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Identifying Core Values with a Hierarchical, Ipsative, Preference Assessment

Harold Stanislaw and Jamie McCreary

Department of Psychology and Child Development, California State University, Stanislaus, Turlock, CA, USA

ABSTRACT
Values provide a foundation for decision making, behavior, and emotional reaction; they are often
used by practitioners to design effective interventions for self-awareness and personal growth.
This report describes a novel, user-friendly method that identifies core values with a hierarchical
ipsatization procedure (HIP) that is transparent and efficient. Response bias, validity, and user satis-
faction were examined in a study in which 602 respondents completed a survey asking them to
rate 80 values and use HIP to identify their 4 most inspiring and motivating values. HIP enabled
selecting these 4 core values from 80 candidates in 5–7min, with minimal evidence of response
bias. The selections made during HIP were consistent with the rating data, providing evidence for
HIP’s concurrent validity. 88% of the respondents felt the 4 values identified by HIP inspired and
motivated them more than any other values they could think of. These findings suggest HIP is a
useful tool for identifying core values, especially in applied settings.
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Not to arrive at a clear understanding of one’s own values is a
tragic waste. You have missed the whole point of what life
is for.

– Eleanor Roosevelt, You Learn by Living

A basic tenet of psychology is that people possess a distinct
set of core values – personal judgments about what is import-
ant in life – that define who they are. Schwartz (2011)
described values as “trans-situational goals, varying in import-
ance, that serve as guiding principles in the life of a person”
(p. 464). Schwartz noted further that values may have both
individual and cultural determinants. Cultural norms often
favor particular values, but individuals may endorse their cul-
ture’s values to varying degrees and assign different priorities
and levels of importance to different values. This study
focuses on the values that individuals endorse most strongly
and consider most important: their core values.

The importance of core values is clear. Core values guide
critical life decisions (Schwartz, 2010) and impact well-being
(Sagiv et al., 2015; Schwartz & Sortheix, 2018; Sheldon &
Elliot, 1999). Feather (1995) summarized the centrality of
values in observing that they influence behavioral choices,
emotional reactions to activities and their outcomes, and the
way events and individuals are perceived.

There are also links between values and personality (Bilsky
& Schwartz, 1994), as behavior is predicted by both values
(Bardi & Schwartz, 2003) and personality traits (Horstmann
et al., 2021). However, the relationship between values and
behavior is under cognitive control: Individuals are typically

aware of their values and may consciously choose behaviors
consistent with those values (McClelland et al., 1989; Roccas
et al., 2002). By contrast, individuals may be unaware how
their personality affects their behavior, but nevertheless act in
ways consistent with that personality (which is often how per-
sonality traits are inferred). For example, someone may not
realize they are extroverted, but provide evidence of this per-
sonality trait by actively seeking social interactions. That same
person may consciously prioritize compassion – a value –
and purposely behave in a compassionate manner.

Even so, correlations between values and behaviors tend to
be only weak to moderate (Lee et al., 2021). This is not unex-
pected, given that many other factors influence behavior,
including situational constraints, one’s role in a group (Jex
et al., 2003), and normative pressure (Bardi & Schwartz, 2003).
Furthermore, individuals regard some values as more central
than others; values that people consider particularly important
tend to influence their behavior more strongly than other values
they also endorse but regard as less central (Lee et al., 2021).

McClelland (1985) noted that “an understanding of how
implicit and self-attributed motives function … has import-
ant practical implications for psychological adjustment”
(1985, p. 700). Accordingly, practitioners have leveraged per-
sonal values to design highly effective interventions. For
example, self-affirmation (reflecting on one’s values) is asso-
ciated with a variety of positive outcomes. It promotes self-
compassion (Thomaes et al., 2012) and these feelings can
foster more positive behavior toward others (Lindsay &
Creswell, 2014). Self-affirmation also limits rumination after
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failure (Koole et al., 1999) and can improve performance in
a variety of potentially threatening situations (Sherman,
2013) by reducing defensiveness and negative affect
(Crocker et al., 2008; Emanuel et al., 2018). Asking univer-
sity students to briefly reflect on their personal values can
generate enduring improvements in academic performance
(Miyake et al., 2010). Self-affirmation of core values can also
foster prosocial behavior (Schwartz, 2010), creativity at work
(Jiang, 2018), and pro-environmental attitudes and behavior
(Graham-Rowe et al., 2019). Values-based interventions can
improve health care follow-through (Epton et al., 2015) and
promote healthy lifestyles more effectively than alternative
approaches (e.g., Anshel et al., 2010; Hardcastle et al., 2015).

The impact of self-affirmation goes beyond self-protec-
tion: Focusing on core values also enhances psychological
well-being more directly (Howell, 2017; Nelson et al., 2014;
Sch€uz & Sch€uz, 2017). In one study, people who engaged in
self-affirmation for 2weeks showed increased need satisfac-
tion and meaning in their lives (Nelson et al., 2014).
Spontaneous self-affirmation – the habitual tendency to
reflect on one’s own values and strengths – is associated
with higher levels of optimism and happiness and lower lev-
els of sadness and anger (Emanuel et al., 2018). These find-
ings confirm McClelland’s (1985) suggestion that reflecting
on one’s values can improve psychological adjustment.

Practitioners also use values to assist clients with goal set-
ting. Goals that are consistent with underlying values can be
described as self-concordant (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999).
People work harder to achieve self-concordant goals, are
more likely to attain them, and experience greater psycho-
logical well-being when they are attained (Bono & Judge,
2003). This effect is evident across a variety of cultures, sug-
gesting it may be universally important to feel that one’s
goals are consistent with one’s personal values (Sheldon
et al., 2004).

