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The Soft Side of Hard 
Data in the Study of 
Cultural Values
R ICHARD A . SHWEDER

Introduction: A Blast from the Past

I originally wrote this essay in September 1970 while I 
was engaged in long- term fi eldwork in the Hindu Temple 
Town of Bhubaneswar in Orissa, India. I prepared the doc-
ument (and then just fi led it away until now) as a fi nger 
exercise of sorts concerned with the soft side of hard data 
and the subjective or discretionary aspects of quantitative 
data analysis and interpretation. But looking back I can 
see that this previously unpublished demonstration piece 
marked the starting point of my disenchantment with 
abstract value questionnaires as an objective method for 
studying cultural differences in folk understandings of 
the social order as a moral order. It thus seems appropri-
ate and even timely to revive and revivify the essay now, 
because the fi eld of moral anthropology has returned to 
center stage in cultural anthropology in recent decades 
(Fassin 2012).

That phrase or banner— moral anthropology— is, of 
course, semantically ambiguous and points in two direc-
tions. On the one hand it points in the direction of a mor-
alizing (or even moralistic) anthropology that is critical, 
judgmental, and normative and concerned with studies 
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of, e.g., inequality, poverty, violence, social justice, and human rights. 
On the other hand, the phrase points in the direction of the anthro-
pology of morality dedicated to positive science, comparative studies 
of values, moral reasoning, moral sentiments, and cultural narratives.

Not surprisingly, the ancestral heroes of contemporary moral an-
thropologists are themselves ideologically diverse: Emile Durkheim, 
Max Weber, Bronislaw Malinowski, Kenneth Read, Karl Marx, E. P. 
Thompson, Michel Foucault. Notably, mixed methods (or perhaps more 
accurately, mixed- up methods) are the research methods employed by 
card-  carrying moral anthropologists. A list of those methods would 
include archival analysis of legal cases and dispute resolutions, behav-
ioral documentation of folkways and customary practices, structured 
interviewing, value questionnaires, conversational analysis, cognitive 
experiments, media analysis, recording neuronal activity in the hu-
man brain, etc.

In any case, back in 1970 when I wrote “The Soft Side of Hard Data,” 
I was investigating concepts of the person in Orissa, India. That re-
search later morphed into a comparative project on folk conceptions 
of the social order as a moral order, which led to the empirical and 
theoretical development of a conception of the moral domain known 
as “the Big Three.” This comparative approach to the study of moral-
ity argues that on a global scale, within any culturally diverse soci-
ety, and across institutional domains within any cultural group, moral 
judgments about the right thing to do under such- and- such circum-
stances are linked to a variety of diverse terminal goods or ultimate 
values, which come in three broad kinds: moral judgments ultimately 
grounded in an ethics of autonomy (with its focus on values or moral 
goods such as harm, rights, and justice and an emphasis on the self as 
a preference structure with wants entitled to satisfaction); moral judg-
ments ultimately grounded in an ethics of community (with its focus 
on values or goods such as duty, loyalty, interdependency, and respect 
for hierarchical authority and an emphasis on the self as a responsible 
and self- controlling status bearer with a social role to play within a 
community); and moral judgments ultimately grounded in an ethics of 
divinity (with its focus on purity, sanctity, cleanliness, and the connec-
tion between the natural order and the sacred order and an emphasis 
on the self as a potentially elevated or dignifi ed token of some divine, 
transcendent, or higher order of things).

Given that interest in the study of morality and conceptions of the 
person, I was busy in 1970 reading about quantitative methods for 
the study of values, such as the ranking and rating procedures associ-
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ated with abstract value questionnaires (Hays 1963). Value question-
naires ask informants from different cultural groups, ethnic traditions, 
or social categories to make ratings or rankings of abstract words or 
context- free stand- alone value concepts, for example, “Which is more 
important to you, beauty or wealth, freedom or equality, security or 
privacy, honesty or cleanliness?” Or, alternatively, how important is 
“obedience” on a fi ve- point scale? How about “loyalty”? How about 
“self- control”? How about “justice”?

Looking back now, I wish Roy D’Andrade’s little- read and aston-
ishingly underappreciated 2008 volume A Study of Personal and Cul-
tural Values had been available to me when I was in graduate school. 
His brilliant book was written much later, when social psychologists 
where drawing attention to modes of East Asian thought and contrast-
ing them with Anglo- American modes of thought. In the thick of that 
widespread contemporary discussion of East versus West differences in 
cognition, D’Andrade developed a quantitative study of what he called 
the personal values of informants from three groups: American under-
graduates at the University of California, Vietnamese refugees to the 
USA, and Japanese respondents living in Japan. Writing against the 
current of a cultural psychology focused on East versus West differ-
ences, his main take- home message was that he had a very hard time 
fi nding signifi cant cultural or group- based differences in the expressed 
personal values of his American, Vietnamese, and Japanese informants. 
Between- group variance in the endorsement of abstract value words 
and phrases was minimal. For eager readers of the anthropology of mo-
rality, there was nothing much to write home about concerning cul-
tural differences.

