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ABSTRACT 

 

Ideational change has been posited as one of key factors behind shifting family and 

fertility behaviors. Values are thought to be driving factors behind subsequent practices. Still, 

factors that shape those family and parenthood values have received relatively less attention. 

Moreover, the possibility that these factors vary in type or extent by gender or across socio-

cultural context has not been adequately explored. Using the 1999 European Values Survey, this 

paper aims to contribute to knowledge about family values formation by examining whether the 

tendency to express traditional views about family is associated with the extent to which a person 

adheres to “(post-)materialist” values. Additionally, we examine the extent to which geopolitical 

context is associated with family values. Our results suggest that the relationship between 

materialism and traditional family values varies by gender and the particular family value in 

question, and that geopolitical boundaries had a strong association with family values.  

 



2 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Ideational change, along with institutional reforms, economic development, and political culture, 

has been posited as one of several key factors behind the shifting family and fertility behaviors of 

the past century (Thornton and Philipov 2009; Lesthaeghe 1983, 1995; Bachrach 2001; Tessler, 

2003). Starting in North-Western Europe in 1960s and spreading through Central and Eastern 

Europe, changing attitudes about women’s roles and increased tolerance of non-conventional 

family forms have accompanied reduced fertility rates and increasing rates of marital dissolution 

(Van de Kaa 2001; Preston 1986; Cleland 1985; Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2004). Although the 

relationship between family values and behaviors is recognized as reciprocal (Thornton, Axinn, 

and Hill 1992), a main research focus has been on values as driving factors behind fertility and 

family behaviors, with less attention to identifying macro and micro factors associated with 

family and parenthood values.  

This paper contributes to knowledge about the formation and continuation of family 

values by investigating whether the tendency to express traditional views about family is 

associated with individuals’ adherence to “materialist” or “post-materialist” views (Inglehart 

1971). Specifically we ask whether there is a significant relationship between a person’s 

materialist value and his or her willingness to approve of non-traditional views about family 

forms. Because we suspect that gendered socialization and social norms influence family values 

and materialist values, as well as their relationship, we pose our question for separate samples of 

women and men. We also investigate whether socio-cultural, political-economic, and historical 

contexts influence family values above and beyond one’s materialist values. Results suggest that 

the relationship between materialism and traditional family values varies by gender and the 



3 

 

particular family value in question, and that geopolitical boundaries have a strong association 

with family values.  

 

INGLEHART’S THESIS 

Inglehart (1971) first famously hypothesized that lack of economic scarcity during 

childhood encourages formation of post-materialist values, such as the importance of individual 

rights and freedom, which then promote acceptance of non-traditional family forms and 

parenthood.  In other words, when basic survival is not an ever-present worry during formative 

years, people turn attention to “higher order” concerns (Maslow 1954) such as personal 

expression and fulfillment of individual potential. Subsequently, as older cohorts with materialist 

values (or, primary concerns about economic security) are replaced by younger ones who have 

grown up in a “post-scarcity society” (Giddens 1996; Bookchin 2004), societal values become 

less traditional as a whole (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988; Inglehart 1977).  

Three distinct components of this theory can therefore be identified.  First, socialization 

is thought to shape the extent to which an individual is concerned about basic survival or “higher 

order” values as an adult. Second, the extent to which one possesses materialist views is 

hypothesized to affect one’s values, including the level of tolerance for non-traditional family 

forms and parenting. Third, as cohorts with post-materialist values replace their older, more 

conservative counterparts, a society’s values become less traditional as a whole.  

 Inglehart’s theory of the “silent revolution” of values has received a great amount of 

attention over the decades. Relatively speaking, there are only a few studies which have set out 

to empirically test the relationship between (post-) materialism and traditional values, and those 

studies tend to focus on the first component of the theory – the relationship between economic 

conditions in childhood and (post-) materialist values (Marsh 1975, 197; Lafferty and Knutson 
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1985). For example, using data from eight Western European from 1973-1984, Duch and Taylor 

(1993, 1994) fail to find evidence of a relationship between economic security during 

adolescence and post-materialist values (see Abraham and Inglehart’s [1994] response).  

