port equality, probably also as a reflection of a common European wide nar-
rative on gender equality in this realm. But when issues of gender roles come 
closer to the private sphere, one might express opposite feelings, in line with 
their actual situation and/or affected by the implication for family life when 
women work and family policies are not generous (Sjöberg, 2010).

Assuming that gender beliefs are strictly connected with value orientations 
prevailing in each society, the relationship between the societal cultural val-
ue of Embeddedness (Schwartz, 2006) and GRA has been further investigated. 
The Pearson correlations between the GRA factor means estimated through 
the alignment method and the cultural values scores show that societies that 
emphasize the importance of the collective and status quo tend to support 
more traditional gender roles, both in the public and in the domestic domain. 
However, this relationship is stronger and clearer in the public domain. 

With GRA in the domestic domain deeply rooted in long-lasting tradition-
al cultures, the shift towards more egalitarian societies appears therefore 
slowed down if, for example, institutional measures supporting egalitarian 
gender roles in the household are weak while favoring only female economic 
and political participation (Lomazzi & Crespi, 2019). The risk is, in another 
words, achieving a sort of formal equality in the public domain, but still lack-
ing substantial equality in the domestic domain, with consequences on the 
intergenerational transmission of gender role expectations as well (Farré & 
Vella, 2013).
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20. are childrearing 
values’ preferences 
in europe associated 
to socioeconomic  
development and  
social inequalities?

 

Alice Ramos 

Jorge Vala

Abstract

Based on two waves of the EVS (1990-93 and 2017-20), this chapter analyses childrearing 
values and their change/stability throughout the last 30 years in Europe at the level of their 
hierarchy or preferences, as well as at the way they are organised; and secondly explores 
the relationships between societal factors (GDP, Social well-being and GINI) and childrear-
ing values priorities. Results show that in both EVS waves studied a bi-dimensional struc-
ture was found: one oriented towards the endorsement of authoritarian and conservative 
values and another promoting the development of values oriented to autonomy and co-
operation. Regarding the relationship between values salience and social factors, results 
suggest that economic and social development are positively associated with a preference 
to teach children according to the values of autonomy and independence and negatively 
associated with the values of authoritarianism and conservatism. Importantly, regard-
ing the endorsement of values related with autonomy, we found that in richer countries, 
higher levels of inequalities are associated with a lower endorsement of autonomy values, 
while in poor countries such association was not found.
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20.1 Introduction

Values are central to life. They shape our choices, our preferences, and the way 
we perceive and interpret the world.1 They guide individual actions, attitudes 
and goals towards both personal development and social cooperation and are 
related to a wide range of social attitudes and behaviours, such as attitudes to-
wards immigration (e.g. Ramos, Pereira & Vala, 2016; Davidov et al., 2020; Vala, 
Lima & Lopes, 2004), subjective well-being (e.g. Sagiv & Schwartz, 2000), pro-
social behaviour (e.g. Schwartz, 2010), institutional trust (e.g. Ramos, Brites 
& Vala, 2016) and political identities (Vala & Costa-Lopes, 2012). The role that 
values play in the construction and maintenance of a common basis of social 
understanding explains why they constitute a universal dimension of parent-
ing and education of young children. 

This Chapter aims to celebrate the unique and important contribution of Loek 
Halman to the study of values, specifically his renowned input to the research 
on the relation between values and social capital (Halman & Luijkx, 2006), and 
social cooperation (Dekker & Halman, 2003), as well as the relation between 
religion and values (Halman & Petterson, 2003). The bright intellectual path of 
Loek contributed to the knowledge of the impact of values on the construction 
and maintenance of a common basis of social understanding. In the frame of 
a larger project that we are developing, linking the relationship between chil-
drearing values and children’s values, the research here presented addresses 
childrearing values in a 30-years time span perspective. 

Indeed, the last 30 years were times of turbulence in the world and in Europe. 
For instance, 10 years of a bloody civil war in the Balkans leading to the disso-
lution of Yugoslavia; the 11th September 2001; the 2008-2012 economic crisis; 
terrorist attacks in Europe (e.g. Paris-2015; Brussels and Nice-2016; Manchester 
and Baracelona-2017); the Syrian civil war in 2011; the refugee crisis in 2015. De-
spite de fact that theoretically values tend to be stable, it is relevant to put the 
question about the possible impact that events such as the ones described may 
have had on values priorities along time and specifically on childrearing values.

1 This work was financed by FCT – Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia, I.P., Fundação Calouste Gulben-
kian and Fundação La Caixa.

Accordingly, the present Chapter has the following aims: firstly, to analyse 
childrearing values and their change/stability throughout the last 30 years in 
Europe at the level of their hierarchy or preferences, as well as at the way they 
are organised; and secondly to explore the relationships between societal fac-
tors and childrearing values priorities.

The analysis of values hierarchy will be done within the framework of the as-
sociation between socioeconomic development and values priorities (e.g. In-
glehart, 1977). However, our proposal is to study this association in a broader 
perspective, taking into consideration not only the relationship between the 
hierarchy of childrearing values and national wealth (measured by GDP based 
on power purchasing parity), but also with quality of life, or social wellbeing 
measured by the expected years of schooling2. Besides the association with so-
cioeconomic development, childrearing preferences will be analysed from the 
point of view of social inequalities measured through national income differ-
ences (Gini Index). 

In order to account for possible changes in the structure and the hierarchy of 
childrearing values, two waves of the EVS will be analysed, the second wave 
(1990-93) and the fifth (2017-20). 

 
20.2 The Relationship Between Socioeconomic  
Development, Societal Wellbeing and Childrearing  
Values Preferences

Values priorities have been mostly seen as shaped by social and economic de-
velopment in the sense that values change and social transformation can be 
understood as correlated processes, since technological innovation, economic 
growth, the expansion of schooling levels and the increase of quality of life are 
associated processes for the change of individual orientations resulting from 
the need of individuals to adapt to pressures exerted by society. These process-

2 ‘Expected years of schooling’ is a component of the Human Development Index (UNPD, 2000), that 
measures the number of years of schooling that a child of school entrance age can expect to receive if the 
current age-specific enrollment rates persist throughout the child’s life by country.
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es have been described as the emergency of a ‘civic culture’ (Almond & Verba, 
1963), ‘individual modernity’ (Inkeles & Smith, 1974), or ‘modernisation’ (In-
glehart, 1977). This transformation processes lead to the expansion of an ethos 
based on individualism, characterised by the development of personal pat-
terns of values and norms and motivated by the need of pursuing self-actual-
isation and personal happiness (Arts & Halman, 2004: 27). According to these 
perspectives, industrialisation has produced individuals open to new ideas, 
who value individual initiative and who are motivated to success, but that at 
the same time, are concerned with quality of life and the dignity of others, have 
societal and environmental preoccupations and engage in human rights and 
peace movements (Inglehart, 1997).

However, there are also studies that contradict the theoretical assumptions 
of modernisation processes and put the emphasis on the nature of national 
institutions. For instance, while Listhaug (1990) found high levels of life sat-
isfaction and weak religiosity among Scandinavian countries, a relationship 
that could easily be explained by similar economic levels and cultural contexts 
(supporting modernisation theory). Halman (1992) showed that there was not 
a uniform pattern of values in the Scandinavian countries, concluding that 
heterogeneous value patterns could be found in homogeneous economic and 
cultural contexts and that other than these factors should be considered to ex-
plain value differences. It must be noted that these findings report to values in 
general and not specifically to childrearing values.

Following this rationale, and regardless the debate about the direction of cau-
sality between values priorities and economic dynamics, our analysis will focus 
on two perspectives: one that relates economic performance to childrearing 
preferences, and a second one that relates these preferences to social perfor-
mance. Indeed, apart from economic performance, higher prospects of edu-
cation per se, that reflects a higher wellbeing, can also be related with values 
preferences to be encouraged in children. In sum, extending the empirical re-
sults obtained by Inglehart (1997), and Inglehart and Baker (2000), we hypoth-
esised that in less developed societies, basic motivations and correspondent 
values related to individual security and the conservation of the social order 
are more salient and consequently more stimulated in children. In the same 

line, in societies with higher levels of socioeconomic development the most 
salient values are those that go beyond basic needs, i.e., personal development 
needs, mainly those related with personal autonomy and collective harmony. 

 
20.3 The Association Between Social Inequalities and  
Childrearing Values Preferences

This new approach relates values’ priorities to social inequalities and is sup-
ported by the main findings of Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) about the impact 
of social inequalities on social life. It does not put the focus simply on wealth 
but on the way wealth is distributed, meaning that low levels of inequality, for 
instance, can be found either in rich and poor countries and vice-versa. So-
cial inequalities have negative effects in many societal dimensions, such as, 
physical and mental health, education, social mobility, trust and communi-
ty life and child wellbeing, outcomes are significantly worse in more unequal 
rich countries (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010). In this vein, social inequalities can 
hamper the pursuing of individual prospects and limit human existence to the 
searching of means of survival. 

Specifically, the impact of social inequalities on social values was studied in 
the context of social dominance orientation (Kunst et al., 2017). It was shown 
that the support of group-based hegemony and social hierarchies was higher 
in societies where social inequalities were also higher. The study also showed 
that social dominance orientation was positively correlated with the prefer-
ence for values related with the need of power and dominance, values that are 
opposed to universalistic values, according to the typology of Schwartz (Ra-
mos, 2011). Consequently, we can propose that in societies with higher social 
inequalities, there is a higher probability to the endorsement of values related 
with obedience, respect for social hierarchies and conservation of social order 
and, consequently, these are also the values with higher probably to be taught 
to children. In line with this approach, and parallel to the potential association 
between values and socioeconomic performance, we expect the level of social 
inequalities to be also related to childrearing preferences in terms of values. 
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20.4 Data and Method

Data sets from the 2nd and 5th waves of the EVS were used, corresponding to a 
total of 85,981 respondents. 

To measure childrearing preferences the following question was used: “Here 
is a list of qualities which children can be encouraged to learn at home. Which 
five would you say are the most desirable for a child to have? Please choose up 
to five” The list of options consisted on 11 values: ‘good manners’, ‘indepen-
dence’, ‘hard work’, ‘feeling of responsibility’, ‘imagination’, ‘tolerance and re-
spect for other people’, ‘thrift, saving money and things’, ‘determination, per-
severance’, ‘religious faith’, ‘unselfishness’, and ‘obedience’.

The data analysis was performed in 2 steps: 1) analysis of values structure and 
hierarchy in 1990-93 and 2017-20 (hierarchical cluster for binary variables, with 
clustering on variables, using the between-groups linkage clustering method 
and the Phi 4-point dissimilarity measure); 2) Analysis of the association be-
tween value priorities and socio economic performance (measured by GDPppp 
and expected years of schooling) and prevalence of societal inequalities (mea-
sured by Gini Index).

 
20.5 Results

The hierarchy of childrearing values in Europe

As referred, from a list of eleven values that children can be encouraged to 
learn at home respondents were invited to select up to five. Figure 20.1 shows 
the percentage of times that each value was chosen in 1990-93 and 2017-20, in 
the 22 countries3 that participated in both EVS-waves. Not only the hierarchy 
is the same, as the importance attributed to each value remains equal in most 
cases. Nevertheless, two characteristics registered a considerable shift: ‘obe-

3 Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Great-Britain, Hungary, 
Iceland, Italy, Lithuania, The Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain 
and Sweden.

dience’, that decreased 10 percentage points and ‘hard work’ that increased 7 
percentage points.

Figure 20.1 Hierarchy of childrearing values in 22 countries (%)

 
Overall, having good manners, a sense of responsibility, and being tolerant and 
respectful are the three most important values that children must be incul-
cated. Being independent and hard worker are also valued, followed by being 
thrift with things and money, having determination and perseverance. 

This is an important finding suggesting that despite the sort of social and po-
litical changes that occurred in Europe, with different impact degrees on the 
everyday life of the populations, the values that are considered important to 
transmit to the new generations are, in general, still the same as 30 years ago. 

The structure of childrearing values in Europe

To explore the structure of childrearing values we followed the analytical strat-
egy proposed by Tufis (2008) and ran a hierarchical cluster for binary variables, 
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with clustering on variables, using the between-groups linkage clustering 
method and the Phi 4-point dissimilarity measure. Results for the 22 countries 
that participated in the two EVS waves are shown in Figure 20.2a and 20.2b.

 
Figures 20.2a and 20.2b Childrearing values’ structure in 1990-93 and 2017-20 in 22  
countries.

 

Figure 20.2a -1990-93                                                                                      Figure 20.2b -2017-20

 
As it was hypothesised, the time span between the two EVS waves did not pro-
duce changes in the 22 countries under analysis: not only the overall impor-
tance of each of the values remains similar, as its structure persists. 

However, when the data obtained in all countries included in the 2017-20 wave 
(N=34) was subjected to the same statistical procedure something changed: the 
value ‘good manners’ shift from one cluster to the other one. This shift may be 
due to different conceptualizations of its meanings, and for that reason this 
item was excluded from further analyses.

Based on these results we will consider from now on two dimensions: auton-
omy, gathering the values of independence, imagination, determination and 
perseverance, feeling of responsibility, tolerance and respect and unselfish-
ness; and authoritarianism, representing the values of hard work, thrift with 

money and things, religious faith and obedience. Regarding the data collected 
in 2017-2020, and considering the group of 34 countries, the values represent-
ing autonomy have been more chosen (M=2.84, SD=1.08) than the ones corre-
sponding to authoritarianism (M=1.19, SD=.91). Figure 20.3 illustrates the con-
trast between the preferences for each of the childrearing values dimensions. 

 
Figure 20.3 Countries’ placement in the crossroad between authoritarianism and  
autonomy 

 
Globally, it is clear the opposing sides occupied by Eastern and Nordic coun-
tries, the first highly attached to authoritarian values and the second ones 
highly attached to autonomy values. In between, countries like Austria, Den-
mark, Spain or Slovenia appear as giving similar importance to both values 
dimensions. Moreover, the correlation between the two value dimensions (r 
(34) =-.85, p<.001) supports the theoretical assumption according to which they 
have opposite underlying motivations (e.g., Inglehart, 2017; Schwartz, 1992, 
2012).
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The association between economic performance and societal wellbeing 
in childrearing values priorities

To analyse the relationship between economic performance and childrearing 
preferences we used the GDPppp (Source: World Bank; measure: US$; year 
2020). Figures 20.4a and 20.4b show the associations between economic per-
formance and the preference for values that promote autonomy and values 
that promote authoritarianism, respectively. 

 
Figures 20.4a and 20.4b Association between socioeconomic performance and chil-
drearing values’ preferences, 2017-2020

 
Results show a strong association between economic performance and the 
configuration of value patterns (r autonomy =.77, p<.001; r authoritarianism =-.84, p<.001) 
(Figures 20.4a and 20.4b). Countries with lower GDPppp, such as Albania, Ar-
menia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, Belarus, North Mace-
donia and Serbia give less importance to the values that promote autonomy, 
while the richer, specially the Nordic countries, are more oriented towards the 
education of their children within the values of autonomy. Interestingly, the 
richer country of the group, Switzerland, is near other countries of the central 
Europe zone, namely Germany and The Netherlands, suggesting that other 

factors that wealth are influencing childrearing values choices. Regarding the 
relationship between economic performance and authoritarianism values, the 
arrangement of countries is almost symmetrical. 

However, societal wellbeing is more than strict economic performance. For in-
stance, higher levels of objective wellbeing are usually characterized by higher 
educational performance. Figures 20.5a and 20.5b represent the association 
between the expected years of schooling in each country and the importance 
attributed to both dimensions of childrearing values.

 
Figures 20.5a and 20.5b Association between expected years of schooling and childrear-
ing values’ preferences, 2017-2020

 
Results confirm our hypotheses, showing a pattern of associations between 
expectations regarding educational attainment and childrearing preferences 
is very similar to the one observed with the wealth of the country: the richer, 
namely the Nordic countries, that offer higher educational expectations score 
higher on autonomy and lower on authoritarian childrearing values; and the 
poorer countries showing the inverse pattern  
(r autonomy =.79, p<.001; r authoritarianism =-.80, p<.001).
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The association between social inequalities and childrearing values’ 
priorities

To analyse the impact of social inequalities in values orientations, we used 
Gini Index (UNDP 2020). Regarding the associations with social inequalities, 
although less strong they are statistically significant  
(r autonomy =-.39, p<.05; r authoritarianism =.38, p<.05). 

 
Figures 20.6a and 20.6b Association between social inequalities (Gini Index) and chil-
drearing values’ preferences, 2017-2020

Observing the scatter plots it is possible to identify groups of countries that 
score low on autonomy and that have either low inequality levels (Slovakia 
and Byelorussia) or high levels of inequalities (Russia, Romania and Georgia) 
(Figure 20.6a). The group of Nordic countries combines the lower Gini scores 
and the higher adhesion to autonomy values. Regarding the adhesion to au-
thoritarian values (Figure 20.6b) it is possible to observe a similar pattern with 
countries with high Gini scores (Bulgaria, Montenegro, Russia) as well as coun-
tries with low Gini scores (Slovakia, Belarus and Czech Republic) among the 
ones that give more importance to the transmission of authoritarian values. 
These results suggest an interaction between wealth and social inequalities 
both in the case of a) authoritarianism and b) autonomy.

In order to analyse the referred possible interaction effects, two regression 
analyses were performed with three independent variables (GDP, GINI and 
GDP*GINI), with autonomy and authoritarian values as dependent variables. 
Results show that only GDP is significantly associated to the adhesion of chil-
drearing values, in the sense that the higher the GDP, the higher the adhesion 
to autonomy and the lower the adhesion to authoritarianism. Contrary to our 
hypotheses, social inequalities are not directly associated with childrearing 
preferences (table 20.1).

 
Table 20.1 Predictors of adherence to childrearing values (standardised coefficients)

Authoritarianism Autonomy

GDPppp -.80*** .68***

Gini .09 -.19

GDP*Gini .12 -.28*

Adj. R2 .697 .644

Note: N=34; ***p<.001; *p<.05

 
Importantly, in the case of autonomy, we found an interaction effect between 
GDP and Gini. The decomposition of this interaction effect (Figure 20.7) shows 
that the moderation of economic performance (GDP) on the relationship be-
tween inequalities (Gini) and the endorsement of autonomy values is signifi-
cant in richer countries (+1SD, b=-.06; SE=.02; p <.05) but not in poorer countries 
(-1SD, b=.02; SE=.02; p <.25). This means that in richer countries more inequali-
ties are associated with lower endorsement of autonomy values, while in poor 
countries no association between these values and inequalities was found.
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Figure 20.7 Interaction between economic performance and social inequalities in the  
endorsement of autonomy childrearing values

20.6 Discussion

This Chapter aimed at analysing the structure, change and contextual predic-
tors of parents’ preferences regarding childrearing values in Europe. We found 
a bi-factorial structure, opposing two contrasted dimensions of childrearing 
values: one oriented towards the endorsement of authoritarian and conserva-
tive principles and another promoting the development of self-oriented ideals 
that motivate autonomy and cooperation. This structure was found both on 
EVS waves of 1990-93 and 2017-2020. These are two contributions of this re-
search to the knowledge on childrearing values: the identification of those two 
dimensions and the fact that they remain stable along the last thirty years. 

Actually, one of the structural-theoretical assumptions of Inglehart’s model is 
the consideration that “traditional conformity values, which subordinate hu-
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man autonomy to community discipline, tend to give way to more emancipa-
tive values that emphasise human choice” (Welzel, Inglehart, & Klingemann, 
2003: 342). Indeed, according to our findings it is reasonable to interpret the 
two childrearing values dimensions in the same way as Hagenaars, Halman & 
Moors (2003) did: a continuum opposing orientations towards authority and 
autonomy as polar dimensions. These two dimensions have also meaningful 
similarities with the dichotomy that characterises the axis of Schwartz’s (1992, 
2012) model that opposes conservation (values that promote security, conformi-
ty and traditional costumes and norms) to openness to change (values that match 
post-materialist priorities). 

The third contribution of this chapter to the study of childrearing values re-
gards the relationship between the social context and the degree of preferences 
for each of the two dimensions of values. Three measures of social and econom-
ic climate were used: economic performance (GDPppp), social performance 
(expected years of schooling) and social inequalities (Gini Index). According to 
Inglehart’s model, economic development shapes key human motivations that, 
on its turn, impact on values, for instance, shifting security and authoritarian 
values to autonomy ones. Our analysis intended to go a step further by consid-
ering two other contextual dimensions: social wellbeing and social inequalities.

The main findings suggest that in countries that have higher economic and so-
cial development but also where people have higher expectations of reaching 
a high level of formal education, there is a preference to teach children accord-
ing to the values of individual autonomy and independence. Convergent with 
our hypothesis, we also found that countries with higher economic and social 
development are also the ones where the childrearing values of authoritarian-
ism and conservatism gather lower preference. 

Regarding the relationship between the level of inequalities and the propensi-
ty to teach children under the principles of each of the value dimensions con-
sidered, the direction of the relationships are similar to the ones observed with 
GDP and education expectations, although their strength being considerably 
lower, i.e the less social inequalities the higher the salience of the values related 
to individual autonomy and the lower the salience of authoritarian values. 



reflections on european values316 317childrearing values and social inequality

More interesting to the understanding of childrearing preferences, is the in-
teraction effect found between GINI and GDP and its impact on the endorse-
ment of values. While the preference for teaching children under the values 
of respect for authority and conservatism seems to be the same in richer and 
poorer countries, independently of the level of inequalities, in what regards 
the values of autonomy our findings suggest a different tendency: in poorer 
countries the level of inequalities has no effect on the adhesion to autonomy 
values, but when low inequalities meet high socioeconomic development, the 
endorsement of autonomy childrearing values tend to be higher. In sum, social 
inequalities are a critical factor for the understanding of the influence of eco-
nomic development on the adherence to childrearing autonomy values. 

Note, however, that some limitations of our findings should be considered. 
Firstly, taking in to account that 29 out of 34 EVS countries are classified as 
‘very high development countries’, we believe that these findings ask for fur-
ther analysis, with more heterogeneous countries in order to deeper explore 
the role played by economic performance, social wellbeing and social inequali-
ties on the preference for childrearing values. Secondly, the format of the ques-
tions creates in itself some limitations for statistical data analyses: the final 
product is a set of dichotomous variables that do not allow ranking the values 
in terms of importance. Thirdly, the values used to measure childrearing val-
ues do not stem from a specific model about values organization, which limit-
ed the scope of comparisons that could have been made between our findings 
and some of the best known values models in the literature (e.g. Schwartz & 
Inglehart).

We hope that the results here presented can contribute to place the study of 
the similarities and contrasts between childrearing values, children values and 
adult values, as well as the interactions between them. Moreover, taking into 
account our findings, more research is needed to understand the mechanisms 
that drive the effect of socioeconomic development and social inequalities on 
childrearing values preferences as, in the words of Stiglitz (2014: 391), “Coun-
tries also pay a high price for inequality in terms of their democracy and the 
nature of their societies”.
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21. changes in work 
values under the  
influence of inter-
national migration

Bogdan Voicu

Abstract

Subjective importance of work is core to work values and subject to change in recent 
decades, as a decreasing salience is being noticed in post-modern ages (Halman, 1999). 
This happens in a Europe that undergoes a process of individualization that includes 
changes in work values (Halman, 1996), and in which migrations bring people from 
one societal context to another, including in such way the change of the culture to 
which they are exposed (Rudnev, 2014; Voicu, 2014). This chapter shows that migra-
tion comes with a shift in value orientations, that leads to mixing the values in the 
country of origin with the ones in the host society, which become more important. The 
results bring support for both the socialization hypothesis (Inglehart, 1997) and the 
institutionalization assumption (Arts, 2011), showing their complementarity with 
respect to work values. In contrast to the culture of work in the society of origin, the 
culture of work in the host society proves to be more influential for immigrants. A pro-
cess of acculturation but not assimilation is therefore observed because both cultures 
continue to be influential. 
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21.1 Introduction

The literature on value formation and change was dominated for more than 
half a century by the assumption that values are stable features (Jagodzinski, 
2004). Mannheim’s (1952) generational replacement explanation and Ryder’s 
(1965) focus on cohorts provided grounds for Inglehart’s (1997) socialization 
hypothesis to become core of his postmaterialist theory. Conditions during 
early years are said to be key for value formation, and individuals tend to main-
tain their values over the entire life. This strong assumption is considered as 
given by most of the literature devoted to defining social values (Featherstone, 
2011; Hitlin & Piliavin, 2004; Jagodzinski, 2004; Van Deth & Scarbrough, 1994).

However, assimilation theories, irrespectively if in their classic, neoclassic, 
or segmented versions, claim that immigrants daily interact with the domi-
nant culture and acquire new ways of doing, memories, behaviours, attitudes, 
and values specific to the dominant group (Esser, 2010; Portes & Rumbaut, 
2006). This involves a strong assumption related to value change in adult life. 
The idea is also to be found among scholarship of social values and/or social 
change. Ogburn’s (1957) macro-level lag theory is such an example. Inkeles’s 
(1969: 213-214) view of the factory as school for modernization stresses the in-
formal learning that occurs at the workplace and in school as one of the drivers 
of modernization. Gundelach (1994) coins institutions as containers of value 
patterns to be internalized by immigrants. This institutionalization assump-
tion in value formation (Arts, 2011) is also to be found in Beck and Beck-Gern-
sheim (2001). The strength of contextual factors in value change is also under-
lined by the regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 2011) developed in psychology, 
as well as by Inglehart and Baker (2000) and Inglehart and Welzel (2005) who 
show that values are subject to change when experiencing high inflation or 
persistent economic recession. As Welzel (2007) puts it: culture is adaptive to 
contextual changes.

This chapter focuses on the two compelling hypotheses of socialization and 
institutionalization and employs international migration as ‘natural experi-
ment’ (Dinesen, 2013) to test for their complementarity. I focus on work values, 
which are core to value change in recent decades (Halman, 1999; Halman & 

Müller, 2006; Halman & Gelissen, 2019; Kraaykamp, Cemalcilar, & Tosun, 2019; 
Voicu, 2008). Changes are reported for work orientations towards both intrin-
sic and extrinsic motivations (de Witte, Halman & Gelissen, 2004), as well as 
for the overall importance of work (Halman, 1999). While centrality of work 
remains strong, its salience knows enough variation across Europe to be noted 
(Halman, 1999). In this chapter, I focus on importance of work. I expect that 
immigrants’ work values depend on the work culture in the society of origin, 
as stated by the socialization assumption. In addition, these values should also 
depend on the work culture in the country of current residence, as stated by 
the institutionalization assumption. 

To test these hypotheses, I use data from the European Values Study 2008-
2009 (EVS, 2008), collected before the global economic recession at the end of 
2000s, which may have acted as a game changer, and before the refugee crises, 
which brought immigrant issues on the top of the European agenda. 

 
21.2 Data and Methods

The EVS 2008-2009 questionnaire included a battery of questions tapping 
work values. Respondents expressed their agreement on 5-points scales with 
four statements: (1) It is humiliating to receive money without having to work 
for it; (2) People who don’t work become lazy; (3) Work is a duty toward society; 
and (4) Work should always come first, even if it means less free time. Previ-
ous research showed that the battery has full metric invariance, but no scalar 
invariance (Dülmer, 2011). For simplicity, I use as dependent variable the mean 
value of responses to these 4 items. The main independent variables are the 
country-averages for the “work is a duty” question, computed for the country 
of origin and for the host society. These averages are indicators of the culture 
of work in the countries of birth and current residence. The EVS 2008-2009 
sample includes 6,297 foreign-born respondents, from 153 countries of origin 
and living in 47 host societies. To increase the number of countries of origin 
for which information on work culture is available, I computed the average for 
“work as duty” in the WVS 2005-2009 sample. However, the mean estimates 
for the EVS and WVS samples are not fully comparable. For instance, in Spain, 
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Turkey, Poland, and Romania, the 95% confidence intervals estimated in the 
two surveys are not overlapping. Therefore, I choose three different strategies 
for the analyses: The first set of models employs cases from the EVS sample 
only, and restricts the sample to 5,087 cases of European born immigrants 
with full information available (47 origin countries and 47 host societies). The 
second set of models considers only those born in countries included in the 
WVS sample, which leaves only 2,270 cases for analysis (40 origin countries 
and 46 host societies). The third set of models employs all available cases and 
uses average pooled indicators for the countries of origin where two surveys 
are available. For these models, listwise deletion leads to 5,444 cases with full 
information available (70 origin countries and 47 host societies).

The cases under analysis are individuals, nested on the one hand in their host 
societies, and on the other in their societies of origin. This double hierarchical 
nature of data leads to the need for analysing cross-classified multilevel mod-
els which are estimated using lmer in R. Control variables at the individual lev-
el include education, age, age squared, female, life satisfaction, marital status, 
number of children, subjective health, and employment status (measured by 
no work, parttime work, fulltime work). This enables us to find out whether 
immigrants internalize the values from the host society and/or reflect the ones 
from the country of birth beyond their individual characteristics. Further-
more, I control for unemployment rate, GDP per capita, and GDP growth in the 
host country (all World Bank Indicators) and for the index of democracy com-
piled by the Economist Intelligence Unit. I also control for the unemployment 
rate in the country of origin. All these macro-level indicators are computed 
for the year of survey. The unemployment rate is likely to affect work values 
by putting or releasing pressure in the labour market; GDP is related to the 
general economic development of the country, while GDP growth gives an in-
dication of the current insecurity in the respective society. 

The above-described models are repeated in two different scenarios. First, a 
cross-level interaction between the work culture in the country of origin and 
the time spent in the host society (in years) is included, with the expectation 
that the latter acts as moderator for the impact of the first. In other words, one 
may expect that the values taken from the country of origin become less influ-

ential with the time spent in the host society. Second, the models are repeated 
by including the natives (i.e. those born in the host societies) from the sam-
ples, in order to contrast immigrants to these non-migrants. Please note that 
for natives, the indicator for work culture is identical for both host and origin 
country.

 
21.3 Results

Across Europe, considering the host culture, there is a stronger orientation to 
consider work important in Eastern and Southern countries, with values de-
creasing towards the North and West. This is compliant with previous findings 
(Voicu, 2008), confirming that work loses its societal salience when entering 
late modernity.