Fortunately Roy D’Andrade is a brilliant culture theorist as well as a 
virtuoso quantitative methodologist. So, confronted with his fi ndings 
he went on to draw a useful theoretical distinction, which I would com-
mend to researchers in cultural psychology and moral anthropology. 
He distinguished the study of personal values (tell me which is more 
important to you, cleanliness or honesty, liberty or justice?) from a dif-
ferent unit of analysis focused on values (and inevitably beliefs) with 
respect to something in particular (such as— to pick a not- so-  random 
example— being the chairman of the Center for Psychosocial Studies 
at UCLA or the Editor of Ethos), which he dubbed institutional values. 
To get a better sense of this distinction: the study of “institutional val-
ues” is not an investigation of an individual’s evaluation of the relative 
importance of abstract goods (such as liberty, justice, loyalty, and per-
sonal sanctity). Instead it is the study of all the ideas about what is true, 
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good, and instrumental, revealed and made manifest through speech 
when an informant is questioned about the obligations and expecta-
tions associated with role or status- based participation in the custom-
ary practices and local institutions which are familiar to the informant 
from living in his or her own particular society— for example, all the 
beliefs and values associated with being a widow in a Hindu temple 
town in India. (I will have more to say about cultural differences in 
widowhood in a moment.)

Looking back to 1970, I think the unit of cultural and mental anal-
ysis described as institutional values by Roy D’Andrade was probably 
available (at least in theory) to students of John Whiting through a 
cognate concept that Whiting and Irvin Child had discussed in their 
1953 collaboration Child Training and Personality. There Whiting and 
Child managed to combine the comparative study of routine cultural 
practices (or folkways) and the comparative study of individual men-
talities into a single unit of analysis called the custom complex. Sim-
ply put, Whiting and Child state that the custom complex “consists of 
a customary practice and of the beliefs, values, sanctions, rules, mo-
tives, and satisfactions associated with it.” In my view the study of in-
stitutional values is another way of describing the study of the custom 
complex.

Although Whiting and Child introduced the idea of the custom 
complex in 1953, its theoretical implications were not widely or fully 
appreciated at the time. For the most part the idea was not taken up 
or carried forward by psychological anthropologists working in the 
1950s. Nor did the custom complex become a unit of analysis for so-
cial psychologists working on the development of value question-
naires. Indeed, it was not until the 1980s and 1990s, when Weisner 
and others developed a research agenda for the study of the ecological 
niche (Weisner 1984, 1996; also 2001, 2002) and a so- called practice 
approach or activity- setting approach took hold among some child de-
velopment researchers (Goodnow, Miller, and Kessel 1995), that Whit-
ing and Child’s conception gained some limited currency and appeal. 
The study of the custom complex also bears some resemblance to the 
founder of American social psychology Kurt Lewin’s idea of a personal 
life space (Lewin 1943) and fully anticipates the French sociologist 
Bourdieu’s now- popular idea of a habitus (Bourdieu 1972, 1990). It is 
the study of the mental side of social habits, which are always bound 
to particular institutions and social roles in specifi c cultural settings. 
In my view, paying more attention to this broader unit of analysis is 
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a good way to make progress in the study of moral anthropology and 
cultural psychology.

Mixed- Up Methods: Exploring Cultural Differences in Values

The recognition of the bounded or qualifi ed nature of social science 
generalizations, including the extent to which one’s picture of social 
and psychological reality is dependent on the particular methods one 
uses to generate “data” so as to interpret what is real (so- called method 
variance— Campbell and Fiske 1959), goes hand in hand with the study 
of the custom complex, the ecological niche, and institutional values. 
That recognition— that social science generalizations are typically nar-
row in scope— is not new. The philosopher of science Ernest Nagel 
made the observation in his 1961 book The Structure of Science and he 
cites a reference from 1934. He writes (459): “The conclusions reached 
by the controlled study of sample data drawn from one society are not 
likely to be valid for a sample obtained from another society. Unlike 
the laws of physics and chemistry, generalizations in the social sciences 
therefore have at best only a severely limited scope, limited to social 
phenomena occurring during a relatively brief historical epoch within 
special institutional settings.” He makes the point that human actions 
are mediated by local “technologies and traditions,” and although Na-
gel himself leaves open the possibility (and hopes) that generalizations 
of broad scope will be discovered, he avers that “the possibility must 
certainly be admitted that nontrivial but reliably established laws about 
social phenomena will always have only a narrowly restricted general-
ity” (460). Starting one’s research on values by focusing one’s interview 
questions on bounded units such as a particular custom complex, or a 
particular ecological niche, or the particular behavior in the context of 
a particular social institution is one way to acknowledge that organiza-
tional feature of human social life.

In his 2008 book Roy D’Andrade milked the study of informant 
judgments about abstract value words and phrases for all they are 
worth, and came up with very little by way of cultural differences. His 
research program is especially instructive for those of us interested in 
psychological differences across human populations because he went 
into the research fully aware of the many problems with value ques-
tionnaires yet not yet prepared to abandon them as a method for the 
study of values. Thus he writes:
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There are well known problems with questionnaires. The same words mean differ-

ent things to different people. Translations are imperfect. People, however honest 

their report, do not always respond to the words for things the way they respond 

to things themselves. Someone may think they value something highly when pre-

sented with words— for example, how much do you value peace and quiet?— yet 

when presented with lots of peace and quiet may fi nd they do not value it as highly 

as they thought. And people may simply not be able to answer some questions— 

they just do not know how much they value X and may never know. Or they may 

be profoundly ambivalent about something, and both value it and disvalue it, so 

that no single rating covers the situation. Despite all these problems, with respect 

to effi ciency and effi cacy, there is much to be said in favor of questionnaires for the 

study of values. Observation of the choices someone makes cannot tell us what that 

person thinks or what he or she feels is good. The most effi cient way to fi nd out 

what people think is to ask them. One can observe people smoking cigarettes but 

they may or may not think smoking is a good thing. (D’Andrade 2008, 13)

(Parenthetically, one does wonder whether declaring one’s general 
commitment to an abstract value— such as equality or piety or social 
justice— and having one’s identity as a person associated with such a 
public commitment is really a familiar or basic feature of cultural, po-
litical, and psychological life in all societies. The method itself and its 
very mode of questioning may presuppose a bit too much about funda-
mental psychological and linguistic practices.)