Despite the importance of values and their potential util-
ity in applied settings, assessment of values remains chal-
lenging. Most formal methods are designed to measure
values by locating them in a mathematically defined, multi-
dimensional theoretical framework, where the assessment
process may be intermediate to the primary goal of testing
the theoretical framework or using that framework to better
understand how values relate to other psychological con-
structs (e.g., Gouveia et al., 2014; Schwartz et al., 2012). This
approach focuses on assigning numerical scores that
describe how strongly individuals endorse different values;
accordingly, we refer to this as the quantitative approach. By
contrast, practitioners are more often interested in identify-
ing values, which requires determining the verbal labels that
best characterize the values an individual endorses most
strongly. We label this the qualitative approach. It is often
used in applied settings, where the process of assessing val-
ues may itself be an important intervention feature that pro-
vides an opportunity to engage individuals for positive
change (e.g., The Values Project, 2020).

In this report we describe a novel, user-friendly method
for identifying core values and present evidence for its valid-
ity. The method is particularly suitable for applied use, but

is more structured and efficient than the exploratory
approaches often used by practitioners. The method can also
be used for theoretical work, as it shares features with sev-
eral approaches developed for that purpose. We review these
extant methods next.

Established methods for assessing values

Vernon and Allport (1931) proposed an early method that
assumed an individual’s values could be described by six
numerical scores – one each for dimensions they labeled
theoretical, economic, esthetic, social, political, and religious.
Assessing these six scores required individuals to spend
approximately 30min reading 45 brief vignettes. The
vignettes were followed by two or four response options,
each of which was linked to a value dimension. The individ-
uals sorted these response options in order of preference.
The preference data were then weighted and combined
across vignettes to yield the six value scores.

This method was revised and updated as recently as 1970
(Allport et al., 1970), but an alternative with a markedly dif-
ferent theoretical orientation was proposed a few years later
by Rokeach (1973). Rather than using a quantitative
approach to describe individuals with a set of numerical
scores, Rokeach advocated a qualitative approach that
describes individuals with the values they find most relevant,
motivating, or inspiring. The Rokeach method is ipsative; it
assumes that some values apply strongly to a given individ-
ual, while others apply weakly or not at all and can thus be
omitted when describing that individual’s values. Vernon
and Allport assumed individuals can score high on all six
dimensions; Rokeach, by contrast, assumed individuals who
strongly endorse some values must reject others.

To identify value preferences using Rokeach’s (1973)
method, individuals see two lists of 18 values. One list of
“terminal” values describes life goals toward which respond-
ents might be working; the other list of “instrumental” val-
ues describes behaviors respondents might use to pursue
their terminal values. A brief description of each value is
presented below the corresponding value’s label. Individuals
complete the instrument by sorting all 18 values within each
list from most to least personally important or relevant.
Since all the items within a list are sorted, a researcher or
practitioner can select as many of the highest-ranked items
as desired (such as the top 3–5 items in each list) and
assume these constitute an individual’s core values.

Card sorts (e.g., Slaney & MacKinnon-Slaney, 2000;
Tyler, 1961) share similarities with Rokeach’s approach.
Values are presented on cards that respondents sort into
groups based upon their self-relevance. Optionally, the cards
may be further subsorted within each group. The values
themselves may be predefined as in Rokeach’s approach, or
developed by the practitioner or theoretician who is imple-
menting the card sort.

Sorting tasks are popular, but as Braithwaite and Law
(1985) noted, they can also be challenging. The values they
present are positive and most are likely to be regarded as at
least somewhat desirable; sorting them requires a significant
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cognitive investment that individuals might be unwilling or
unable to make. Situational information is not provided to
contextualize or simplify the sorting task. Furthermore, all
values must be ranked – even ones that individuals do not
endorse. To address these concerns and enable expanding
the number of values from 36 to 55, Braithwaite and Law
proposed rating values rather than ranking them, thereby
changing the assessment from ipsative to normative. Their
recommended 7-point rating scale is asymmetrical, with
more positive than negative response options. This mitigates
the potential for ceiling effects that can result when
responses cluster in a narrow region at the positive end of a
symmetrical scale (Gorsuch, 1970).

It is not clear how respondents perceive and utilize asym-
metric response scales; even minor alterations to more
familiar, symmetric scales can trigger different responses
(e.g., Cabooter et al., 2016). Response set may also be a con-
cern, with individuals exhibiting acquiescence bias (agreeing
with items regardless of content; Winkler et al., 1982) or
failing to read instructions and items carefully (Brosnan
et al., 2019). As well, the length of the Braithwaite and Law
(1985) instrument may tax the attention of users, leading to
careless responding – especially for the values presented
later in the instrument, when response fatigue may set in
(Porter et al., 2004).

Similar challenges with cognitive load exist for an instru-
ment proposed by Schwartz (1992; Schwartz & Boehnke,
2004). Individuals see 56 or 57 items – many taken directly
from Rokeach (1973) – and rate each as “a guiding principle
in my life” using an asymmetrical, 9-point response scale.
The ratings are then combined to yield scores for 10 “basic
values” that Schwartz suggests are universal (common to
greater or lesser degrees in all cultures studied) and organ-
ized in a circular space resembling a circumplex model. A
more recent version proposes 19 basic values that are con-
ceptually related to the original 10 basic values; these retain
a circular relational structure but are nested within four
higher-order values (Schwartz et al., 2012).

Respondents may find it tedious to sort, rank, or rate
large numbers of items that consist solely of value labels and
their accompanying descriptions. An alternative that
attempts to address this problem uses “portraits,” which
briefly describe scenarios (Feather, 1995) or individuals
(Schwartz et al., 2001) that embody particular values without
actually naming them. Respondents rate how strongly they
connect with the hypothetical situation or person in each
portrait – and thus the value it incorporates.

The portrait approach has the potential to improve
respondent engagement with the instrument. Cognitive load
may be reduced as well, because the task requires concrete
rather than abstract thinking (Schwartz et al., 2001).
However, if the individual does not identify with the situ-
ation or person described in a particular portrait, the
response it elicits will not provide insight into that individu-
al’s personal values. This issue is particularly concerning
because the narratives for portraits tend to be more verbose
and require more processing time than the value definitions
used in more conventional prompts. Thus, in order to

reduce instrument completion time, researchers may need to
limit the number of portraits they present. For example,
Schwartz et al. (2001) found participants could rate only 29
portraits (containing an average of 20 words each) in about
the same time needed to rate 57 abstract labels accompanied
by descriptions (containing an average of 12 words each).
Accordingly, portrait-based instruments have been devel-
oped to present only 10 or 20 values (Sandy et al., 2017).