Sangster and Reynolds (1996) found an association between childhood conditions and materialist, 

but not post-materialist, values. Using British data, Flouri (2003) found an unexpectedly positive 

association between absence of financial hardship in childhood and materialist values among 

British men (but not women). Trump’s (1991) study found support for a relationship between 

economic conditions and (post-) materialist values among German, but not US, adolescents.  

These studies suggest that value orientations are not established by childhood conditions. (Mason 

et al. 1976; Thornton and Freedman 1979; Clarke and Dutt 1991). Rather, current conditions can 

shape the extent to which an individual is concerned about basic survival or “higher order” 

values as an adult, and the extent to which one possesses (post-) materialist views is 

hypothesized to be associated with a wide range of other value orientations, including the level 

of tolerance for non-traditional family.  

     Recent research on Inglehart and his colleagues focus on cultural map of the world based on 

World Values Survey (Inglehart and Welzel 2005). Based on a factor analysis, they placed 

nations in two dimensions, (1) traditional/secular-rational and (2) survival/self-expression values. 

The traditional/secular-rational values dimension is based on the degree of the importance of 

religion to the society. Inglehart and Welzel (2005) claim that societies near the traditional pole 

emphasize the importance of absolute standards and traditional family values. By contrast, 

societies near the secular pole have the opposite preferences on all of these topics. The second 

dimension is linked with the Inglehart’ thesis that  as societies move from industrial to post-

industrial societies, people’s priorities will move from economic security to an increasing 
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emphasis on “higher order” concerns (Maslow 1954) such as individual freedom and self-

expression. The second dimension involves the polarization between Materialist and 

Postmaterialist values, a cultural shift emerging among younger generations who have grown up 

without considering survival. Inglehart and Welzel (2005) claims that the shift from survival 

values to self-expression values includes a shift in child-rearing values, from emphasis on hard 

work toward emphasis on imagination and tolerance of diversity as important values to teach a 

child. In exploring the association between one’s (post-) materialist values and views about 

family, considering where people are located in geopolitical map is necessary to take a macro 

factor into account.  

     Although Inglehart proposed his thesis decades ago, its focus remains highly relevant at the 

turn of the millennium and beyond. Rapid economic development and political change continue 

in many parts of the world, as do transformations in the family values which are thought to affect 

fertility and parenting behaviors. The extent to which economic conditions and concerns about 

survival are linked to beliefs about family therefore holds much relevance for understanding the 

current and future shifts in family values and associated fertility and family behaviors.  Our 

study’s usefulness lies in its aims to evaluate empirically Inglehart’s thesis and to ask whether it 

may hold to various extents across region and for both women and men. 

 

THE PRESENT STUDY 

The goal of this paper pertains to what we have identified as the second component of 

Inglehart’s theory: the relationship between materialism and the acceptance of non-traditional 
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family forms and parenting.
1
 Specifically, we investigate whether, in the European context, 

materialism is significantly related to what have been shown to be two distinct dimensions of 

family values: (1) tolerance for non-conventional family forms and (2) meanings attached to 

parenthood (Lesthaeghe and Meekers 1986). Although our data set limits us to address the 

question of how materialist values are acquired, we draw on evidence from prior studies and 

assume that value orientations are not static or “set” in adolescence (Mason et al. 1976; Thornton 

and Freedman 1979; Clarke and Dutt 1991). Rather, current conditions can contribute to one’s 

materialist values hypothesized to be associated with other important value orientations 

including views about family forms and parenting. We also draw on prior research and expect 

that the relationship between (post-) materialism and family values may vary be influenced by 

geopolitical context and may vary by gender. We therefore stratify our sample by sex and pose 

the following micro and macro level questions to: 

(1) Is ones’ (post_) materialist concern and economic conditions significantly associated 

with one’s likelihood of expressing traditional family values?  

 

(2) Is geopolitical context reflecting the level of nation’s material concern significantly 

associated with one’s the likelihood of expressing traditional family values? 

 

DATA AND METHODS 

     We use the 1999 wave of the European Values Surveys (EVS), which provides a major 

source of information on changing values since 1980 (Surkyn and Lethaghe 2004). This dataset 

is highly suited to our study insofar as it includes information on a variety of attitudes and values 

related to marriage, family, and economic conditions, and also covers a fairly large number of 

                                                           
1
 We do not attempt to test whether early-life experiences shape levels of  materialism (the first 

component) nor do we address processes of ideational change (the third component). 
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countries in Europe. A major limitation of this data set is the small national sample size.  We 

attempt to address this limitation by grouping national data into three regions.  