D’Andrade’s volume is full of such pithy methodological observa-
tions about value questionnaires and theoretical insights relevant to 
the study of similarities and differences in psychological functioning 
across cultural groups of the sort pioneered by generations of psycho-
logical anthropologists. Nevertheless, his main take- home message 
and empirical fi nding after years of carefully conducted quantitative 
research is that Japanese, Vietnamese, and Anglo- Americans do not dif-
fer very much in their values, at least not when they are systematically 
asked to judge abstract value words or phrases.

I would describe his fi nding as a potential point in favor of the prin-
ciple of “method variance,” discussed by Campbell and Fiske (1959). 
The data one generates on similarities or differences in values across 
cultural groups is not independent of the procedures one used to gen-
erate the data. The study of informant ratings or rankings of abstract 
and decontextualized value words or phrases may not be the best way 
to get at cultural differences in the beliefs and values that give mean-
ing and value to the moral worlds institutionalized in different cultural 
traditions.
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Implicit in the ideas of a custom complex, an ecological niche or an 
institutional value is the imperative to begin one’s research on other 
societies with fi eldwork that documents the local institutional world 
and customary or habitual practices of members of a distinct cultural 
group. It is an invitation to then structure one’s interviews in such a 
way that they provoke a discussion of the values and beliefs associated 
with local institutions or ecological niches, using the native’s language 
to get at the beliefs and values that are important to being, for example, 
a mother, a teacher, the conductor of an orchestra, a widow; in other 
words, focus the interview on the folk custom or institution in which 
a person in such- and- such status plays a signifi cant part rather than 
treating the informant as a stand- alone individual with a general moti-
vating ideological commitment to abstract values regardless of context. 
Many Americans on the liberal left who say they value freedom do so 
because they have in mind concrete, fact- based institutional contexts, 
for example, the freedom of the New York Times to publish classifi ed 
government documents such as the Pentagon Papers, which activates 
some master metaphor such as the free market of ideas. But if you press 
on and concretize the abstract value in a different way, you may dis-
cover they are not so sure they value freedom when it is comes down to 
a free market of goods and services and the institutional context is the 
workplace, the freedom of employers and employees to enter into labor 
contracts and the right of skilled workers to be hired for a job regardless 
of union membership.

Context matters and it needs to be built into our value interviews. 
There are many ways to do this. After thinking about my own work on 
cultural differences in moral judgments in the Temple Town of Bhu-
baneswar, Orissa, India, and Hyde Park, Illinois, USA, in the light of 
Weisner’s notion of an ecological niche and D’Andrade’s notion of in-
stitutional values, it seemed fortunate to me that the interviewing we 
did in the early 1980s was role- based and embedded in local customary 
practices.

Here is an example drawn from that work (Shweder, Mahapatra, and 
Miller 1990; also see Shweder et al. 1997). Below are two interviews 
contrasting institutional values in the Hindu Temple Town of Bhu-
baneswar, Orissa, India, and in the secular community of Hyde Park, 
Illinois, USA. The custom complex in this instance is widowhood. The 
interview examines the respondents’ ideas about what is true, good, 
and instrumental with respect to marriage and widowhood. Those 
ideas are elicited by structuring a series of interrogatives about a par-
ticular pattern of behavior by a hypothetical widow. Consider the fol-
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lowing behavior: “A widow in your community eats fi sh two or three 
times a week.”

First, the interview in the Hindu Temple Town:

Is the widow’s behavior wrong? (Yes. Widows should not eat fi sh, meat, onions, or 

garlic, or any “hot” foods. They must restrict their diet to cool foods, rice, dhal, 

ghee, vegetables).

How serious is the violation? (A very serious violation. She will suffer greatly if she 

eats fi sh.)

Is it a sin? (Yes. It is a great sin.)

What if no one knew this had been done? It was done in private or secretly. Would 

it be wrong then? (What difference does it make if it is done while alone? It is 

wrong. A widow should spend her time seeking salvation— seeking to be re-

united with the soul of her husband. Hot foods will distract her. They will stimu-

late her sexual appetite. She will lose her sanctity. She will want sex and behave 

like a whore.)

Would it be best if everyone followed the rule that widows should not eat fi sh? 

(That would be best. A widow’s devotion is toward her deceased husband— 

who should be treated like a god. She will offend his spirit if she eats fi sh.)

In the United States widows eat fi sh all the time. Would the United States be a bet-

ter place if widows stopped eating fi sh? (Defi nitely it would be a better place. 

Perhaps American widows would stop having sex and marrying other men.)

What if most people in India wanted to change the rule so that it would be consid-

ered all right for widows to eat fi sh? Would it be okay to change the rule? (No, it 

is wrong for a widow to eat fi sh. Hindu dharma— truth— forbids it.)

Do you think the widow who eats fi sh should be stopped from doing that or pun-

ished in some way? (She should be stopped. But the sin will live with her and she 

will suffer for it.)

Next consider the parallel interview conducted in Hyde Park, Illi-
nois, with a secular informant:

Is the widow’s behavior wrong? (No, she can eat fi sh if she wants to.)

How serious is the violation? (It is not a violation.)

Is it a sin? (No!)

What if no one knew this had been done? It was done in private or secretly. Would 

it be wrong then? (It is not wrong in private or public.)

Would it be best if everyone followed the rule that it is all right for a widow to eat 

fi sh if she wants to? (Yes, people should be free to eat fi sh if they want to. Every-

one has that right.)