Table 21.1 introduces the results from the first set of models, showing the co-
efficients for the macro-level effects only. The total variation between respon-
dents with regard to orientations towards work, based on the values of ICC 
(not shown in table), can be decomposed in roughly 15% between origin coun-
tries, 8% between host societies, and 77% at the individual level. This implies 
that there is enough difference induced by host societies and countries of ori-
gin to justify being inspected. 

The results show that except for the country-level indicators for work culture, 
no other macro-level predictor is significant in these models. Apparently, the 
two indicators for work culture, one located at the level of the host society and 
the other for the country of origin, are strong enough to overwrite any other 
influence that may derive from the indicators of economic and political condi-
tions tapped by GDP, unemployment, or the index of democracy. 
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Table 21.1 Models without cross-level interactions, natives excluded: effects of  
macro-level variables

Model 1: data for 

country of origin = 

EVS2008 (n= 5087)

Model 2: data for 

country of origin = 

WVS2005 (n=2720)

Model 3: pooled 

data on country of 

origin (n=5444)

HOST  

SOCIETY

Work culture 0.63 *** 0.66 *** 0.59 ***

Unemployment rate -0.01 -0.02 0.00

ln(GDP per capita) 0.00 -0.13 -0.01

GDP Growth Rate -0.01 -0.02 -0.01

Index of Democracy -0.02 -0.02 -0.01

COUNTRY 

OF ORIGIN

Work culture 0.18 0.34 ** 0.15 †

Unemployment rate 0.00 0.01 0.00

***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; †p<.10. Models include controls at individual level for education, age, age squared, female, life 

satisfaction, marital status, number of children, subjective health, employment status.

 
The impact of the work culture existing in the host society is stable across 
models. One point increase in its values leads to about 0.6 points increase in 
the values of individual orientations towards work (scale ranges from 1-5). This 
means that in a country that values work, immigrants will also tend to value 
work more than in a country that puts less emphasis on work. Since the scales 
of the two indicators are identical, the effect is quite strong, showing that ac-
quiring values from the host society is important. This supports the institu-
tionalization assumption.

The impact of the work culture in the country of origin is weaker and turns 
insignificant in the model that employs EVS data only. In the models that use 
only the immigrants from WVS countries (model 2) or pools together all immi-
grants (model 3), despite that the point estimate for culture of origin is smaller 
than the one for the host country, the 95% confidence intervals overlap, show-
ing that the impact of the work culture in the country of origin is not so much 
different compared to the one from the host. 

Table 21.2 Models with cross-level interactions: effects of macro-level variables

Model 1: data for 

country of origin = 

EVS2008 (n= 5063)

Model 2: data for 

country of origin = 

WVS2005 (n=2720)

Model 3: pooled 

data on country 

of origin (n=5420)

HOST 

SOCIETY

Work culture 1.03 *** 0.60 *** 0.67 ***

Unemployment rate 0.00 0.00 -0.02

ln(GDP/capita) 0.02 0.01 -0.13

GDP Growth Rate 0.00 -0.01 -0.02

Index of Democracy -0.01 -0.01 -0.03

COUNTRY 

OF ORIGIN

Work culture 0.05 0.20 + 0.34 +

Unemployment rate -0.01 0.00 0.00

<time spent in the host society> * 

<work culture in country of origin>

0.00 0.00 0.00

***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; †p<.10. Models include controls at individual level for education, age, age squared, female, life 

satisfaction, marital status, number of children, subjective health, employment status.

 
Table 21.2 shows the same models but adds the cross-level interaction effect. 
The expectation was that time spent in the host society will reduce the impact 
of the heritage brought by the work values internalized during early child-
hood. However, it turns out that there is not such an effect. Moreover, the im-
pact of the indicator for the host culture remains significant and unchanged, 
with a notable increase in the first model employing EVS data only.

Table 21.3 changes the set up and introduces the natives into the analysis. When 
using them as control group, the impact of the work culture in the host society 
remains unchanged. The impact of the culture of origin turns significant. In 
the models from Table 21.3, the estimated 95% confidence intervals for the two 
work cultures do not overlap in the same model, indicating that the impact of 
the host culture is stronger as compared to the one from the country of origin.
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Table 21.3 Models without cross-level interactions, natives included: effects of  
macro-level variables

Model 1: data for 

country of origin = 

EVS2008 (n= 63226)

Model 2: data for 

country of origin = 

WVS2005 (n=21832)

Model 3: pooled 

data on country of 

origin (n=63637)

HOST 

SOCIETY

Work culture 0.63 *** 0.66 *** 0.59 ***

Unemployment rate 0.00 -0.02 0.00

ln(GDP/capita) 0.04 -0.13 -0.01

Index of Democracy -0.04 + -0.02 -0.01

GDP Growth Rate 0.00 -0.02 -0.01

COUNTRY 

OF ORIGIN

Work culture 0.14 * 0.34 ** 0.15 +

Unemployment rate 0.00 0.01 0.00

***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; †p<.10. Models include controls at individual level for education, age, age squared, female, life 

satisfaction, marital status, number of children, subjective health, employment status.

 
21.4 Conclusion and Discussion

The results show moderate support for the socialization hypothesis. Values in 
the country-of-origin matter, but the effect is less stable and not as strong. In 
other words, it is likely that individuals adhere to values internalized during 
early socialization, but there is less proof in this respect as compared to the ac-
culturation of norms that they find in the country of residence. Perhaps better 
measurement is needed. The data do not allow to exactly determine how much 
time immigrants actually spent in the country of birth. We only know when 
they arrived in the country of current residence, but their life-course may in-
clude multiple migrations. In other words, the exposure to the work values in 
the country of origin might have been low from the very beginning. 

Controlling for the time spent in the host society is only partly solving the is-
sue. The other unseen part in the models is the current exposure to the cul-
ture in the country of origin. In fact, on the one hand, the current values of the 
country-of-origin indicator show how work values are today, not at the time 

when the nowadays immigrants lived there. Since work patterns and work sa-
lience changed a lot in recent decades, it might be a very weak indicator for 
early socialization. Controlling for age and contrasting to immigrants from 
other societies and natives partly smooths the imprecision, but still it remains 
the question whether different societies of origin changed their work culture 
faster or slower than others. On the other hand, there is the need to control for 
current contact with the country of origin. In a transnational world, one can 
expect constant interactions with friends and relatives which were left behind, 
exposure to media and social media, recurring visits home and from home, 
and even embeddedness in a network of immigrants from the same origin that 
persists over time. In the sense of the institutionalization assumption, this 
would mean that culture of origin could produce institutionalization effects as 
well. A control for present interactions with the country of origin is required, 
but existing surveys do not provide such information.

Finally, there is a limitation to the impact of the host society: it might be the 
case that a selection effect is present. Immigrants might have chosen countries 
of destination according to their preferences related to work culture, which 
might lead to endogeneity in assessing causation between the host-culture in-
dicator and individual value orientations towards work. However, controlling 
for a variety of host-origin pairs should have at least partly removed the risk to 
wrongly interpret the results in this respect.

With these cautions in mind, the main message of this chapter remains that 
individuals have a strong embeddedness of their work values in the work val-
ues of the host countries, and there is moderate support to believe that they 
combine such influence with the one from their countries of origin. The effect 
remains unchanged irrespective of the specifications in the models that were 
introduced above, and it also remains the same when changing the dependent 
variable to single items such as “work is a duty” or “work comes first” (models 
not shown). The remarkable robustness of the findings to measurement, mod-
elling, or sample selection confirms the institutionalization assumption with 
respect to work values. People derive their own values from existing societal 
norms and behave accordingly. Such results suggest that in a global world it 
matters more where one lives than where one is born. Processes of accultura-
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tion and assimilation also go against the concerns of anti-immigration activ-
ists and xenophobes claiming that incoming migrant flows may severely affect 
the national culture. 

Similar results were observed in case of civic participation (Voicu, 2014) and 
basic human values (Rudnev, 2014). For researchers in the sociology of values, 
such results push towards reconsidering the strength of the socialization as-
sumption and urge for integrating an explanation that considers complemen-
tarity with the institutionalization assumption. For migration studies, the 
results show that assimilation still occurs, but it should be reinvented in the 
sense that, at least culturally, it actually leads to a mixture of host-origin val-
ues. 

Considering practical implications within the work domain, employers may 
expect their immigrant employees to display rather similar values as their na-
tive counterparts, with a pinch of their culture of origin. If this proves valid for 
other traits beyond the importance of work, this means that employees will 
build on a common ground provided by the host culture and add to it flavors 
from the culture in the country of origin. Managing such mixture in a creative 
way may increase profit and efficacy. Ignoring it through imposing a norma-
tive approach to work may lead to frustrations and potential disruptions with-
in organizations.
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22. income inequality  
and acceptance of 
corrupt acts

Ioana Pop 

Caroline Dewilde 

Abstract

This chapter makes use of the EVS longitudinal integrated file to analyse whether an 
overall trend towards higher income inequality is associated with growing or declin-
ing acceptance of corrupt acts among different social strata. Taking advantage of in-
novations in multilevel modelling allowed for by the ‘repeated cross-sectional’-nature 
of this data source, we find that contradictory findings established in previous stud-
ies are hard to replicate: there is no relationship between the ‘average’ level (between 
countries) or the changes (within countries) in income inequality and the acceptance of 
corrupt acts. Further findings suggest that future research should account for so-called 
‘cluster-effects’, whereby ‘families of countries’ with similar religiously-rooted insti-
tutional and legal-historical traditions and regulations, systematically vary in terms 
of value orientations. In particular, we find higher acceptance of corrupt acts in the 
Southern- and Eastern-European countries compared to the Northern countries. Future 
research could flesh out which macro-level institutional arrangements (e.g., religion) 
are associated with which micro-level social attitudes and norms related to the ‘accep-
tance of corruption’.
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22.1 Introduction

Corruption – defined as the (ab)use of public authority and/or office for pri-
vate gain, large or small – is a topic of study across the social sciences. Sociol-
ogists, not surprisingly, are interested in the social causes and consequences 
of the level of corruption, as well as its acceptance by the general population. 
Regarding its social consequences, the level of corruption in a society acts as 
a contextual stressor leading to, for instance, lower life satisfaction (Amini, 
2020) and mental illness (van Deurzen, 2017). When corruption is more abun-
dant, people feel more concerned, powerless, and hostile towards the unfair-
ness and injustice of their social environment. Corruption also impacts on 
material living conditions, by endangering access to often basic goods and 
services (Lambsdorff, 2006).

According to You & Khagram (2005), the level of corruption is influenced by 
material and normative behaviours, among which a higher tolerance of cor-
ruption as ‘acceptable behaviour’ is a key element. The authors then link the 
higher acceptance of corrupt acts to the level of income inequality, thus pro-
posing a causal relationship between increasing inequality levels and increas-
ing corruption levels through this mechanism. This argument goes against 
(development) economists’ focus on the detrimental impacts of corruption 
on efforts to achieve a more equitable (re)distribution of resources (e.g., by 
reducing tax revenues or the effectiveness of public spending), resulting in a 
‘loss’ of economic growth, as well as higher levels of inequality (Lambsdorff, 
2006). A ‘drone-like review’ of the literature reveals that reversed relation-
ships between various forms of ‘inequality’ on the one hand, and ‘corruption’ 
on the other hand – in other words: “does corruption lead to higher inequality, 
or does higher inequality breed more corruption?” – are a proverbial ‘can of 
worms’.

Most studies attempt to answer these questions by modelling statistical (of-
ten cross-sectional) relationships between ‘macro-level’ indicators (e.g. the 
Gini-index as a measure of income inequality and the often-used ‘Corruption 
Perception-Index’ compiled by Transparency International) pertaining to 
geographically widely different samples of countries, characterized by vary-

ing levels of economic development and democracy (e.g. Policardo & Sánchez 
Carrera, 2018; Pop, 2012; You & Khagram, 2005). Because there is also a strong 
and consistent negative macro-level association between economic affluence 
and the level of corruption confounding relations between corruption and its 
social causes and consequences (van Deurzen, 2017), a pattern of contradic-
tory and ‘entangled’ research findings arises. This is further complicated by 
the fact that most studies focusing on societal (macro-level) indicators put 
forward a host of speculative ‘underlying’ micro-level argumentations that 
are hardly empirically verified. In line with You & Khagram (2005), Policardo 
et al. (2018, p. 100), for instance, also suggest that a positive impact of income 
inequality on corruption1 may be explained by the fact that “when poverty is 
widespread and people underpaid, the incentives to pursue wealth (even in an unfair 
and illegal way) increase.” 

Based on such arguments, it is easy to assume associations between the level 
of inequality and acceptance of corrupt acts. However, from a methodological 
perspective, comparative studies of this kind suffer from serious limitations, 
in the sense that inferences about social change over time are mostly derived 
from cross-country differences at a particular point in time. Focusing more 
directly on finding more robust evidence for this mechanism, i.e., that chang-
es in income inequality are linked to changes in the level of acceptance of 
corrupt acts, is a first step toward settling the income inequality-corruption 
dispute, and the pathway that we are exploring in this chapter. 

It is furthermore likely that at least part of these supposedly ‘linear’ relation-
ships arises from so-called ‘cluster-effects’, whereby ‘families of countries’ 
with similar religiously-rooted institutional and legal-historical traditions 
and regulations, which also happen to cluster around certain levels of in-
equality and economic affluence, systematically vary in terms of value orien-
tations. Even though with modernization and rationalization came secular-
ization, religion remains an important influence in people’s lives. Numerous 
public and private institutions and organizations (e.g. social policy, schools, 
and civil society) continue to reflect the hallmarks of their religious roots. As 

1 Controlling for Gross Domestic Product/capita.
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Loek Halman repeatedly demonstrated in his work, religion hence directly 
and indirectly serves as a source of morality and civic engagement (De Hart, 
Dekker & Halman, 2013; Halman & Van Ingen, 2015). Religion is furthermore 
associated with variations across Europe on the dimension of normative val-
ue orientations, i.e. “the maintenance of strict moral standards and the valuing of 
strict social norms, institutions, and solidarity with a rejection of self-interest and 
illegal behaviors” (Halman & Voicu, 2010, p. 3). Regarding the focus of this 
chapter, a cultural-legal heritage of Protestantism (stressing individual re-
sponsibility) and British common law (focused on the preservation of private 
property) tend to be associated with lower levels and acceptance of corruption 
(You & Khagram, 2005). Halman & Voicu (2010), however, note that Catholic 
societies appear stricter than Protestant and Orthodox ones, although in the 
latter, mostly Eastern-European, countries, since the collapse of communism 
a religious revival has taken place. 

 
22.2 Does Increasing Income Inequality Relate to Changes in 
the Acceptance of Corrupt Acts?

In this explorative chapter, we contribute to the existing literature by focusing 
on one particular mechanism that has been put forward regarding the sup-
posed causal impact of inequality on corruption: the acceptance of corrupt 
acts. To this end, we make use of advanced statistical modelling to exploit the 
richness and longitudinal nature of the European Values Study (EVS). We fo-
cus particularly on income inequality, given that there is a long-standing body 
of literature documenting, firstly, its increase since the mid-70’s across both 
advanced and emerging welfare democracies across the western hemisphere, 
following interdependent processes of economic globalization and technolog-
ical change, welfare state restructuring, post-communist market transition, 
and changes in household formation (e.g. Alderson & Nielsen, 2002; Bandelj & 
Mahutga, 2010; Esping-Andersen, 2007; Heyns, 2005; Milanovic, 2016; OECD, 
2015). 

Secondly, a large body of literature has sought to substantiate Wilkinson and 
Pickett’s (2009) claim that in particular relative income inequality has harmful 

social consequences, through processes such as increased competition for so-
cial status or declining solidarity (e.g. Lancee & Van de Werfhorst, 2012; Paskov 
& Dewilde, 2012; van Deurzen, van Ingen, & van Oorschot, 2015). As “income 
distributions change at a glacial pace” (Heyns, 2005, p. 173), a common criticism is 
that most of these (cross-sectional) studies capture country-differences rather 
than actual change over time. As one of the most long-running surveys, the 
EVS, however, offers the opportunity to study the impact of changes in in-
come inequality on changes in the acceptance of corrupt acts, for a suitably 
long time period, whilst taking account of both micro-level (individual) and 
macro-level (contextual) influences. Furthermore, the survey includes a wide 
range of countries, including new democracies that experienced deep social 
change (e.g., from communism to a free-market economy), and often-times 
also strong increases in income inequality, since the 1990s.

From previous research it is possible to derive competing expectations regard-
ing the impact of changes in income inequality on the acceptance of corrupt 
acts. This is also reflected in the empirical evidence so far: whilst You & Kha-
gram (2005) expect and find an ‘overall’ positive effect of income inequality on 
perceived corruption (mediated by a higher acceptance of corruption), Pop 
(2012) reports an overall negative association between income inequality and 
the acceptance of corrupt acts. Though the latter study includes 43 European 
countries (compared with 129 countries in the former), and this could explain 
the divergent conclusion, from a theoretical perspective the possibility exists 
that individuals with different social positions experience the distribution of 
resources in society differently and this would make corrupt behaviour more 
or less acceptable. In other words, higher inequality could be associated with 
either higher or lower acceptance of corrupt acts by different social groups in 
society.

One such line of argumentation links increases in inequality to increased op-
portunities for the rich and powerful to lead increasingly segregated lives, con-
tributing to declining meeting opportunities with, empathy for, and solidarity 
with poorer people (Mijs, 2019; Paskov & Dewilde, 2012). You & Khagram (2005) 
furthermore argue that at higher levels of inequality, those at the high-end 
have more to lose through the proper functioning of ‘meritocratic’ processes, 



reflections on european values340 341income inequality and acceptance of corrupt acts

as well as possessing more resources to gain influence in order to counter-act 
such influences. Higher inequality will therefore be more conducive to a higher toler-
ance of corrupt acts among the higher social strata (H1). 

But what happens with the rest of the population? Expectations become more 
blurry when it comes to the lower social strata. On the one hand, it could be 
that, especially in societies with higher inequality and less democracy, where 
“it is impossible to do well honestly” (You & Khagram, 2005, p. 138), corruption is 
a necessary ‘everyday evil’ in order to secure access to basic needs. This would 
imply that higher inequality would result in higher acceptance of corrupt acts 
in the whole population. On the other hand, however, we might expect that in 
a European context, where levels of affluence and democracy are higher, and 
welfare states at least aim to achieve some level of basic security and equal 
opportunity, people in lower social positions might become increasingly less 
acceptant of corrupt acts. If we add also a self-interest argument (the lack of 
financial resources and power puts the members of lower social strata at a dis-
advantage on a playing-field where this is the currency), a stronger expectation 
is that among the lower social strata, higher income inequality translates into lower 
acceptance of corrupt acts (H2). As such, these contrasting arguments could tilt 
the balance either way and could explain the inconsistent pattern of relation-
ships between income inequality and acceptance of corrupt acts as found in 
the literature so far.

 
22.3 Results from the EVS 1990 to 2017

Our data source is the longitudinal integrated file of the EVS. In our analy-
ses, we included only the countries that had at least 2 waves of data collec-
tion. Some countries and waves were discarded because of missing values for 
the contextual income inequality2 and wealth measures3. Finally, we had 40 
countries and 125 country-wave combinations in our analyses, covering the 

2 Income inequality was measured as an average across 3 years (or the closest value) of the Gini-Index of 
disposable household income, derived from the Standardized World Income Inequality Database (SWIID) 
(Solt, 2009), corresponding to each country-wave combination.

3 The wealth of a country was measured in a similar fashion but using the GDP per capita PPP current inter-
national $ derived from the World Development Indicators dataset (World Bank, 2020).

period from 1990 to 2017. 

We followed Pop (2012) in measuring acceptance of corrupt acts. For the items 
‘accepting a bribe’, ‘claiming undeserved state benefits’, ‘cheating on tax’ and 
‘paying cash to avoid tax’, respondents that chose a score from 6 to 10 (on a 
scale from 1 to 10, where a higher value indicates more acceptance) were coded 
with 1. Around 22 percent out of 181504 respondents in the working file found 
justifiable at least one of these corrupt acts. However, we found large differ-
ences between countries within each wave in the proportion of the population 
that found any of the 4 acts acceptable. The Russian Federation stands out 
with almost 60 percent of the population that found corrupt acts acceptable in 
the 2017 wave, while on the other end we had Turkey where in 1999 wave only 
around 3 percent of the population found corrupt acts justifiable. 

We first explored within each wave the country-level bivariate relationship be-
tween the level of income inequality or wealth and the societal acceptance of 
corrupt acts. Figure 22.1 presents an unclear picture:4 the relationship is not 
significant in the 1990-wave, is negative in 1999, remains negative but weakens 
in 2008 and finally became positive in the 2017-wave. The correlations within 
each wave indicated that all these relationships were however not statistically 
significant. 

4 The country codes are as followed: AL: Albania; AT: Austria; AM: Armenia; BE: Belgium; BA: Bosnia 
Herzegovina; BG: Bulgaria; BB: Belarus; HR: Croatia; CZ: Czech Republic; DK: Denmark; EE: Estonia; FI: 
Finland; FR: France; GE: Georgia; DE: Germany; GR: Greece; HR: Hungary; IS: Iceland; IR: Ireland; IT: Italy; 
LV: Latvia; LT: Lithuania; LU: Luxembourg; MT: Malta; NL: Netherlands; NO: Norway; PL: Poland; PT: Por-
tugal; RO: Romania; RU: Russian Federation; RS: Serbia; SK: Slovakia; SI: Slovenia; ES: Spain; SE: Sweden; 
CH: Switzerland; TR: Turkey; UA: Ukraine; MK: Macedonia; GB: Great Britain.
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Figure 22.1 Acceptance of corrupt acts (proportion by country and wave) and income  
inequality

 
Source: EVS

 
The bivariate relationship between the proportion of respondents that found 
any of the four corrupt acts justifiable and the level of economic affluence with-
in each wave showed a more consistent negative pattern (Figure 22.2). However, 
these relationships were also not significant. 

To test our expectations formally we applied the method proposed by Fair-
brother (2014). In brief, we estimated a 3-level multilevel model with coun-
try-waves nested in countries. Although the acceptance of corrupt acts was a 
dichotomous measure, we followed Mood (2010) and estimated linear proba-
bility models, treating thus the dependent variable as continuous and express-
ing the probability to find corrupt acts justifiable. To capture the effect of the 
level and of the change in time in income inequality we computed two mea-

sures, one capturing the mean by country across the waves in the dataset and 
the other one as the difference of each wave to the grand mean within the coun-
try. We added a set of individual-level control variables (gender, labour market 
position, age, and education level in 3 categories) as well as dummies for the 
waves. We used the same strategy to decompose the GDP per capita measure 
into the mean and difference to the country-specific mean. We used the harmo-
nized level of education provided in the integrated datafile as a proxy for the 
socio-economic position of respondents. This resulted in discarding the 1990 
wave due to missing values. This solution was preferable to using a measure 
of income at the individual level that additionally suffered from high levels of 
missing values when collected.

 
Figure 22.2 Acceptance of corrupt acts (proportion by country and wave) and societal 
wealth

Source: EVS
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Did the increase of income inequality between 1999 to 2017 relate to higher or 
lower probabilities of finding corrupt acts justifiable? Based on our analyses, 
this was not the case.5 Similarly, the average of income inequality across the 
waves included in the analyses was also not linked to the probability of find-
ing corrupt acts justifiable. The same can be said about the two (between- and 
within-) measures of wealth. Moreover, the estimation of interactions between 
over-time changes in income inequality and education level dummies, led to 
the same conclusion, i.e., there was no significant or significantly different im-
pact of trends in income inequality on the attitudes towards corrupt acts for 
individuals with different education levels. 

 
22.4 If not income inequality, then what?

We then turned our attention to possible ‘cluster-effects’, whereby ‘families 
of countries’ with similar religiously-rooted institutional and legal-historical 
traditions and regulations, which also happen to cluster around certain lev-
els of inequality and economic affluence, systematically vary in terms of value 
orientations. Based on the sources of variations mentioned above (also see e.g. 
De Jong, Lalenis & Mamadouh, 2002), we assigned countries to a ‘preliminary’ 
and admittedly rough classification differentiating between a Northern-Euro-
pean (Protestant, Common Law or pragmatic/decentralized law system, Beve-
ridgean welfare state origins), a Southern-European (predominantly Catholic, 
French or Germanic Civil Law, conservative-corporatist social and labour mar-
ket policy) and an Eastern-European cluster (legacy of communist rule, Catholic/
Orthodox). We found that, when not including the level of inequality and of 
wealth, the level of acceptance of corrupt acts was significantly higher in the 
Southern and Eastern clusters. Including the level of and the changes in time 
in wealth and inequality did not explain away these effects. Including inter-
actions between the level of and changes in income inequality, and the clus-
ter dummies resulted in a significant interaction with the Eastern-European 
cluster: in those countries with higher levels of inequality, the overall higher 
acceptance of corrupt acts was significantly lower.

5 Alternative estimations that excluded education, thus covering the waves 1990 to 2017, led to the same 
overall conclusions.

22.5 Conclusion

Attitudes towards corrupt acts display a wide variation between countries – 
from around three percent of the population in Turkey 1999 that found any of 
the four corrupt acts justifiable to almost 60 percent in the Russian Federation 
in 2017. Also, as illustrated by the figures, a change in time and within coun-
tries in the acceptance of corrupt acts is visible. Still, and against arguments 
and previous evidence from the literature, we found no relationship between 
the ‘average’ level or the changes in income inequality and the acceptance of 
corrupt acts. This comes as a surprise because it contradicts a study that using 
data from the EVS 2008 wave found an overall negative association between 
income inequality and the acceptance of corrupt acts (Pop, 2012). In addition, it 
also contradicts the study by You & Khagram (2005), who expected and found 
an ‘overall’ positive effect of income inequality on perceived corruption; this 
effect was mediated by a higher acceptance of corruption.

How can we explain these inconsistent findings? We proposed a more theo-
retical reasoning and we argued that high levels of income inequality might 
be perceived differently by individuals with different social standing. How-
ever, this was not the case also. Possibly, other contextual factors play a role 
in modelling how income inequality is perceived within the population and 
subsequently, what kind of effects it might have. First, Mijs (2019) finds that 
increasing income inequality across European countries is associated with a 
higher tolerance of inequality as more people believe that higher income gaps 
are meritocratically deserved. If this is the case, then “deserved” inequality is 
likely not reflected in attitudes towards corruption through the arguments 
that we discussed.

Next, engagement in corrupt acts as a cultural facet of Eastern-European so-
cieties could also have a role in moderating the effect of income inequality on 
the acceptance of corrupt acts, especially in combination with the profound 
institutional and economic changes that also have led to often strong increases 
in income inequality after the fall of communism. Corrupt acts could have a 
dual role in these societies, on the one hand being embedded still in the social 
psyche, being condemned as a social problem but still safeguarding the access 
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to public resources in a context of acute instability. This possibility was also 
supported by the analyses where we examined the differences between clus-
ters of countries, in particular the finding that the overall higher acceptance 
of corrupt acts in Eastern European societies was significantly lower in those 
countries with higher levels of inequality.

As a conclusion to this chapter, we point out the higher acceptance of corrupt 
acts in the Southern- and Eastern-European countries compared to the North-
ern countries. ‘Acceptance of corruption’ seems to be a rather ‘stable’ character-
istic of countries associated with typical religiously-rooted social institutions 
and legal traditions. Future research could flesh out which macro-level insti-
tutional arrangements (e.g., religion) are associated with which micro-level 
social attitudes and norms related to the ‘acceptance of corruption’.
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23. income, values 
and subjective  
wellbeing in europe:
results from the evs 1999-2017 data 

 

 

 

Ruud Muffels 

Abstract

The basic idea is to view the effects of objective and subjective modernization on subjec-
tive wellbeing (SWB). Objective modernisation refers to the nation’s socio-economic de-
velopment, indicated by GDP, absolute and relative income, and income inequality. Sub-
jective modernization refers to people’s modernization values including work and social 
values. Modernisation values used are (post-)materialism and gender-role and leisure 
time values. Work and social values pertain to work ethos and intrinsic or extrinsic work 
orientations and to trust in other people and the importance of family and friends and 
how leisure time is valued. The EVS data used cover a period of 20 years. A multi-level 
regression model has been estimated with modernisation indicators on country and indi-
vidual level and controls for gender, age, personal income, health and health behaviour 
(sports). The story found is clear. The findings illustrate the strong effects of absolute and 
relative income for people’s happiness, but, allegedly, more interesting are the strong ef-
fects of work and social values on SWB and the smaller but significant effects of all mod-
ernisation values which appear rather stable over time. People who hold strong social 
values gain in happiness because they engage more in social networks and relationships. 



reflections on european values350 351income, values and subjective wellbeing in europe

23.1 Introduction

My history with the European Values Study (EVS) and Loek goes back to the 
late 1990s when I became a colleague of Loek Halman at the Department of 
Sociology. At that time, I worked on the topic of subjective wellbeing and be-
came aware of the EVS being the pearl of the Department and the information 
contained in the excellent comparative values datasets. Loek Halman and Inge 
Sieben asked me in 2010 to write a chapter on subjective wellbeing for a Dutch 
book on solidarity and modernization values using the EVS-2008 data (Hal-
man & Sieben, 2011). I hesitated initially because as an economist, the subject 
of values was not very familiar to me. But, it goes without saying that a request 
of Mr. EVS himself – who happens to be also an excellent researcher and a very 
nice colleague for a long time – could not be rejected. The substance, quality 
and richness of the EVS tempted me to write a chapter on the impact of val-
ues on subjective wellbeing (SWB) with the title: ‘If money does not make one 
happy, what does?’ (Muffels, 2011). It was based on the Dutch data of the 2008 
wave and it showed that values matter for people’s SWB even after controlling 
for income at individual and national level (GDP). One year later, Wil Arts and 
Loek Halman asked me to redo that chapter but based on all countries in the 
2008 wave and now for an international volume (Muffels et al., 2014). 

At the time of writing of these two chapters, the second Atlas of European Val-
ues came out in 2011 with the title: “Trends and Traditions at the turn of the 
Century” (Halman et al., 2011). In the text of the Atlas, it was stated that: “hap-
piness is higher in nations characterized by the rule of law, freedom, civil so-
ciety, cultural diversity and modernity (schooling, technology, urbanization). 
Together with material comfort, these factors explain almost all differences 
in happiness across nations”. This heroic claim suggested that along with so-
cio-economic factors, values cannot be denied as an important explanation of 
SWB differences across nations. The former analyses I had done provided sup-
porting evidence on this claim.