Outcome Variables  

     The EVS asks multiple questions about family values. In this study we utilize three items that 

inquire into views about the desirability of two-parent families, women’s need for children, and 

deliberate single motherhood. We chose these items to reflect attitudes both about family forms 

and about parenting.  Specifically, respondents were asked to respond to the following questions:  

  

a) If someone says a child needs a home with both a father and a mother to grow up happily, 

would you tend to agree or disagree? (Answers are dichotomized and coded 1 for 

agreement and 0 for disagreement.) 

 

b) Do you think that a woman has to have children in order to be fulfilled or is this not 

necessary? (Answers are dichotomized and coded 1 for agreement and 0 for 

disagreement.) 

 

c) If a woman wants to have a child as a single parent but she does not want to have a stable 

relationship with a man, do you approve or disapprove? (Answers are dichotomized and 

coded 1 for approval and conditional approval (“depends”) and 0 for disapproval). 

 

Items (a) and (c) are similar to the extent that they ask about the desirability of single- and two- 

parent homes. However, there are both included for two reasons. First, both items use the 

positive valence but are opposite in their support of traditional family structure, thus acting as a 

“check” on one another.. In fact, descriptive statistics suggest that (a) is easier for respondents 

who value traditional family to agree with than to disagree with (c) since agreeing with a 

statement requires less judgment than does approving it (Table 1). Second, we also suspect that 

the scenario of deliberate single motherhood represents a stronger deviation from traditional 

family forms than does a scenario focused on the potentially ideal quality of a two-parent home.  

Notably, although  the correlation between statement (a) and (c) is significant, it is small in 

magnitude (Person’s correlation = -.147, p<.001). Thus we decided to keep both items.  
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Explanatory Variables 

     We used Inglehart’s materialism/post-materialism measurement. This measurement contains 

four goals. Respondents are asked to select top two goals of what they believe their country 

should be from four alternatives: 1) maintaining order in the nation, 2) giving people more say in 

government decisions, 3) fighting rising prices, and 4) protecting freedom of speech. Those who 

answered 1) an 3) are considered “materialist.” Those who answered 2) and 4) are considered 

“postmaterialist.” Those who selected other four possible combinations (1–4, 1–2, 2–3, 3–4) are 

considered “mixed” (Abramson and Inglehart, 1995; Lindström 2007). Others are included as 

“missing/don’t know.”  

     This single measurement received challenges and criticisms, and some concerns the 

possibility of both sets of values found in one person (Lindström 2007). However, Lindström 

(2007) claims that this measure just considers priority of values, not mutually exclusive values, 

given to different values, and Maslov’s theory of hierarchy of needs on which Inglehart’s 

materialist/post-materialist arguments are based suggests that people do not give up the more 

basic needs when they have fulfilled one level in the hierarchy of the needs and move to the next 

level (Lindström 2007). In this study, materialist is used as a reference category.  

To compare family values across different regional residences of Europe, we formed four 

geographical groups based on Inglehart-Welzel Cultural Map of the World developed based on 

World Values Survey (Inglehart and Welzel 2005, p.64). Two dimensions, traditional/secular-

rational and survival/self-expression values, suggest grouping three types of European nations 

which share close cultural values and background: (1) Ex-communist countries with high-

secular-rational value and high survival values (Russia, Bulgaria, Estonia), (2) Protestant 

countries with high secular-rational value and high self-expression values (Denmark, Sweden, 
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and Netherland), and (3) Catholic countries with moderately high secular rational value and 

moderately high self-expression values (Italy, France, and Belgium). Both ex-Communist group 

Catholic group and Protestant group have higher secular-rational values than Catholic group. 

Protestant group has higher self-expression values than Catholic group, and Catholic group has 

higher self-expression values than ex-Communist group. In other words, based on survival/self-

expression dimension, Ex-Communist group is expected to posses higher materialist values than 

Catholic group, and Catholic group has higher materialist values than Protestant group. In this 

study, ex-communist group is used as a reference category to compare family values with two 

other geopolitical regions.   