In India it is considered wrong for a widow to eat fi sh. Would India be a better place 
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if it was considered all right for a widow to eat fi sh if she wants to? (Yes, that 

may be their custom but she should be free to decide if she wants to follow it. 

Why shouldn’t she eat fi sh if she wants to?)

What if most people in the United States wanted to change the rule so that it would 

be considered wrong for a widow to eat fi sh? Would it be okay to change it? 

(No, you can’t order people not to eat fi sh. They have a right to eat it if they 

want to.)

Do you think the widow who eats fi sh should be stopped from doing that or pun-

ished in some way? (No!)

I submit that one learns far more about cultural differences in moral 
understanding and folk conceptions of the social order as a moral order 
from interviews of this type than by asking devout Hindus in India 
and devout secularists in the USA whether and to what extent loyalty 
or freedom of choice is good. I hope I have said enough by way of in-
troducing my fl ash from the past. Below is that 1970 demonstration 
study expressing doubts about the objectivity and usefulness of value 
questionnaires as a method for understanding cultural differences in 
the moral domain.

The Soft Side of Hard Data (1970)

This is a note about uncertainty in the analysis and interpretation of 
some social science data. I shall show how “hard data” on values in 
American society may be statistically analyzed so that for every one of 
four plausible and mutually exclusive interpretations of the data, three 
others may be advanced that are also plausible and compatible with 
the facts.

There are three reasons for considering the analysis and interpreta-
tion of data indeterminable.

1. There is indeterminateness between the data and the analysis. Each interpreta-

tion is inferred from a statistical analysis that draws or ignores some distinctions 

that potentially exist in the data. The data do not provide us with objective cri-

teria for deciding which distinctions to heed and which to disclaim in the data 

when performing the statistical analysis. Thus what appears to be a conclusion 

drawn from the facts is rather an interpretation only loosely constrained by the 

data.

2. There is indeterminateness between the results of the statistical analysis and the 

interpretation. Each interpretation is compatible with the results of a statistical 
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analysis that may be performed on the data. None of the interpretations neces-

sarily follow from the analysis.

There is indeterminateness in evaluating the best interpretation. Any 
one of the interpretations may be correct and there is no way to judge 
from the data per se.

Two Faces of Values Data

It is possible for members of diverse social categories to disagree about 
the relative importance of every value in their value system, and yet al-
most perfectly agree on the hierarchical ordering of their value system 
as a whole.

So for any set of value statements, disagreement over the relative 
importance of each value considered alone may be statistically signifi -
cant while, simultaneously, agreement about relative importance may 
be statistically signifi cant for the system as a whole. In fact as the num-
ber of values about whose relative importance people can disagree in-
creases, the extent of agreement about the system as a whole may ap-
proach perfection.

This paradox makes it possible to analyze values from two points 
of view that lead to strikingly different interpretations of the degree 
of similarity of the value systems of members of various categories in 
society.

A First Analysis and Interpretation

In a study entitled “Values as Social Indicators of Poverty and Race Re-
lations in America,” Rokeach and Parker (1970, 98) asked a large sample 
of Americans to rank two sets of eighteen value statements in terms 
of their importance as guiding principles in the informant’s daily life. 
The informants varied considerably in the level of their income and 
education, and in their race.

The results of the study were presented in eight tables. The fi rst and 
second tables gave the median and composite rank of each of the val-
ues as judged by members of different income categories ranging from 
under $2,000 a year to $15,000 and over. The third and fourth tables 
gave the same type of information for values as ranked by members 
of different educational categories ranging from zero to four years of 
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schooling to a graduate- school level of education. The fi fth and sixth 
tables gave the ranks of the values as judged by blacks and whites ran-
domly sampled. The seventh and eighth tables gave the ranks of the 
values for blacks and whites matched for income and education.

Rokeach and Parker asked the following question of their data: how 
many of these eighteen values in each of these tables are signifi cantly 
different in the relative rank assigned to them by members of different 
social categories? They answered the question by applying the median 
test to each value in the tables. In table 6.1, I have reproduced some 
of their data for income categories. The table shows the median and 
composite rankings of eighteen values by informants of diverse socio-
economic status from poverty to affl uence. The results of applying the 
median test indicate that eleven of the eighteen values are signifi cantly 
different among income groups.

The results of the statistical analysis performed by Rokeach and 
Par ker are as follows: (1) twenty of the thirty- six values in the two in-
come tables show signifi cant differences among income categories, 
(2) twenty- fi ve of the thirty- six values in the two education tables show 
signifi cant differences among educational groups, (3) fi fteen of the 
thirty- six values in two of the racial tables show signifi cant differences 
between blacks and whites, but this number is reduced to seven when 
the informants are matched for income and wealth.

Based on the results of their statistical analysis, Rokeach and Parker 
make an interpretation about the extent of difference in the patterning 
of values by informants having various social characteristics in Ameri-
can society. Their interpretation is an evaluation of the number of sig-
nifi cant differences out of thirty- six possibilities that appear in each 
pair of income, educational, and racial tables (106, 108). Rokeach and 
Parker construct the following interpretation: (1) there are signifi cant 
and pervasive variations in value systems, associated with differences 
in socioeconomic status in America (106), and the values of the poor 
differ signifi cantly from the values of the more affl uent segments of 
our society (110). (2) Most of the differences in values between blacks 
and whites in America can be attributed to differences in socioeco-
nomic status and not to distinctive racial cultures (108).

Their interpretation indicates a tendency toward a “culture of pov-
erty” in America and suggests that black culture is different from white 
culture only to the extent that a greater proportion of blacks are poor, 
and not because of a different cultural heritage and tradition. I would 
add another interpretation to their statistical analysis, which I think 
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the authors would endorse. Since Rokeach and Parker assume that a 
person’s values have social consequences (98) (I take this to mean ef-
fects on behavior), their analysis might suggest that (3) behavioral dif-
ferences between the rich and poor and educated and uneducated can 
be related to differences in their value preferences.