When I was therefore asked by the editors of this Liber Amicorum for Loek 

Halman to write a chapter,1 it appeared obvious to redo the earlier work but 
including the 2017 data and taking a longer time frame. I address two simple 
questions, namely firstly whether the effects of values on SWB found in 2008 
are confirmed for the entire 20-year period (1999-2017) using data for 47 coun-
tries, and secondly whether the effects of values on SWB change over time. I 
will first sketch my ideas and methodology. Eventually, I will discuss the up-
dated results and draw some conclusions.

 
23.2 Existing Literature

I examine the relationship between values and SWB from a modernization 
perspective which is a very common approach in values studies (cf. Halman & 
Gelissen, 2019). The basic idea is to view the effects of objective modernization 
(socio-economic development or economic welfare indicated by GDP, abso-
lute and relative income and income inequality) and subjective modernization 
(modernization values, including work and social values) on SWB using the 
EVS data over the last 20 years. 

Socio-economic Development

The idea that income or GDP levels matter for nation’s levels of subjective well-
being is generally accepted although questioned in Easterlin’s paradox (1974). 
He suggested that money does not pay off for wellbeing because beyond a cer-
tain level of GDP per capita people in wealthier nations are not better off on 
SWB than people in less wealthy nations (Easterlin 1974; 2003). The Easterlin 
paradox is explained by habituation or adaptation according to which people 
are presumed to be in a sort of ‘hedonic treadmill’: due to rising aspirations, 
increases in wealth do not lead to similar increases in SWB. The paradox has 
been disputed in various papers (Hagerty & Veenhoven, 2003; d’Ambrosio 
et al., 2020) suggesting that money matters for SWB at least up to a certain 
threshold (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010). 

1 The chapter is a revised and shortened version of an earlier paper of Muffels et al. 2014. I now analyze three 
waves of 1999, 2008 and 2017 instead of the 2008 wave and the analyses include only variables available in 
all three waves. 
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Not only absolute income matters for SWB, but also relative income, low in-
come and income inequality (Stevensson & Wolfers, 2008). The lower the 
relative income and the longer the poor income status lasts the larger the 
negative effects on SWB (e.g Clark et al., 2016). The reason to include relative 
income is the alleged impact of ‘Keeping up with the Joneses’. People tend to 
compare themselves with their peers or colleagues and judge their own SWB 
in response to that (see e.g Kapteyn, 1977). Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman 
speaks therefore of income for happiness as ‘a focusing illusion’ (Kahneman et 
al., 2006). Eventually, though not uncontested, as shown in the seminal 2009 
book of Wilkinson and Pickett (2010), a negative relationship was found across 
nations between income inequality and SWB. 

Values and SWB

According to Halman and Sieben (2020), in sociology, “values are the social 
standards or criteria that can serve as selection principles to determine a choice 
between alternative ways of action”. In other words, values are commonly 
shared guiding principles for social behavior. They then discuss related con-
cepts in other disciplines. In economics, a service or good that delivers utility 
to people is of value because it meets individual preferences, which guide eco-
nomic behavior. In psychology personal values are “regarded as motivations 
for behavior” and hence, associated with the attainment of “life goals”, or the 
things you want to achieve in life (Headey et al 2010). Trust in other people is 
considered one of the personality traits in psychology but also one of the values 
in sociology. Halman and Sieben (2020) also refer to ancient Greek philosophy, 
to Plato’s ideas about the “good”, the virtues of Aristotle for living a good life 
and the Stoicism school on “virtue ethics”, in which “virtue is the only good” 
for human beings to achieve eudaimonic happiness. Values are not intrinsical-
ly good or bad: “they are more neutral, they do not necessarily lead to a better 
life, decency or happiness” (Halman and Sieben, 2020). The lessons I draw from 
this is first, that values are motivational drivers for social behavior and second-
ly, that values are tied to the notion of the “good life” and to happiness. 

Nonetheless, research on SWB from a values perspective is apparently not very 
common in sociology apart from research on the association of social trust 

with SWB (Fukuyama, 1995; Helliwell, 2006, Helliwell et al., 2021). An exception 
is formed by the work of sociologist Ruut Veenhoven, who examined the rela-
tionship between post-materialist values and happiness (Veenhoven 2008). In 
psychology more work is done, notably on the relationship between the ten 
Schwartz values and subjective wellbeing (e.g Schwartz & Sortheix, 2018). Pos-
itive psychologists posit in their ‘authentic happiness theory’ that meaning 
and engagement in life (life orientations) are essential to happiness, providing 
support to the beneficial effects of strength of character, religion, volunteering 
and acts of kindness (altruism) for happiness (Sagiv & Schwartz, 2000; Die-
ner & Seligman, 2004). Through analysing German panel data, Headey et al. 
(2010) show that changes in happiness levels are related to life goals and choic-
es made in response to these. If one wants to live a spiritual and/or healthy 
life (life goal), or one invests in religious services attendance or in exercising, 
it clearly contributes to a happy life. If one wants to set up a family life, meet 
friends or spend leisure time with others – which are also considered social 
values – it increases one’s long-term happiness. 

For work values which we consider part of modernization values, in sociolo-
gy the focus has been on the relationship between work orientations and job 
satisfaction and to the meaning of work for people’s life. Work is considered 
an essential element of one’s social network, because of which the importance 
attached to work or work ethos might have a positive effect on SWB. In Kalle-
berg’s job satisfaction theory (1977), intrinsic work values refer to characteris-
tics of a job which one finds important, such as autonomy in the job, responsi-
bility, a skills match, and meeting people and extrinsic work values to pay, job 
security or promotion. In positive psychology, there is clear evidence on the 
effects of life goals related to work on SWB showing that people striving for 
material success such as success in a job or pay are less happy than people who 
attach less value to material goals (Diener and Seligman, 2004, Headey et al., 
2010). In psychology, Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory is well-known, 
stating that intrinsically motivated people engage in an activity because they 
find it enjoyable and interesting, demonstrating greater effectiveness and per-
sistence in their behavior and improved well-being (Ryan et al., 1997). Hence, 
we suspect that intrinsic work values show a positive association with SWB 
and extrinsic work values a negative one. 
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An additional arguments comes from proponents of modernization theory, 
who believe that modernization brings about societal, political as well as cul-
tural change. The claim is not uncontested as the proponents of the ‘persistence 
of traditional values’ thesis argue (Inglehart & Baker, 2000). In the moderniza-
tion literature two dimensions of cultural change are distinguished, industri-
alization and post-industrialization. Industrialization causes a shift from tra-
ditional to secular-rational orientations in which the role of religion, religious 
beliefs and strong social norms become less central in life. In secular-rational 
societies adherence to religious and social norms has declined and shifted into 
support for values associated with individual striving and enlightened self-in-
terest (cf. Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). Post-industrialization brings about eman-
cipation from authority signaling a shift from survival values to individual or 
self-expression values and quality of life values. This shift is also delineated by 
Inglehart and others as a shift from materialism to post-materialism. Previous 
research indicates that societies emphasizing survival values generally have 
lower levels of subjective well-being than societies emphasizing self-expres-
sion and quality of life values (Inglehart et al., 2005). 

 
23.3 Analytical Strategy

In this chapter, the effects of economic welfare and social and modernisation 
values on SWB are analysed. Economic welfare is measured with GDP, GDP 
growth and income inequality (GINI). Modernization values refer to (post-) 
materialism, work ethos and intrinsic or extrinsic work orientations, opinions 
on gender roles and religion. Social values refer to trust in other people and 
the importance of family and friends and how leisure time is valued. The anal-
ysis controls at personal level for absolute, relative and low income, age, bad 
health, gender but also religious services attendance and exercising or sports. 
Indices were created for SWB of which each was normalized ranging from 0 to 
10. The effects were then estimated for income and the various values at indi-
vidual and country level using (multi-level) regression models.

In the EVS people are asked about a wide range of values, attitudes, opinions 
and preferences. The EVS contains also information on people’s demograph-

ics, their income and socio-economic status. I made use of the 1999, 2008 and 
2017 wave (165,.000 observations in 47 countries, 27 in 1999, 44 in 2008 and 35 
in 2017). 

The dependent variable subjective well-being is measured in the EVS by asking 
respondents about the extent in which they are satisfied with life as a whole, 
ranging from 1 to 10. GDP per capita and GDP growth are derived from the 
Worldbank database. Relative income is measured as the household income 
relative to the average income in the country. Low-income status is based on 
the 30% of all people in the three lowest income groups and the GINI-index is 
calculated from the EVS income data and rescaled to range from 0 to 10. We 
control for personal characteristics but also for well-known correlates of SWB, 
namely religion, religious services attendance and participation in sports. 

On social values, the EVS contains questions on the importance people attach 
in life to family, friends and leisure. Trust in other people is based on the ques-
tion “whether people would say that most people can be trusted or that you 
cannot be too careful in dealing with them”. On modernization values, first, 
egalitarian gender role values are measured by the respondent’s opinion on 
two statements: 1. Pre-school child suffers with working mother and 2. Wom-
en want a home and children. Next, on work values EVS contains a battery of 
questions on intrinsic and extrinsic work values and how people judge the im-
portance of a particular aspect of their job as derived from Kalleberg (1977). 
Work ethos is measured by three questions: the extent by which people agree 
with the statement that ‘people who don’t work turn lazy’, that work is ‘a duty’ 
and ‘work should always come first, even if it means less spare time’. The other 
modernization values pertain to Inglehart’s four points post-materialist scale. 
Hence, three groups are constructed: a group of ‘pure materialists’, a ‘mixed 
group’ having materialist and post-materialist values and a third group of 
‘pure post-materialists’. 

The various indices and sub-indices for social values and modernization val-
ues, including work values, are based on the unweighted row mean scores of 
the underlying items. For each construct we initially performed factor analysis 
to research the dimensionality of the scale and the contribution of each item. A 
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few items were removed to derive a scale that passes the threshold of reliability 
(alpha>.60). The scale was next normalized or rescaled to range from 0-10.2 This 
resulted in better comparability of the found effects. We estimated (multi-lev-
el) regression models to calculate the individual and country level effects of 
income and values on SWB.3

 
23.4 Results

In Figure 23.1, the results of two models are presented, one model with con-
trols and all the income and values indicators combined, and one with only the 
controls, the incomes, and an overall index of values. For this overall index, all 
separate indicators were combined (see first row in Fig. 23.1). The index shows 
a significant and substantial effect on SWB (0.135). All income and values indi-
cators appeared significant at 95% confidence level (p<0.05) except post-mate-
rialism and the Gini-inequality measure (p<0.1).4

Money seems to buy happiness, as the large effects of GDP per capita and ab-
solute income on SWB shows. Income inequality in a country has a significant 
but small (at 90% level) negative effect on SWB independent from the level of 
GDP per capita. It confirms Wilkinson and Pickett’s results (2010) that people 
in wealthier societies are happier when the incomes are more equally distrib-
uted.5 Poor people are less happy and people with incomes below the average 
in society incur a happiness loss confirming the results of other studies and 
supporting the relative income thesis (Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2005; Layard, 2005).

But, more important here is the finding that values matter for subjective well-
being and that the effect sizes are sometimes rather large, notably for social 

2 Normalization on a scale from 0-1 is applied to account for the differences in measurement and scaling of 
the underlying components. To arrive at a scale of 0-10, the score is multiplied by 10. 

3 For the exact formulation of the empirical model, we refer to the earlier paper (see Muffels et al., 2014). 

4 Post-materialism, however, was significant (p<0.05) in a model with the controls and only the values indicators.

5 Contrary to Kelley and Evans (2017), using EVS-WVS data we found no positive interaction effect of Gini in-
equality for poor countries (poor nations defined as GDP<0.3 times the maximum of GDP over all countries 
in each wave), possibly caused by the EVS data covering wealthier countries compared to the WVS data.

trust (0.4) and social values (0.14). Notice also the negative and quite large ef-
fect of the value people attach to pay (-0.10) and extrinsic work values on SWB 
(-0.026). This is not unexpected knowing that success and monetary gain goals 
reduce happiness. Intrinsic work values and work ethos on the other hand in-
crease people’s SWB. Workers gain happiness from the perceived added-value 
of working (for the unemployed negative effects are found) and for having an 
interesting and challenging job, learning new skills and meeting colleagues 
at work. The effects of modernisation values such as (mixed) post-material-
ism, gender egalitarian and religious values are significant but modest in size. 
 
 
Figure 23.1 Estimated effects of incomes and values on SWB

 
Source: EVS 1999-2017  

Note: Estimated effects of incomes and values on SWB plus 95% confidence intervals from various random intercepts 

multi-level regression models, EVS waves 1999, 2008 and 2017, N=165,508 observations in 47 countries. Controls are age, 

age squared, age cubed, female, education level, marital status, employment status, exercising and religious services 

attendance. 
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The second research question concerns changes in the effects of values on 
SWB over time. Only the 24 countries who participated in all three waves were 
selected for studying the effects in each wave. The effects of social values on 
SWB are rather stable as are the effects of modernisation values, such as on 
gender and religion. But, the effects of trust and intrinsic work values appar-
ently increase.6 

 
23.5 Conclusions

The results from the EVS data tell again a very clear story about the relation-
ship between incomes, values and SWB. Absolute as well as relative income 
and low income matters to SWB. People are also happier in more equal societ-
ies but the effects of inequality are small and much smaller than for the other 
income measures. The findings illustrate once more the strong effects of ab-
solute and relative income for people’s happiness probably because it shapes 
the social relationships between people. However, what is allegedly more inter-
esting is the strong effects of work and social values on SWB and the smaller 
but significant effects of all modernisation values which appear rather stable 
over time. Work ethos and intrinsic work values show a positive and extrinsic 
work values a negative effect. Strong effects on SWB are found for trust in other 
people (0.4) that also increases over time, and for the importance people attach 
to their family and friends (0.16). People who hold strong social values gain 
in happiness because they engage more in social networks and relationships. 

Loek Halman will be in his ‘third age’ when he receives this Liber Amicorum. 
From the literature and the analyses here, we know that there are negative ef-
fects of ‘second age’ and positive effects of ‘third age’ (age cubed) on SWB. With 
EVS as his child, that also brings along a strong social network, I wish and fore-
see for Loek a productive and happy third life. 

6 The evidence is not reported here, but available upon request from the author.
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24. is political  
protest in western 
europe becoming less 
of a prerogative of 
the young and of the 
left?

Paul Dekker 

Andries van den Broek

Abstract

In what seems to be a process of normalization or democratization of political protest, 
a shift appears to have taken place in the public that is willing to embrace political 
protest to further their political agendas, at least in Western Europe. After the upheaval 
of the 1960s and 70s, political protest was predominantly a vehicle of the young and of 
those wanting to change society along the lines of a progressive agenda. More recently, 
protest-proneness seems to have become spread more evenly over the population. Our 
analyses of developments in nine countries using data from the European Values Study 
for the period 1981-2017 show strong evidence for the growth of protest-proneness, loos-
ening its ties with the young everywhere, but only in some countries with the political 
left. In all countries, protest proneness is higher in the ‘protest generation’ (born 1941-
1955) than among people born before that period, but the differences compared with 
people born later fluctuate. 
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24.1 Introduction

After the adoption of extra-parliamentary routes to make themselves heard by 
civil or social movements in the 1960s and 1970s, the focus in the study of the 
political behaviour of citizens broadened from predominantly formalized or 
‘conventional’ means of political involvement to include a range of ‘unconven-
tional’ political action as well (Barnes & Kaase et al., 1979) – though it should be 
noted that this type of action was not altogether new, being predated by strikes 
by labour unions, marches by suffragettes and mass trespasses by walkers to 
preserve rights of way, for example. However, the broader uptake of political 
protest in the 1960s and 70s did pave the way for its recognition as part and 
parcel of political life. In hindsight, this can be interpreted as a first step in the 
process of normalization of political protest. Of concern here is whether that 
process has continued since, and whether it has also led to a democratization in 
the sense that it is not only accepted as a fact of life, but has also been adopted 
by broader segments of society. The latter implies not only that protest-prone-
ness spread across a larger share of the population, but more specifically that it 
spread among groups within society other than those that initially adopted it.

Generally speaking, the ascent of political protest in the postwar era was pre-
dominantly rooted in the younger segments of society and those seeking to 
bring about change in accordance with a progressive agenda, whether it was to 
expand the rights of underprivileged groups (e.g., the working class, women 
and people of colour) or to oppose perceived threats (e.g. nuclear weapons and 
environmental pollution). A change-minded or progressive agenda inspired 
young people to political behaviour that went beyond conventional means 
(Kostelka & Rovny, 2019).

Recently, political protest seems also to have been adopted by people in lat-
er life-stages and by people seeking to further a conservative political agen-
da. This suggests a certain ‘democratization’ or ‘normalization’ (Van Aelst & 
Walgrave, 2001; Quaranta, 2014) of protest as a means of pursuing political 
ends, as predicted by Barnes & Kaase and their co-authors (1979). Proneness to 
adopt political protest seems to have become more common, in the sense of 
becoming widespread across the populations as a whole, both in terms of age 

and of political preference. As regards the latter, just as in earlier decades the 
issues of contention are once again non-materialistic, but unlike earlier, the 
intention now is to oppose rather than to further societal change. What is at 
stake now more often seems to be the preservation of Western achievements 
and traditions that are perceived to be under threat from cosmopolitanization 
in general and immigration in particular.

The relationship between protest-proneness and age can also be reconceptu-
alized as a relationship between protest-proneness and year of birth, or gen-
eration, though without seeking to get into the muddy waters of suggesting 
clear-cut generational differences, for which there is precious little empirical 
evidence (Van den Broek, 1999). The idea then is that members of some birth 
cohorts may be more inclined to turn to political protest than members of oth-
er birth cohorts. Barnes & Kaase et al. (1979) suggested that, following the rise 
of political protest achieved by a group of birth cohorts that can loosely be 
described as the protest generation (born in the period 1941-1955; cf. Van den 
Broek, 1999), the further spread of political protest would come about because 
birth cohorts born in later years would be even more prone to turn to political 
protest, possibly related to a continuing shift towards postmaterialist values 
(Inglehart & Catterberg, 2002).

Below, we reformulate these observations and suggestions into hypotheses 
which we subsequently test empirically. We are pleased to acknowledge that be-
ing able use the data of the European Values Study (EVS) to test these hypothe-
ses was only possible because of the continued efforts of those who have worked 
hard to organize the EVS surveys in a number of countries in a consistent man-
ner over the years. Perhaps pointing out the obvious, Loek Halman bore the 
brunt of the efforts to facilitate that. Without his perseverance and dedication, 
it is highly unlikely that this chapter could be written. Thanks, Loek! 

 
24.2 Hypotheses

We first look at the situation from a ‘static’ point of view, asking ourselves 
whether protest-proneness has indeed traditionally been a prerogative of 
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the young and of the political left. To test this, hypothesis #1 posits that pro-
test-proneness is greater among younger age groups than older age groups, 
while hypothesis #2 posits that protest-proneness is greater among people on 
the left of the political spectrum than among those more on the political right.

We then turn to a ‘dynamic’ view; hypothesis #3 states that, as predicted by 
Barnes & Kaase et al. (1979) in their groundbreaking work, ‘unconventional’ po-
litical participation has become more widespread over time.

As regards the dynamics of the normalization of protest-proneness, hypothe-
sis #4 posits that, over time, protest-proneness has become less predominant-
ly a characteristic of the young; and hypothesis #5 states that, over time, pro-
test-proneness has become less something that is adopted mainly by people 
on the left of the political spectrum.

Finally, we look at the dynamics that may lie beneath the surface. Hypothesis 
#6 posits that differences between successive years are smaller after correcting 
for differences between generations. Our final hypothesis #7 builds on the dual 
expectation that the protest generation paved the way for protest, and hence is 
more protest-prone than people born before them, and that people born later 
than the protest generation carry the torch forwards and display even higher 
levels of protest-proneness. 

 
24.3 Data, Indicators and Approach

The empirical basis for testing these hypotheses consists of data drawn from 
the European Values Study (EVS) covering the period 1981-2018 for the nine 
countries in which data were assembled in each of the five EVS-waves. Travel-
ling from the northwest to the southeast, those countries are Iceland, Sweden, 
Denmark, (West) Germany, The Netherlands, Great Britain (thus excluding 
Northern Ireland), France, Spain and Italy.1 

1 Denmark 1981-2017, France 1981-2018, West Germany 1981-2017, Great Britain 1981-2018, Iceland 1984-2017, It-
aly 1981-2018, The Netherlands 1981-2017, Spain 1981-2017, and Sweden 1982-2017, and in between 1990, 1999, 
and 2008 or 2009; per country the total sample size ranges from 5,019 (Iceland) to 9,159 (Italy) respondents. 
Until the last wave, CAPI was used in all countries, but in 2017/18 multimode fieldwork was used in four of 

We use the following indicators for protest-proneness and political preference. 
To measure protest-proneness, we use the question “Now we would like you to 
look at this list of different forms of political action that people can take: Sign-
ing a petition / Joining in boycotts / Attending lawful demonstrations / Joining 
unofficial strikes / … .2 We would like you to indicate, for each one, whether you 
have actually done any of these things, whether you might do it, or whether 
you would never, under any circumstances, do it.” For each of these four items, 
we dichotomized the responses ‘have done’ and ‘might do’ as ‘protest-prone’ 
(versus the other responses as not protest-prone) and then combined them in a 
scale ranging from 0 (no protest-proneness at all) to 4 (protest-prone in all four 
respects).3 Note that we include protest-proneness rather than focusing solely 
on actual protest behavior, because the latter not only depends on a person’s at-
titude but also on the opportunity structure at a given time in a given country.4 

To measure political preference, we use a question about political left-right 
self-assessment: “In political matters, people talk of ‘the left’ and ‘the right’. 
Generally speaking, how would you place your views on this scale [printed on 
a card: 1 (= Left) - 10 (= Right)] ?” We take 1-4 as an indication for ‘left’ and com-
pare this with the rest, including respondents who are unable or unwilling to 
position themselves as politically left or right. 

We take 18-34 years old as young (young) and compare this with the 35+ age 
group; and we use three categories for generations: the ‘protest generation’ (b. 

our countries. In two of them we found small but significant differences (on a 5-point scale, CAWI respon-
dents scored 0.1 lower than CAPI respondents in Denmark, and 0.1 higher in Iceland) and we have decided 
to use the full samples. 

2 This is the common selection for all five waves of the survey; in the first four waves the item ‘Occupying build-
ings or factories’ was also included, and in the first wave there were two more: ‘Damaging things like breaking 
windows, removing road signs, etc.’ and ‘Using personal violence like fighting with other demonstrators or 
the police’. These items were placed at the end of the list and we will ignore them completely in this chapter.

3 The reliability of the protest-proneness scale is moderate: the average value of McDonalds Omega is .70 
for the five waves in the nine countries (lowest in Iceland (.61) and highest in Spain (.78). In only seven of 
180 cases (5 x 9 x 4 items) could the reliability be marginally improved by deleting an item. Signing peti-
tions is always the most popular mode and joining unofficial strikes always the most unpopular mode in 
all countries except Spain (where demonstrations are sometimes most popular and boycotts sometimes 
most unpopular). To give an impression of the popularity of the modes with the average percentage ‘have 
done’ + ‘might do’ in the nine countries: petitions range from 75% in the first wave to 85% in the fifth wave, 
boycotts from 40% to 60%, demonstrations from 52% to 71%, and strikes from 22% to 38%.

4 See e.g. Inglehart & Catterberg (2002) and Quarantana (2014) for alternative analyses of these items (for 
developments in a number of countries in the last quarter of the 20th century, and for Italy, respectively). 
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1941-1955) versus those born earlier (pre-protest cohorts) and those born later 
(post-protest cohorts). 

We test our hypotheses for each of the aforementioned nations separately. This 
is the hardest test for our general statements, and it is useful to know where 
they fail the test.

 
24.4 Results

We present our first set of findings in Table 24.1. It presents the results of nine 
multivariate regression analyses using two models, one with main effects only 
and one including two interaction terms.5 

Our first hypothesis, that protest-proneness would be higher among the 
young, receives empirical support across the board. The young are more pro-
test-prone than those aged 35+ (second row in Table 24.1).

Hypothesis #2 is also clearly corroborated in each of the countries investigat-
ed: those leaning to the left politically are more protest-prone than those in the 
middle, on the right or without a left-right identity (third row in table). 

As regards our third hypothesis, protest-proneness was indeed higher in the 
late 2010s than in the early 1980s in all nine countries included in our analyses. 
There is a significant (p<0.001) linear increase in protest-proneness scores over 
time everywhere (fourth row in table). This finding is very much in line with 
the prediction of Barnes & Kaase et al. (1979) that what was then called ‘uncon-
ventional’ political participation would in time become more widespread.

Our fourth hypothesis posited that protest-proneness has become less exclu-
sively a characteristic of the young over time. This hypothesis receives empir-
ical support in eight nations (all but Italy), as the interaction effect between 
year and age is negative in those eight countries (second to last row in Table 1). 

5 We thus implicitly test hypotheses #1-3 combined in model 1, and #4-5 combined with all others in model 
2, but separate tests of the hypotheses would not have resulted in different conclusions.

This strongly suggests that protest-proneness in the earliest years was not, or 
at least not only, a trait of being young, but that those who were protest-prone 
then at a young age still are so in later years at a more advanced age. 

 
Table 24.1 Determinants of protest-proneness: Unstandardized regression coefficients

determinants 

(+ expected effect) IS SE DK DE(W) NL GB FR ES IT

Model 1:  

main effects  

constant 2.18 2.40*** 1.55 1.45 1.34 1.72 1.66 1.00 1.36

young (+) .37*** .28*** .52*** .49*** .43*** .32*** .53*** .61*** .65***

left (+) .50*** .56*** .74*** .79*** .89*** .67*** .81*** 1.01*** .81***

year.10 (0-3.7) (+) .18*** .08*** .28*** .15*** .21*** .11*** .19*** .13*** .15***

Model 2:  

+ interactions  

constant 2.08 2.27 1.27 1.36 1.15 1.65 1.51 .92 1.39***

young (+) .62*** .65*** 1.06*** .78*** .87*** .62*** .74*** .73*** .65***

left (+) .54*** .58*** 1.22*** .82*** .99*** .52*** 1.07*** 1.14*** .70***

year.10 (0-3.7) (+) .22*** .14*** .41*** .21*** .29*** .15*** .26*** .18*** .13***

young * year.10 (-) -.13*** -.19*** -.23*** -.17*** -.22*** -.16*** -.11*** -.09*** .00

left * year.10 (-) -.02 -.01 -.19*** -.02 -.05* .07* -.13*** -.09*** .06**

 
a Reference category: 35-54 years old, not 1-4 or 7-10 on a 1-10 left-right scale, in 1981. To make time effects more visible, we 

use periods of 10 years (1981=0; 2018=3.7).  

b Significance: p * < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 and *** p < 0.001 (one-sided).

 
Our fifth hypothesis was that over time protest-proneness has become less ex-
clusively a strategy open to those on the political left. This hypothesis holds 
true in just four nations: Denmark, The Netherlands, France, and Spain. No 
trend at all was found in Iceland, Sweden or Germany, while the trend was ac-
tually in the reverse direction in Great Britain and Italy (last row in Table 24.1). 
Clearly, then, this hypothesis does not hold across the board. It is for future 
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research to seek to explain these diverging patterns.

Table 24.2 sets out our findings regarding the two generational hypotheses. 
Our sixth hypothesis that the (linear) effect of time diminishes after correct-
ing for differences between generations is corroborated in all countries: the 
regression coefficients for year.10 reduce by at least one third after generations 
are taken into account. This decline is statistically significant everywhere 
(p<0.001).6 This means that the change over time is not just a general change 
(period effect) applying to all people in equal measure. Rather, that change is in 
part embedded in different attitudes between people born in earlier and in lat-
er years (cohort effect). What we are witnessing here is the impact on society of 
the biological processes of birth and death: as more recent cohorts replace the 
dying cohorts, the proportion of people who are more prone to turn to political 
protest increases, while the proportion of people less likely to protest dimin-
ishes (a process aptly characterized as a ‘silent revolution’ by Inglehart, 1977).

 
Table 24.2 Time and generation as determinants of protest-proneness: Unstandardized 
regression coefficients 

determinants  

(+ expected effect) IS SE DK DE(W) NL GB FR ES IT

Model 1: years & age 

year.10 .21*** .08*** .32*** .18*** .22*** .13*** .21*** .17*** .15***

Model 2:  

+ generations  

year.10 .13*** .00 .20*** .12*** .09*** .07*** .14*** .08*** .10***

pre-protest  

generation (-) -.53*** -.60*** -.80*** -.35*** -.76*** -.47*** -.55*** -.34*** -.34***

post-protest  

generation (+) .05 -.03 .08* .05 .15** -.01 -.09* .21*** -.05

a Effects are adjusted for age (linear).  

Significance: p * < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 and *** p < 0.001 (one-sided).

6 Significance tested with suest-command (from Jeroen Weesie) in Stata, as recommended and kindly 
executed by our SCP colleague Jurjen Iedema.

Our final hypothesis 7, the logical counterpart of the previous one, contains 
the dual expectation that members of the cohorts loosely referred to as the 
protest generation are more protest-prone than people born before them and 
that people born later in turn display even higher levels of protest-proneness. 
The first part of the hypothesis is clearly supported everywhere: compared to 
the protest generation, protest-proneness is considerably lower among their 
predecessors. The second part is only supported in Denmark, The Nether-
lands and Spain. The French ‘protest generation’ shows slightly higher levels 
of protest-proneness than people born later, while in the other five countries 
there is no difference between these two categories. Even in those countries, 
however, the biological process of cohort replacement makes itself felt, as the 
post-protest cohorts entering the population are more protest-prone than the 
dying-out pre-protest generation cohorts they replace. 

 
24.5 Conclusions and Discussion

Are we, as suggested in the past by the authors of Political Action (Barnes & 
Kaase, 1979), witnessing the normalization or democratization of political pro-
test-proneness? The answer is: yes, we most certainly are. Proneness to resort 
to political protest is on the rise significantly.

Notwithstanding that protest-proneness is still higher among the young, the 
impression that the normalization of political protest means that it is no lon-
ger the prerogative of the young holds true. This means that protest-prone-
ness has spread more evenly across the population, including to people in later 
life-stages.