Engagement during value identification can also be
improved by discussing values with others. For example,
“contemplation and conflict” asks participants to consider
what they believe to be true about themselves, and then
share and defend their choices in a group setting (Brown &
Crace, 1996). Similarly, individuals may be asked to explain
the origin of their values, choose a symbol (such as a tattoo)
to represent their values, or anticipate obstacles they might
encounter in pursuing value-based goals (Bronk et al.,
2019). Self-reflective journaling can also improve engage-
ment (Mosconi & Emmett, 2003).

A final method, proposed by Lee et al. (2008, 2019),
assesses values using an ipsative, “best-worst scaling”
approach (BWS; Louviere et al., 2015). This involves pre-
senting groups of values and asking individuals to identify
within each group the value they consider the best or most
relevant to themselves, and the value they consider the worst
or least relevant. All values appear equally often and are
paired equally often with each other. BWS shares features
with paired comparison approaches but can accommodate
more values. For example, Lee et al. (2019) assessed 20 val-
ues with BWS by presenting groups of five values 21 times;
a paired-comparison approach would have required present-
ing pairs of values 190 times.

BWS has demonstrated test-retest reliability. Lee and col-
leagues also claim it eliminates response biases common to
rating scales, which is a benefit of most ipsative methods
(Chan, 2003). However, respondents may disengage with
BWS because it requires them to consider the same value
multiple times, even if that value was identified as the worst
in a previous list. Fatigue may also set in, compromising the
data. The method only works with specific numbers of
items, which may require padding the values of interest with
artificial items. Furthermore, BWS becomes intractable as
the number of items increases. For example, the application
we describe below assesses 80 values; using BWS would
require adding one artificial item and asking individuals to
make best-worst decisions for 90 groups containing 10 val-
ues each (Louviere et al., 2015, p. 19).

General features of assessment methods

The methods reviewed above are differentiated largely by
several features. One is the type of prompt, which is either
an explicit but abstract value label (typically accompanied by
a description of the value), or a concrete vignette or portrait
that embodies the value implicitly. Another difference is
whether the method involves ranking (or sorting), rating,
best-worst scaling, or open responding (e.g., journaling).
These elements may be mixed. For example, D€oring et al.
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(2010) assessed values in middle-school children by combin-
ing abstract labels with pictures (which are simple, concrete
vignettes), while Lee et al. used BWS with both abstract
value descriptions (2008) and concrete portraits (2019).
Similarly, Rokeach’s values could be rated instead of sorted,
contemplation and conflict could follow a card sort, and a
card sort could be based on tattoos or other symbols rather
than verbally articulated values.

A third general difference is whether the assessment produces
scores or labels. Scoring requires a quantitative approach that is
typically normative, while labeling is more qualitative and typic-
ally ipsative. However, this distinction is somewhat arbitrary.
Normative and ipsative methods both yield data that are at least
ordinal-level and appropriate for correlation-based analyses
(although ipsative data require special precautions; see Chan,
2003). Similarly, qualitative descriptors may be extracted from
quantitative data by identifying the value(s) receiving the highest
rank or rating, or by establishing a cutoff that must be exceeded
before a value is used to label an individual. However, ties are
guaranteed with normative data whenever the number of options
exceeds the width of the response scale. Ipsative approaches
avoid ties because each value has unique ordinality, but this may
not mean ipsative techniques are superior; just because respond-
ents are forced to assign different rankings to two values does
not imply that one describes them better than the other.

What is perhaps more important is that normative
approaches may be particularly susceptible to socially
desired responding, because the approaches involve compar-
ing values to absolute standards that often reflect cultural
norms (Meglino & Ravlin, 1998). Another potential issue
with normative approaches is that they typically present a
small number of choices, which may limit their utility in
applied settings that focus on helping individuals explore
their values. In these settings, it is critical that the assess-
ment method incorporate a broad and diverse range of
descriptors, so that all individuals can identify and select
values that truly describe who they are.

Furthermore, in applications where values assessment serves
as the beginning of a self-exploration journey, it seems essential
that the process for selecting those values be fully transparent
to the user. These situations seem better suited to ipsative
rather than normative methods, because during ipsatization

respondents are fully aware that they are identifying some val-
ues as more important or relevant than others. By contrast,
respondents may not understand how their responses in a
BWS or rating procedure led to the identification of their val-
ues. Portraits add further opacity to the selection procedure,
since they embody values only implicitly. Transparency
requires presenting value labels and descriptions explicitly, and
reminding respondents throughout the assessment that they
are selecting some values and rejecting others.

The method we describe next is highly transparent and
provides an alternative to values assessment methods that
are less well suited to applied settings. Furthermore, the new
method allows users to select their core values from a very
large number of options, thereby accommodating a broader
range of individual differences than many other methods
allow. Despite its breadth, the assessment can be completed
rapidly and without the attentional demands that can prove
challenging for more conventional approaches. The method
also has minimal response bias.

A novel ipsative preference assessment

The method we describe here was created by Seity Health
LLC (2021) for use in mobile and desktop apps. It rapidly
identifies the four values that individuals find most inspiring
and motivating from a set of 80 candidates. A key feature of
the method is that the 80 values are grouped into 20 catego-
ries. Each category contains four values that share a com-
monality reflected in that category’s label. Table 1 provides
examples of two categories and the eight values they con-
tain; a complete description of all the categories and values
is available in the supplemental materials. The hierarchical
structure is not unique to the approach described here; for
example, hierarchical relationships between values have been
proposed by Rokeach (1973) and Schwartz et al. (2012).
However, unlike other approaches, the hierarchical structur-
ing in the present assessment methodology guides ipsatiza-
tion. Thus, we label this method the “hierarchical
ipsatization procedure” (HIP).

Figure 1 illustrates how HIP enables users to select four
core values from 80 candidates; an animated version is avail-
able at https://vimeo.com/716289585. The 80 candidate

Table 1. Two categories used in the assessment, and the values they contain.