A Second Analysis and Interpretation

I have reanalyzed Rokeach and Parker’s data utilizing different statis-
tics. I have constructed an interpretation of the data that is completely 
different. I asked the following question: To what degree do members 
of these various social categories agree in the way they hierarchically 
rank all the eighteen values in terms of the variable “important to me 
as a guiding principle in my daily life”? To answer the question I ap-
plied Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation Coeffi cient (rs) and Kendall’s 
coeffi cient of concordance (W) to the eight tables.

The results of the analysis are as follows:

1. When Kendall’s coeffi cient of concordance is applied to the composite ranks of 

values across all income categories in my table 1, W= approximately +.84, and 

the average correlation is high. Average rs = approximately +.81. The hypoth-

esis that income groups do not agree on the patterning of values must be re-

jected (x217 = 99.96, signifi cant beyond .001).

2. When Kendall’s coeffi cient of concordance is applied to the composite ranks of 

values across all educational categories in Rokeach and Parker’s table 4, W = 

approximately +.73, and the average correlation is high. Average rs = approxi-

mately +.68. The hypothesis that educational categories do not agree on the 

patterning of values must be rejected (x217= 86.87, signifi cant beyond .001).

3. In Rokeach and Parker’s table 1 on income differences, the composite rank of 

values for the most extremely different income categories, namely under $2,000 

and $15,000 and over, are highly correlated, rs = approximately +.65.

4. In Rokeach and Parker’s table 3 on educational differences, the composite ranks 

of values for informants with extremely different educational backgrounds, 

namely college graduates and those with only zero– four years of education, are 

highly correlated, rs = approximately +.63.

5. The composite ranks of values for blacks and whites are highly correlated in 

Rokeach and Parker’s tables 5, 6, 7, 8. Controlling for income and education 

does not increase the correlation of the system of ranks between blacks and 

whites. The correlations in the four tables are rs = approximately +.81, +.88, 

+.84, +.86, respectively. The highest correlation is for their table 6, before the 

informants were matched for income and education.
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The results of this analysis lead me to construct a very different in-
terpretation. I conclude that: (1) patterning of values by Americans is 
relatively invariant across differences in wealth, education, and race. 
(2) Any differences in behavior that may exist among members of dif-
ferent races, the rich and poor, the educated and uneducated, have 
little to do with the values they profess. (3) The value system remains 
stable while behavior varies with one’s position in the social structure. 
Therefore much of behavior is controlled by one’s situation and not 
one’s beliefs about desirable behavior or future goals. In America the 
value system does not change very much as you increase your income, 
attain educational degrees, or change your color, or as you exhibit the 
behavior appropriate to your new status.

An Interlude in Middle Earth

The same quantitative data lent themselves to two entirely divergent 
interpretations as a result of the statistics used in the analysis. By ap-
plying the median test and Spearman’s rank order correlation coeffi -
cient to some hypothetical data, it is easy to understand how such op-
posite results can be produced.

Assume some anthropologist wandering through Middle Earth 
were to discover a society consisting of two hundred members divided 
equally between two social groups, the dwarves and the elves. After 
much painstaking effort the anthropologist was able to formulate all 
the relevant values of the culture, and these were ten in number. Ev-
ery member of the society expressed these and only these values. But 
the dwarves and the elves disagreed on how important each value was, 
relative to all the others.

The anthropologist then asked every member of the society to rank 
the ten values and found that all the dwarves gave the same rank to 
each value, and all the elves gave the same rank to each value, but the 
two groups never agreed on the precise rank of each value. The com-
posite ranks for the two groups are shown in table 6.2.

If these hypothetical data are analyzed with the median test, such 
as that applied by Rokeach and Parker, we perform a separate analy-
sis of each of the ten values. For each value we compare the distribu-
tion of all the dwarves’ ranks and all the elves’ ranks with the grand 
median rank.

With such a procedure we can test the hypothesis that the distri-
bution of ranks around the grand median is signifi cantly different for 
the two groups with respect to value 1. The grand median for the two 
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Table 6.2. The ranking of ten values by dwarves and elves: hypothetical data

Value statement number

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

Dwarves composite rank (n=100) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10
Elves composite rank (n=100) 2 1 4 3 6 5 8 7 10  9

Table 6.3. The median test on any value in Table 6.2

Dwarves Elves

Above median 100   0
Below median   0 100

groups is 1.5. If we then sort the informants’ ranks in relation to the 
grand median we get the two- by- two table in table 6.3.

The results are obviously signifi cant. There is a signifi cant differ-
ence between dwarves and elves in their precise ranking of value 1. 
The same results are produced by applying the median test to the other 
nine values. The results of a median test analysis indicate that dwarves 
and elves differ signifi cantly on every single value in their Middle 
Earth culture.

If we apply the Spearman rank order test to the same hypotheti-
cal data, we perform one analysis on the whole system of ranks of the 
two groups. We only wish to know the extent of agreement between 
the two hierarchies of ranks. We take into account the number of val-
ues being ranked and the amount of difference in the rank assigned 
to each value by the two groups. We assess the degree of agreement, 
nonagreement, or disagreement in relation to the mathematical pos-
sibilities for maximum agreement or disagreement. If we apply the rs 
to the data in table 6.2, the value systems of elves and dwarves cor-
relate almost perfectly, rs= approximately +.94. And as the number of 
values about which elves and dwarves can disagree on relative impor-
tance increases, the correlation of the value systems approaches greater 
perfection. With eighteen values arranged according to the system in 
table 6.2, the rs= approximately + .98. The correlation continues to ap-
proach unity as the number of values disagreed on enlarges!