However, the same pattern does not apply for protest-proneness and being on 
the left politically. It is an error to think that the normalization of political pro-
test means that it is no longer mainly a prerogative of the left. With national 
variations, the general picture is not that protest-proneness has spread more 
evenly, including to people who do not support a leftist political agenda.

A closer look at generational differences and the effects of cohort replacement 
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shows that members of the protest generation are more protest-prone than 
their predecessors everywhere, but they differ less clearly from their succes-
sors, if at all. Yet the gradual process of cohort replacement applies every-
where, as the cohorts who die out are less protest-prone than those who take 
their place.
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Abstract

Following up on Loek Halman’s work on value change and stability, we investigate 
public opinion patterns between 1990 and 2017 in the Netherlands. While large-scale 
societal processes raise perceptions of severe value changes over time, prior research 
has shown that Dutch citizens generally rely on already existing values ingrained in 
Dutch society. Based on theories regarding fundamental differences between values, 
attitudes, and preferences, we propose different expectations regarding stability and 
change in public opinion. Based on regression analyses of European Values Study data 
(1990-2017), we find three main trends in the Dutch public opinion landscape: 1) con-
servatism and religiosity are declining, 2) preferences for government involvement 
grow, and 3) materialist values increasingly tend to be prioritized over post-material-
ist values. Given the revival of economic instability and the rise of cultural insecurity, 
we conclude that while circumstances change, people’s attitudinal reaction generally 
does not. With the addition of new waves, the European Values Study will continue to 
deepen our understanding of value development and its relation to changing environ-
ments.
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25.1 Introduction

Processes such as (post-)modernization (Inglehart, 1997), globalization (Kriesi 
et al., 2006), and the rise of the Artificial Intelligence Society (Inglehart, 2018) 
all indicate a gradual, large-scale values change. In a smaller timeframe, the 
current COVID-19 pandemic has strengthened the perception of some people 
that life as we knew it before the pandemic is over (e.g. Dartnell, 2020). Wheth-
er we are in the midst of a pandemic or not, it is clear that our social environ-
ment is changing all the time.

Having been involved in the European Values Study (EVS) for decades, Loek 
Halman has been primarily concerned with how such social transformations 
influence our values, attitudes, and preferences. Influential work on stability 
and change in public opinion (Converse, 1964; Inglehart, 1977; Uslaner, 2002) 
has shown that large-scale contextual changes can slowly alter the value pat-
terns of societies through the replacement of generations and their core val-
ues. Yet, compared to values, attitudes and preferences are more volatile and 
can change quickly within a person (instead of gradually across generations), 
depending on one’s evaluation of the current context. In short, it is well estab-
lished that a changing environment makes for changing public opinion, both 
gradually in the long-term, and sometimes abruptly in the short run.

However, in one of his own books on value change in the Netherlands (Halman 
& Sieben, 2011), Loek concludes that citizens fall back on long-standing values 
in Dutch society, despite fundamental societal changes and public perceptions 
of drastic value change. We will extend the work on values development in this 
contribution by investigating the idea that circumstances change, while peo-
ple’s response to their environment stays stable. To do so, we will make use of 
cross-sectional EVS data, collected between 1990 and 2017 in the Netherlands.

 
25.2 Stability and Change in Public Opinion

When investigating and explaining trends in public opinion, it is essential to 
differentiate between values and concepts such as norms, attitudes, preferenc-

es, and beliefs (Halman & Sieben, 2020). There namely exists a hierarchy in 
which values are believed to be largely stable, while preferences are considered 
highly volatile (Uslaner, 2002).

First of all, Halman and Sieben (2020, p. 1) defined values as:

“Deeply rooted motivations, principles, or orientations guiding, steering, chan-
neling, or explaining certain attitudes, norms, opinions, convictions, and desires. 
Values justify, motivate, and legitimate human behavior, but they are of a more 
general nature. Adhering to a specific value constitutes a disposition, or a propen-
sity to act in a certain way.” 

Values thus form the basis for identity, behavior, and other kinds of beliefs, be-
cause they are ingrained in our belief system through socialization processes 
at an early age (Converse, 1964; Inglehart 1977; Uslaner 2002). This also means 
that the more central values are to our way of thinking, the less likely they are 
to change within a lifetime (Converse, 1964). Examples of such values are re-
ligiosity and political ideology, which provide us with moral guidance and a 
sense of identity and belonging (Carmines & Stimson 1980; Converse 1964; In-
glehart, 1977; 1985; Uslaner 2002). Also (post-)materialistic values are thought 
to be rather stable, because they are formed by the circumstances we grow up 
in. Based on the socialization- and scarcity hypotheses, Inglehart (1997) argues 
that being raised in times of (economic) insecurity and instability causes peo-
ple to prioritize materialistic values over post-materialistic ones. The more 
secure and stable one’s environment becomes, the more room there is to prior-
itize quality of life over survival (Inglehart, 1997). Consequently, a societal shift 
in values has occurred through the replacement of less wealthy and less secure 
generations by those who grow up more prosperously: the ‘Silent Revolution’ 
(Inglehart, 1977).

Somewhat less stable are attitudes referred to by Carmines and Stimson (1980, 
p. 78) as attitudes towards “easy issues”. Such issues elicit “gut responses” and 
are therefore often the topic of long-term political debate about symbolic poli-
cy goals. Issues of permissiveness (both public and private) are good examples, 
as we are guided by our core values in deciding what is acceptable behaviour 
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and what is not. Other examples are ethnic prejudice and attitudes towards 
gender equality. Although Uslaner (2002) considers the latter to be quite vola-
tile, we follow the rationale of Reeskens et al. (2021) that gender equality better 
fits the definition of an easy issue as elaborated above. Uslaner’s (2002) con-
clusion was based on the strong increase in gender equal attitudes around the 
1970s, which was, according to Inglehart and Norris (2016), closely related to 
the rise of stable post-materialist values.

Lastly, most volatile are “mere preferences” (Uslaner, 2002, p. 57) or attitudes 
towards “hard issues” (Carmines & Stimson, 1980, p. 78). Contrary to values 
and attitudes towards easy issues, these kind of attitudes and preferences of-
ten regard complex issues that require a thorough evaluation of the current 
circumstances and information at hand. A clear example is institutional trust. 
Whether people trust institutions or not depends on their current perfor-
mance, and when this performance changes, people adjust their trust accord-
ingly. Another example is the preference for government involvement (Con-
verse, 1964). This may sound paradoxical, as such preferences are often related 
to people’s political ideology, which is considered a stable value. However, it 
makes sense that attitudes on ever changing, technical government interven-
tions ask for more thorough evaluation and are thus more volatile.

In sum, we have argued that people hold values and attitudes that remain large-
ly stable throughout their lives, but they also have preferences and other kinds 
of attitudes that change frequently within the same lifespan. However, instead 
of using panel data to study within-person change, we will use cross-sectional 
data to investigate changes in the Dutch population as a whole. If the theory 
holds and core values and related easy issues indeed change slowly through 
generational replacement while preferences and hard issues change back and 
forward in a relatively small timeframe, it is likely that cross-sectional analyses 
show the opposite pattern of within-individual analyses (the ‘level of analysis 
paradox’ (Inglehart, 1985)). That is, we expect to identify consistent, gradual 
patterns of change in values and easy issues, but inconsistent or even absent 
patterns of change in preferences and hard issues between 1990 and 2017 in 
Dutch society.

25.3 Data and Measures

We investigate the stability of nine Dutch values, attitudes, and preferences 
across the four most recent waves of the European Values Study (1990-2017) 
(see Table 25.1 for an overview). We choose these nine items because they are 
consistently repeated over the four EVS-waves and cover different kinds of 
public opinions on a variety of social, cultural, and economic issues.

Religiosity is measured by the frequency of church attendance (apart from wed-
dings, funerals, and christenings) and ranges from ‘never’ (1) to ‘more than 
once a week’ (8).

To measure political ideology respondents are asked where they place them-
selves on the scale from 1 (left) to 10 (right).

Post-materialism ranges from prioritizing order and fighting rising prices to 
prioritizing freedom of speech and democracy on a 4-point scale. A higher 
score indicates more post-materialistic (as opposed to materialistic) values.

Private permissiveness is composed of five 10-point questions that ask whether 
the respondent thinks the following is justifiable (ranging from ‘never’ to ‘al-
ways justifiable’): homosexuality, abortion, divorce, euthanasia, and suicide. 
The resulting scale is very reliable (α=.863).

Similarly, public permissiveness is a scale of four 10-point questions asking to 
what extent the following is justifiable: claiming state benefits which you are 
not entitled to, avoiding fare on public transport, cheating on taxes, and ac-
cepting a bribe (α=.613).

Ethnic prejudice is measured by asking whether the respondent would like the 
following people as neighbours: people of a different race, immigrants or for-
eign workers, Muslims, and Jews. We thus assume that more ethnically preju-
diced respondents mention more groups (0-4).1

1 We are aware that the measurement validity of these items is under scrutiny, but because of the reasons 
mentioned earlier, we have chosen to include them anyway. The items have been used in previous Dutch 
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Gender equality is operationalized as the mean score of four Likert scale items 
ranging from ‘agree strongly’ (1) to ‘disagree strongly’ (4): “a working moth-
er can establish just as warm and secure a relationship with her children as a 
mother who does not work” (recoded), “being a housewife is just as fulfilling 
as working for pay”, “a pre-school child is likely to suffer if his or her mother 
works”, and “a job is alright but what most women really want is a home and 
children”. Reliability analysis shows the scale is reliable with α=.643.

Institutional trust is indicated by trust in four major societal institutions: the 
parliament, the justice system, civil services, and the police. The answers 
range from ‘a great deal of confidence’ to ‘no confidence at all’. Items have been 
recoded so that a higher mean score on these items reflects greater institution-
al trust. The scale is reliable with α=.733.

Finally, preferences for government involvement are composed of five 10-point 
semantic differential questions: “people versus the government should take 
more responsibility”, “incomes should be made more equal versus there 
should be greater incentives for individual effort” (recoded), “the private ver-
sus government ownership of business and industry should be increased”, and 
“competition is good versus harmful”. The scale is reliable with α=.609.

Across four waves, we have a final sample of N=5,346 Dutch citizens (sampling 
weights are not applied). Item nonresponse is limited, with the highest pro-
portion in left-right self-placement (7.6%) followed by post-materialism (2.7%). 
The proportion of missing values is approximately equal across waves. Miss-
ing values are excluded listwise. The mean values and respective N per wave 
are presented in Table 25.1.

The mean values between waves suggest that values, as well as some attitudes 
and preferences do change over time. Church attendance, as a proxy for religi-
osity, steadily decreased with 27.2% between 1990 and 2017. Post-materialism 
decreased with 10.1% between 1990 and 1999, after which values stabilize. Re-
latedly, private permissiveness increased with 24.8%, equivalent to one point 

research as well, and results were in line with that of parallel studies in the same journal issue (see Lubbers 
& Scheepers, 2019).

on a ten-point scale. Attitudes in favour of gender equality increased with 
15.5% between the four waves. Public permissiveness drops slightly (-5.2%), 
while the average Dutch citizen wants more government involvement over 
time (+14.4%). Ethnic prejudice increases substantially over time, with 16.4%. 
Political ideology and institutional trust fluctuate but stay stable over time.

 
Table 25.1 Descriptive statistics

  min max m s 1990 1999 2008 2017

Religiosity 1 8 3.00 2.416 3.54 3.11 3.19 2.57

Political ideology 1 10 5.45 1.976 5.47 5.11 5.47 5.59

Post-materialism 1 4 2.68 0.973 2.88 2.66 2.68 2.59

Private permissiveness 1 10 6.57 2.242 5.86 6.25 6.15 7.31

Public permissiveness 1 10 2.07 1.220 2.16 2.16 1.98 2.05

Ethnic prejudice 0 4 0.38 0.859 0.35 0.23 0.47 0.41

Gender equality 1 4 2.80 0.604 2.55 2.75 2.75 2.96

Institutional trust 1 4 2.55 0.508 2.61 2.51 2.52 2.56

Government involvement 1 10 4.85 1.376 4.52 4.63 4.73 5.17

N 907 952 1397 2090 

 

Source: EVS 1990-2017 

25.4 Results

We test our expectations on the societal-level stability of public opinion with a 
fixed-effects regression (see Table 25.2). We do not account for explanatory fac-
tors, testing only the total mean differences between timepoints. Contrary to 
our expectations, all values, attitudes, and preferences under scrutiny change 
significantly over time. However, the explained variance shows that not all pub-
lic opinions change at an equal pace. Political ideology and institutional trust 
are most stable, whereas private and public permissiveness are most volatile. 
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Table 25.2 OLS fixed effects regression

Inter-

cept

1999 2008 2017 R2

Religiosity 3.537 *** -0.423 (.111) *** -0.351 (.102) *** -0.962 (.095) *** 0.022

Political 

ideology

5.471 *** -0.363 (.092) *** -0.003 (.084) 0.115 (.079) 0.007

Post- 

materialism

2.883 *** -0.223 (.045) *** -0.202 (.041) *** -0.292 (.039) *** 0.011

Private per-

missiveness

5.856 *** 0.392 (.100) *** 0.294 (.092) *** 1.451 (.086) *** 0.072

Public per-

missiveness

2.163 *** -0.002 (.057) -0.179 (.052) *** -0.112 (.049) * 0.003

Ethnic  

prejudice

0.352 *** -0.124 (040) ** 0.118 (.037) *** 0.058 (.034) 0.009

Gender 

equality

2.551 *** 0.202 (.027) *** 0.197 (.025) *** 0.408 (.023) *** 0.059

Institutional 

trust

2.608 *** -0.100 (.024) *** -0.088 (.022) *** -0.048 (.020) * 0.005

Government 

involvement

4.517 *** 0.113 (.063) 0.217 (.058) *** 0.652 (.054) *** 0.037

 
*p < .05; **<.01; ***p < .001.  

note: Standard errors in parentheses. Sampling weights apply. 

 
These results point to three crossing trends in the socio-cultural landscape. 
First, society is shifting away from religious conservatism and the traditional 
breadwinner family model. Church attendance is decreasing, as private per-
missiveness and support for (binary) gender equality is rising. This indicates 
that core values such as religiosity indeed (partly) guide attitudes on related 
easy issues, and that such public opinions gradually change over time.

Second, there is increasing support for government intervention in the economy, 
although this trend is contradicted by fluctuating institutional trust and political 

ideology. We indeed expected ambiguous fluctuations in institutional trust, as 
a clear example of an evaluation-depended preference. However, we also expect-
ed this for preferences for government involvement (which turns out to increase 
consistently), and not for political ideology (which fluctuates inconsistently).

Third, the Dutch cultural landscape has shifted towards a more materialistic 
and authoritarian position. Although we hypothesized that this value would 
change over time, we expected this trend to be more pronounced. Moreover, 
the population became more materialistic as opposed to post-materialistic 
between 1990 and 1999, and this shift persisted over time. Similarly, the accep-
tance of breaking the law has dropped persistently since 1999 and 2008.

Lastly, ethnic prejudice does not fit any of these trends, as it displays ambiguous 
fluctuations of decrease, increase, and stability. Especially the sharp increase in prej-
udice in 2008, the year the economic crisis hit, may indicate that this attitude is more 
context-dependent and volatile than the definition of ‘easy issue’ would suggest.2

 
25.5 Discussion

In this contribution, we built on prior work on value development in the Nether-
lands. We investigated earlier conclusions that values change less drastically than 
we may expect based on large-scale societal changes, and that citizens often fall 
back on long-standing values in Dutch society (Halman & Sieben, 2011). At first 
glance, our findings seem to indicate that, in fact, everything changes. However, 
when we zoom out and look at the substantive changes on a more general level, 
we indeed find indications that circumstances change, but people generally do 
not.

More specifically, we identified three crossing trends in the public opinion 
landscape of the Netherlands between 1990 and 2017. First of all, conservatism 
decreases along with declining religiosity, while, secondly, the wish for more 
government involvement grows. Lastly, we observe a tendency towards the pri-

2 Yet, this could also be due to the specific measurements used, as elaborated earlier.
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oritization of materialist values over post-materialist ones. According to Ingle-
hart (1977; 1997), people are more focused on materialism, authority, and order 
in times of (economic) insecurity and instability. Not only has secularization 
decreased the authoritarian and orderly influence of the church, economic de-
velopments may also strengthen feelings of insecurity and instability among 
the Dutch population. That is, while Dutch citizens become wealthier on aver-
age, wealth inequality is enormous in the Netherlands, especially compared to 
other countries (Toussaint et al., 2020). Moreover, the insecurities brought by 
the rise of the Artificial Intelligence Society (Inglehart, 2018), the increasingly 
flexible labor market (Green, 2017), and the instability of the housing market 
(Lennartz, Arundel & Ronald, 2016) can further increase the desire for state 
authority and the prioritization of the economy over post-materialist issues 
such as self-expression; not only among the older, lower educated, but also 
among the younger, higher educated citizens (Green, 2017). Furthermore, the 
cultural changes resulting from secularization, (post-) modernization and glo-
balization can induce insecurity regarding identity and belonging, and thus 
strengthen the need for more stability and order among some groups in soci-
ety (Inglehart & Norris, 2016). These interesting yet rather descriptive findings 
ask for future research including more advanced statistical analyses and for-
mal tests of the possible, explanatory mechanisms.

In sum, our findings corroborate earlier work on value change in Dutch soci-
ety and emphasize the important contributions Loek Halman has made in this 
field. At the same time, new societal developments and theoretical insights ask 
for more research in the years to come, indicating that Loek’s research agenda 
as well as the importance of the European Values Study have not come to an 
end with Loek’s retirement. We are honoured to be able to continue this tradi-
tion at our very own Tilburg University.

 
List of References 

• Carmines, E. G., & Stimson, J. A. (1980). The two faces of issue voting. The American Political Science Review 

47(1), 78-91.

• Converse, P. E. (1964). The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics. In: D. E. Apter (Ed.), Ideology and 

Discontent (pp. 206-261). New York: Free Press of Glencoe.

• Dartnell, L. (2020, June 20). The Covid-19 changes that could last long-term. BBC News. Retrieved from 

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200629-which-lockdown-changes-are-here-to-stay 

• Green, A. (2017). The crisis for young people: Generational inequalities in education, work, housing and welfare. 

Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

• Halman, L. C. J. M., & Sieben, I. J. P. (Eds.) (2011). Respect man! Tolerantie, solidariteit en andere moderne 

waarden. Amersfoort: Celsus.

• Halman, L., & Sieben, I. (2020). Values. In: R. List, H. Anheier & S. Toepler (Eds.), International Encyclope-

dia of Civil Society (pp. 1-9). Cham: Springer.

• Inglehart, R. (1977). The Silent Revolution. Changing Values and Political Styles Among Western Publics. Prince-

ton: Princeton University Press.

• Inglehart, R. (1985). Aggregate stability and individual-level flux in mass belief systems: The level of 

analysis paradox. The American Political Science Review, 79(1), 97-116.

• Inglehart, R. (1997). Modernization and postmodernization: Cultural, economic, and political change in 43 societ-

ies. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

• Inglehart, R., & Norris, P. (2016). Trump, Brexit, and the rise of populism: Economic have-nots and cultural 

backlash. Harvard Kennedy School, Working Paper No. RWP16-026.  

• Inglehart, R. (2018). Cultural evolution: people’s motivations are changing, and reshaping the world. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press..

• Kriesi, H. P., Grande, E., Lachat, R., Dolezal, M., Bornschier, S., & Frery, T. (2006). Globalization and the 

Transformation of the National Political Space: Six European Countries Compared. European Journal of 

Political Research, 45(6), 921-956.

• Lennartz, C., Arundel, R., & Ronald, R. (2016). Younger adults and homeownership in Europe through the 

global financial crisis. Population, Space and Place, 22(8), 823-835.

• Lubbers, M. & Scheepers, P. (2019). Het zijn aardige mensen, maar liever niet als buren...Veranderingen in 

sociale distantie tegenover migranten, moslims en ‘zigeuners’ in Nederland in de periode 1990-2017. Mens 

en Maatschappij, 94(4), 459-481.

• Reeskens, T., Muis, Q., Sieben, I., Vandecasteele, L., Luijkx, R., & Halman, L. (2021). Stability or change 

of public opinion and values during the coronavirus crisis? Exploring Dutch longitudinal panel data. 

European Societies, 23(sup1), S153-S171.

• Toussaint, S., Bavel Van, B., Salverda, W., & Teulings, C. (2020). Nederlandse vermogens schever verdeeld 

dan gedacht. ESB, 105(4789), 438-441.

• Uslaner, E. M. (2002). The moral foundations of trust. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



reflections on european valuesreflections on european values388 389

26. you can look 
(but you better not 
touch): 
who justifies casual sex before and 

during the covid-19 pandemic?

 

 

Tim Reeskens 

Arnoud-Jan Bijsterveld

Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic and particularly lockdowns that were imposed to curtail the 
spread of the novel coronavirus have had a profound impact on our sociability, restrict-
ing our sex lives as a result. Less is known, however, about the extent to which people have 
justified casual sex less during the pandemic. Scholarship argues that such moral values 
are socialised at a young age, remain stable across the life course, and are therefore large-
ly resistant against adverse experiences. The pandemic offers a unique opportunity to test 
this claim. In this chapter, we analyse data of the European Values Study for 1999, 2008 
and 2017, representative of the Netherlands, supplemented with additional data collec-
tions in May 2020 and October 2020, allowing for an evaluation of the specific nature of 
justifying casual sex. The analysis show that the increase in justifying casual sex came 
to a halt during the ‘intelligent lockdown’, which was imposed by the Dutch government 
to curtail the spread of the coronavirus. During the crisis, strong opposition to casual sex 
was expressed by Dutch respondents who were concerned about the virus. When lock-
down measures were eased, justification of casual sex increased again. Although we find 
evidence for experiential explanations for justifying casual sex, the results of our study 
further suggest that these justifications are embedded in modernisation theory.
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26.1 Introduction

Casual sex, defined as sexual activity that takes place outside romantic rela-
tionships, is one of the manifestations of the sexual revolution that took place 
from the 1960s onwards (Robinson, Ziss, Ganza & Katz, 1991). In tandem with 
changes in sexual behaviour are changes in the underlying norms, such as at-
titudes towards pre-marital sex (Christensen & Gregg, 1970) and justifying ca-
sual sex. Without any doubt, the European Values Study (EVS), with Loek Hal-
man for a long time in the driver’s seat, has been one of the most important 
sources to study values change. An oft-invoked theoretical model to explain 
such change is Inglehart’s ‘Silent Revolution’ (1977), which proposes that older 
cohorts with traditional values that are socialised in times of war and mate-
rial instability, are gradually being replaced by younger cohorts with modern 
or self-expression values that reflect growing up in material economic pros-
perity. Pivotal in this theory is that values are socialised at a young age and 
remain stable over the lifespan (cf. Mannheim, 1952; Converse, 1964; Uslaner, 
2002; Hooghe & Wilkenfeld, 2008). Empirical research on the stability of val-
ues such as justifying casual sex, by Inglehart & Welzel (2005) described as a 
self-expressive value par excellence, is scarce however.

An unfortunate event appeared to be a unique opportunity to study the sta-
bility or volatility of moral values such as justifying casual sex (see Reeskens 
et al., 2021). 1 Indeed, what for Loek Halman was supposed to be a smooth fin 
de carrière took a different turn when COVID-19 turned into a global pandemic. 
At the beginning of the pandemic, some argued that a crisis of this magni-
tude could be an engine for social change (see Harari, 2020) and this would 
imply a change in values as well. However, if the assumptions of the ‘Silent 
Revolution’ (Inglehart, 1977) hold, i.e., that values are socialised at an early age 
and remain relatively stable over the lifespan, little change in relevant values 
should be observed during the coronavirus crisis. There has been some em-
pirical evidence that the exposure to existential insecurity has an influence on 
our value priorities, leading to a short-lived conservative or materialist turn 

1 Also here, we are indebted to Loek Halman who as Chair of the EVS Executive Committee allowed for in-
novation in the data collection by offering the possibility for mixed mode designs (see Luijkx et al., 2021). 
By integrating the EVS 2017 Netherlands in the LISS Panel, we were able to reapproach respondents at later 
stages.

(e.g., Inglehart, 1985). In contrast, results at the onset of the pandemic showed 
that general values, such as religiosity and political ideology, have remained 
rather stable, while political preferences, such as political trust, reacted as a 
response to the coronavirus crisis (Reeskens et al., 2021). 

The specific nature of the pandemic requires a more detailed analysis of 
whether changes in justifying casual sex occurred. While comparatively, the 
Dutch population on average is very accepting of casual sex (see Lottes & 
Alkula, 2011), casual sex is behaviour at odds with public health during the 
pandemic. Indeed, initially being announced as an ‘intelligent lockdown’, the 
national government of the Netherlands asked from its citizens to apply so-
cial distancing and interrupt their social networks, to limit public exposure 
and activities. The government put a ban on non-essential shops and contact 
occupations. Being confronted with this ‘intelligent lockdown’, people might 
be expected to have drastically altered their orientations towards casual sex, 
as it would pose a major health risk compared to pre-COVID-19 times.

The aim of this chapter is to test the stability or volatility of justifying casual 
sex over the course of the pandemic. In order to do so, we briefly review the 
available literature, present average trends from 1999 to October 2020 in jus-
tifying casual sex for the Dutch population, and explain the determinants of 
this moral value before the pandemic (2017) and during the pandemic (May 
2020). We conclude this chapter with a reflection on the nature of justifying 
casual sex.

 
26.2 How COVID-19 Affected Our (Sex) Lives

On 23 March 2020, in a speech to the nation, the Dutch Prime Minister Mark 
Rutte coined the term ‘intelligent lockdown’ to announce measures to curtail 
the spread of SARS-CoV-2, the novel coronavirus (Rijksoverheid, 2020). In 
addition to sanitary measures like social distancing, the closure of schools, 
restaurants and bars, and the suspension of contact occupations, the imposed 
‘intelligent lockdown’ asked people to stay at home as much as possible and 
only to go out if there was a good reason to do so: going to work in crucial 
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jobs, shopping for groceries, or giving informal social care. Individuals affect-
ed by the coronavirus, those having been in close proximity of people infected 
by it, or those showing symptoms, were asked to stay at home anyway. The 
‘intelligent lockdown’ differed from full lockdowns in other countries where 
people were unable to go out freely, for example France, where a special form 
needed to be filled in to go out. The ‘intelligent lockdown’ appealed to the 
Dutch culture of individual responsibility, as it asked to carefully balance the 
necessity to go out with the risk of contributing to an immanent health crisis.

Initial reports by the Dutch public health institute RIVM (2022), later backed 
by scientific publications (de Haas, Faber & Hamersma, 2020), showed that 
the Dutch strongly abided by this imposed ‘intelligent lockdown’: public life 
came to a halt. 80 percent of the people reduced their outdoor activities. Gro-
cery shopping was done less frequently, people exercised less, and visiting 
others became very rare (de Haas, Faber & Hamersma, 2020). Further analyses 
indicate that while these patterns were present among all age groups, they 
were more pronounced among the elderly, who were shown to be more at risk 
of adverse consequences of SARS-CoV-2 (see Jordan, Adab & Cheng, 2020). 
It is important to note that future intentions were also studied: people ex-
pressed the intentions to continue to adjust their behaviour, i.e., work more 
from home, walk and cycle more, and fly less (de Haas, Faber & Hamersma, 
2020).

Studies on sexual behaviour also indicate that the lockdown had a negative 
effect (Hensel et al., 2020; Mercer et al.; Ko et al., 2020). For instance, in Aus-
tralia, while 31.4 percent of the respondents of an online survey (oversampled 
among 18–29-year-olds) reported casual sex before the coronavirus crisis, 7.8 
percent reported having casual sex during lockdown (Coombe et al., 2021). An 
online survey in the US also showed that several sexual activities decreased 
amidst the lockdown as well (Hensel et al., 2020). Of relevance for the influ-
ence of the COVID-19 pandemic is the expectation that not all groups (i.e., 
variation in household composition), and not all sexual behaviour (e.g., the 
authors looked at several sexual activities, including sexting, masturbation, 
and oral and vaginal intercourse) was equally influenced by the pandemic. 
E.g., the study by Hensel et al. (2020) shows that individuals experiencing 

stress because of the pandemic, both in terms of medical and social conse-
quences, report mixed changes in their sex life: whereas overall, sexual activ-
ities were reduced among those with greater perceived risks, not all activities 
were strained.

Less studied is the extent to which the pandemic affected values undergirding 
sexual behaviour. As is known, individuals’ behaviour depends, among oth-
er things, on people’s values, as they can facilitate or inhibit certain actions 
(Ajzen, 1991). In this, it is important to study the extent to which the COVID-19 
pandemic affected sexual attitudes, in particular opinions towards casual sex 
as such behaviour violates the ‘intelligent lockdown’. Existing research doc-
uments the importance of the context for such attitudes: Lottes and Alkula 
(2011, p. 87) report that the Netherlands shows all features that explain why 
the Dutch averagely justify casual sex more than populations of other Euro-
pean countries: “high economic development, good health indicators, high 
gender empowerment, low support for traditional gender roles, mostly Prot-
estant religious affiliation, and low religiosity”. The argument underlying 
most of these contextual characteristics is modernisation theory (Inglehart, 
1977), which explains a gradual shift from material to post-material values, 
including the individual autonomy over one’s own sexual life. 

However, this reasoning departs from the assumption that justifying casual 
sex is a moral value that is socialised at a young age and remains stable over 
the lifespan. The magnitude of the COVID-19 pandemic offers a unique op-
portunity to test the specific nature of the stability or volatility of justifying 
casual sex. We can assume that if the COVID-19 rules have been followed, and 
people might have seen reductions in their sexual behaviour, this will reflect 
in shifts in people’s values. The expectation in this exploratory study is that 
people are justifying casual sex – evidently risk behaviour for the spread of 
the novel coronavirus – less when the threat of the virus is at its highest, i.e., 
during the first wave of the coronavirus crisis. In addition, we can also expect 
that in these most dire times when the ‘intelligent lockdown’ was in effect, 
people who experience more insecurities because of the coronavirus, for in-
stance because they consider their health to be poor, and people who express 
concern over the coronavirus, will be justifying casual sex less. We further 
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expect that the most common explanations for justifying casual sex, evolving 
from modernisation theory (e.g., a positive relation with postmaterial orien-
tations, educational levels, and income, and an inverse relationship with age 
and religiosity), continue showing an influence on these opinions during the 
pandemic.