Category Values

Learning
You love questioning, learning, applying

wisdom and gaining mastery

Curiosity
You are most inspired when asking questions and seeking new experiences from which to learn
Learning
You are most inspired when learning, teaching, or supporting education
Mastery
You are most inspired when moving toward a masterful level of skill and understanding
Wisdom
You are most inspired when using your ability to integrate knowledge and insight into your life experiences

Teamwork
You love connecting and working

with others

Collaboration
You are most inspired when collaborating with others to accomplish something
Connection
You are most inspired when connecting with others
Synergy
You are most inspired when working in a group that accomplishes more together than alone
Teamwork
You are most inspired when working in a group for a common purpose
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values are organized into 20 categories, with four values in
each category (Figure 1A). Ten categories are selected at
random and presented to the user, who selects the four cate-
gories that motivate and inspire them most (Figure 1B).
This is repeated with the remaining 10 categories. The eight
categories thus chosen are then displayed together on one
page (Figure 1C), where users select the four categories they
find most motivating and inspiring – their “primary catego-
ries” (shown in black in Figure 1C) – and the four that are
less motivating and inspiring – their “secondary categories”
(shown in gray). The remaining 12 categories are
“unselected categories.”

The four primary categories incorporate 16 separate val-
ues (Figure 1D). Eight of these values are randomly selected,
and users choose the four that motivate and inspire them
most (Figure 1E). This is repeated for the eight remaining
values. Finally, users are shown the eight values that were
selected during this ipsatization process and asked to reduce
the list to four values (Figure 1F). As with the categories,
this yields four “primary values” (shown in black in Figure
1F), four “secondary values” (shown in gray), and eight
“unselected values” for each user. The four primary values
are assumed to be the user’s core values.

HIP requires users to evaluate only 20 categories (shown
in black and gray in Figure 1B) and 16 values (shown in
black and gray in Figure 1E), even though they are effect-
ively choosing between 80 values. This efficiency results
from the hierarchical structure of the assessment. With

values organized into categories, HIP involves only six deci-
sion-making steps. Two of these require selecting four items
from a list of 10 (panel B in Figure 1), while the other four
steps each require selecting four items from a list of eight
(panels C, E, and F). The initial selection of four categories
is the key to HIP’s efficiency: By rejecting 16 categories,
users are rejecting the 64 values they contain without even
seeing any of those values. Thus, a critical requirement for
establishing the validity of HIP is demonstrating that the
unpresented values would likely have been rejected, had
they actually been presented.

We examined this functionality in a study that asked par-
ticipants to rate all 20 categories and all 80 values. The same
participants also used HIP to select the four values they
found most inspiring and motivating. We were particularly
interested in determining how the value ratings compared
with the HIP selections. We also examined completion
times, tested for biased responding, and assessed whether
respondents felt the values they selected with HIP were actu-
ally their four most inspiring and motivating values.

Materials and methods

Participants

Participants were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk (MTurk), which is an online crowdsourcing site
restricted to individuals who are at least 18 years old. The

Figure 1. The steps used in HIP to identify four primary values from 80 candidate values. See https://vimeo.com/716289585 for an animated version.
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survey posting stated participants “must live in the United
States.” The study was advertised as providing compensation
of US $1.00 for completion, with another US $1.50 available
in bonuses for “reading and answering the survey carefully.”
Thus, participants could receive as much as $2.50 for com-
pleting the survey.

The survey was started by 954 individuals, with 947 pro-
ceeding past the consent form. Seventy-three were subse-
quently prevented from completing the survey because they
did not identify as female when only female responses were
sought. Another 36 participants were excluded because their
IP addresses resolved to locations outside the United States.
Of the remaining 838 respondents, 166 abandoned the sur-
vey prior to completion. This 19.8% attrition rate is typical
of MTurk studies (Zhou & Fishbach, 2016). Another 70 par-
ticipants missed more than one attention check for the rat-
ing task or more than two attention checks for HIP
(attention checks are described below in Materials), or pro-
vided the same rating for all 20 categories or values on at
least one rating task page (“straightlining”; Schonlau &
Toepoel, 2015). These participants were excluded – as is
common practice for MTurk studies (Aguinis et al., 2021;
Curran, 2016) – because their behaviors suggest they misun-
derstood the survey instructions or were otherwise not fully
engaged. As a result, 602 participants were retained for
final analysis.

Table 2 summarizes respondent characteristics. Those
who identified as male were less likely to complete the sur-
vey and be retained than those who identified as female,
which is consistent with findings that males tend to be less
engaged with online surveys than females (Berry et al.,
2019). However, gender was balanced among the retained
respondents, in part because one MTurk posting was avail-
able only to females. No information regarding race or eth-
nicity was requested, but almost all of the retained

participants indicated they spoke English often at home; 3
indicated they did not and 2 others did not answer
this question.

Materials

The survey was administered online using Qualtrics. The
landing page welcomed participants to the “California State
University, Stanislaus Personal Values Survey” and presented
an informed consent form. This was followed by demo-
graphic questions that could be skipped; all other survey
items required a response unless they were open-ended. The
demographic questions were followed by one section that
assessed values using a rating method and another that
implemented HIP (described in the survey as the “drag and
drop method”). These two sections were presented in ran-
dom order.

The rating section of the survey began with a page that
presented all 20 categories in random order, and asked par-
ticipants “How well does each of these statements describe
you?” A 5-point response scale was used, ranging from Does
not describe me (1) to Describes me extremely well (5). This
was followed by four pages that each presented 20 randomly
selected values, using the same instructions and response
scale as the categories page. The one-word label for each
category or value was presented in bold, with text describing
that category or value following in plain text, as in Table 1.

The HIP section used identical text formatting for the
categories and values, but presented these items differently.
The first page randomly selected 10 of the 20 categories and
displayed them on the left side of the screen. Participants
were instructed to drag the four categories that most moti-
vated and inspired them into a box on the right side of the
screen. A second page repeated these instructions for the 10
remaining categories. The eight selected categories were then

Table 2. Participant characteristics.