A Third Analysis and Interpretation

With this insight from Middle Earth, let us return to Rokeach and Par-
ker’s data on American values. It is mathematically possible for very 
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high correlations between rankings to coexist with signifi cant dis-
agreement on the rank of every single value. This fact allows for the 
construction of a third interpretation of the data. The same data can 
be analyzed so that: (1) among members of various income and educa-
tional categories, forty- fi ve signifi cant differences over the placement 
of individual values are found out of a possibility of seventy- two differ-
ences, (2) the rankings of values of all informants are highly correlated.

The interpretation that is constructed from these results of combin-
ing the median test, and the Spearman rs and Kendall W analyses is 
as follows: (1) There is truly an American value system, one that all 
segments of the population share. (2) There are also a large number 
of signifi cant points of disagreement over the placement of individual 
values within the system. (3) The sharing of the value system is consid-
erable and indicates that, in spite of differences in social status, we are 
all members of one somewhat integrated society. (4) The differences in 
values are considerable and are related to the variations of social status 
of members of our society.

This interpretation is appealing because it conforms to our common 
sense notion that two objects or systems can be both similar and differ-
ent at the same time (for example, the colors blue and green), and be-
cause it seems to account for the results of both statistical analyses. The 
large number of differences over the placement of values discovered by 
the median test is combined with the high correlations between the to-
tal system of ranks discovered in the concordance analysis. The inter-
pretation is compelling because it encompasses both types of statistical 
results.

A Fourth Interpretation

The results of a further statistical analysis will provide a basis for a 
fourth interpretation. The number of signifi cant differences in values 
(as judged by the median test), and the size of the correlation of any 
two or more systems of ranks (as judged by rs), are independent mea-
sures. Nearly identical correlations in the overall ranking can exist be-
tween rankings where every value is signifi cantly different, or alterna-
tively where none of the values are signifi cantly different. An identical 
number of signifi cant differences between individual values can exist 
between rankings that have a perfect negative correlation or, alterna-
tively, a nearly perfect positive correlation.

In table 6.4, assume that each ranking is the ranking of members of 
different social categories. Assume that agreement within each social 
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category about that ranking is complete. Rankings 1 and 2 and rank-
ings 1 and 3 have nearly identical correlations (+1.00 and +.98) and the 
extreme opposite number of differences in individual ranks (0 and 18). 
Rankings 1 and 3 and rankings 1 and 4 have the same number of in-
dividual differences in rank (18) and completely opposite correlations 
(+.98 and – 1.00).

The same number of differences in individual ranks can exist in sys-
tems that are completely unalike as well as in systems that are identi-
cal. This means that the median test fails to make an important dis-
tinction among those values that are found to be signifi cantly different 
in their individual rank. It does not distinguish among values in terms 
of the extent of difference between their ranks. It is precisely the ex-
tent of difference that determines the extent of correlation of the two 
rankings.

The Spearman rs statistic is defi ned as 1 –  (6(∑1D21)÷N(N2– 1)). The 
two variables in the formula are D, the size of the difference in rank of 
each object in the two rankings, and N, the number of objects ranked. 
In rankings of the same number of objects, N, of course, is a constant. 
The only variable is D, the size of the difference in ranks for each ob-
ject in the rankings.

I have already shown in table 6.4 that the same number of signifi -
cant differences in the median test can tolerate rankings whose correla-
tions range from – 1.00 to +.98. It follows that when analyzing the data 
on values it is not useful to count the number of signifi cant differences 
in the median test results. Rather, we should distinguish each individ-
ual difference as a contributor to, or a detracter from, the overall cor-
relation of the rankings.

Table 6.4a and Table 6.4b. A comparison of four rankings of values showing the independence of 
results of the median test from results of Spearman’s correlation coeffi cient

Values

Ranking 1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 . . . . 17 18
Ranking 2 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 . . . . 17 18
Ranking 3 2 1 4 3 6 5 8 7 . . . . 18 17
Ranking 4 18 17 16 15 14 13 12 11 . . . . 2 1

Median test number of signifi cant 
differences in individual rank

rs correlation of two rankings

Rankings 1 & 2 0 +1.00
Rankings 1 & 3 18 +0.98
Rankings 1 & 4 18 −1.00
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If one divides the values that Rokeach and Parker discovered to be 
signifi cantly different in rank into those that contribute to high corre-
lations in the two rankings and those that reduce the similarity of the 
two rankings, one gets the following results.

1. Forty- one out of sixty- seven cases of signifi cantly different values (60 percent of 

their fi ndings) have an average difference in rank of three ranks or less. Rankings 

of eighteen values between which no value is more than three ranks different 

have minimum correlations of +.84 (rs ).

2. At least fi fty of sixty- seven cases of signifi cantly different values (nearly 75 per-

cent of the fi ndings) have an average difference in rank of four or less. Rankings 

of eighteen values between which no value is more than four ranks different 

have minimum correlation of +.71 (rs ).

3. At best only seventeen cases out of a possible 144 are different enough to re-

duce the size of the correlations found between the rankings of all informants.

On the basis of this analysis one might construct the following inter-
pretation: (1) there is truly an American value system, one that all seg-
ments of the population share. (2) There are also a small number of 
signifi cant points of disagreement over the placement of individual 
values within the system. (3) The sharing of the value system is consid-
erable and indicates that in spite of differences in social status, we are 
all members of one somewhat integrated society. (4) The differences in 
values are negligible but are related to variations in the social status of 
members of our society.