 
26.3 The Acceptance of Casual Sex in the Netherlands Over 
Time

The EVS has questioned orientations towards casual sex since the 1999 data 
collection as part of the “permissiveness” items. These items have been sur-
veyed using the question “Please tell me for each of the following statements 
whether you think it can always be justified, never be justified, or something 
in between,” with “having casual sex” being one of the items in the list. The 
response scales ranged from ‘never’ (1) to ‘always’ (10). To map the pandemic 
effect on justifying casual sex on a longer trend, we compare the Dutch 1999 
survey (n = 1003), the 2008 survey (n = 1554), and the 2017 web survey2 (n = 2053). 
Subsequently, participants of the 2017 web survey have been reapproached in 
May 2020, and additional respondents were invited to participate, leading to 
1614 respondents. This survey was fielded amidst the first wave of the pan-
demic, when the curve of infections was already in decline. Again, these re-
spondents have been reapproached in October 2020 (n = 1468), after a summer 
with little restrictions, thereby at the onset of what became a second wave of 
the pandemic.

While comparative research shows that the Dutch are quite permissive to-
wards casual sex compared to other European countries (Lottes & Alkula, 
2011), descriptive statistics show that at no point in time, they exceed the 
scale average of 5.5 (on this scale from 1 to 10). In 1999, the first time this item 
was fielded in the EVS, the average scale score was 3.72 (sd = 3.04). It dropped 
slightly to 3.50 in 2008 (sd = 3.95). Permissiveness towards casual sex increased 

2 As documented by Luijkx et al. (2021), the EVS for the first time opened the opportunity for a web survey 
in its 2017 data collection. The Netherlands took this opportunity and fielded its survey face-to-face by 
I&O Research (n=686), and integrated its web survey as part of the LISS Panel (n=2053). In this chapter, we 
will use the web survey only. 

to 5.21 (sd = 3.04) in the 2017 fieldwork. During the first wave of the corona-
virus crisis, justifying causal sex decreased to 5.16 (sd = 2.94). The October 
2020 survey shows an increase in justifying casual sex, i.e. to 5.49 (sd = 2.84). A 
Tukey test reveals that the opinions in October 2020 differ significantly from 
the ones in May 2020 and 2017. 

Summarized, the EVS data show an increase in justifying casual sex that came 
to a halt in the first wave of the pandemic. In a more relaxed stage of the pan-
demic, albeit at the onset of the second wave, individual orientations towards 
casual sex became more relaxed again.

 
Figure 26.1 Justifying Casual Sex in the Netherlands, 1999-2020
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26.4 The Correlates of Justifying Casual Sex Before and 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic

In this part, the aim is to test the structuring of justifying casual sex before and 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. We expect that the 2017 web survey data dis-
play how justifying casual sex is structured among the Dutch population (i.e., 
which groups are justifying casual sex more or less). Deviations in the 2020 
data collections could display ‘intelligent lockdown’ effects. While both waves 
allow for more causal leverage, as they can be used as in a panel design, for the 
exploratory purpose of this contribution, we exploit the cross-sectional design 
of both waves.3 

The variables we include are first of all the materialism-postmaterialism index, 
measuring individuals’ political priorities, with as options (a) maintaining or-
der in the nation, (b) giving people more say in important government deci-
sions, (c) fighting rising prices, and (d) protecting freedom of speech. Options 
(a) and (c) are materialist responses while responses (b) and (d) are postma-
terialist options. Combined, it allows to distinguish materialist respondents 
(reference), mixed-materialist, mixed-postmaterialist, and postmaterialist 
respondents. Religiosity is measured using the item “How often do you pray 
outside religious services?” with the response categories ‘never’ (1) to ‘every 
day’ (7). We further include age,4 with the youngest respondent being 16 and 
the oldest is 99; we divide age by 10 to obtain meaningful parameters. We fur-
ther include socioeconomic status, from the idea that higher socioeconomic 
groups hold less traditional values. We look at education, distinguishing lower 
(reference), middle and higher educated respondents, and at income, which 
is measured in income deciles. Because we expect that single respondents are 
more accepting of casual sex, we include a dummy separating those that are 
partnered (reference) from the singles. Even though studies do not show gen-
der differences in justifying casual sex in the Netherlands (Lottes & Alkula, 

3 The number of respondents is reduced in the multivariate analysis compared to the descriptives because 
of item nonresponse of the independent variables in the models (n for 2017 = 1355; n for 2020 = 1377).

4 An ideal test of the modernisation theory implies estimating cohort effects. Because of the simplicity of 
the analysis, as well as because age was a risk of adverse health effects of the coronavirus, we prefer to 
estimate age over cohort effects.

2011), we distinguish between men (reference) and women. Finally, we also look 
at proxies for COVID-19 risk exposure. First of all, self-assessed health is con-
sidered using the item “All in all, how would you describe your state of health 
these days?” ranging from ‘very poor’ (1) to ‘very good’ (5). Second, a particular 
item only present in the 2020 waves is included that asks respondents “To what 
extent are you generally concerned about the COVID-19 pandemic?”, ranging 
from (1) ‘not at all’ to (5) ‘very much’.

The analyses demonstrate how strongly justifying casual sex is intertwined 
with modernisation theory. First of all, the materialism-postmaterialism in-
dex is positively and in a linear way associated with holding tolerant views to-
wards casual sex. Related, religious respondents are justifying causal sex less 
than nonreligious respondents. Additionally relevant from the viewpoint of 
modernisation theory is that, in spite of the limitation of not being able to dis-
tinguish cohort-effects from lifecycle effects, we observe a negative age-effect: 
elderly respondents are justifying casual sex less than their younger counter-
parts. Socioeconomic status relates inconsistently with justifying casual sex. 
On the one hand, in both waves, the higher educated are justifying casual sex 
more than the lower and middle educated. On the other hand, income shows 
no effect whatsoever. Our findings reveal that characteristics of the life course 
are relevant in explaining orientations towards casual sex: singles are more 
likely to justify casual sex than those in a relationship. Confirming previous 
studies, in the Netherlands, no gender difference exists in justifying casual sex. 
Last but not least, health variables, highly relevant because of risk exposure to 
COVID-19, show mixed patterns. On the one hand, perceptions of health are 
unrelated to justifying casual sex. On the other hand, being concerned about 
the coronavirus crisis is negatively related to justifying casual sex amidst the 
pandemic: people who express concerns about COVID-19 justify casual sex sig-
nificantly less than those with no concerns.
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Table 26.1 Justifying Casual Sex Regressed on Relevant Covariates

2017

May 2020

Without 

COVID-19 item

With 

COVID-19 item

Intercept 6.81*** 

(0.49)

6.61*** 

(0.49)

7.51*** 

(0.55)

Postmaterialism (Ref: Material)

- Mixed material

- Mixed postmaterial

- Postmaterial

0.54* 

(0.22)

0.88***

(0.22)

1.13***

(0.26)

 

0.83*** 

(0.19)

0.83***

(0.19)

1.48***

(0.31)

 

0.81*** 

(0.19)

0.81***

(0.19)

1.41**

(0.31)

Praying -0.38***

(0.03)

-0.41***

(0.03)

-0.41***

(0.03)

Age (in 10 years) -0.38***

(0.05)

-0.33***

(0.04)

-0.29***

(0.04)

Levels of education (Ref: Lower)

- Middle education

- Higher education

0.31

(0.19)

1.06***

(0.22)

0.30

(0.19)

0.77***

(0.20)

0.31

(0.19)

0.77***

(0.19)

Reported income 0.06

(0.03)

0.04

(0.03)

0.05

(0.03)

Single (Ref: Partnered) 0.56**

(0.17)

0.79*** 

(0.18)

0.78***

(0.18)

Female (Ref: Male) -0.25

(0.16)

-0.04

(0.14)

0.01

(0.14)

Self-assessed health 0.01

(0.10)

-0.11

(0.09)

-0.162

(0.10)

Concerned about coronavirus crisis -0.32***

(0.09)

R2 0.25 0.23 0.24

N 1355 1377 1377

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Weighted data.

26.5 Conclusion

Research on human behaviour amidst the pandemic has shown the coronavi-
rus crisis to negatively affect people’s sex life, including casual sex. As such, 
the government entered the bedroom, because in their sexual behaviour peo-
ple responded to the government’s request to reduce social contacts and prac-
tice social distance, as well as other relevant measures communicated as an 
‘intelligent lockdown’. This chapter has demonstrated that in terms of orienta-
tions, the nationwide lockdown not only influenced sexual behaviour but also 
affected justifying casual sex: the gradual upward trend in the justification of 
casual sex from 2008 onward was halted during the first wave of COVID-19. 
Evidently, the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) explains that the link 
between values, attitudes, and actual behaviour, i.c. casual sex during the lock-
down, is a rather complex one. Nevertheless, our findings support the hypoth-
esis that justifying casual sex is more than just a moral value that is socialised 
at a young age and remains stable over the lifespan. Rather, the findings that 
singles justify casual sex more, and that people concerned about COVID-19 
justify casual sex less, imply that current experiences influence orientations 
towards casual sex as well. 

In addition to these experiential explanations to justifying casual sex, the 
analysis nevertheless gives overwhelming evidence that justifying casual sex 
aligns to a self-expression value, as such reflecting modernisation theory. The 
analysis shows that all indicators proxying postmaterialism (such as the Ingle-
hart index, religiosity, and age) included in the regression model are signifi-
cantly related with justifying casual sex. Moreover, these findings are relevant 
to understand the consequences of the pandemic on casual sex norms, because 
research has demonstrated that there was a materialist reflex in response to 
the crisis (Reeskens et al., 2021). This materialist reflex caused people justifying 
casual sex less.

This brings us to the limitations of this study. First and foremost, the full 
potential of the panel design has not been exploited to keep the exploratory 
approach of this chapter intact. Because the COVID-19 questionnaires of the 
EVS Netherlands were integrated in the LISS Panel, many respondents of the 
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original 2017 data collection were present too. This allows for refined panel re-
gressions, because our study with average changes over time does not reveal 
whether some groups increased their justification of casual sex while others 
became more opposed to it. To give but one example: is it indeed the case that 
Dutch respondents who shifted towards postmaterial orientations became 
less accepting of casual sex? In addition, whereas we surprisingly do not see 
a health effect in justifying casual sex (which might be caused by the fact that 
abstinence might have an impact on people’s perceived health), it might as 
well be that people who perceive an increase in their health over time might 
be justifying casual sex more, while those who saw their health deteriorate 
might be less accepting. Panel regression allows for a better test into the causal 
claims underlying these cross-sectional results. 

Second, the EVS as a comparative and longitudinal research project with an 
emphasis on relevant moral, social, and political values, has not yet reached 
its full potential because of limitations in the sociodemographic variables sur-
veyed. With an increase in non-traditional family forms (see, e.g., Popenou, 
1988), the EVS does not allow for a refined analysis on for instance LGBTQI-re-
spondents. Nevertheless, the literature documents that it is theoretically and 
empirically relevant to distinguish sexual behaviour of heterosexuals and 
homosexuals during the pandemic (Shilo & Mor, 2020; de Sousa et al., 2021). 
This leads to subsequent questions whether underlying norms about sexual 
behaviour in response of the pandemic also differ across both groups. In spite 
of these limitations, which hopefully are remedied in future surveys, thanks to 
Loek Halman’s continuous efforts to keep the EVS relevant, we finally do have 
some more information about the nature of people’s orientations towards ca-
sual sex. 
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27. conditionality 
of solidarity in the 
netherlands: 
an analysis of three waves of the  

european values study

Wim van Oorschot 

Erwin Gielens 

Femke Roosma

Abstract

Since the introduction of the ‘solidarity items’ in the European Values Study in 1999 
and their subsequent analyses, it is a well-known fact in the field of welfare attitudes 
research that people differentiate in their solidarity towards vulnerable groups in their 
societies. The EVS items show that in all European countries, people are more solidar-
istic with elderly people and with people who are sick and disabled, than with unem-
ployed people; solidarity with migrants is weakest. Although this solidarity rank-order 
is evident, less is known about the degree to which people make a difference between 
vulnerable groups at all. People who make less of a difference between various groups 
are less conditional in their solidarity, than people who make stronger differences. This 
chapter focuses on analyzing the degree of Dutch people’s solidarity conditionality over 
time (across three waves of the EVS: 1999, 2008, 2017), and on understanding its so-
cio-structural and cultural determinants. We find that, as expected, conditionality was 
highest in 2008, corroborating the general idea that public solidarity is under strain in 
economically more critical time periods. Additionally, conditionality is higher among 
people who are more vulnerable economically, with less trust in society and its institu-
tions, and with a more rightist political stance. 
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27.1 Introduction

As the all-time coordinator of the European Values Study (EVS), Loek Halman 
has been of immense importance for the development of international com-
parative studies on the values, ideologies, opinions and attitudes of (Europe-
an) people regarding a range of social institutions and behaviours. As such, he 
had a substantial influence on the careers of numerous scholars in the field, 
opening research prospects for them that would not have been possible with-
out the EVS data delivered with regular intervals and coordinated by Loek. 

A case in point regards the ‘solidarity items’ that were introduced in the EVS 
wave 1999 and repeated in subsequent waves of 2008 and 2017. These items 
ask about two solidarity dimensions: a socio-spatial and a socio-economic 
dimension. It was especially the items regarding the socio-economic solidar-
ity dimension that played a crucial role in opening up opportunities for the 
cross-national analyses of solidarity (van Oorschot, 2006). People were asked 
about their concern with the living conditions of four socio-economic vul-
nerable groups in their society: elderly people, sick or disabled people, unem-
ployed people, and immigrants. The answers were interpreted as signalling the 
degree to which people are solidaristic towards various groups in society. That 
is, the more one is solidaristic towards a social group, the more one will say to 
be concerned about the group’s living conditions. In other words, differences 
in people’s answers to the four EVS survey-items were supposed to reflect dif-
ferences in social solidarity towards the four groups. 

This is an interesting perspective, since it reminds us of the observation that 
in modern welfare states, social protection for some groups is more extended 
and of better quality than that for other groups (Flora, 1986). Could there be a 
link between popular solidarity attitudes and how social policies allocate wel-
fare rights among groups of citizens? Could these attitudes tell us something 
about how people think about the welfare deservingness of social groups? 

In previous work (van Oorschot, 2000; 2006) it was suggested that people ap-
ply specific criteria to assess whether a person or group is seen as deserving of 

welfare, by now known as the CARIN-criteria.1 Usually, groups are seen as more 
deserving to the degree that they are considered not to be in Control of their 
neediness, they have a grateful Attitude, are able to, or already have Recipro-
cated, have an Identity closer to ‘us’, and are in Need. It was with these criteria 
in mind that we hypothesized that popular solidarity would be highest with 
elderly, closely followed by sick and disabled people, in turn followed by unem-
ployed people, and that solidarity would be lowest with the group of migrants. 
Now, this rank order of solidarity, or welfare deservingness, was exactly what 
was found when analysing the EVS 1999 data (van Oorschot, 2006). The pattern 
turned out to be rather universal, since it showed in all countries included in 
the EVS 1999 wave, and it showed among all social categories as distinguished 
by age, gender, work status, religion, educational level and income level.2

These results, as published in van Oorschot (2006), have inspired other re-
searchers to focus on popular welfare deservingness, thereby extending our 
knowledge by analyzing questions like: is the rank order really universal and 
dominant?; which of the criteria is usually most important?; do the criteria 
predict welfare deservingness with other than the four groups mentioned in 
the EVS survey?; do they apply in different domains of the allocation of social 
rights and care?; do they show up in qualitative research with in-depth inter-
views and forum groups, or in vignette studies with more elaborate sketches of 
vulnerable groups?; do welfare professionals and policymaker have the same 
deservingness opinions as the general population?; how is deservingness of 
vulnerable groups framed in the media?; how are deservingness opinions af-
fected by national contexts?; how deserving are the rich?; is the allocation of 
welfare obligations also subjected to a deservingness heuristic?; what are the 
structural, cultural and psychological determinants of people’s deservingness 
attitudes?; do people’s general worldview affect their deservingness opinions, 
etc.3 

1 It is Cees Boos, former assistant professor of social security at Tilburg University, who coined the acronym 
while editing our book on popular deservingness attitudes (van Oorschot, Roosma, Meuleman and  
Reeskens, 2017). 

2 On top of this, it was found to be stable in time, since in all countries participating in the EVS wave 2017 
the rank order again showed up as predicted (Halman and Sieben, 2021). See also Figure 27.1 of this chapter.

3 For an overview of studies on questions like these, and for related further literature references, see van 
Oorschot, Roosma, Meuleman and Reeskens (2017), The social legitimacy of targeted welfare: Attitudes to 
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27.2 Conditionality of Solidarity

However, and now we come to the focus of our chapter, the article of 2006, in 
which analysis of the EVS 1999 solidarity items were firstly reported, was not 
only on the solidarity rank order issue, but also on the issue of the conditional-
ity of solidarity (van Oorschot, 2006). That is, not only about which differences 
people make between their solidarity with different groups, but also about the 
degree to which they make a difference between groups at all. This is an in-
teresting issue, given that in comparative welfare state research a distinction 
is usually made between more universalistic approaches to welfare provision, 
where less distinction is made between various social risks and social groups 
(with the Scandinavian countries as examples), and more selectivist approach-
es, where the allocation of welfare is much more confined to specific groups of 
poor people only (exemplified by the Anglo-Saxon countries). People whose 
solidarity with various groups is not, or not so much differentiated, can be 
seen as being more ‘universalistic’ in their welfare attitudes, while people who 
do make distinctions are more ‘selectivist’. Seen like this, the EVS solidarity 
items can tell us something about the popularity of a universal vs. a selectivist 
welfare approach. 

In the remainder of our chapter, we will follow the main approach of the Van 
Oorschot (2006)-article and analyse EVS data from the three waves 1999, 2008 
and 2017 to answer the following research questions:

RQ1: What is the level of solidarity conditionality in the Netherlands in the three 
EVS years? 
RQ2: What are the structural and cultural characteristics that influence people’s 
degree of conditionality?

Since popular solidarity conditionality is as yet an under-researched subject, 
there are not so many clues in the literature to argue for specific hypotheses. 
However, on the basis of what we found in a 1995 Dutch study (van Oorschot, 
2000) and in the 2006 study with the EVS 1999 data (van Oorschot, 2006) we do 
have some suggestions.

welfare deservingness. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing.

The 2006 study found that national levels of conditionality at the time were 
higher in poorer countries of the EU. We therefore expect that conditionality 
in the Netherlands is at a higher level in 2008, the year of the financial crisis 
with a strong economic downturn surrounding it, than in the years 1999 and 
2017. The basic understanding is that peoples’ solidarity is put under strain in 
times with greater economic uncertainty (Uunk and van Oorschot, 2017).

As for cultural determinants of solidarity conditionality we expect that con-
ditionality will be higher among groups that are known to be more critical 
about welfare provision and the welfare state generally: like people who are 
more rightist, more non-egalitarian, have a more negative welfare sentiment, 
have less trust in government and fellow citizens, and are more negative about 
migrants in their society. 

Regarding structural determinants, we might expect that conditionality fol-
lows the general pattern of the determinants of welfare support, being that 
people in a more vulnerable social position are more supportive, c.q. less con-
ditional, than people who are in a better situation. This would then imply that 
conditionality is lower among unemployed people, elderly people, people with 
lower income, and with a lower educational level. On the other hand, howev-
er, it could also be that such groups are more conditional in case they would 
see provision of welfare among groups in society as a zero-sum game. That 
is, if more unconditional provision would be seen as limiting the degree of 
provision for them. So, we do not specify a concrete hypothesis regarding the 
structural determinants, but see what the analyses points out.

  
27.3 Data and methods

Our data sources are the 1999, 2008 and 2017 rounds of the European Values 
Study (EVS), from which we select the data on the Netherlands. The dataset has 
a valid N of 3724 cases across three waves, with 25% missing values (mostly due 
to declining to disclose income). 

Our dependent variable is constructed from respondents’ answers to the fol-
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lowing solidarity question: 

‘To what extent do you feel concerned about the living conditions of:
- elderly people in your country
- unemployed people in your country
- immigrants in your country
- sick and disabled people in your country’ 
(1=not at all, 2= not so much, 3= to a certain extent, 4=much, 5=very much)

The degree of conditionality is measured by the sum of absolute differences 
between respondents’ answer to the four items above. People who are con-
cerned with the living conditions of all four groups equally, have a zero score 
on conditionality. If people’s solidarity differs for the groups concerned, their 
conditionality score is some figure above zero. The higher the score, the more 
conditional people are, that is, the more they differentiate their solidarity 
among the needy groups. Or in other words, people with higher scores are 
more ‘selectivist’ in their approach to welfare provision, while those with low-
er scores are more ‘universalistic’. The conditionality variable thus construct-
ed has a range of 0 to 16. 

Our independent variables are as follows: Gender is a dummy variable (0=male, 
1=female); age is measured in years passed since birth; level of education is mea-
sured by the highest level of education reached (8 categories); household income 
is measured by a self-rating in the deciles categories of a net household income 
scale; political stance is measured through self-placement on a 10-point left-
right scale; religion is indicated by denomination (Catholic, Protestant/Evangel-
ical, other (Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist), none), and frequency of church 
attendance; work status distinguishes between employed, retired, housewife, 
unemployed, other. Egalitarianism is measured by people’s opinion on whether 
incomes should be made more equal or whether we need larger income differ-
ences as incentives. Work ethic is measured by a summative scale of five items 
that tap people’s attitudes towards the importance of work for their personal 
lives and for society: to develop talents you need to have a job, its humiliating to 
receive money without having to work for it, people who don’t work turn lazy, 
work is a duty towards society, work should come first even if it means less spare 

time (alpha reliability=.71). Welfare sentiment is measured by two separate 
items: whether individuals should be more responsible for providing for them-
selves, or that the state should take more responsibility (1-10 scale) and whether 
unemployed people should have to take any job or should be able to refuse a job 
they do not want (1-10 scale). Interpersonal trust is measured as respondents’ 
answers to the question: ‘Generally speaking, would you say that most people 
can be trusted or that you cannot be too careful in dealing with people?’ (no-
yes). Institutional trust is measured by a summative scale measuring people’s 
confidence in the (welfare) state institutions of ‘the police’, ‘the social securi-
ty system’, ‘the health care system’, ‘parliament’, ‘the civil service’ ‘ the justice 
system’ (alpha reliability=.79). Attitudes towards immigrants are measured by 
a measure of feelings towards immigrants combining answers to the questions 
whether people would not like to have immigrants as neighbours (mentioned/
not mentioned) and whether they agree that in scarce times employers should 
give priority to nationals over immigrants (agree, disagree or neither). The re-
sulting three-point scale attributes one point for agreement with each question. 

 
27.4 Results

Before we answer our first research question on the basis of figure 27.1, we 
would like to direct attention to the fact that, as figure 27.1 also shows, the 
popular deservingness of the vulnerable groups of elderly, sick and disabled, 
unemployed and immigrants in all three years shows the by now well-known 
order: deservingness of elderly is highest, followed by that of disabled and sick 
people, then followed by unemployed, and immigrants are seen as the least de-
serving group. Where we earlier concluded that this rank order seems to have 
a rather universal nature because it showed up in all countries of the ESS wave 
1999, and among all social categories of citizens (Van Oorschot, 2006), we here 
see that it also seems to be universal over time. 

Now, as to our first research question, regarding the levels of conditionality in 
the three EVS years, the answer is shown in Figure 27.1. We find that the level 
of solidarity conditionality is higher in 2008 (4.54) compared to 1999 (4.14) and 
2017 (4.20), with both mean differences being significant at p<.01, which con-
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firms our hypothesis 1. We interpret this finding as showing that in the eco-
nomic and fiscal crisis surrounding the banking crisis of 2008 (fall of Lehman 
Brothers) the public became less universalistic, or more conditional, in their 
solidarity towards others. The effect is temporary, cancelling out in the res-
toration period that followed: the mean level of solidarity conditionality does 
not differ significantly between 1999 and 2017. 

 
Figure 27.1 Mean solidarity conditionality between timepoints

The answer to our second research question regarding the structural and cultur-
al correlates of people’s conditionality is revealed in Table 27.1. A general obser-
vation is that there is a close similarity in the (non-)effects of the various vari-
ables across the three survey years, suggesting that the determinant structure of 
conditionality, c.q. of being more selectivist or universalist, is stable over time.
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Table 27.1 OLS regression of the conditionality of solidarity on structural and cultural 
indicators

 

1999 2008 2017

Structural Cultural Structural Cultural Structural Cultural

Intercept 4.179 *** 5.159 *** 4.544 *** 4.104 *** 2.967 *** 2.521 ***

Female .013 -.074 .242 .403 * .124 .197

Age .020 * .024 ** .018 * .015 + .014 * .027 ***

Educational level -.478 *** -.245 ** -.357 *** -.164 * -.286 *** -.091

Household  

income (deciles)

.057 .049 -.092 + -.044 -.068 * -.018

Political l-r  

placement

.130 * .017 .113 * -.018 .320 *** .111 **

Atheist ref. ref. ref. ref. ref. ref.

Buddhist -.092 .130 -3.272 -3.659 +

Free church -.190 .004 -.105 -.073

Hindu 3.211 2.842 2.400 1.873 -.025 .098

Jewish 2.605 + 2.924 * 3.529 4.492

Muslim 2.327 * 2.468 * -.071 -.138 -.671 -.544

Other -.646 -.511 .394 .627 -.361 -.646

Protestant -.168 -.112 .562 + .479 -.181 -.125

Roman Catholic -.013 -.080 .174 .066 .363 .284

Church  

attendance

.004 -.006 .018 -.025 .032 -.007

Full time ref. ref. ref. ref. ref. ref.

Part time -.005 .070 .107 .123 .466 + .445 +

Self-employed .254 .234 -.209 -.258 .146 .367

Retired .214 -.070 .341 .398 .193 -.023

Housewife .277 .161 -.384 -.270 .494 .181

Student -.026 .017 .862 1.212 .131 .833 *

Unemployed -.714 -.060 .957 1.269 -.195 -.176

Egalitarianism .037 .016 .014

Work ethic .009 .129 *** .069 **
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Welfare gov. 

responsibility

.072 .057 .091 **

Welfare job tak-

ing requirement

-.205 *** -.181 *** -.109 ***

Most people can 

be trusted

-.583 ** -.499 * -.895 ***

Institutional 

trust

-.094 * -.055 + -.073 **

Immigrant 

attitude

.876 *** .549 *** 1.164 ***

N 885 885 1148 1148 1691 1691

R-sq .088 *** .161 *** .106 *** .176 * .102 *** .224 ***

Note: some religious groups (Buddhist, Free church, Jewish) are not represented in the 2017 wave 

Note: total valid N = 3724, no sampling weights applied 

*p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 

 
In all three years we see that conditionality is (somewhat) higher among elder-
ly people, people with a lower educational level, people with a more rightist 
political stance, people who are more welfare critical generally, who have less 
trust in institutions and less trust in other people, and people who have a more 
negative attitude to immigrants. In all three survey years we see no effects of 
gender, degree of church attendance, work status and egalitarianism. 

These findings tend to corroborate our expectations regarding the cultural de-
terminants. People identifying with the political right, and with low social and 
institutional trust are likely to prefer higher levels of welfare conditionality. 
We find no direct effect of economic egalitarianism on welfare conditionality. 
This is rather surprising, since low conditionality can be seen as a cornerstone 
of a more egalitarian approach to welfare provision. Additional analyses show 
that the total effect of egalitarianism is cancelled out by the inclusion of more 
proximal predictors in the model, with the notable exception of the wave 2008, 
where egalitarianism has no effect at all on solidarity conditionality. These re-
sults point to the importance of analytically distinguishing between support 

for economic redistribution (‘social rights’) and welfare conditionality (‘social 
obligations’). 

As for the structural determinants, for which we did not specify specific hy-
potheses, we see that conditionality is higher among older people and people 
with a lower educational level, suggesting that they may see welfare provision 
more as a zero-sum game. We see no direct effects of income level and work sta-
tus. The effects of religiosity should be interpreted with caution, as the sample 
sizes for some of these subgroups are very small.

 
27.5 Conclusion

Data from the three EVS waves of 1999, 2008 and 2017 show that the solidar-
ity of the Dutch population was more conditional in 2008, than in 1999 and 
2017. We suggested that this finding corroborates the general idea that public 
solidarity is under strain in economically more critical time periods. The data 
also show that, despite this difference in conditionality levels, the structure 
of determinants of solidarity is stable over time. A picture can be sketched of 
a more conditional, c.q. more selective person as somebody who is older, low-
er educated, rightist, more welfare critical generally, low-trusting, and with a 
more negative view on migrants. However, one should interpret these findings 
with the necessary care, since our data only cover a period of 18 years, and only 
one country, the Netherlands. 

As regards the first, there does not seem to be a possibility to extend the time 
scale of analysis within the EVS framework, which we feel is a great pity. But, as 
regards the second, our analyses could be extended into a cross-national study 
rather easily by including not only the Netherlands, but all countries for which 
data for the three years is available. Such a cross-national analyses was beyond 
the scope of our contribution here, yet, it would be a very interesting endeav-
our since it would allow to learn about possible effects that differences in na-
tional contexts may have on people’s solidarity conditionality. For sure, one 
interesting question would then be whether differences in the degree to which 
countries’ welfare systems are closer to a universal or a selectivist approach are 
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reflected in people’s attitudes. In other words, as always, we need new studies 
to further our understanding of society. For many years, the EVS has created a 
sound and fruitful context and data base for advancing such understanding.
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28. the nordic  
exceptionalism  
revisited

Susanne Wallman Lundåsen

Abstract

The Nordic countries have been labeled exceptions with very high shares of the popula-
tion who agree that most people can be trusted. However, data suggest that the Nordic 
countries, to a varying degree, are facing challenges that may have decreased the levels 
of trust in most people. The Nordic countries have experienced increasing levels of in-
come inequality, coinciding with high rates of south-to-north migration flows in the 
form of labor migrants and refugees. This chapter describes the development of social 
trust in the Nordic countries using data from the European Values Study. Contrary to 
theoretical expectations for the detrimental impact of increasing levels of diversity and 
income inequality, the levels of social trust increased in the Nordic countries during the 
investigated time period. Likely explanations for this development are the increasing 
shares of the population with high levels of education and well-functioning govern-
ment institutions.



reflections on european values422 423the nordic exceptionalism revisited

28.1 Introduction

Many social phenomena depend explicitly or implicitly on trust between 
strangers, such as payment of taxes or business transactions (Wollebæk et al., 
2012). Several studies have shown that societies with high levels of social trust, 
that is, trust in people in general, tend to be associated with many positive as-
pects, such as citizens with more prodemocratic and prosocial values, higher 
levels of economic development, better public health, a higher quality of life 
and lower crime rates (Kawachi et al., 1997; Knack & Keefer, 1997; Rothstein & 
Uslaner, 2005; Woolcock, 2001). Generalized trust (i.e., trust in people in gen-
eral) has historically been very high and stable in the Nordic countries, to the 
extent that the concept of ‘Nordic exceptionalism’ was launched by Delhey and 
Newton (2005). Delhey and Newton (2005, pp. 320-321) stated: 

The Nordic countries are exceptional cases. Norway, Sweden and Denmark 
have the highest levels of trust of any of our 60 nations. Finland and Iceland 
are not far behind. All five countries are Protestant, rich, and ethnically homo-
geneous, and have high good government scores.