Characteristic

Participant group

Abandoned
(n¼ 166)

Excluded
(n¼ 70)

Retained
(n¼ 602)

Age, years
M ± SD 32.45 ± 9.00 33.59 ± 9.05 34.45 ± 10.56
Mdn (Range) 30 (18–67) 31 (18–58) 32 (19–84)
Not provided n¼ 2 n¼ 0 n¼ 1

Gender
Male 57.9% 67.1% 49.3%
Female 41.5% 32.9% 50.4%
Other 0.6% 0.0% 0.3%
Not provided n¼ 2 n¼ 0 n¼ 1

Marital status
Single 54.3% 52.2% 53.3%
Married or domestic partner 37.0% 39.1% 38.7%
Separated, divorced, or widowed 8.6% 8.7% 7.5%
Other 0.0% 0.0% 0.4%
Not provided n¼ 4 n¼ 1 n¼ 3

Highest level of education
High school or less 22.7% 23.2% 33.3%
2-year degree 26.4% 15.9% 18.2%
4-year degree 44.2% 44.9% 34.9%
Graduate degree 5.5% 15.9% 11.7%
Other 1.2% 0.0% 1.8%
Not provided n¼ 3 n¼ 1 n¼ 4

Note. Respondents who chose to not provide demographic information were excluded from the percentage calculation for that
demographic.
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shown together on a third page, which now had two boxes
on the right side – one above the other. Participants were
instructed to drag the four categories that motivated and
inspired them the most into the upper box and the remain-
ing categories into the lower box.

The resulting four primary categories were linked to 16
values (four for each category). Eight of the 16 linked values
were randomly selected and shown on the left side of a new
page. Participants were instructed to drag the values that
most inspired and motivated them into the upper box, and
drag the remaining items (which don’t motivate and inspire
me as much) into the lower box. A second page repeated
this procedure for the remaining eight values. Finally, a page
showed the eight selected values on the left side and
instructed participants to use the drag-and-drop method to
indicate which four values motivated and inspired them the
most, and which were less motivating and inspiring.
Participants were then shown their primary values and asked
“Do these four values motivate and inspire you more than
any other values you can think of?” Responses were made
on a 5-point scale ranging from Definitely not (1) to
Definitely yes (5).

Each of the five survey pages that asked participants to
rate categories or values included one attention check, while
five of the six HIP pages included an attention check. Each
attention check began with a label for an artificial value that
was formatted to resemble the other items in that section of
the survey. However, the artificial value label was not fol-
lowed by a value description; instead, the text following the
value label instructed the participant how to respond. For
example, the rating section of the survey included an atten-
tion check that read “Compliance – Select ‘Describes me
very well’ for this item.” In the HIP section of the survey,
three of the attention checks asked participants to drag an
item to a specific location (e.g., “Alertness – Move this item
into the bottom box”), while the other two asked partici-
pants to leave the item in its original location (e.g.,
“Obedience – Leave this item on the left side; do not move
it into the box”).

After values were assessed using both the rating method
and HIP, participants rated their agreement with three state-
ments: “This survey taught me a lot about my personal val-
ues,” “I enjoyed exploring my personal values with this
survey,” and “I know more about myself now that I’ve com-
pleted the survey.” The 5-point response scale for these
items ranged from Definitely not (1) to Definitely yes (5).
Next, participants indicated their preference for the two val-
ues assessment methods, using a 5-point response scale that
ranged from I liked the drag and drop method much less
than the rating method (1) to I liked the drag and drop
method much more than the rating method (5). Finally, an
open-ended question allowed participants to provide

additional comments about the survey. This was followed by
a debriefing page.

Procedure

The study protocol was approved by the Psychology
Institutional Review Board at California State University,
Stanislaus (P-16-72). The survey was posted on MTurk daily
from March 5–9, 2017, and again on July 9, 2017. By March
7 the sample was skewing toward male respondents; to bal-
ance gender, quotas were used to oversample females on
March 8, and the March 9 posting was for females only. All
responses were obtained within 24 hr of the corresponding
posting, which described the survey as an opportunity to
“Answer questions about the values that inspire and motiv-
ate you to earn $1.00, with a bonus of up to $1.50 for read-
ing and answering the survey carefully.”

Participants who responded inappropriately to an atten-
tion check saw an error message that read “You performed
an attention check incorrectly – please read all the items
carefully.” If the participant was completing the HIP section
of the survey, the page was presented again without the
attention check to ensure that participants selected only
actual categories or values. Correct responses to attention
checks provided a bonus compensation of $0.10 each in the
rating section of the survey and $0.20 each in the
HIP section.

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS version 28 and
Microsoft Excel version 16. Response biases for HIP were
tested for statistical significance with chi-square analyses.
These could not use standard significance tables because the
chi-square independence assumption was violated through
the selection of four values by each participant, rather than
just one value. Accordingly, Monte Carlo techniques were
used to estimate p-values by simulating the selections made
on each HIP page of the survey 100,000 times. The simula-
tions were conducted using custom software written and
compiled using Absoft Fortran version 21. The Fortran
code, together with analyses and aggregated data summaries,
are provided in the supplementary materials.

Results

Completion time

Table 3 shows the estimated time needed to complete the
two survey sections in a normal setting, which would
exclude the category ratings and HIP attention checks. The
median completion time was 5.07min for HIP (M¼ 6.21,
SD¼ 4.63) and 5.20min for the rating section (M¼ 6.39,
SD¼ 5.08). An analysis of variance (ANOVA) found no sig-
nificant difference in the mean time needed to complete the
two survey sections (p ¼ .643) or in the mean time required
by respondents who completed HIP first and respondents
who completed the rating section first (p ¼ .849). However,
the interaction was statistically significant (p < .001, partial
g2 ¼ .019); respondents completed the second section of the
survey about 40–50 s faster than the first section.

Table 3. Mean± SD completion times (in seconds) for the value rating section
of the survey, and for the HIP section (excluding pages repeated for failed
attention checks).