 

Control Variables 

Control variables include age, education level, sex, marital status, and presence of children, and 

income. Age and education level are included as they may demonstrate the extent of 

respondent’s exposure towards new political-cultural regimes. In this study, age is measured as a 

continuous variable. Education is an ordinal variable based on respondents answer to the 

question: “What is the highest level you have reached in your education?”  We grouped 

responses into the following four categories: 1) Less than primary education, 2) primary 

education, 3) vocational or secondary school qualification, and 4) higher education. Marital 

status and presence of children were included since being a spouse and a parent can either 

influence family values through actual experience. Both variables were measured as 

dichotomous variables, coded 1 for married at the time of the survey and 0 for others (reference 

group), and 1 for having children and 0 for others (reference group). Finally, self-rated 

household income level was measured as follows.  Respondents were shown a card that depicted 
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a scale of incomes. They were asked to rank their household on this scale, counting all wages, 

salaries, pensions and other incomes that come in after taxes and other deductions. The 

distributions have been adapted to the ten categories of the Master Questionnaire, ranging from 

ten percent lowest to ten percent highest income categories.  

 

Analytic Strategy 

We generate a series of logistic regression models to investigate the effects of materialist values 

and regional residences on family values controlling for demographic and socioeconomic 

variables. Because the association between materialism and family values may differ by gender 

as socialization process cannot escape from gender (Inglehart and Baker 2000), we perform 

separate analyses for men and women.   

 

RESULTS 

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for our study variables, stratified by region and sex. The 

portion of “materialist” respondents is greatest in the Region 1 (Ex-Communist) and least among 

Region 2 (Protestant Europe) residents. This descriptive finding is not surprising considering 

political-economic backgrounds in Eastern and Central Europe and the social upheaval occurring 

during the 1990s. In other words, we expect that person’s materialist values are shaped by 

(childhood and adult) experiences within a particular political and economic context. 

Compared to their counterparts in Regions 2 and 3, a greater portion of respondents in 

Region 1 express traditional views in response to questions about a two-parent home and 

women’s need for children, with respondents in Region 2 demonstrating lower levels of 

traditionalism. However, clear boundary could be seen in one’s disapproval for single across 
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regions. A slightly greater portion of men support the need for a two-parent home and disapprove 

of deliberate single motherhood compared to women. Views about women’s need for children 

are similar by gender. Having noted some descriptive differences by regional residence and 

gender, we now turn to a multivariate analysis of the relationship between materialism and 

family values across our three geopolitical regions. 

(Table 1 about here) 

First, we examine the relationship between materialist values and geopolitical residence 

on agreement with that the view that “Children need a home with both a father and a mother to 

grow up happily” (Table 2).  For both men and women, compared with people who hold post-

materialist values, those who hold materialist values are more likely to agree with the statement 

(OR= .626, OR=.756). The association between materialism and family values remains 

significant controlling for geopolitical regions. Compared with Region 1 (Ex-Communist), both 

Region 2 (Protestant Europe) and Region 3 (Catholic Europe) had significantly lower odds of 

supporting the statement net of other factors, suggesting the importance of political-cultural 

background for family values. Results therefore lend general support for Inglehart’s hypothesis 

that one’s (post_) materialist values are associated with his or her traditional family values. 

(Table 2 about here) 

As expected, being older, having less education and being married increased the odds of 

supporting the traditional family value for both men and women. Being a parent, having at least 

one child, reduced the odds of supporting the statement for women. Table 1 shows a greater 

proportion of those who have at least one child than that of those who are currently married 

across three geopolitical regions, and the discrepancy is greater for women than men. Increasing 
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divorce rates and increasing single mothers in Europe may have contributed to lower the odds of 

supporting the statement.  

Next, we examine the relationship between materialist values and geopolitical residence 

on agreement with Value 2 that “Women need to have children to be fulfilled” (Table 3). There 

is a significant association between materialism and this family value for men, not for women. 

Compared with men who hold post-materialist values, men who hold materialist values are more 

likely to support the statement (OR = .706). For women, whether they hold materialist or post-

materialist values does not seem to matter on this family value.  