In one of his academic contributions, Loek Halman (with Pettersson, 2001) has 
pointed to the role of religion for social trust; Putnam’s seminal study (2000) 
further highlights to the importance of engagement in civil society. However, 
these explanations have been challenged by an institutional explanation that 
underscores the importance of the quality of government institutions and the 
importance of an impartial and just public administration for social trust (Er-
lingsson & Lundåsen, 2021; Rothstein, 2013). The Nordic countries all have a 
long-standing tradition of public administrations that are relatively free from 
corruption and guided by principles of fairness and impartiality, which can 
contribute to explaining the countries’ high levels of social trust (Rothstein, 
2013). 

However, data suggest that the Nordic countries, to a varying degree, are fac-
ing challenges that may have decreased levels of trust in most people. The 
Nordic countries have experienced increasing levels of income inequality, co-
inciding with high rates of south-to-north migration flows in the form of labor 

migrants and refugees. On one hand, many of the Nordic countries (with the 
exception of Iceland) weathered the economic crises of 2007–2008 better than 
many countries (Fellman, 2019). On the other hand, these countries have also 
experienced rapid shifts in their populations. Against this backdrop, in this 
chapter we describe the trends of social trust in the Nordic countries. To do so, 
we use data from the European Values Study (EVS). 

 
28.2 Possible Threats to Social Trust in Nordic Countries

Although Delhey and Newton (2005) stated that the Nordic countries were ho-
mogeneous, this may be less true today. For example, in 2009, 11% of Sweden’s 
population was first-generation immigrants, but in 2020, the percentage was 
around 20%. Over the past decade, migrants to Sweden have mostly come from 
countries that are considered culturally more distant, and today, the largest 
migrant group is no longer people originating from Finland but from Syria 
(Statistics Sweden, 2021). 

Perceptions of the shifting balance between groups (majority-minority) are 
likely to spur negative reactions if the minority is perceived as a threat to one’s 
own group’s position in society (Craig et al., 2018). The perception that the out-
group makes up an increasing part of the population may induce outgroup 
derogation (Craig et al., 2018). For example, since 2010, the political parties that 
represent a radical right position have gained seats in the parliaments of the 
Nordic countries (Widfeldt, 2018). 

In line, studies have pointed to a negative association between ethnic diversity 
and social trust (Alesina & LaFerrara, 2002; Putnam, 2007). Following an arti-
cle by Putnam (2007) that presented U.S. data supporting a negative relation-
ship between diversity and trust, this topic has been thoroughly investigated 
empirically in several Western contexts (Dinesen et al., 2020; van der Meer & 
Tolsma, 2014; Wallman Lundåsen & Wollebæk, 2013). Scholars have posited 
different theories to explain the relationship between diversity and trust. One 
explanation points to humans’ innate tendency to prefer others they perceive 
as similar, and when the surrounding context becomes more diverse, fewer 
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others are considered similar. Scholars argue that this leads to a sense of ano-
mie and a tendency to withdraw from social life, resulting in decreased trust in 
others (Laurence et al., 2019; Putnam, 2007). According to this argument, trust 
is reduced in all groups, toward others who are similar as well as others who 
are different (Laurence et al., 2019; Putnam, 2007). Other explanations hinge on 
diversity heightening the levels of conflict over economic resources or cultural 
conflicts between groups in society (Hainmuller & Hopkins, 2014). 

A different line of argument originates from the several studies that have un-
derscored the importance of the quality of government institutions for trust 
(Rothstein & Stolle, 2008; Sønderskov & Dinesen, 2016). Previous studies have 
also shown that social trust is higher in countries with efficient and impartial 
government institutions (see for example, Rothstein & Stolle, 2008; Sønder-
skov & Dinesen, 2016). Fair and trustworthy public institutions can provide 
citizens with cues and signals that indicate trustworthy behaviour that is the 
norm, and behaviour that breaks with these norms will be sanctioned (Sønder-
skov & Dinesen, 2016). When public institutions are efficient, well-function-
ing, and impartial, they are assumed to make daily life less risky for ordinary 
citizens (Erlingsson & Lundåsen, 2021). When institutions are corrupt or inef-
ficient, citizens need to rely more on their own resources to cope, thus making 
trusting others more perilous. If the quality of government institutions is low, 
free-riding behaviour among citizens is expected to be widespread (Rothstein, 
2013). Given the overall high quality of government institutions in the Nordic 
countries, citizens are likely to perceive they have been treated in a fair and just 
way during contacts with government institutions (Sønderskov & Dinesen, 
2016). 

However, although the overall quality of government institutions is high, 
during periods of increasing immigration, the welfare systems of the Nordic 
countries may also become a source of conflict in terms of deservingness and 
create debates about whether immigrants should be included within these sys-
tems (Kumlin et al., 2017; Larsen, 2013). Experimental studies have shown that 
there is a deservingness gap between natives and immigrants, where immi-
grants are seen as less deserving of welfare benefits, even in scenarios where 
they have worked and paid taxes (Reeskens & van der Meer, 2019). 

From the international perspective, the Nordic countries display relatively low 
levels of economic inequality, and equality is argued to have a positive impact 
on social trust (Uslaner, 2002). Theoretically, inequality is assumed to nega-
tively impact trust in several different ways. One is similar to the explanation 
of the impact of diversity; a social psychological explanation that draws on the 
assumption that individuals dislike differences and inherently prefer those 
who are similar (Alesina & LaFerra, 2002). Therefore, inequality would reduce 
the probability that people would make contact with those who are dissimilar 
in terms of economic or social status, resulting in less cross-group interaction 
and thus, decreasing levels of social trust. Another causal mechanism driven 
by inequality is suggested to work through perceptions of fairness. High in-
equality may undermine individuals’ sense of being part of a shared commu-
nity with common values and interests (Uslaner, 2002). However, there are in-
dications of increasing gaps between rich and poor neighbourhoods in urban 
areas in for example Sweden (Malmökommissionen, 2013). In sum, trends such 
as rising levels of diversity through immigration and increases in income in-
equality may have a dampening impact on the high levels of social trust within 
the Nordic countries. On one hand, the Nordic countries share a historical leg-
acy of government institutions that are guided by the rule of law and relatively 
low levels of income inequality, and on the other hand, changes have occurred, 
such as increasing diversity and rising inequality, that could potentially un-
dermine trust. 

 
28.3 Social Trust in the Nordic Countries

The data from the fifth wave of the EVS show that the share of the population 
who believe that most people can be trusted remains high in the Nordic coun-
tries compared with most other European countries (see Figure 28.1). In the 
figure, the darker the colour, the higher the share of the population who agree 
with the statement that most people can be trusted. Only the Netherlands and 
Switzerland display levels of social trust similar to those of the Nordic coun-
tries, thus confirming Delhey and Newton’s (2005) previous findings. 
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Figure 28.1 Share of the population agreeing that most people can be trusted, 2017-2020

Source: European Values Study (2021) 

 
When the levels of trust in the most recent (2017-2020) round of the EVS are 
compared with the levels of trust at the end of the 1980s, the Nordic countries 
have higher levels of social trust (Figure 28.2). This development counters the 
often-dominant American discourse pointing to a general decline in social 
trust and an increase in the sense of anomie (Putnam, 2000). 

Figure 28.2 Most people can be trusted, Nordic countries over time

Source: European Values Study/World Values Survey, longitudinal data set 1981-2008 and integrated data set 2017-2020. 

Note: The Norway 1999-2004 data extrapolated from a linear trend because of missing data. 

 
Contrary to theoretical expectations for the detrimental impact of increas-
ing levels of diversity and income inequality (Sønderskov & Dinesen, 2014; 
Uslaner, 2002), the levels of social trust have increased in the Nordic countries. 
How can this increase be understood? Previous scholars have argued that the 
expansion of education levels within the population of the Nordic countries 
from the 1980s until the 2010s has contributed to the increased share of the 
population who trust most others (Sønderskov & Dinesen, 2014; Wollebæk & 
Segaard, 2011). Older cohorts with lower levels of education and lower levels of 
trust are gradually being replaced by younger cohorts with higher levels of ed-
ucation and higher trust within the population (Sønderskov & Dinesen, 2014).1 
As the data show, the levels of trust are generally higher in the Nordic coun-
tries (Figure 28.3) among those with the highest levels of education. 

1 When investigating Western democracies and social trust, most studies have consistently found a positive 
relationship between higher education levels (see, e.g., Huang et al., 2011). However, it is hard to identify 
whether this is because groups with high levels of trust select into academic education to a greater extent 
or whether education per se is conducive to social trust (Oskarsson et al., 2017).
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Figure 28.3 Levels of education and trust by country

 
Source: European Values Study 2021, integrated dataset 

Moreover, studies have pointed to increasing levels of quality of government in-
stitutions as an important explanation for the trends in social trust in the Nordic 
countries (Sønderskov & Dinesen, 2014), and that the experience from high-quali-
ty institutions tends to outweigh other experiences (Sønderskov & Dinesen, 2016). 

However, in-depth studies of Danish data have also revealed increasing polar-
ization between groups in terms of social trust (Fredriksen & Toubøl, 2019). 
Although the average levels of social trust have increased in Denmark, there is 
an increasing gap between those with lower levels of education who have low-
skilled jobs and those with tertiary education and high-skilled jobs (Fredriksen 
& Toubøl, 2019). In Sweden, studies have found a similar and increasing gap in 
the levels of trust between respondents who are unemployed and employed, 
those who have high and low levels of education, and those with excellent and 
poor self-rated health (Holmberg & Rothstein, 2020). 

Furthermore, studies have found that those who distrust others often are clus-

tered in highly diverse and low-income urban neighbourhoods (Dinesen et al., 
2020; Ivarsflaten & Strømsnes, 2013; Trägårdh et al, 2013; Wallman Lundåsen 
& Wollebæk, 2013; Wollebæk et al, 2012). Figure 28.4 shows that there are con-
siderable differences across neighbourhoods within the metropolitan areas 
of Malmö and Stockholm in Sweden. In the Fosie, Rosengård, and Rågsved 
districts, the majority of the population are first- or second-generation immi-
grants. These districts have levels of social trust that fall far below the nation-
al level average and are closer to the levels of trust in many other European 
countries. However, well-off and more ethnically homogeneous districts in 
Stockholm, such as Södermalm, have levels of social trust above the national 
average. 

 
Figure 28.4 Share of natives and social trust across districts, metropolitan areas of 
Malmö and Stockholm.
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Source: Trustbarometer 2020; Statistics Sweden. Figures for natives in districts based on neighbourhoods with respondents.2  

2 The Trustbarometer 2020 is a large-scale survey directed to random samples of residents within 49 mu-
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A question often posed in the public debate is whether these diverse neigh-
bourhoods represent a possible future as populations are becoming more di-
verse, and due to trends of urbanization, to an increasing extent live in these 
metropolitan areas. Possibly, these types of neighbourhoods receive more at-
tention in the Nordic countries than they would in other instances as they are 
considered areas of distrust within generally trusting societies. The data from 
the EVS and other surveys indicate, however, that the average levels of social 
trust remain high, and are even rising. Social trust, measured as trust in peo-
ple in general, in the Nordic countries appears to be resistant to some social 
transformations. 

 
28.4 Concluding Remarks

In this chapter, we showed that despite a public discourse that often laments a 
crisis of trust, the levels of social trust within the Nordic countries have been 
rising since the first waves of the EVS. The majority of the population within 
the Nordic countries believe that most people can be trusted, although some 
of the Nordic countries have experienced periods of economic downturn and 
a sharp rise in levels of diversity. During the fifth round of the EVS, a larger 
share of the populations within the Nordic countries than during the first and 
second rounds believed that most people can be trusted. Likely explanations 
for this development are the expansion of higher education among younger 
cohorts and the high quality of government institutions.

As shown, however, there is considerable variation within countries, such as 
Sweden, where the most diverse neighbourhoods in metropolitan areas have 
averagely low levels of trust that are similar to those of the central and eastern 
parts of Europe. However, these urban clusters of lower trust have a limited 
impact on the overall levels of social trust. Social trust continues to be purport-
ed to be the Nordic gold.

nicipalities and administered by Statistics Sweden on behalf of Marie Cederschiöld University College 
(PI: Professor Lars Trägårdh). In total the Trustbarometer 2020 contains 13,667 respondents. The survey is 
principally funded by Länsförsäkringars forskningsfond and is hosted at Marie Cederschiöld University 
College. The author is grateful for generous access to the data set. 
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29. danish values:  
how special are they?
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Abstract

In this country study, we ask how special Danish values are in a European context.  In 
2016, the Danish Ministry of Culture published the so-called Denmark Canon, which 
contains ten values ‘that have shaped our country’. Based on the EVS studies, we have 
scrutinized the empirical confirmation of three of the values: gender equality, trust and 
hygge. In relation to gender equality, Danes are more positive than the European av-
erage, but Norway and Sweden have a significantly higher preference for this value. 
Recent data suggest that interpersonal trust is a special national value in the sense that 
there is a particularly high prevalence of this value among Danes. However, the level 
of trust has increased within a relatively short time span, which shows that it is not a 
deep-rooted Danish phenomenon. Finally, although hygge may be a special Danish 
(and Norwegian) word, the activities related to hygge appear to be similar in many 
countries and equally prevalent. Therefore, in spite of the government’s statement, 
there are no indication that these values are special values in among the Danes com-
pared to other Europeans and we conclude that what is named a special national value 
depends on which actors construct the values and for what purposes.
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29.1 Introduction

Scandinavians tend to believe that their values are special compared to 
non-Scandinavians countries, and that they are largely uniform throughout 
Scandinavia. In 1994, Loek Halman published the piece ‘Scandinavian values: 
How special are they?’ which investigated and challenged this perception. Hal-
man contended that “as far as values are concerned Scandinavian values are 
heterogeneous.” Halman based his analysis on data from the European Values 
Study data, tapping into what Simonsen (2018) calls informal national values. 
In contrast, formal values are constructions of national values expressed in 
elite narratives such as those conveyed through national branding, tourism 
literature, geography and history textbooks, government and company docu-
ments, etc. In this chapter, we conduct a case study of Denmark which analyses 
differences and similarities between formal and informal national values and 
compare these to national values in other European countries. The purpose of 
the chapter is to answer the following question: How special are Danish val-
ues, and are they really shared among Danes?

First, we examine the notion of national values. Second, we consider what ‘spe-
cial values’ means in the context of national values. Finally, we compare a key 
formal narrative of Danish national values – a semi-governmental document 
called ‘The Denmark Canon’ – with informal national values among Danes and 
other Europeans. We conclude our paper with a reflection on how special Dan-
ish values are. 

 
29.2 What Is a National Value? 

At the individual level, a value is defined as a desirable moral entity, and in 
survey research, it is measured as a response to one or several questions that 
are operationalisations of a theoretically defined value (van Deth & Scarbor-
ough, 1994, Schwartz, 1995). Using survey data, the identification of prevail-
ing national values is based on an aggregation of informal, individual values. 
From a theoretical perspective, national values are discursively constructed, 
and homogeneous national values do not exist in an essential sense. Instead, 

collective statements seeking to articulate formal national values are part of 
discursive struggles between various actors seeking to enhance their political 
and cultural positions and interests (Siim & Meret, 2016). It has been argued 
that the EVS was formed as part of such discursive struggles over formal na-
tional values and that the study was originally intended to fortify a social dis-
course of concern for the lack of social cohesion and support for traditional 
social values (Ester, Halman & de Moor, 1993; Kropp, 2017). 

Formal national values matter to governments, and in several cases, govern-
ments have encouraged values education that aligns with specific articulations 
of formal values (Jones, 2009), such as human rights or democracy (Osler & 
Starkey, 2001). In some cases, governments even propose lists of core, formal 
national values. For instance, a 1991 Canadian commission stated the values 
that it deemed to form the bedrock of Canadian identity (Spicer, 1991); in 2016, 
the Danish government produced a so-called Denmark Canon of ten nation-
al values intended to be ‘a formative project […] to raise awareness about the 
historical and cultural social values’.1 National values, however, are not only a 
question of defining value characteristics, but also of characteristics that set a 
nation apart from other nations.

 
29.3 What Does ‘Special National Values’ Mean?

In the context of informal national values, Halman (1994) argues that Europe-
an countries do not differ in the sense that some emphasise values, which oth-
ers do not. Instead, Halman proposes that national values differ in the degrees 
of value preferences across countries, rather than in types of values (Halman, 
1994, pp. 60-61). The characteristics of a nation’s values are measured as values 
highly preferred by the country’s population. Therefore, for Scandinavian val-
ues to be special, the prevalence of value preferences should be relatively sim-
ilar among Scandinavian populations compared to other European countries. 
In his paper, Halman (1994) demonstrates that this is not the case. 

1 https://www.danmarkskanon.dk.
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Theories of national identity offer a different understanding of national values. 
In his seminal paper, Barth (1969, p. 15) famously states, “the ethnic boundary 
… defines the group, not the cultural stuff that it encloses.” Members of eth-
nic groups (in this case nations) may disagree about what belonging means, 
but they agree that there is a we-them boundary between people in the ethnic 
group and other ethnic groups (Simonsen, 2016). In this manner, the nation 
is constructed as unique in relation to other nations, and the demarcation 
between the nation and other nations is socially constructed and maintained 
through social institutions and public discourses. Within this line of think-
ing, a special national value may be anything that people choose to define as 
characteristic of a nation. Therefore, the special national values ascribed to the 
boundary may be based on prevalent informal values within the population 
but may also reflect elite narratives involving formal national values. 

In the following sections, we investigate how special Danish national values 
are. Specifically, we examine the relationship between a key articulation of for-
mal national values (the Denmark Canon) and the informal value preferences 
for those values within the Danish population (EVS surveys data) to discern 
the level of correspondence. Furthermore, we use the EVS data to compare the 
value preferences in Denmark to those in other countries to evaluate the claim 
that these are special national values in Denmark. First, however, we must pro-
vide a short presentation of the Denmark Canon.

 
29.4 The Denmark Canon

In December 2016, the Danish Ministry of Culture published the Denmark 
Canon, which includes ten values ‘that have shaped our country‘. A canon is 
normally understood as an authoritative reading list of significant texts. How-
ever, in this case, it lists values in order to ‘raise awareness about the historical 
and cultural social values, traditions and events that have particularly shaped 
society and people in Denmark’.

The selection of the ten values included in the canon was based on a process 
that involved the Danish population. Individual people, organisations and 

companies were encouraged to submit suggestions of ‘genuine Danish values’ 
to a special government website. The suggestions were curated by six experts 
who made a list of 20 values. Based on the list, the population was encouraged 
to select the top ten values in the canon. The ten values were presented in a 
comprehensive campaign, which included a website, media productions and a 
series of debates, making the Denmark Canon a strong articulation of formal 
national Danish values.

The canon lists the following ten values:2  

• Civil values 
• Freedom (includes freedom of thought and religion, freedom of opinion and 

expression, right to assemble and freedom from discrimination) 
• Equality for the law
• Democracy 
• Gender equality
• Social and cultural values
• Trust
• Associations and voluntary work
• Liberality and tolerance
• Christian heritage 
• Culture-specific values
• The Danish language 
• Hygge 

A quick glance at the list suggests that the civil values represent formal values 
which are internationally recognised and codified in international policy doc-
uments, such as human rights declarations. For these to be considered special 
Danish values, a particularly high value prevalence among the population is 
required compared to other countries. The social and cultural values on the list 
comprise less universally accepted formal values. For instance, a Christian her-
itage or tolerant values are, for different reasons, not formal in some European 
countries while being dominant values in others. Finally, the culture-specific 

2 The classification and order of the values in this chapter differs from the order at the canon’s website.
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values in the canon are unique to the Danes and are therefore not formal na-
tional values in other countries.

 
29.5 Comparing Formal and Informal National Values in 
Denmark

In the following, we compare informal national values measured by the EVS 
studies (high prevalence of a given value relative to other countries) with the 
Danish government’s formal national values presentation in the Denmark 
Canon. Due to limited space, we have restricted the comparison to three se-
lected values from the canon: gender equality, trust and hygge. In each of these 
cases, we briefly present the formal discourse and relate it to survey evidence. 

Gender equality

The Denmark Canon states that Danish society is based on equality between 
the genders and the value that men and women must have the same rights and 
opportunities. This is in accordance with the UN Convention on the elimina-
tion of all forms of discrimination against women, as well as the Treaty of the 
European Union. In Denmark, the Canon argues, gender equality is an aspect 
of national politics which is supported by all political parties and expressed 
in a law on gender equality. However, formal gender values are more pro-gen-
der equality in Norway and Sweden compared to Denmark (Borchorst & Siim, 
2008).

Concerning the informal values and the value preference for gender equality in 
the population, the picture is less clear. Data from the European Values Study 
2017 contains numerous items that measure the population’s support for gen-
der equality, cf. Table 29.1. 

 

Table 29.1 Support for gender equality in European countries. Pct. 2017

Very important 

in marriage to 

share house-

hold chores

Disagree strongly: 

men’s job to earn 

money, women’s  

job to look after 

home 

Disagree  

strongly:  

men are better 

political leaders

Disagree 

strongly:  

give men  

priority when 

jobs are scarce

Disagree 

strongly: 

university 

education more 

important for 

boys

Denmark 35 64 55 53 70

Norway 41 76 80 75 88

Sweden 57 70 73 73 81

All EVS 

countries

43 29 32 35 48

 
Note: Number of respondents 54.297-56.181. Missing answers not included. Data are weighted by weight that uses the  

marginal distribution of age, sex, educational attainment and region 

Source: EVS 2017

 
The EVS data show a clear pattern. When asked about gender equality in re-
lation to family, economy and politics, Danes are clearly in favour of gender 
equality much more than the European average. However, the Danes are less 
positive towards gender equality than Norwegian and Swedish people. This 
suggests a consistency between the formal Danish values in the canon and the 
informal value preferences among Danes: gender equality is valued to a high 
degree by Danes compared to the European average. However, there is no merit 
to the claim that this is a special Danish value, since Norway and Sweden have 
a significantly higher preference for this value.

Trust

Trust is also a cornerstone of Danish culture, according to the Denmark Canon; 
Danish scholars have explained the high level of trust in Denmark by the exis-
tence of historically deep-rooted institutions that have existed for lengthy pe-
riods. The institutions and corresponding organisations offer solutions to col-
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lective action problems (Svendsen, Svendsen & Graeff, 2012). It has even been 
claimed that the high social trust scores could be due to the region’s long-dis-
tance trade practices since the Viking age (Svendsen & Svendsen, 2012). Trust 
is, in other words, a formal national value.

Survey evidence indicates that generalised trust is high in Denmark, but it 
contradicts the claim that trust is a deep-rooted value in Denmark. EVS 2017 
suggests that 74% of the Danes (compared to the European average of 40%) an-
swer yes to the following statement: ’In general, do you think that most people 
can be trusted?’ These data also reveal that the high level of trust is a recent 
phenomenon. From an average European position, Denmark has gained a po-
sition at the forefront in generalized trust. Therefore, the high level of trust 
in Denmark is a relatively new phenomenon (Frederiksen and Toubøl, 2019), 
which challenges the theory of a historically deep-rooted cultural foundation 
of trust in Denmark. Instead, the contemporary level of trust in Denmark is 
dependent upon improvements in other factors such as education and institu-
tional trust (Frederiksen, 2011; Sønderskov & Dinesen, 2014). 

While the Danish state promotes formal values of trust as a unique cultural 
and political Danish phenomenon, the Danes’ informal values do not entirely 
support this notion. High levels of interpersonal trust are not a deep-root-
ed Danish phenomenon. Rather, trust has increased within a relatively short 
time span, and trust is less permanently  valued in the population than sug-
gested by the formal expression of trust. However, the recent EVS results sug-
gest that trust is a special national value in the sense that there is a particu-
larly high prevalence of this value among Danes, compared to other European 
nations.

Hygge

Hygge, the canon states, is ‘a special way of being together in a relaxing, nice at-
mosphere’. Hygge is claimed to be Danish-specific; it reflects Danish values and 
encompasses a broad range of social phenomena, including communicative 
style and interpretations of symbols (Levisen, 2012, p. 113); the concept of hygge 
is said to be one of the most important tools used to bind the nation together 

culturally (Pessel, 2018, p. 36). According to the canon, ‘Hygge has its own word 
and many people say that it can’t be translated”.3 Hygge is related to activities 
such as warmth, candlelight, eating candy and being with friends and family. 
The Oxford Dictionary defines hygge as ‘a quality of coziness and comfortable 
conviviality that engenders a feeling of contentment or well-being’; there are 
books about hygge (e.g., Wiking, 2016; Søderberg, 2016; Brits, 2016) which cele-
brate the Danish way of living. It is a “social ethos of closeness warmth, relax-
ation, informality and egalitarian mutuality” (Jenkins, 2011, p. 253).

Hygge, as a formal national value, is commonly used by the tourist industry 
and has even been declared a soft power in international relations. For in-
stance, Howell and Sundberg (2015) describe hygge as an example of presenting 
an affective atmosphere to foster the goals of small state geopolitics.

The idea that the word hygge cannot be translated into other languages, as well 
as the celebration of hygge in popular books and the national marketing of hyg-
ge make hygge a strong, formal national value.

Some people argue that hygge is difficult to measure, yet the Danish archive 
for survey data4 shows that researchers have asked people whether they ex-
perience hygge in various situations, such as at sports games, through mem-
berships in voluntary associations or when shopping. In international survey 
studies, concepts such as ‘enjoyable’ (European Social Survey, 2006) or ‘pleas-
ant’ (International Social Science Programme, 2017) have been translated into 
hygge by Danish scholars.

While hygge is a specific Danish word, people in other nations are most likely 
performing the same activities that the Danes call hygge. It is not easy to find 
comparative survey evidence of hygge, but in the 2006 European Social Survey, 
respondents were asked the following question: ‘how much of the time spent 
with your immediate family is enjoyable?’ In Danish ‘enjoyable’ was translated 

3 Hygge also exists in Norwegian. The word hyggja exists in Old Norse language where it means to think or to 
guess (Wiktionary).

4 http://dda.dk/simple-search 
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into ‘hyggelig’, in Norwegian also: hyggelig, in Dutch: aangenaam, in German: 
angenehm, and in Swedish: trevlig.5

Provided that these words refer to the same phenomenon, the ESS study in-
dicated how much people engage in hygge activities and, perhaps, how much 
they value hygge. The percentage of people who answered ‘all of the time’ was 
42% for all Europeans, 40% for the Danes, 38% for the Norwegians, 29% for 
the Dutch, 32% for the Germans and 39% for the Swedes. If we, perhaps some-
what boldly, accept that the ESS item is an operationalisation of hygge, we may 
conclude that even though the word hygge is a special Danish (and Norwegian) 
word, as a phenomenon it is by no means unique to the Danes; perhaps we 
might even ponder how the Danes have come to view it as inherently Danish.

 
29.6 Conclusions

The EVS studies of national values and various elite discourses of national val-
ues are supplementary means of studying the special national values in a given 
country. In the first case, special values are defined as (major) deviance scores 
from an average of a large number of countries. In the second case, what is 
special is anything that a discourse has defined as a method of drawing bound-
aries between nations. The identification of a special value most likely coin-
cides in the two types of analysis. However, using Denmark as an example, this 
chapter has provided examples of variations between the two. Gender equality 
is generally recognised as core civil values and is promoted by many countries 
around the world, including Scandinavian countries. Nevertheless, the Danes 
score lower than the other Scandinavians. Official Danish discourses promote 
trust as a cultural cornerstone, but the level of trust in Denmark was much 
lower than today even a few decades ago. Formal discourses claim that hygge 
is an integral and special part of being Danish. However, although hygge may 
be a special Danish word, the activities related to hygge appear to be similar in 
many countries and equally prevalent. The conclusion is that what is named 
a special national value depends on which actors construct the values and for 

5 https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/search?q=questionnaires&fq=round_facet:%22ESS3%20
2006%22&start=&docstart=61

what purposes. In this context, the EVS, not least thanks to Loek Halman’s re-
lentless, decades-long efforts, stands out as a major source documenting the 
values of the Europeans.
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Abstract

The present chapter focuses on defining the importance in life of family and of specific 
qualities for a successful marriage/partnership as related to the traditional value of 
women being fulfilled in their role as spouses and mothers, and also the post-material-
ist value of marriage being an outdated institution. These values were examined using 
data from the 2008 and 2019 waves of the European Values Study for Greece. The find-
ings provide overwhelming support for the importance of family in one’s life as well 
as the importance of faithfulness for a successful marriage or partnership. Adequate 
income and children were assessed as important for a successful marriage/partnership 
by fewer traditional participants in general and by even fewer non-traditional partic-
ipants and post-materialists in 2019 as compared to those in 2008. 
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30.1 Introduction

During the EVS 3rd wave (1999), family form, structure and values in Europe-
an countries have been the core of long discussions among Loek Halman, Jim 
Georgas, and a team of PhD students including the authors of this chapter, in 
the frame of a broader collaboration between Tilburg University and the Na-
tional and Kapodistrian University of Athens. This chapter, in honour of Loek 
Hallman, has been founded on these fruitful interactions that encouraged the 
Greek EVS team to proceed with European family values and attitudes research 
until the EVS 5th wave (2017).