Section completed first Rating section HIP section

Rating (n¼ 322) 402.02 ± 349.38 s 350.54 ± 295.76 s
HIP (n¼ 270) 360.50 ± 237.34 s 399.56 ± 251.21 s
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Response bias

The mean rating for all 80 values was 3.29 (mean within-
subject SD¼ 1.04), but there was evidence for acquiescence
bias as the ratings were negatively skewed (see histogram in
upper left of Figure 2): There were nearly twice as many rat-
ings on the “agree” side of the response scale (47%) as on
the “disagree” side (27%). This pattern was not surprising –
most values tend to be regarded as positive by most people
– and resulted in many values receiving the same high rat-
ing. Only 4.5% of respondents gave their highest rating to
exactly four values (the number identified by HIP); 15.0%
gave fewer than four values their highest rating, while 80.6%
gave their highest rating to more than four values. On aver-
age, respondents assigned their highest rating to a median
of 13 values (M¼ 17.17, SD¼ 14.38).

Response bias was also evident for HIP, but to a lesser
degree. Categories and values presented at the top of each page
were sometimes chosen more often than expected by chance,
with a corresponding underselection of items near the bottom
of each page. This pattern was observed more often when par-
ticipants completed the HIP section after the rating section
rather than before (see Table 4). Figure 3 illustrates how selec-
tion rates varied with the position of items on the sixth HIP
page, where response bias was strongest. This page presented
eight values, but the figure shows nine positions because the
page also presented an attention check in a random position.
(The attention check was ignored when calculating statistical
significance.) The black horizontal bars in Figure 3 represent
the expected probabilities in the absence of response bias.
Overselection was strongest for the top item on the page
(Position 1), which was selected 3.2% more often than
expected by respondents who began the survey with the rating
section, and 2.2% more often by respondents who began with
HIP. The most extreme underselection was �2.1%, for
Position 7 in respondents who began with the rating task and
Position 8 in respondents who began with HIP.

Validity

The concurrent validity of HIP was evaluated by comparing
the ratings assigned to each value with the selection

outcome for that same value in HIP. One analysis compared
the mean rating assigned to each value by respondents who
identified that value as primary, to the mean rating assigned
to that same value by the remaining participants. Figure 4
illustrates these 80 pairs of means, sorted vertically by value
popularity (the percent of respondents who selected the
value as primary). For all 80 values, the mean rating was
higher when that value was selected as primary than when it
was not; 71 of these 80 differences were statistically signifi-
cant (one-tailed t-test p < .05; see supplemental materials
for complete details).

Figure 2. Distribution of ratings assigned to values with each of the five possible HIP scores. The black bar within each histogram illustrates the 95% confidence
interval for the mean rating assigned to values with the corresponding HIP score.

Table 4. Response bias on each page of the HIP section of the survey.

Position on page

Bias (%)

Page 1 Page 2 Page 3 Page 4 Page 5 Page 6

HIP section of survey completed before rating section
1 1.2 1.4 0.7 1.3 1.9 2.2
2 0.8 1.2 1.7 0.5 0.4 1.7
3 1.0 �0.3 0.5 1.5 0.9 1.0
4 �0.2 ac 0.2 0.1 0.6 0.2
5 1.2 �0.7 �1.5 �0.2 0.0 �0.4
6 �1.8 �0.9 �0.8 �1.5 �1.1 �1.2
7 �1.0 0.0 0.2 ac �0.6 0.5
8 ac 0.3 �0.9 �1.3 �1.4 �2.1
9 �0.8 �1.1 nu �0.3 �0.7 �1.9
10 0.5 �0.2 nu nu nu nu
11 �1.0 0.3 nu nu nu nu
Chi-square 11.22 6.69 6.36 6.98 9.10 18.25
p-value .052 .350 .133 .094 .027 < .001
HIP section of survey completed after rating section
1 1.2 3.0 2.9 1.2 1.3 3.2
2 �0.8 2.0 1.4 1.6 0.6 2.5
3 0.3 �0.1 0.8 1.8 0.6 0.6
4 �0.7 ac 0.4 �0.3 1.3 0.0
5 0.0 �0.8 �0.8 �1.0 �1.6 �0.2
6 �0.3 �0.4 �2.3 �0.4 �0.2 �1.0
7 0.1 �1.3 �1.4 ac 0.1 �2.1
8 ac �0.3 �1.0 �2.4 �1.0 �1.4
9 �0.5 �1.4 nu �0.4 �1.1 �1.7
10 0.3 �0.2 nu nu nu nu
11 0.5 �0.4 nu nu nu nu
Chi-square 4.53 23.20 20.75 15.47 6.25 32.93
p-value .673 < .001 < .001 < .001 .147 < .001

Note. Positive entries for bias indicate selection of the corresponding position
more often than expected by chance; negative values indicate selection of
the position less often than expected by chance. p-values were estimated
using Monte Carlo simulations. ac¼Attention check, nu¼Not used.
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The t-tests described above were based on between-sub-
ject analyses that were not corrected for Type I error rate
inflation, but a second analysis addressed both of these
issues. This analysis began by using the method shown in
Table 5 to assign each value an ordinal-level “HIP score,”
which increased as values survived further in the HIP selec-
tion. Orthogonal, planned contrasts were then used in a
within-subjects, multivariate ANOVA to determine if values
that survived further in the HIP selection process received
higher ratings, on average, than items that were eliminated
earlier in HIP. Figure 2 illustrates the distribution of ratings
as a function of HIP scores. Black, vertical bars in the figure
depict the 95% confidence interval for the mean rating
assigned to values with each HIP score (see Table 5 for
means and standard deviations). All of the contrasts were
significant (p < .001) with large effect sizes. Values in pri-
mary and secondary categories (HIP score > 1) received
higher ratings than values in unselected categories (HIP
score ¼ 1, partial g2 ¼ .729), and values in primary catego-
ries (HIP score > 2) received higher ratings than values in
secondary categories (HIP score ¼ 2, partial g2¼ .489).
Primary and secondary values (HIP score > 3) received
higher ratings than unselected values in primary categories
(HIP score ¼ 3, partial g2 ¼ .567), and primary values (HIP
score > 4) received higher ratings than secondary values
(HIP score ¼ 4, partial g2 ¼ .327). Stated more simply, val-
ues tended to receive higher ratings as they survived further
in the HIP selection.