Compared with those living in Region 1, the odds of holding the view that “women need 

children in order to be fulfilled” are lower among those living in Region 2 and Region 3. Phrased 

differently, geopolitical boundary is an important macro factor, significantly associated with 

agreement with Value 2 as well as Value 1 for both men and women. 

(Table 3 about here) 

Again as expected, having less education increased the odds of both women and men supporting 

the view that women need children in order to be fulfilled. Being a parent increased the odds for 

both men and women. Especially, being a mother has about 2.5 times the odds of supporting the 

statement than women who do not have any children.  

Finally, we examine the relationship between materialism and regional residence on 

approval for deliberate single motherhood (that is, approval of a woman having a child as a 

single parent when she does not “have a stable relationship with a man”) (Table 4). Significant 

relationship between materialism and Value 3 was observed for both men or women (OR = 1.700, 

OR= 1.344). Compared with those who hold post-materialist values, those who hold materialist 
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values are less likely to approve the statement. This finding is supportive of Inglehart’s general 

suggestion that materialism correlates with traditional family values. 

Regional difference has a significant association with the value 3. Region 2 and Region 3 

respondents are significantly less likely than Region 1 respondents in to approve of deliberate 

single motherhood for both men and women (Table 4). Compared with people living in Catholic 

and Protestant European nations, those living in ex-Communist Europe in this study hold their 

distinctive traditional family values that support raising children in a stable union and having a 

child for the sake of women’s happiness, but they are also more likely to be supportive women 

having a child without a stable relationship. It is likely that differences in political-economic 

contexts, such as the presence of policies and programs that support single mothers may 

contribute to social acceptance of women having a child without a stable relationship. Moreover, 

materialism itself may have a very different meaning in a political-historical context of East 

European post-communism. 

(Table 4 about here) 

As expected, being younger, having more education, and being un-married increased the 

likelihood of supporting deliberate single motherhood.    

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

In this paper, we investigate whether materialism is significantly related to two distinct 

dimensions of family values: (1) tolerance for non-conventional family forms and (2) meanings 

attached to parenthood. We also investigate the extent to which geopolitical boundaries relate to 

family values. Our results suggest that the association between materialism and family values 

varies both by gender and by the particular value in question.  For men, but not for women, 
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materialism was significantly associated with the statement that “women need to have children to 

be fulfilled.” Materialism was not a significant factor related to the idea that “women need to 

have children to be fulfilled” for women. These findings suggest that in our study context, 

materialism may associate with some, but not all, family values, and not always in the same way 

for both men and women.  

Our findings confirm the importance of geopolitical boundaries in shaping one’s views 

on family and suggest the role of cultural, historical, and political factors in influencing family 

values. Notably, ex-Communist nations in this study expressed the most traditional views about 

the ideal of a two-parent home and fulfillment via motherhood, but they were also more likely 

than counterparts to accept deliberate single motherhood. These findings suggest the complexity 

of macro and micro relationships between materialist values and family values in European 

nations.  

Our study is limited by the possibility of measurement error, particularly to the extent 

that our measures of “materialism” may not accurately reflect these concepts as intended.  Where 

possible, future studies should address our research questions using data that include additional 

and alternative measures of materialism and post-materialism. Additionally, our use of cross 

sectional data prevents us from examining the possibly dynamic characteristic of the 

relationships between materialism and family values.  We also recognize that the categorization 

of European nations into three regional groups is quite crude and obscures a great amount of 

cultural, political, and historical diversity between (not to mention within) countries.  Future 

studies might explore alternative ways of examining the role of culture, politics, and national 

identity and find data that allow for specific hypotheses about the pathways through which 
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cultural, political, economic, and historic factors influence family values and their relation to 

other values such as materialism. 

Our study also suggests the need for further empirical studies that investigate when, 

where, and for whom materialist values and family are significantly associated. Because family 

roles are highly gendered, it makes sense that materialism may associate differently or to 

different extents for women and men.  That is, both “lived experience” and gender socialization 

is likely to influence one’s values and the way in which they associate.  Moreover, because 

values are likely shaped by childhood and adult experiences within a particular political-

economic and cultural background, it makes sense that people accept materialist views for a 

variety of reasons which may themselves correlate differently with family values.   
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