The family as the primary context for human development is responsible for 
the satisfaction of the biological, social and psychological needs of its mem-
bers, thereby ensuring their survival. Regardless of its specific structure, which 
is formulated somewhat differently across cultures or over time, the family 
constitutes the main psychological group which the individual can count on. 
The family is also the basic connecting factor between the individual and the 
social environment. It may be nuclear or extended or single-parent or dual-ca-
reer or reconstituted, and it may exist within the framework of the institution 
of marriage or not. It has been reported that a household may consist of more 
than one family nuclei, since according to the United Nations/European Com-
mission for Europe (UN/ECE, 2015 as mentioned in Hantrais, Brannen, et al., 
2020, p. 277), the nuclear family comprises a cohabitating couple “related as 
a marital, a registered, or a consensual union of partners of either opposite or 
same sex, or as parent and child.” Consequently, the family has undergone sig-
nificant compositional and functional changes over time, which has resulted 
in quite different forms of living arrangements resembling what people con-
sider ‘home’ (Georgas, Mylonas, et al., 2004). 

Demographic changes such as declining marriage and fertility rates, rising di-
vorce, and childless couples rates are a given. These changes also seem to be 
associated with values about the institution of marriage and children shifting 
away from traditional and materialist values towards more liberal and post-ma-
terialist ones (Gubernskaya, 2010; Yucel, 2015). According to post-materialism 
theory, individuals have increased their financial security, thereby their eco-

nomic dependency on normative constraints has waned (Inglehart & Baker, 
2000). Materialist and traditional values that presented the family and society 
as factors for the individuals’ progress have given way to post-materialist and 
secular-rational values. Individuals may pursue their self-actualization freed 
from premises that required obedience to the traditional meaning of gender 
roles and marriage (Inglehart & Baker, 2000). They also appreciate higher-or-
der life goals more than economic security goals (Inglehart, 2008) and tend to 
set immaterial life-goals such as personal development and self-esteem above 
material security” (Uhlaner and Thurik, 2007, p.162). In cultural contexts where 
living conditions are in turmoil, value change will point to conservatism and 
traditionalism (Welzel & Inglehart, 2010). Post-materialist individuals view 
family, marriage and gender roles from a new perspective seeking in the con-
text of family autonomy, psychological interdependence (Goodwin, 2009), and 
narcissistic love between spouses, which enhances trust to the self but restricts 
marital fertility (Beck-Gersheim, 2002). 

In support of the liberalization of values comes the theory of the ‘Second De-
mographic Transition’, which relates the demographic changes with the more 
individualistic and egalitarian values. Self-actualization may be achieved 
through education and career before marriage and family, which may follow 
in a reformed version or not at all. However, this is inconsistent with the con-
servative value towards the stability of the institution of marriage and corre-
sponding distinct gender social roles (Van de Kaa, 2000).

Greece seems to be lagging behind with regard to these social transformations. 
Greece is exiting an economic crisis the management of which has straddled 
the European and national levels as no other episode in the history of the Euro-
zone (Featherstone & Papadimitriou, 2017). The unemployment rates skyrock-
eted, and the massive national spending cuts on all public services were keenly 
felt by all Greek citizens. University students, who have made serious cutbacks 
to their everyday expenses, do not expect to find a good job even remotely re-
lated to their studies, which have also undergone radical reform. There is no 
optimism for future economic independence. Age was found to be positive-
ly related to the degree these consequences were experienced (Λουμάκου & 
Κανελλοπούλου, 2020).
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Moreover, previous research on family has shown that an urban type of extend-
ed family has been configurated (Georgas, Christakopoulou, et al., 1997). This 
type of family administers those values related to the function of the tradition-
al extended family and the maintenance of tight kin relationships, but without 
the traditional parental hierarchical roles. In contrast to families in Western 
industrialized countries where rising educational and economic levels of the 
wife’s social role is associated with her power in making family decisions (Bid-
dlecom & Kramarow, 1998), within the ordinary conventional Greek family, the 
mother would gradually increase her status and her participation in family 
decision-making after acquiring children. It is also suggested that the father’s 
power within the family has lessened and the mother’s has increased although 
the two-spouse family roles seemed to remain traditional until the end of 20th 
century (Maratou-Aliprante, 1997).

The aim of this chapter is to identify: a) whether family for Greeks still stands 
as a major milestone in their life; b) whether and to what extent specific qual-
ities that might define a successful marriage or partnership are supported by 
traditional participants who perceive women to be spouses and mothers; and 
c) whether and to what extent the same qualities that might define a success-
ful marriage or partnership are endorsed by post-materialist participants who 
consider marriage as an outdated institution.

 
30.2 Data and Variables

The 2008 European Values Study consists of a representative stratified ran-
dom sample of the Greek adult population of 18 years old and over comprising 
1500 respondents surveyed via door-to-door interviews using the standardized 
2008 EVS questionnaire; of the realized sample, 43.4% were men and 56.7% 
were women. The 2019 sample comprised 2694 respondents, of which 40.4% 
were men and 54.1% were women (5.5% were missing values); it was a web sur-
vey using the 2017 EVS Computer-Assisted Web Interviewing questionnaire. 
Data were obtained using the snowball technique, which resulted in 3894 cas-
es. The 2019 sample for this study was adjusted to the 2008 percentages of sex 
and age in accordance with the rates development of these variables as depict-

ed in the Hellenic Statistical Authority Reports (2011). 

For this study, specific questions were selected to be identical in the 2008 and 
2019 EVS questionnaires: a) “Please indicate how important family is in your 
life” rated on a four-point scale from “Very important” to “Not important at 
all”; b) “How much do you agree or disagree with the statement: A job is al-
right but what most women really want is a home and children” rated on a 
four-point scale from “Agree strongly” to “Disagree strongly”; c) “ Do you agree 
or disagree with the following statement: Marriage is an outdated institution” 
rated on a binary scale “Agree” or “Disagree”; and d) “For a successful marriage 
or partnership, please indicate how important is: “faithfulness”, “adequate 
income”, “good housing”, “sharing household chores”, “children” and “spend-
ing time with friends and for personal hobbies/activities”, all rated on a three-
point scale: “Very Important”, “Rather Important”, “Not Important at All”. 

The importance of family in life and the qualities considered important for 
a successful marriage/partnership were operationalized by (a) the question 
“what women really want is a home and children” which is considered to be a 
traditional value, (b) the question “marriage is an outdated institution” which 
is considered to be a post-materialist value and (c) the variable of age. In ad-
dition, ages were divided into six age groups namely 18-24 years of age, 25-34, 
35-44, 45-54, 55-64 and over 65. 

Exploratory factor analyses applied for each wave separately on the indicators 
mentioned above on successful marriage qualities, did not result in a clear uni-
factorial solution; this indicates that more than one specific dimension exists. 
Therefore, crosstabulation analyses were carried out, for each year separate-
ly, on the importance of family, the values for a successful marriage associat-
ed with positive/negative view towards the traditional statement that “what 
women really want is home and children”, and the post-materialist view that 
“marriage is an outdated institution”.
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30.3 Results

Importance of family. Crosstabulation analyses, for each wave separately, on the 
importance of family in life and respondents’ gender, age group, the attitude 
towards the traditional women’s role and the institution of marriage, shows 
that family was very important in life regardless of the respondents’ gender, 
age, respondent’s opinion on whether marriage is outdated, or whether wom-
en are fulfilled when married with children; for both the 2008 and 2019 waves, 
percentages ranged between 73% and 92%. 

In particular, crosstabulation analysis resulted in extremely high percentages 
although statistically significant for both supporters of the institution of mar-
riage (2008: 88.7% p <.000 and 2019: 89.4% p <.000), and also by the post-mate-
rialists who were less supportive (77.4% and 74%). The same pattern held true 
for respondents embracing the traditional view of women being fulfilled when 
married with children (2008: 88.7% and 2019: 89.4%), as well as those with low-
er acceptance of this traditional role (78.8% and 81.2%). As for age groups, the 
older the respondents the higher the percentage (91.5%), who evaluated family 
as being very important in life; the importance of family gradually decreases 
with age, with 73.2% of the youngest finding family very important. While in 
2008, an almost equal number of men (86.4%) and women (86.1%) considered 
family to be very important in life, while in 2019 there seems to be a statistically 
significant higher percentage of women (89.3%) compared to men (80.4%) who 
find family important. 

Successful marriage qualities. For a successful marriage or partnership, faithful-
ness was rated as a very important marital quality with overwhelming support 
regardless of any differences between those supporting the traditional role of 
women or not (see Figure 30.1). Specifically, faithfulness was rated as very im-
portant by the 92.1% (p <.05) of the traditionals with regard to the role of wom-
en in 2008 than the non-traditionals; however, this statistically significant 
difference was not identified in 2019. Children was rated as a very important 
quality for a successful marriage/partnership by 91% of the traditional partici-
pants who embrace the traditional social role of women, compared to 78.8% of 
the non-traditionals in 2008; in 2019 the range of difference was greater while 

the percentages evaluating children as very important were much lower (79.5% 
and 32%, respectively). Adequate income was assessed as very important by less 
traditional participants regarding the role of women in 2008 (71.2% p<.001), 
than those who accepted this traditional role (75.8%); the reverse was found for 
2019 with much lower percentages (the less traditional participants 67.1% but 
the traditionals 37.3% p <.000, respectively).

 
Figure 30.1 Percentages of traditional and non-traditional participants - supporters 
and non-supporters - of the traditional social role of women, in 2008 and 2019, for the 
qualities of a successful marriage

Note. Traditionals: in favor of the female social role that focuses on home and children 

Non-traditionals: against this female social role.

 
The findings regarding the importance of the above-mentioned qualities for a 
successful marriage/partnership did not change much irrespective of wheth-
er respondents were supporters of the institution of marriage or not (see Fig-
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ure 30.2). Specifically, the materialist, conservative supporters of marriage 
overwhelmingly assessed faithfulness as extremely important, both in 2008 
(89.9%) and 2019 (90.6%), although being more supportive of faithfulness 
when compared to the high percentages of the post-materialist opposers (82% 
and 75.3%, respectively for each year). Children was rated as a very important 
quality for a successful marriage/partnership by 81% of the conservative sup-
porters of marriage, compared to 73.3% of the post-materialist opposers for 
2008, while the range of difference was greater and the percentages a great 
deal lower in 2019 (56.9% and 31.9% respectively). As for adequate income, con-
servative participants with regard to marriage in 2008 and 2019 rated adequate 
income as important (63.3% and 44.5% respectively) being significantly more 
supportive of this marriage quality than the post-materialists (67.8% in 2008, 
but 38.1% in 2019).

 
Figure 30.2 Percentages of participants supporting and not supporting the institution 
of marriage, in 2008 and 2019, for the qualities for a successful marriage

30.4 Discussion

The family proves to be very important for the overwhelming majority of 
participants, regardless of gender, age, stronger or weaker supporters of the 
female traditional social role that “home and children is really what women 
want”, as well as those participants who accept at higher or lower levels the 
importance of the institution of marriage; in particular, those who hold more 
traditional views on women’s social role, those who hold conservatives views 
on the acceptance of the institution of marriage, and elders and women rec-
ognized the great importance of family. This finding is in line with the one 
reported by Halman, Sieben et al. (2012) that family is considered to be “very” 
and “quite important” by 98% of Europeans.

Faithfulness as an important quality for successful marriage/partnership was 
overwhelmingly supported by all groups of participants - the traditionals and 
non-traditionals with regard to the women’s social role as well as those accept-
ing or rejecting the institution of marriage - conservatives and meta-material-
ists. This finding is consistent with the overwhelming acceptance of faithful-
ness for a successful marriage (about 85%) of Europeans (Halman, Sieben, et 
al., 2012).

Traditional participants in favor of the traditional social role of women as ac-
tualizing themselves only by being spouses and mothers seem to value the rest 
of the qualities for a successful marriage or partnership –adequate income, good 
housing, sharing household chores, children and time for friend/hobbies - in a sim-
ilar way, both in 2008 and 2019, but with lower percentages, in comparison 
with the non traditionals; additionally, in 2019, the non-traditionals seemed to 
value less the qualities of children and adequate income. Also, the more conser-
vative participants who accept the importance of marriage seemed to assess 
the qualities for a successful marriage or partnership in a similar way to the 
post-materialists, except for the qualities of adequate income and children that 
are seen as important for a successful marriage/partnership in 2019 by those 
with lower acceptance of marriage importance. These findings seem to agree 
with Jones and Brayfield (1997) regarding children as a quality for marriage, in 
which individuals with more egalitarian gender ideology are found to be less 
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likely to consider children as central to fulfilment and therefore have more 
egalitarian family values (Yucel, 2015). The underestimation of adequate income 
has also been ranked last in the Olson, Olson-Sigg et al. (2011) survey where 
financial management and spiritual beliefs were the least supported qualities 
in marriage.

Overall, it is not clear whether there is a shift towards post-materialist values 
regarding the qualities for a successful marriage/partnership. Apart from the 
absolute acceptance of faithfulness, findings about the qualities considered 
compatible with the traditional content of marriage/partnership, namely ad-
equate income and children, seemed to find lower support by all groups of 
participants. Specifically, adequate income and children appeared to undergo 
some substantial re-evaluation by participants who do not agree with tradi-
tional values. It seems that, after ten years of economic crisis in Greece, par-
ticipants do not turn to well-known, safe and conservative attitudes towards 
marriage/partnership. It has been indicated that regarding personal values in 
recession-hit Greece a decline was found in conservative values like tradition, 
conformity and security as well (Παυλόπουλος, 2014). The attribution of crisis 
to the old political system or the cognitive dissonance between low future ex-
pectations and high need of security, due to the lower and lower standard of 
living, has not seemed to lead Greeks towards the safety of traditionalism as 
might be expected in times of crisis (Welzel & Inglehart, 2010). Whether this 
tendency towards re-evaluation is a random fluctuation or is here to stay, and 
perhaps constitutes the beginning of a greater devaluation of traditional val-
ues for the institution of marriage, has yet to be established using future data 
on the matter; the research results of this study are not sufficient to establish 
a clear picture, as more elaborated statistical work needs to be done associated 
also with the analysis of additional EVS demographic variables.

A few years ago traditional values about family function and marriage goal 
were prevalent in Greece. As Yucel (2015) very carefully points out, Greece may 
have not undergone a second demographic transition, since it lags behind in 
the formation of ideological changes.
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Abstract

The paper presents results from a research of the gender role attitudes in Macedonian 
sociocultural context. The research relies on data collected as part of the last wave of 
the European Values Study (EVS) that was carried out by a national team of research-
ers from the Survey Research Centre, at the Faculty of Philosophy in Skopje, between 
December 2018 and March 2019. For this survey, 1,117 citizens of Macedonia were in-
terviewed in their homes. Gender role attitudes of the participants are determined on 
the basis of the degree to which they agree or disagree with a number of statements 
concerning the activities and the responsibilities that men and women should have in 
the family, the effects of women’s employment, and what kind of activities are con-
sidered as more suited to men rather than to women. The frequency and intensity of 
the attitudes and their correlation to certain socio-demographic characteristics of the 
respondents were assessed. The results reveal that there are significant variations in 
the attitudes of Macedonians, yet, they generally point to a gradual replacement of 
traditional gender ideology to more modern ones.



reflections on european values464 465gender role attitudes in the macedonian context

31.1 Introduction

Gender role attitudes include understanding and assessing the appropriate-
ness of the behaviours of men and women in the private and public spheres 
of people’s lives. A systematic study of gender role attitudes is done from vari-
ous scientific perspectives (Inglehart & Norris, 2003; Lomazzi et al. 2018; Eagly, 
1987; Fortin, 2005; Jelen, 1988) and it is aimed at acquiring different types of 
knowledge of both theoretical and practical significance. Such reviews typi-
cally include (a) the identification and scientific verification of the dominant 
understandings of the characteristic and expected behaviours of women and 
men living in a particular sociocultural context, which can fit into the inequal-
ity-equality dimension; (b) establishing the ways these attitudes, coloured by 
prejudices and negative stereotypes especially in regard to the women, con-
tribute to the division and unequal treatment of women and men; (c) the iden-
tification of the differences in the attitudes between different groups of people 
within the same society and the differences in the attitudes between societies; 
(d) monitoring changes in the attitudes that happen over time; up to (e) pass-
ing adequate legislation for equal treatment and validation of people regard-
less of their gender and coming up with various programmes and activities at 
individual, group, institutional and social level in order for the solutions to 
become norms of normal behaviour of people in their everyday lives. 

Hence, a study on gender role attitudes is not only important from a theoreti-
cal point of view, but even more for creating conditions for equal rights of both 
women and men in all areas of life. This implies providing adequate and sci-
entifically based responses to many questions dealing with gender inequality, 
especially in regard to the women’s position in society. Here are some of those 
questions: Why are women more exposed to social life risks? Why is it more 
common for women to lose their jobs and more difficult to get one? Why are 
they blackmailed and paid less at their jobs? Why are they burdened by both 
privacy and pressure from the public? Why do they have less rights or oppor-
tunities to choose from? Why is it harder for them to gain access to political 
power? For that reason, the study of gender role attitudes is included in many 
international and national surveys that have been conducted annually and pe-
riodically ever since the 1970s. 

These surveys usually use single items or short scales for gender role attitudes, 
where the content of some items remains unchanged across all survey waves. 
But in some surveys, the items are altered both in regard to the number and in 
regard to the content. However, the rarely used sets of items cover all the as-
pects of the gender roles and they do not always satisfy the strict psychometric 
criteria in order to be treated as homogeneous and consistent attitude scales 
(McHugh & Frieze, 1997). 

In general, these surveys’ results show that in course of time in many societies 
there is gradual decline in the traditional gender role attitudes that are based 
on the male breadwinner model, and consequently increase in the egalitarian 
attitudes towards the roles that women and men should have in the private and 
public spheres (Knight & Brinton, 2017; Cotter et al., 2011; Brooks & Bolzendahl, 
2004; Mason & Lu, 1988; Crompton, 1999). The results have also shown that 
these changes in attitudes are not equally pronounced among all the groups in 
a society, and that the attitude differences are greater between societies than 
between groups within a society (Inglehart & Norris, 2003).

Adding to the existing research paradigms, in this case we present the results 
from the research of the gender role attitudes of the Macedonian citizens col-
lected with the last wave of the European Values Study (EVS), that was carried 
out by a team of researchers from the Survey Research Centre, at the Faculty of 
Philosophy in Skopje, between December 2018 and March 2019. On this occa-
sion the research team would like to express its gratitude to Dr. Loek Halman 
who as a prominent member and past Chair of the EVS supported the Macedo-
nian team to join the EVS family and to contribute adequately to the Project.

Present study has three goals. The first goal is to determine what the attitudes 
of the Macedonian citizens are in regard to the role of women and men in the 
private and public spheres. Secondly, we want to determine whether the atti-
tudes towards the roles of women and men show clear division of the activities 
that are expected and considered typical for them in the private and public 
spheres. Third and final, we examine whether gender role attitudes are con-
nected to certain demographic characteristics of the citizens. Answering those 
questions would contribute to better understand the direction towards which 
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the ongoing transitional social changes are leading the Macedonian society. 
The analysis will help to see how far the society has moved away from the tra-
ditional gender attitudes, if so.

 
31.2 Data and Methods

Respondents 

The Survey covered 1,117 citizens from Macedonia from eight statistical re-
gions (Skopje, North-eastern, Eastern, South-Eastern, Vardar, Pelagonija, 
South-Western and Polog regions). The respondents’ age ranges between 18 
and 88 years (М = 43.8) and 50.2 % are female and 49.4% are male. Most of them 
live in the urban areas (62.7 %), and less in the rural areas (37.3%). Most of them 
have secondary school education (48%). According to their ethnic background 
70.1% are Macedonians, 23.5% are Albanians and the remaining 6.4% belong 
to the other ethnic groups. According to their religious background 69.1% are 
Christians, and 29.8% are Muslims. And according to their marital status 61.0% 
stated to be married and 27.5% to be single.1

Instruments

The dependent variable, gender role attitudes, is measured using eight items in 
the last EVS questionnaire (for measurement reflections, see Walter, 2017). The 
first statement refers to the role assigned to women in the private and public 
spheres, i.e. “A job is alright, but what most women really want is a home and 
children.” The following two statements refer to the conflict between the role 
of woman in the public and private spheres, namely “When a mother works 
for pay, the children suffer,” and “All in all, family life suffers when the woman 
has a full-time job.” The fourth statement refers to the difference (inequality) 
between the roles of men and women in the public and private spheres, and 
is formulated as “A man’s job is to earn money; a woman’s job is to look after 
the home and family.” The four subsequent statements inequality of women 

1 Other categories (divorced, widowed, and separated) were not included in the analysis.

and men in the public sphere, namely “A university education is more import-
ant for a boy than for a girl”, “On the whole, men make better political leaders 
than women do”, “On the whole, men make better business executives than 
women do,” and lastly “When jobs are scarce, men have more right to a job 
than women.” The answers to the first seven statements were given on a scale 
of 1 to 4, 1 being ‘disagree strongly’, 2 ‘disagree’, 3 ‘agree’, and 4 ‘agree strong-
ly’. The answers to the eighth statement were on a scale from 1 to 5, 1 being 
‘‘disagree strongly’, 2 ‘disagree’, 3 ‘neither agree nor disagree’, 4 ‘agree’, and 5 
‘agree strongly’. The higher value means more inegalitarianism. The collected 
data was subjected to descriptive and correlational analyses in line with the 
research goals.

 
31.3 Results 

The main descriptive statistics such as frequencies, percentages, means, and 
standard deviations are presented in Table 31.1. According to the number of 
respondents who agree with the statements (by merging the alternatives ‘agree 
strongly’ and ‘agree’) and those who do not agree with them (by merging the al-
ternatives ‘disagree strongly’ and ‘disagree’) one could conclude that they rath-
er disagreed than agreed with all the statements, except on the first statement.  
 
In order to check whether there are significant variations in the degree of ex-
pressed agreement and disagreement with the statements depending on cer-
tain demographic features of the participants – sex, ethnic affiliation, religious 
denomination, marital status and place of residence – a t-test was applied to 
establish the significance of the differences between the arithmetic mean of 
the scores for each of the eight statements. In general, the t-test results show 
that there are significant differences in the responses to all eight statements.

Sex. There is difference between the men and the women in regard to the de-
gree of expressed agreement or disagreement with six out of eight statements 
i.e. in regard to the statements 1 (Mm = 2.68, Mf = 2.57; t(1081) = 2.06, p < .05), 4 (Mm 

= 2.50, Mf = 2.16; t(1088) = 5.99, p < .01), 5 (Mm = 1.98, Mf = 1.69; t(1058) = 6.03, p < .01), 
6 (Mm = 0.42, Mf = 0.54; t(1052) = 8.44, p < .01), 7 (Mm = 2.47, Mf = 2.00; t(1062) = 8.43, 
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p < .01) and 8 (Mm = 2.76, Mf = 2.39; t(1098) = 4.76, p < .01). The only statement on 
which both men and women agree (even though there are more men agreeing 
with it than women) is the statement number 1. Men agree with statement 4, 
while women disagree with it. The same goes for statement number 6. In re-
gard to the statements 5, 7 and 8 both men and women disagree with them, but 
the disagreement is more pronounced with the women. 

 
Table 31.1 Frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations of the gender roles 
items

Statements

Agree Disagree

M SD

f % f %

1. A job is alright but what most women really want is 

a home and children

603 56% 464 44% 2.62 0.87

2. When a mother works for pay, the children suffer 367 34% 720 66% 2.28 0.84

3. All in all, family life suffers when the woman has a 

full-time job

413 38% 670 62% 2.33 0.90

4. A man’s job is to earn money; a woman’s job is to 

look after the home and family

415 38% 680 62% 2.32 0.95

5. A university education is more important for a boy 

than for a girl

161 15% 925 85% 1.83 0.81

6. On the whole, men make better political leaders 

than women do

416 39% 648 61% 2.31 0.93

7. On the whole, men make better business executives 

than women do

389 36% 688 64% 2.23 0.93

8. When jobs are scarce, men have more right to a job 

than women*

280 25% 609 55% 2.57 1.31

 
Source: EVS 

 *The responses to the statement number 8 are on a scale of 1 to 5. 20% of the participants responded that they neither agree 

nor disagree with the statement. 

Ethnic affiliation. In regard to their ethnic affiliation there are significant differ-
ences in the responses to all statements i.e. in the degree of stated agreement or 
disagreement between the respondents who are ethnic Macedonians and those 
who are ethnic Albanians [1 (Mm = 2.54, Ma = 2.81; t(990) = -4.19, p < .01), 2 (Mm = 
2.14, Ma = 2.67; t(357) = -7.75, p < .01), 3 (Mm = 2.15, Ma = 2.83; t(375) = -10.07, p < .01), 
4 (Mm = 2.15, Ma = 2.76; t(376) = -8.49, p < .01), 5 (Mm = 1.71, Ma = 2.12; t(328) = 6.02, p 
< .01), 6 (Mm = 2.19, Ma = 2.64; t(361) = -6.25, p < .01), 7 (Mm = 2.08, Ma = 2.61; t(365) 
= -7.30, p < .01), 8 (Mm = 2.30, Ma= 3.25; t(395) = -10.04, p < .01)]. The Macedonians 
unlike the Albanians do not agree with all the statements, except with the 
statement number 1 that both the Macedonians and the Albanians agree with, 
but the agreement of the Macedonians is less pronounced. The respondents 
who are Albanians on the other hand agree with all the statements, except for 
number 5. The Macedonians also do not agree with that statement, but their 
disagreement is more pronounced.

Religious denomination. The comparison of the average scores of the responses 
to the statements by the respondents who are Christians and those who are 
Muslims shows that almost identical results are identified in regard to the 
agreement and the disagreement with statements, just like in the case of the 
ethnic affiliation, and in regard to all the statements (with the exception of the 
statements 1 and 5) the former group disagrees with the statements and the lat-
ter agrees. (98% of the respondents who are Christians are ethnic Macedonians, 
and 99% of Muslims are ethnic Albanians.). Similar tendencies in the existence 
of more traditional than egalitarian gender roles attitudes (especially in the 
private sphere) among Muslims, compared to the attitudes of members of oth-
er religious groups, have been identified in other social and cultural contexts 
(e.g. Page & Yip, 2016; Hussain, 2008; Abouchedid & Nasser, 2007).  Having in 
mind that religion is often indicated as a factor that could be connected to gen-
der role attitudes, there was additional examination using the Chi-square test 
of the link between the responses to the statement and the self-identification 
of the participants in regard to the religiousness by having them declare them-
selves as religious, non-religious or atheists. The test results show that such a 
connection exists with consistent accuracy in all the cases. Namely, the highest 
degree of disagreement with the statements was expressed by the persons who 
declared themselves as atheists, followed by the non-religious, and the least 
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disagreement was declared by the religious persons.

Marital status. There are also differences between the respondents who are mar-
ried and those who are not [1 (Mm = 2.73, Mnm = 2.36; t(502) = 6.03, p < .01), 2 (Mm = 
2.39, Mnm = 2.01; t(599) = 6.82, p < .01), 3 (Mm = 2.44, Mnm = 2.02; t(563) = 6.91, p < .01), 
4 (Mm = 2.45, Mnm = 1.96; t(598) = 7.78, p < .01), 5 (Mm = 1.92, Mnm = 1.61; t(964) = 5.52, 
p < .01), 6 (Mm = 2.39, Mnm = 2.11; t(943) = 4.49, p < .01), 7 (Mm = 2.31, Mnm = 2.02; t(585) 
= 4.66, p < .01), 8 (Mm = 2.76, Mnm= 2.15; t(676) = 7.32, p < .01)]. Both groups of re-
spondents do not agree with all the statements, except for statement number 
1 that the married respondents agree with and those who are single disagree. 
Regarding all other statements the respondents who are single disagree much 
more with the statements than those who are single. 

Place of residence. Significant differences have been found also when comparing 
the average scores of the responses of the respondents who live in the rural ar-
eas and those who live in the urban areas [1 (Mr = 2.70, Mu = 2.58; t(1065) = 2.19, p < 
.05), 2 (Mr = 2.38, Mu = 2.22; t(759) = 2.87, p < .01), 3 (Mr = 2.44, Mu = 2.26; t(808) = 3.22, 
p < .01), 4 (Mr= 2.55, Mu = 2.19; t(749) = 5.99, p < .01), 5 (Mr = 2.00, Mu = 1.73; t(1084) 
= 5.33, p < .01), 6 (Mr = 2.50, Mu = 2.20; t(812) = 5.04, p < .01), 7 (Mr = 2.45, Mu = 2.10; 
t(780) = 5.88, p < .01), 8 (Mr= 2.88, Mu = 2.39; t(768) = 5.94, p < .01)]. The t-test results 
also show that both groups agree with the first statement, but that agreement 
is greater among the respondents who live in the rural areas. In regard to the 
other statements the respondents who live in the rural areas, unlike those who 
live in the urban areas, agree also with the fourth and the sixth statement. In 
the cases when both groups disagreed with a statement (statements number 
2, 3, 5, 7 and 8), the respondents living in urban areas expressed significantly 
higher disagreement. 

Education. Looking into the relation of the responses to the statements with 
the level of education of the respondents, by calculating the Spearman’s rank 
correlation coefficient we see that the more educated respondents are signifi-
cantly more inclined to disagree with the statements than those with lower 
education [the correlation is between rs = -.22 (statement 2) and rs = -.40 (state-
ment 4)]. Consequently, it means that the higher educated respondents showed 
more egalitarian attitudes. 

31.4 Concluding Comments

Based on the responses to the statements on gender role attitudes in the Mace-
donian context, one could conclude that generally the attitudes of the Mace-
donian citizens on the adequacy of conduct of men and women are inclined 
to be more egalitarian than traditional. Namely, the results have shown that 
there is a gradual abandoning of the traditional gender ideology, even though 
among certain groups of citizens there are significant variations that deserve 
additional explorations. 

The variations in the attitudes follow the general tendencies established in oth-
er surveys, in the sense that women, better educated individuals, persons who 
are not married and persons who are less religious have more egalitarian atti-
tudes. Additionally, this research shows that ethnic Macedonians in compari-
son to ethnic Albanians, as well as the respondents who are Christians in com-
parison to the respondents who are Muslims, have more egalitarian attitudes. 