Subjective impressions

When participants were asked whether the four values they
had selected with HIP motivated and inspired them “more
than any other values,” 88.2% responded Probably yes (4) or
Definitely yes (5). The mean response did not differ between
participants who had already completed the rating section of
the survey (M¼ 4.19, SD¼ 0.80, n¼ 332) and those who
had not (M¼ 4.15, SD¼ 0.73, n¼ 270; t-test p ¼ .538). This
is notable because the rating section presented all 80 values,
while the HIP section presented only 16 of those values –
the other 64 values were “hidden” in the 16 categories that
were presented but not selected. If the participants who

completed the HIP section second had seen values in the
preceding rating section that were especially motivating and
inspiring, they should have disagreed with the “more than
any other values” question if those same values did not
appear in the HIP section. The low rate of disagreement by
these participants (only 5.1% selected Definitely not or
Probably not, compared to 3.0% for participants who com-
pleted HIP first; Fisher’s exact p ¼ .221) suggests no prob-
lems arose from HIP’s presentation of only 16 of the
80 values.

More than half of the participants (56.0%) indicated they
liked the HIP section of the survey a little more (4) or much
more (5) than the rating section; only one quarter (25.4%)
preferred the rating section (numerical score of 1 or 2),
while 18.6% had no preference (numerical score of 3).
Preference for one or the other method did not vary with
the order in which the two sections were completed
(M¼ 3.50, SD¼ 1.42 for completing ratings first; M¼ 3.54,
SD¼ 1.34 for completing HIP first; t-test p ¼ .724).

MTurk respondents rarely offer deep insights when
invited to provide feedback at the end of a survey; most
leave a “Thank you” or other brief message if they choose to
comment at all (end-of-survey feedback was optional in this
study). However, some participants volunteered more
detailed feedback. These comments were insufficient in
number to merit a formal content analysis, but several
remarks were consistent with the notion that HIP offers
cognitive and affective advantages over more conventional
assessments: Respondents noted that, compared to the rating
task, HIP “was far more engaging,” “felt less monotonous,
and more involved,” and was “a lot more clear and a lot
more fun.” HIP may also prompt deeper reflection, as two
participants acknowledged, despite favoring different meth-
ods. One preferred the rating method “because I didn’t have
to choose between important values, as so many of them are
meaningful,” while the other preferred HIP because it
“forced me to really choose between what inspires me and
what REALLY inspires me.”

These anecdotal findings are bolstered by data that
describe how participants felt about exploring their values
(see Table 6). One-way ANOVAs revealed that participants
who preferred HIP over the rating method agreed more

Figure 3. Probability of item selection as a function of page position. Unbiased responding would have resulted in a selection probability of about 11.1% for each
position; the actual unbiased response probabilities (the black horizontal bars) varied between 10.8% and 11.6% because the attention check appeared more often
in some positions than in others.
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strongly that the survey taught them a lot about their per-
sonal values, and that they knew more about themselves as
a result. Participants who preferred HIP also enjoyed explor-
ing their personal values more than participants who pre-
ferred the rating method. The effect sizes for all of these
differences were relatively small, but are still noteworthy
given that participants probably chose to complete the sur-
vey not because they were especially keen to explore their
values, but because they hoped to earn $2.50 for a task that
could be completed in only a few minutes.

Discussion

Practitioners who wish to help clients explore their values in
a variety of applications may seek an accurate, user-friendly
tool for identifying core values – one that provides an alter-
native to existing approaches that emphasize quantitative
rather than qualitative assessment. HIP appears to meet this
need. The method is transparent to the user and highly effi-
cient. Our data suggest that HIP enables the selection of
four core values from 80 candidates in the same 5–7min
needed to rate those 80 values, even though selecting values
with HIP prompts deeper reflection than rating the values.
Eliminating the attention checks would reduce the HIP
completion time further, as these required very close read-
ing; some respondents described them as “sneaky.”
However, even with the attention checks, the time needed to
select four values from 80 options in HIP compares favor-
ably to other methods, such as the 7–10min required for
Schwartz’s 29-portrait approach (Schwartz et al., 2001) and
the 3min needed for an 11-value assessment using BWS
(Lee et al., 2008).

The response bias data also support the use of HIP. The
ratings exhibited acquiescence bias that resulted in a major-
ity of values receiving high scores. Many respondents
assigned their highest rating to a large number of values,

pointing to the need for additional – presumably time-con-
suming – steps should users wish to identify a smaller subset
of core values. The 5-point, symmetrical scale we used
undoubtedly contributed to this problem, forcing a large
number of identical ratings (since the ratings for 80 values
were distributed among only five response options). These
issues could perhaps be reduced by adopting a 7- or 9-point,
asymmetrical rating scale. Response option labels can also
be designed to mitigate acquiescence; for example, Schwartz
(1992) used a 9-point scale where responses could vary
between “opposed to my values” and “of supreme
importance.” However, the more fundamental problem is
that many values are highly regarded. Distinguishing the
most relevant values from others that are also appealing but
not quite as compelling is a challenging task that is easily
bypassed when ratings are used.

Response bias in HIP appears as a tendency to overselect
items presented near the top of the page and underselect
items near the bottom. This argues for assigning values to
page positions at random. However, the response bias we
observed in HIP was weak; it attained statistical significance
on several survey pages but its magnitude was small and its
practical implications debatable. Furthermore, in applied set-
tings HIP would be administered without the accompanying
rating task. Thus, the most relevant data in our study were
provided by participants who completed HIP before they
began the survey’s rating section. These participants exhib-
ited statistically significant response bias only on the two
final pages, when they had narrowed their choices consider-
ably and were likely selecting between values that all seemed
attractive. The difficult nature of these final decisions may
have tempted some respondents to simply move the top
items into the top box and the remaining items into the bot-
tom box.