The Four Interpretations

The four interpretations and their statistical foundations are summa-
rized in table 6.5. The four interpretations of the data are alternative 
and mutually exclusive interpretations. Each is confi rmed by a differ-
ent set of statistical results with which it can be viewed as compatible. 
If we accept the reference and sense of any one of them, we cannot ac-
cept the reference and sense of any other, nor can we limit ourselves to 
the set of statistical results with which they are compatible.

I include the “sense” of the interpretation in this reasoning about 
their mutual exclusiveness because in each interpretation’s reference, 
interpretations one and three are not mutually exclusive. It is possible 
to have pervasive differences in the value system (interpretation one) 
and at the same time have sharing. This is the reference of the third 
interpretation. But in their sense, the two interpretations are quite in-

Hay, M. C. (Ed.). (2016). Methods that matter : Integrating mixed methods for more effective social science research.
         ProQuest Ebook Central <a onclick=window.open('http://ebookcentral.proquest.com','_blank') href='http://ebookcentral.proquest.com' target='_blank' style='cursor: pointer;'>http://ebookcentral.proquest.com</a>
Created from uchicago on 2021-08-02 13:43:59.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

6.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f C

hi
ca

go
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



T H E  S O F T  S I D E  O F  H A R D  D ATA  I N  T H E  S T U D Y  O F  C U LT U R A L  V A L U E S

99

compatible. Considered alone, the fi rst interpretation lays emphasis on, 
or implies the fact that the rich and poor and the educated and unedu-
cated have different value systems. This implication is completely lack-
ing in the third interpretation.

From Data to Analysis

There is a degree of uncertainty between the data and the statistical 
analysis. The data do not provide us with a criterion that might aid us 
in deciding which statistical analysis is interpretatively relevant. The 
data can always be analyzed in different ways, and more and more sta-
tistical distinctions can be added. We might, for example, decide that 
the only important differences are between values whose difference 
in rank is large enough to produce negative correlations between two 
rankings. This would reduce the signifi cant differences to less than fi ve 
percent of all the values ranked.

But the truth of the interpretation does not increase as the num-
ber of statistical distinctions upon which it is based is increased. Some 
differences in the data may be interpretively irrelevant, as I assumed 
in the fourth analysis and interpretation. The data themselves remain 
silent on this issue.

The four interpretations are mutually exclusive alternatives. They 
are all compatible with aspects of the data as shown in a statistical 

Table 6.5. Summary of four statistical analyses of the data and their interpretations

Interpretation Statistical Results

1. Pervasive differences in values associated 
with socioeconomic differences. Behavior 
variations related to differences in value 
preferences.

The median test indicates out of a possible 
72 differences, 45 signifi cant differences in 
the rank of values by informants varying in 
socioeconomic status.

2. Value preferences invariant across 
differences in socioeconomic status. 
Behavioral differences not related to 
differences in values.

The Spearman rs and Kendall W indicate high 
correlations between rankings of all informants 
regardless of socioeconomic status.

3. A value system shared by all socioeconomic 
categories but a large number of 
differences in the placement of individual 
values. Sharing considerable. Differences 
considerable.

The two sets of results listed above.

4. A value system shared by all socioeconomic 
categories but a small number of differences 
in the placement of individual values. 
Sharing considerable. Differences negligible.

The high correlations in the Spearman and 
Kendall tests— and the fact that only 25% of the 
differences found by the median test— detract 
from the high correlation of the informants’ 
rankings.
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analysis. There is no criterion given by the data per se for preferring 
any one statistical analysis. It follows that the data do not impel us to 
adopt one interpretation or another. The facts do not speak for them-
selves. The only criterion that does seem available for selecting one 
statistical analysis over another is the interpretation that one person-
ally favors, or hopes to discover in the data, or believes deserves to 
be true.

From Analysis to Interpretation

Uncertainty is not limited to the step from the data to the selection of 
a statistical technique for its analysis. There is indeterminateness be-
tween the results of the statistical analysis and the interpretation. Al-
though each interpretation is compatible with the results of some sta-
tistical analysis, not one of the interpretations necessarily follows from 
those results. I will consider each interpretation in turn.

The fi rst case begins with an analysis that indicates a large number 
of statistically signifi cant differences in individual rank. It concludes 
with the interpretation that pervasive differences in the value system 
are associated with socioeconomic status. I have demonstrated that the 
number of individual differences in rank that are signifi cantly differ-
ent can remain fi xed while the degree of correlation of the value sys-
tem can vary from complete disagreement to near complete unanimity. 
It can be argued that we cannot ignore the extent of correlation of the 
rankings when we interpret the value rankings of two groups to display 
pervasive differences. Thus an assessment of the extent of difference 
cannot be directly inferred from such statistical results.

The second case begins with an analysis that indicates high correla-
tions between the value systems of all informants. It concludes with an 
interpretation that value systems are invariant across socioeconomic 
categories. It is the nature of the correlation coeffi cient that two sys-
tems of ranks can be highly correlated and still display statistically sig-
nifi cant differences in every value. Who can say from the data them-
selves whether a statistical difference as small as one or two ranks is 
conceptually or behaviorally important or not? It is also possible for 
two rankings to be highly correlated and still have major differences in 
rank between a small number of values. For example with eighteen val-
ues, if rankers agree on the rank of sixteen of the values, the remaining 
two values can be twelve ranks apart and the rs = approximately +.71. 
These two values with large discrepancies in rank may be the key to all 
the behavioral differences between the social categories. Or they may 
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be completely irrelevant. The data remain silent on the issue. Thus an 
assessment of the extent of similarity cannot be directly inferred from 
these statistical results either.