Furthermore, it is important to state that beyond the objectives of present 
chapter, an additional comparative analysis was conducted across the coun-
tries that participated in this EVS wave, showing in general that there is signif-
icant difference across countries. A particularly interesting finding from this 
analysis is a high disagreement with the statement number 5 “A university ed-
ucation is more important for a boy than for a girl.” This means that at a more 
global level it is not acceptable to differentiate between men and women when 
it comes to their education, and the same goes also for the opportunities for 
personal development that could have multiple effects on their mutual accep-
tance and respect, and the improvement of the quality of their lives.

In reference to the EVS, one should also point out several critical remarks from 
a methodological aspect (in this case we shall mention only one) in regard 
to the nature of the items that are used to identify the gender role attitudes. 
Namely, in this survey, just like with other omnibus surveys, these are the 
items that are commonly used to measure the general gender role attitudes, 
and it is well known that based on them one cannot predict with certainty the 
people’s behaviour in real situations that are gender saturated, and that could 



reflections on european values472 473gender role attitudes in the macedonian context

encourage or inhibit equal treatment of women and men. When it comes to 
the success of behaviour prediction, as suggested by the Theory of Planned 
Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991), it might be more effective to examine the particular 
gender role attitudes of people that significantly determine the intention to 
manifest very specific behaviour in a given situation. 
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32. transformation 
of values in croatia 
in democratic times

Josip Baloban

Abstract

The author outlines six theses to analyze the movement and transformation of values 
in the first decades of the 21st century in Croatia. The country gained independence and 
became a democratic state following the collapse of Yugoslavia in 1990 and a defensive 
Homeland War (1990 – 1995). This chapter analyzes trust in institutions, which re-
veals the diversity and multifaceted nature of the young Croatian democratic society. 
In addition to addressing certain bioethical issues (abortion, artificial insemination/
in vitro fertilization, euthanasia, suicide, and the death penalty), the author points to 
classical and traditional values of marriage and family, as well as alternative living 
arrangements such as single motherhood by choice, cohabitation, and same sex part-
nerships. Finally, the author draws attention to a decline in ecclesiality which has been 
evidenced in gradual and distanced ecclesiality over several decades. The chapter con-
cludes by stating that moving forward, Croats find themselves at a turning point in 
the understanding and accepting, promoting, and living values, both those of the fun-
damental character and those of a specific Christian and (neo-)liberal character. The 
author argues that the Croatian society will align with the transformation of values in 
developed European countries; Croatia, too, will experience its (post)modernization. 
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32.1 Introduction

The Republic of Croatia gained independence in the process of political 
turnaround in Central and East Europe in the period 1989/1990. Croatia is a 
post-communist state whose democratic development after 1990 was marked 
by a defensive war forced by Serbian aggression in the period from 1990 to 
1995. In that period, through the Catholic Faculty of Theology at the Univer-
sity of Zagreb, Croatia joined the third wave of data collection of the Europe-
an Values Study (EVS) in 1998.1 Since that moment, the Croatian team had the 
pleasure and the honor of meeting, spending time and engaging in useful and 
pleasant discussions with Loek Halman, during the meetings of the EVS team 
on several occasions and at several locations – including Zagreb in 2010. Loek 
is regarded as a dedicated expert, adept organizer, and a wise leader; he consis-
tently sought to include all of Europe (with both of its lungs) in the EVS, de-
spite numerous differences between them. Loek considered these differences 
as enriching the EVS project. This article, outlining several theses in order to 
explore the results obtained by Croatian EVS researchers, is a token of appreci-
ation and acknowledgement to him.

In terms of secularization (Wilson, 1966; Bruce, 2002), (post)modernization 
(Inglehart, 1977, 1997), individualization and subjectification (Luckmann, 1967; 
Giddens, 2003; Ester et al., 1994; Halman, 1996; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002), 
and gradual and distanced ecclesiality (Baloban, J., 1982), it can be concluded 
that Croatia follows a general pattern to a large extent, but at a (much) slower 
pace in comparison to the developed world countries. Furthermore, each so-
ciety, including Croatian, is much more complex than theoretical reflections 
and considerations,2 since it bears certain specificities. The specificity of the 
contemporary Croatian society cannot be understood without considering the 
communist period (1945 – 1990) and the communist legacy after 1990, which 
certainly impact value systems. It is also important to keep in mind the defen-

1 The EVS director Josip Baloban formed an interdisciplinary team. Together with theologians, the team 
included experts in methodology, sociologists, psychologists and political scientists from the University 
of Zagreb and scientific institues. 

2 Arts & Halman address a certain transience and relativity of various theories when, for example, they 
assert that even Inglehart “derived theoretical ideas from institutionalism to enrich and modify (post)
modernization theory” (Arts & Halman 2011, p. 83). 

sive Homeland War (1990 – 1995), the arduous process of social and economic 
transformation and the EU accession (2013). 

The first two decades of the 21st century have seen a compelling shift in values, 
both classical-traditional and new, often (neo)liberal values. This is evidenced 
in the work carried out by the Croatian EVS team, supported by a book which 
compares the Third, Fourth and Fifth EVS Waves in Croatia (Baloban, J., et al., 
2019). Often classified as a Catholic European country (Polak & Schachinger, 
2011), Croatia has displayed an interesting acceptance and practice of values in 
democratic times. This article identifies the transformation of values in Cro-
atia in certain selected spheres of human life: both individual and private as 
well as societal.

 
32.2 Six Theses Undergirding Croatian Values Change

The acceptance and practice of values over the last twenty years in Croatia is 
outlined in six theses.

Thesis 1: Trust in particular institutions reveals all the diversity and multifaceted 
nature of the young Croatian democratic society in the second and third decades 
of democracy (2000 – 2021). This is reflected in the fact that the armed forces, the 
police, the health care system, and the Church3 enjoy a great deal of confidence, 
whereas political parties, the parliament, government and civil service, the press 
and the justice system do not enjoy much confidence (Baloban, et al., 2019). 

All institutions in a society – from family to public institutions – are consti-
tuted of people. These institutions are seen to operate better or worse on is in 
the EVS surveyed on a scale from a great deal, quite a lot, not very much, to not at 
all. Trust has a significant role in life of every society. Much like their European 
fellow citizens, Croatian citizens also highly regard family as a value, and con-
sider it very important and quite important, notwithstanding all problems and 
difficulties that this fundamental societal institution has been facing. In EVS 

3 With reference to the Catholic Church as the most widely professed religious community in Croatia.
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2017, Croatian respondents stated they trust family completely (78.4%), some-
what (17.5%), and a negligible faction not at all (0.5%). Such high percentages 
are not recorded when asked about the level of trust in people from various 
groups; neighbors and people they know personally. Only 14.0% of respondents 
trust their neighbors completely, 57.8% trust them somewhat. Respondents trust 
people they know personally completely in 24.3%, somewhat in 59.7%. Croats are 
more reserved with people of another nationality, only 9.0% trust them com-
pletely, 54.5% trust them somewhat and 27.3% do not trust them very much. 

In all three recent waves two pentagons stand out. The first pentagon of the 
greatest confidence includes the armed forces (61%), the education system 
(51%), the police (46%), the health care system (43%) and the Church (38%); 
while the pentagon with the lowest confidence consists of political parties 
(4%), the parliament (8%), government and civil service (10%), the press (10%) 
and the justice system (15%). 

Several facts should be highlighted with respect to trust in institutions from 
1999 to 2017. Firstly, the observed period is characterized by a decline in con-
fidence for all eighteen institutions, including the European Union and the 
United Nations. Secondly, the Church suffered the greatest erosion of confi-
dence of 26%, followed by the parliament with a decline of 15% and the justice 
system with a decline of 20%, as well as the EU and the UN with a decline of 
about 20%. Thirdly, around twenty years ago in the first pentagon of confi-
dence the armed forces, the Church and the education system stood out with 
approximately 65% confidence. 

An explanation of such a decline of confidence in these institutions, and in 
particular the Church, may be as follows. The transition from a totalitarian 
communist to a democratic system gave the Church in Croatia the right to full 
public profession as a relevant societal factor (school catechism, Accords be-
tween the Holy See and the Republic of Croatia, media access). While it has 
managed to transition from a position of certain ghettoization during the 
communist period to free public engagement, it has failed to successfully re-
position, i.e., to adequately position itself in the new order despite all external 
advantages provided by the new Croatian democratic society. Far too much 

energy was wasted ad intra, and far too little energy was dedicated to pastoral 
strategy ad extra, i.e., towards the actual society and the world generally. After 
the historical turnaround (1990/1991) institutional stakeholders had failed to 
completely abandon the earlier communist mentality, lacking the willingness 
and determination to deal with all advantages and disadvantages of democra-
cy and consequently failed to rethink and act. Moreover, at the beginning of 
1990s, Croatia had sustained military aggression on the part of Serbia and the 
Yugoslav People’s Army and was forced to engage in the defensive Homeland 
war (1991 – 1995), which slowed down democratic processes to a great extent. 

Thesis 2: Following centuries of struggles for independent statehood, and after 
experience with an undemocratic regime in the communist period (1945 – 1990), 
Croats in the second and third decades of democracy (21st century) have been in-
creasingly opting for, i.e., seeking authoritarianism (Nikodem, 2019), while si-
multaneously struggling with trust in institutions in the society and experiencing 
difficulties with respect for authority. 

All three recent EVS waves have indicated that there has been a continuous 
increase in authoritarian attitudes among Croats. This is notable with the EVS 
question to what extent people favor having a strong leader who does not have 
to bother with parliament and elections. In 1999 one in ten Croatian respon-
dents (11.5%) considered this as very good, in 2008 this increased to one in four 
respondents (28.8%), and in 2017 it stood at one in three respondents (36.8%). It 
is particularly indicative that in the age distribution, young people (aged 18 to 
29) are more advocating the strong leader model: in 1999 13.9% of young respon-
dents favored a strong leader, in 2008 this was 32%, and in 2017 almost every 
other young person i.e., 47.3%.

It is important to analyze authoritarianism in Croatia in relation to trust in 
institutions to assert that Croatian citizens are dissatisfied with certain dem-
ocratic institutions (for instance, politicians, members of parliament, and 
government per se), but display more satisfaction with institutions such as the 
armed forces, the health care system, the police, the education system and the 
Church, which are institutions with a certain institutional – hierarchical au-
thority, but which serve the needs of all citizens more than it is the case with 



reflections on european values480 481transformation of values in croatia in democratic times

other institutions. We observe that the increase in authoritarianism among 
Croatian respondents does not correlate with the decrease in the number of 
respondents which consider that obedience is a desirable quality for a child to 
have. Specifically, in the last ten years, support for this child rearing value has 
gone down from 37% to 27.2% in EVS 2017.  

Thesis 3: Solidarity and desolidarization in the society are not only Croatian is-
sues, but they are also, in fact, a European and global phenomenon. The process 
of social stratification in the Croatian society, which is closely correlated with de-
solidarization thereof, has not deepened according to EVS 2017, but the Croatian 
society has not yet “emerged from the crisis of solidarity” (Baloban, et al., 2019). 

Where does Croatia stand with preferences regarding social distance, concern 
about the living conditions of various groups of people, with the Church, and 
with social issues? Up to now, the topics of solidarity and desolidarization 
have not occupied a prominent position in public discussions in Croatia, and 
scientific evidence on this topic is scarce.

With regards to social distance preferences, in all three recent waves of research 
we have identified comparative variations with a tendency of a slight fall (or 
decrease) in social distance in 2017. Social distance remains high towards drug 
addicts (70% would not prefer them as a neighbor) and heavy drinkers (60%); 
it has declined towards homosexuals (39%); it is the lowest towards people of 
different race (12%) and Jews (12%), while it has increased and returned to 21% 
towards immigrants/foreign workers. It is noteworthy that the extent to which 
respondents feel concerned about the living conditions of various categories 
of people reached the lowest point in 2008. According to EVS 2017, the extent 
of concern increased most for the elderly and the sick – up to 82%. The concern 
for Europeans and people in the region has also increased, while there was a 
slight uptick in the concern for the unemployed people. The issue of solidari-
ty and desolidarization is very indicative on the question of the perception of 
the Church’s social engagement. In 1999, 44% of respondents considered that 
the Church had adequately responded to social issues; in 2008 this stood at 

30%, and in 2017, 39% of respondents agreed.4 The Croatian society has not yet 
emerged from the crisis of solidarity despite the fact that the process of desoli-
darization has not deepened further.

Thesis 4: In EVS 2017, Croatian respondents did not take a consistent attitude to-
wards certain bioethical issues ( for instance abortion, artificial insemination/in 
vitro fertilization, euthanasia, suicide, and the death penalty); in fact they dis-
played a variety of attitudes (Matulić & Balabanić, 2019). 

Croats have a compelling and ambivalent attitude to the fundamental and 
the greatest value: human life from its very beginning (conception) to its end 
(death). Human life is a value above all other values – it is the absolute val-
ue. We address five life moments here, or five bioethical issues which have the 
most direct and far-reaching relation with this pivotal value. These are the is-
sues of abortion, artificial insemination/in vitro fertilization, euthanasia, suicide, 
and the death penalty. 

The topic and dilemma pertaining to abortion has been for decades tearing the 
worlds apart from marriage and family, all types of partnerships and unions, 
including free relationships – where a child is conceived but not desired – up 
to political orientations and ideological attitudes worldwide; in essence people 
of both religious belief and areligious worldview. Thus, abortion has become 
de facto punto di riferimento of a personal attitude, societal, political and media 
orientation. In EVS 2017 35.6% of Croatian respondents considered abortion 
never justified while 12% considered it almost never justified. Among those who 
approved of it, 14.3% considered it always justified, while 15.4% considered it 
almost always justified. One in five respondents (22.8%) remained undecided. In 
the post-modern world, human life is associated with artificial insemination/
in-vitro fertilization. In Croatia, 69.4% of respondents support artificial insem-
ination (44.2% consider it always justified and 27.2% consider it almost always 
justified). Nearly a third of respondents are divided on the issue, as 15.4% are 
undecided, while 8.3% consider it never and 6.8% almost never justified. 

4 Within EVS 1999, EVS 2008 and EVS 2017 the Croatian EVS team included the question: “Do churches 
adequately respond to social issues in the country?”
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The three bioethical attitudes about the end of life are very differentiated by 
cause and justification of the respondents. These are euthanasia (which often 
involves decisions of an individual and somebody else), suicide, which is ul-
timately an individual decision which might be subjectively and objectively 
informed, and the death penalty which is rooted in the positive legislation of 
a country. Euthanasia is never justified for 35.8% and almost never justified for 
12.2%, while always justified for 15% and almost always justified for 16.6% of 
respondents. The percentage of undecided respondents stands at 20.5%. With 
regards to suicide, Croatian citizens are far more radical and traditional since 
four fifths of the respondents (85.4%) do not approve of such an end to life 
(75.6% find it never justified and 9.8% consider it almost never justified). Suicide 
is always justified by 2.4%, and almost always justified by 1.6% of respondents. 
With reference to the death penalty – which does not exist in Croatia – respon-
dents are less radical and less traditional since 64.3% do not approve of it (never 
justified 51.8% and almost never justified 12.5%). One in five respondents is in 
favor of the death penalty (21.9%), while 13.8% is undecided. 

Thesis 5: Marriage and family as classical and traditional values of the human-
kind still enjoy great majority support of Croatian respondents, although they 
have been exposed to various challenges, including alternative forms of living, 
from cohabitation, single motherhood by choice to same sex partnerships (Aračić 
et al., 2019). 

Theoretical deliberation of Croats is inclined to historical-anthropological tra-
ditional behavior. They advocate the importance of family: in all three recent 
EVS waves, nearly 98% of respondents consider family very important and quite 
important in their lives. The majority (approx. 80 percent) do not consider the 
classical marriage (between a man and a woman) to be an outdated institution. 
Simultaneously, there has been a decline in the number of respondents who 
agree that “having children gives meaning to life”; more precisely there was a 
drop from 76.3% in 1999 to 63.8% in 2017. Divorce approval has grown, so that 
26.4% found it justified in 2017, whereas 18.4% found it justified in 1999. Di-
vorce statistics indicate there has been an even greater discrepancy between 
theory and practice; in 1999 one in six marriages ended in divorce, while in 
2017 one in three marriages was dissolved. 

Certainly, alternatives to the classical marriage and family have emerged in 
Croatia. These include single motherhood by choice (deliberate personal 
choice) (Halman et al., 2011),5 cohabitation (partners living together before 
marriage), same sex partnerships and social sterility (Akrap & Čipin, 2006).6 
Similarly to Europe, alternatives to classical models of marriage and family 
have been facilitated by individualization and subjectification which are in-
creasingly endorsed worldwide, and in particular liberalization and relativiza-
tion of the society, human liberties and rights etc.7 It is precisely such trends 
and the increasing emphasis on rights of the woman, parent and adult individ-
ual, while neglecting many/some fundamental rights of the child – a human 
being and person that is being developed and raised. This child is, as much as 
an adult, a unique and inviolable value both individually as well as locally and 
universally. 

Thesis 6: Decline in ecclesiality as the dominant religiosity in Croatia, evident in 
gradual and distanced ecclesiality – which started in the communist period after 
the Second World War – has steadily continued in the democratic times across all 
dimensions of Christian religiosity as a multidimensional phenomenon (Baloban 
et al., 2019). 

Over the last twenty years all dimensions of ecclesiality (confessional belong-
ing, dimension of religious truths, ritual dimension, moral-ethical dimension, 
experiential dimension, and the dimension of confidence in the Church) have 
experienced a complex and differentiated decline, and thus contributed to a 
decline in ecclesiality and Christianity as well. The Catholic Faculty of Theol-
ogy at the University of Zagreb conducted its first empirical research in dem-
ocratic Croatia in 1997, two years after the end of the defensive Homeland War 
(1991-1995). The research established that 89.7% of respondents belonged to the 

5 In the Atlas of European Values by Halman et al. (2011, p. 25), we can read: “However, there is also a small group 
of women who choose to raise a child alone. Predominantly, these women are in their thirties or forties, they 
are well-educated, have a job and are financially independent. They have desired to become a mother for a long 
time and have the financial resources, but have not met a man they want to share their life with.” 

6 According to Wertheimer-Baletić (1999) social sterility is a state which occurs when an individual or a 
married couple chose not to have children, a choice not caused by physiological sterility. 

7 Along with numerous positive impacts and certain progress throughout history, those are equally conse-
quences of secularisation, and even more of secularism.
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Roman Catholic Church and 2.9% belonged to the Serbian Orthodox Church. 
In terms of religiosity, 89.7% of respondents declared themselves as religious, 
while 8.2% considered themselves as non-religious and 2.0% as a convinced 
atheist (Valković, 1998). According to the EVS 2017 results, 80.3% of respon-
dents identify as Roman Catholic, and 17.8% declare themselves not a religious 
person. There has also been a decline in the dimension of religious truths and 
in the ritual dimension. The moral-ethical dimension and the dimension of 
confidence in the Church stand out as particularly critical. Confidence in the 
Church plummeted from 64.3% in 1999 to 38% in 2017. The most remarkable and 
the most significant responses pertain to the question about the importance of 
religion in life. While religion was important for 77.2% of Croatian citizens in 
1999, and not at all important for 20.7%, in 2017 63.9% found it important, and 
34.7% found it irrelevant in life. Therefore, ecclesiality confirms that although 
declining, nominal Church belonging has remained relatively stable; that Cro-
atian Catholics are selectively ritual-oriented, and morally and ethically they 
have been, to a great extent, distanced from their church. They adopt religious 
truths in line with their own subjective matrix, create their own private Credo, 
deviate from the faith of the official Church; Christians dispense from certain 
Commandments. The result is not only gradual and distanced ecclesiality, but 
also growing private and selective Christianity. On the one hand there is per-
sonal and institutional religiosity, and on the other there is distanced personal 
and institutional religiosity (Nikodem & Zrinščak, 2019). 

  
32.3 In Lieu of a Conclusion

Moving forward, Croats find themselves at a turning point as regards under-
standing and accepting, promoting, and living values, both those of the fun-
damental character and those of a specific Christian and (neo)liberal character. 
Such values studied and researched from 1981 to 2017 within the EVS project 
are de facto heritage and facticity of the entire humankind. Furthermore, Chris-
tianity shares the fundamental values about human being, human life, and the 
nature (the environment) with the whole of the humankind, and in particular, 
with great religions of the world.

With regard to values, it is to be expected that the young democratic Croatian 
society will align with the transformation of values in the developed European 
countries. Further levels of trust in institutions will depend on whether citi-
zens perceive institutions more as a control or as a civil service. Marriage and 
family as classical values in terms of factual acceptance will continue to be 
challenged. The decline in ecclesiality will only continue to deepen. In many 
aspects, Croatia will not remain an isolated island in Europe in the transforma-
tion of values. Croatia, too, will experience its (post)modernization. 
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member of Macedonia national EVS research team since 2006.

Alice Ramos holds a PhD in Sociology and is a Research Fellow at the Uni-
versity of Lisbon. Her research interests include social values, prejudice and 
discrimination, attitudes towards immigration and the methodology of 
cross-national studies. She is National Coordinator of the European Social Sur-
vey-ERIC, Project Director and Vice-chair of the Methodological Group of the 
European Values Study, Principal Investigator of CLAVE – The development 
of values on children and early adolescents (project funded by the Science 
National Foundation) and Representative of Portugal in the ESS-SUSTAIN-2 
(H2020-INFRADEV-2019-2). She coordinates the line of Data Production of the 
infrastructure PASSDA (Production and Archive of Social Science Data).

Tim Reeskens is an Associate Professor at the Department of Sociology at Til-
burg University, and he succeeded Loek Halman as the National Programme 
Director of the European Values Study Netherlands. Tim holds the Jean Mon-
net Chair on Identities and Cohesion in a Changing European Union, and 
he coordinates the Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence of European Values at 
Tilburg University. Together with Loek Halman, Inge Sieben and Marga van 
Zundert, he published the Atlas of European Values: Change and Continuity in Tur-
bulent Times (Open Press TiU). His research appeared in European Sociological 
Review, European Societies, Journal of European Social Policy, and others.

Ole Preben Riis is a Professor Emeritus of Sociology of Religion at University 
of Agder (Norway), and on general sociology at Aalborg University (Denmark). 
He is a participant in several international survey studies, including the Euro-
pean Values Study and Religious and Moral Pluralism. His list of publications 
includes findings from the European Values Study, textbooks on sociology, 
practical methods, and mixed methods. Ole Riis is presently attached to the 
SocMap group at Aalborg University, which focuses on the social impact of 
locations. 
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Femke Roosma is an Assistant Professor at the Department of Sociology at 
Tilburg University. Her research focusses on (the legitimacy of ) social policies 
and welfare states. She studies multiple dimensions of support for the welfare 
state, with a focus on perceived abuse and underuse of welfare, support for 
welfare obligations and sanctioning and tax attitudes. Her studies also focus 
on (support for) Universal Basic Income. In addition, she conducts research in 
the related field of deservingness theory, which aims to answer the question 
which social target groups are seen as deserving of benefits, and for what rea-
sons.

Gergely Rosta is an Associate Professor in Sociology at the Pázmány Péter 
Catholic University in Budapest. His main field of research is sociology of re-
ligion, especially religious change in Central and Eastern Europe, as well as 
youth and religion. He is co-author with Detlef Pollack of the monograph Reli-
gion and Modernity published in 2017 by Oxford University Press. Gergely is the 
Hungarian National Programme Director of the European Values Study and 
board member of the International Society for the Sociology of Religion (ISSR).

Inga Run Saemundsdottir is a project manager at the Social Science Research 
Institute at the University of Iceland. Her main research areas are environmen-
tal issues and health and wellbeing.

Inge Sieben  is an Associate Professor at the Department of Sociology, Til-
burg University. Her research interests are comparative research on religion, 
morality and family values, and social stratification research, particularly in-
equalities in educational opportunities. She is co-author of the Atlas of Europe-
an Values and coordinator of the Erasmus+ KA201 project EVALUE, in which 
EVS data are used to develop teaching materials for secondary education. She 
published her work in Work, Employment and Society, European Sociological Re-
view, Acta Sociologica, and European Societies.

Maria Silvestre Cabrera is a Professor in the Social and Human Sciences Fac-
ulty of University of Deusto (Bilbao, Spain). Maria is the Principle Researcher 
of DeustoSocialValues Research Team that represents Spain in the EVS. She 
is the former National Programme Director for Spain of the European Values 

Study (2006-2020). She was Dean of the Political Science and Sociology Facul-
ty (2004-2009), President of the Basque Association of Sociology (AVSP) and 
Vice-President of the Spanish Federation of Sociology (FES). Maria was the Di-
rector of the Basque Institute of Woman - Emakunde of the Basque Government 
(2009-2012). Currently, Maria coordinates the H2020 Project Gearing-Roles.

Ingrid Storm is a Birmingham Fellow in the Department of Social Policy, So-
ciology and Criminology at the University of Birmingham. Her main research 
interests are in religious change and the impact of religion on social behaviour. 
She currently works on a large EU-funded project on inequality and youth rad-
icalisation, and previously completed a three-year British Academy Postdoc-
toral Fellowship researching the relationship between financial insecurity and 
religion in Europe. Ingrid has a PhD from the University of Manchester, an MSc 
in Social Research Methods and Statistics from the University of Manchester 
and an MA in Anthropology from Binghamton University (USA).

Ilo Trajkovski is a Full professor at Ss Cyril and Methodius University, Faculty 
of Philosophy, Institute of Sociology, Skopje. He is teaching and publishing in 
the areas of sociology of politics, citizenship, civil society, human rights and 
contemporary sociological theory.  As a visiting professor and researcher, he 
has done study visits to sociological institutions in the USA (ASU in Tempe 
and the New School for Social Research in New York), the UK (LSE), Bulgaria 
(St. Clement of Ohrid University), Poland (Jagiellonian University), and France 
(Université de Strasbourg). He was the first National Programme Director of 
EVS Macedonia, and member of the national research team since 2006.

Gudny Bergthora Tryggvadottir is a project manager at the Social Science 
Research Institute at the University of Iceland. Her main research areas are re-
lated to welfare and health, evaluation of intervention programmes in nursing, 
and assessment of public services to people with disabilities.

Jorge Vala holds a PhD in Social Psychology from the University of Louvain 
(1984). He was a senior researcher at the Institute of Social Sciences (ICS)/ULis-
boa, institution where he is currently Emeritus Researcher. His research focus 
on socio-cognitive processes. His present projects articulate these processes 
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with the study of racism and prejudice, migration issues, political attitudes 
and social justice. He was a member of the Executive Committee of the Europe-
an Association of Social Psychology and the National Coordinator for the ESS, 
the EVS, and the ISSP. He was also Director of the Portuguese Infrastructure 
PASSDA. He served as Director of the ICS-UIisboa. Jorge Vala received the J.P. 
Codol Award from the European Association of Social Psychology.

David Voas is a Professor at University College London, where he led the UCL 
Social Research Institute until 2020. He is a demographer and sociologist of 
religion. David was the European Values Study National Programme Director 
for Great Britain from 2008 to 2020 and served on the EVS Executive Commit-
tee for most of that period. He is co-director of British Religion in Numbers 
(www.brin.ac.uk) and a member of the editorial boards of the British Journal of 
Sociology and the Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion.

Bogdan Voicu is a Research Professor at the Romanian Academy (Research 
Institute for Quality of Life) and a Professor of Sociology at Lucian Blaga Uni-
versity of Sibiu. He is part of the Romanian Group for studying Social Values 
(RomanianValues.ro) and President of the Romanian Quantitative Studies As-
sociation. Bogdan’s main area of research is social change at both the individ-
ual- and the macro-level, with a current focus on how international migration 
changes social values, behaviours of civic participation, and life satisfaction.

Susanne Wallman Lundåsen is an Associate Professor of Political Science 
at the Centre for Local Government Studies at Linköping University. Susanne 
has been the National Programme Director for EVS Sweden during 2009-2020. 
Her research focuses on social trust, civic engagement and volunteering. Her 
research has appeared in journals such as Governance, Local Government Studies., 
Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, and others.

Christof Wolf is President of GESIS – Leibniz Institute for the Social Scienc-
es, and Professor of Sociology at Mannheim University. His substance-related 
research interests include aspects of social stratification, social determinants 
of health, and social networks. His methodological research focusses mainly 
on survey methods. He was responsible for the German General Social Survey 

(ALLBUS, from 2008 to 2015), he was member of the national coordination team 
for the German part of the European Social Survey (2015 to 2019), and member 
of the Executive Committee of the European Values Study (2010 to 2020). He 
has been member of the German team of the International Social Survey Pro-
gramme (since 2008) and has served as ISSP’s Secretary (2015 to 2021).
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european values 

series

 
The main purpose of the European Values Series is to publish scholarly work 
on European values. The Series is a leading platform for the comparative study 
of values, norms, beliefs, attitudes, and opinions. It primarily publishes values 
research that seeks to uncover patterns and trends in important life domains, 
such as politics, religion and morale, family and gender, migration, work, wel-
fare etc., and that adopts a comparative perspective on values such as cross-na-
tional comparisons, a longitudinal perspective, comparisons across social 
groups. The Series is grounded in work from the social sciences, although con-
tributions from other disciplines such as philosophy and history are welcome 
as well. In this way, the Series hopes to contribute to the academic and public 
debate on European values. To facilitate this, the European Values Series is 
published open access at Open Press Tiu, Tilburg University.

Editors

Inge Sieben (Department of Sociology, Tilburg University, the Netherlands) 
Vera Lomazzi (Department of Human and Social Sciences, University of  
Bergamo, Italy)

Editorial Board 

• Morten Frederiksen (Department of Sociology and Social Work, Aalborg 
Universitet, Denmark)

• Frédéric Gonthier (Sciences Po Grenoble, School of Political Studies, 
Grenoble Alpes University, France)

• Michael Ochsner (FORS, University of Lausanne, Switzerland)
• Gergely Rosta (Institute of Sociology, Pázmány Péter Catholic University, 

Budapest, Hungary)
• Natalia Soboleva (independent researcher)

Volumes in the European Values Series

1. Loek Halman, Tim Reeskens, Inge Sieben and Marga van Zundert (2022). 
Atlas of European Values: Change and Continuity in Turbulent Times. 
With a preface by dr. Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European 
Commission.

2. Ruud Luijkx, Tim Reeskens and Inge Sieben (Eds.) (2022). Reflections on 
European Values. Honouring Loek Halman’s Contribution to the Euro-
pean Values Study. With a preface by prof. dr. Wim van de Donk, Rector 
Magnificus and President of the Tilburg University Executive Board.
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