We evaluated HIP’s concurrent validity by comparing the
selections it produced to the ratings that were assigned to

Figure 4. Mean rating assigned to each value. Separate means are shown for respondents who did and did not select the value as one of their four core values;
black circles are used to indicate when these means were significantly different (t-test p < .05).

Table 5. Method for assigning scores to values based on their HIP selection, and descriptive statistics for the ratings assigned to values with each HIP score.

Category Value HIP score Number of values with HIP score Mean rating [and 95% CI] for values with HIP score

Unselected Unselected 1 48 3.00 [2.95–3.05]
Secondary Unselected 2 16 3.54 [3.49–3.60]
Primary Unselected 3 8 3.54 [3.48–3.59]

Secondary 4 4 4.06 [4.00–4.11]
Primary 5 4 4.41 [4.36–4.46]

All All – 80 3.29 [3.24–3.33]
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values. Assessment of HIP’s construct validity was precluded
because the values examined in this study differ from the
values used in other rating methods (e.g., Schwartz, 1992;
Schwartz & Boehnke, 2004). Furthermore, ratings are not
ideal criteria for assessing validity, given the tendency of
participants to broadly endorse many values and avoid dis-
criminating between them. Still, the HIP selections aligned
with the ratings: Values received higher ratings when they
were identified as primary than when they were not, and
values that survived further in the HIP selection tended to
receive higher ratings than values that dropped out of HIP
earlier. There is only scant evidence that the unpresented
values in HIP would have been selected had participants
seen those values; 88% of the participants were satisfied with
the value selections that emerged from HIP.

HIP was not universally preferred over the rating task,
but respondents were twice as likely to favor HIP in com-
parison to the rating task. Those who preferred HIP also
reported learning more about themselves than respondents
who favored the rating task. We also found anecdotal evi-
dence suggesting that HIP prompted deeper reflection than
the rating task, which may be a general characteristic of
ipsative tasks. Indeed, Saville and Willson (1991) suggested
that one reason many practitioners prefer ipsative over nor-
mative methods is because “life is about choices” (p. 222).

Further evidence is needed to more firmly establish the
psychometric foundations of HIP, particularly regarding
test-retest reliability. It would also be desirable to establish
criterion validity for HIP, perhaps by demonstrating that
values selected by HIP are more effective in interventions or
other applications than unselected values or values identified
using other methods. However, the evidence presented here
suggests that further consideration of HIP is warranted.

A limitation of HIP as we tested it is that situational
information was not provided to facilitate the selection of
values. This is true of most other methods, although
approaches that use portraits, scenarios, or group discus-
sions are exceptions. In future studies, it may be desirable to
determine whether value preferences change in response to
environmental or situational cues. For example, the
“teamwork” category was rarely chosen by participants in
our study, but could emerge as a selection more often with
respondents from collectivist cultures rather than the indi-
vidualist culture more typical of the United States (Kiffin-
Petersen & Cordery, 2003). Similarly, it would be interesting
to see if respondents who are employed in businesses that
emphasize solving problems in teams select the teamwork

category more often when they complete HIP at work than
at home.

Of the existing methods used to assess values, card sorts
are perhaps most similar to HIP. They have been used
extensively for career counseling, where large numbers of
options are routinely provided (e.g., Slaney & MacKinnon-
Slaney, 2000; Tyler, 1961). At least one implementation for
values assessment presents 100 options (Northrup-Snyder,
2021), but we are aware of no studies that have examined
how well card sorts work when respondents are presented
with so many options that their cognitive limits may be eas-
ily exceeded. As Braithwaite and Law (1985) observed, even
sorting Rokeach’s 36 values presents significant challenges –
and those 36 values seem to omit several important areas.
Thus, there is need for a method, like HIP, that can accom-
modate a large number of options without simultaneously
overwhelming the respondent.

Our implementation of HIP assessed 80 values, but the
method can be easily expanded to accommodate more val-
ues should gaps be identified, or contracted if redundancies
are found. The approach can also assess preferences for con-
structs other than values, as long as these can be structured
hierarchically, with broad categories that incorporate nar-
rower instantiations of those categories. It is likely as well
that the requirement to ensure each category contains the
same number of items can be relaxed, although this should
be confirmed by further research. Future studies could also
explore whether four is the correct number of primary val-
ues to identify. HIP can be modified to produce a different
number, but determining the optimal number might be
challenging. Furthermore, in applied settings, it may not be
particularly important whether three, four, or more core val-
ues are identified, or even that users feel the identified val-
ues are the most motivating and inspiring values possible.
What may matter more is whether respondents recognize
the primary values that emerge from HIP as highly relevant
to themselves, and are willing to use those values as inspir-
ation and motivation in achieving positive behavioral
change. HIP seems well suited to this purpose.

Open scholarship and supplemental materials

Participants in this study agreed to share their responses publicly in
aggregate form, but not individually. (The longer quotes near the end
of the Results section were included by permission of the respondents.)
Supplemental materials, together with statistical analyses and summa-
ries of aggregated data that support this report, are openly available at
https://osf.io/9azvx/?view_only=88076e36103a48e59e3b00c3879339e1.

Table 6. Mean± SD responses to items asking about reactions to completing the survey.

Survey item
(1¼ Strongly disagree; 5¼ Strongly agree)

Preferred method

Rating
(n¼ 153)

No preference
(n¼ 112�)

HIP
(n¼ 337)

Linear contrast
significance

This survey taught me a lot about my personal values 3.45 ± 1.11 3.66 ± 1.08 3.78 ± 0.90 p ¼ .001
(d¼ 0.335)

I know more about myself now that I’ve completed the survey 3.37 ± 1.13 3.56 ± 1.08 3.69 ± 1.01 p ¼ .003
(d¼ 0.305)

I enjoyed exploring my personal values with this survey 3.95 ± 1.10 4.15 ± 0.91 4.25 ± 0.82 p ¼ .003
(d¼ 0.327)

�Two respondents in this group did not indicate if they enjoyed exploring their personal values.
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