The third and fourth interpretations do not necessarily follow from 
the statistical analyses with which they are compatible. The third case 
begins with a statistical analysis that indicates a large number of sta-
tistically signifi cant differences in the placement of individual values 
between members of various socioeconomic categories, and high cor-
relations between the total rankings of these informants. It concludes 
with an interpretation that there is considerable sharing of values and 
considerable differences at the same time. Yet from a strictly statisti-
cal point of view the interpretation does not directly follow. Since the 
number of individual differences in value placement varies indepen-
dently of the correlation coeffi cient, it can be argued as above that 
only a small number of differences are statistically signifi cant. In this 
case statistical signifi cance will be determined by how much the dif-
ference in the individual values detracts from the overall correlation of 
the rankings of all values. The interpretation that there are consider-
able differences would then be eliminated.

From the cultural point of view, the third interpretation is only one 
possible conclusion compatible with its statistical results. The ques-
tion of whether you place “equality” above “personal pleasure,” or vice 
versa, may place you into one of two somewhat hostile political camps 
in our contemporary society. How much you place it above or below 
in importance really may not matter. But the question of whether you 
feel that “a world of beauty’” is more important than “inner harmony” 
may have no implications conceptually, politically, or socially to mem-
bers of our culture. That is to say, we cannot assume that all the values 
ranked are weighted equally in their social implications in daily life: 
two rankings of eighteen values may have nine statistically signifi cant 
differences in individual placement. But if the nine values, which are 
the same in both rankings, are the nine most relevant values, the value 
systems of those informants are much more alike than if the values in 
the same position are the nine least relevant.

The fourth case is equally susceptible to cultural blindness. It in-
terprets high correlations to indicate considerable sharing of the value 
system. It interprets the small number of individual differences that 
detract from the overall high correlations to indicate negligible differ-
ences in the systems. But it is possible that just those few values that 
are different in rank are the central values of the culture. The magni-
tude of the difference that may exist between those few values can also 
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not be ignored. Blacks and whites have high correlations between their 
rankings of values, yet on the issue of equality they differ by ten ranks 
(Rokeach and Parker 1970, 109). Equality is a key value of our culture, 
with a high degree of relevance to the history of race relations in the 
United States. A difference in relative importance as great as ten ranks 
for a key value may create deep divisions between blacks and whites. 
The high correlation of their value systems and small number of sig-
nifi cant differences might obscure the cleavage.

Three Stages to Understanding: Data Collection, Statistical 
Analysis, and Interpretation

I have conceptualized three stages on the path from data to fi ndings in 
the style of research under consideration (see table 6.6). Each stage may 
be thought of as self- contained, with principles for adequately applying 
means to reach its goals. These principles and means have all received 
a good deal of attention and are relatively well understood. The three 
stages I have called data collection, analysis, and interpretation.

The goal or output of each stage may be an input for a subsequent 
stage. Thus data are the output of the data collection stage and are usu-
ally the input of the analysis stage. Statistical results are the output of 
the analysis stage and are usually input for the generation of interpreta-
tions and conclusions.

I do not wish to imply that the direction along the path is always 
from data collection to analysis to interpretation. Expected or hoped- 
for conclusions and the availability of a particular form of statistical 
analysis sometimes precede the creation of a measuring instrument.

Table 6.6. Three stages to understanding

Stage Inputs Means Principles Goals or outputs

Data 
collection

Phenomena Measuring 
instruments

Increase reliability/ 
decrease experimental bias

Data

SELECTION

Analysis Data Statistics Applicability of statistical 
assumptions: normal distri-
bution, interval scale, etc.

Statistical results

EVALUATION OF SIGNIFICANCE

Interpretation Statistical 
results

Reason Logic Interpretations and 
conclusions
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I believe that in contrast to the attention that has been given to each 
of these separate stages in research on reliability and experimental bias 
(data collection stage), on statistical assumptions and their applicabil-
ity (analysis stage), and on logic and reasoning (interpretation stage), 
little attention has been devoted to the transition from one stage to an-
other. We need to study more closely the rules or procedures for pass-
ing from data to their statistical analysis, and from statistical results to 
their interpretation and fi nal presentation as fi ndings. I have shown in 
one case the many degrees of freedom and the great scope for doubt 
that exist in the transition from data to analysis and from statistical 
results to interpretation.

Between the data and the analysis of that data is the uncertainty of 
selection of a statistical tool and the parts of the data to which it will 
be applied. Between statistical results and their interpretation is the 
evaluation of signifi cance. It is replete with uncertainties.

The Softening and Silent Ghost of Method Variance

Hard data have an intrinsic impressiveness which, when combined with 
a fruitful statistical analysis, may compel the reader to accept the in-
terpretation of the data favored by a scientist. By demonstrating some 
of the degrees of freedom that exist between data and their statistical 
analysis, and between the results of the statistical analysis and their in-
terpretation, I hope to have suggested that data are more a method of 
persuasion in most scholarship and not strictly a mirror of nature or of 
the truth.

D’Andrade’s nonfi ndings are provocative in a very special way: that 
the American, Japanese, and Vietnamese subjects in his values ques-
tionnaire study are so similar in their reported values may be most tell-
ing precisely because, from an ethnographic/thick description point of 
view, the fi ndings not only defy expectation but also don’t really ring 
true. D’Andrade himself wondered about alternative units for the anal-
ysis of values, and it seems fruitful to raise skeptical questions about 
the soft side of the quantitative analysis of abstract value words and 
consider disconnects in the general process of moving from cultural 
reality to tools for measuring, analyzing, and interpreting that reality.

Despite the popularity of cross- cultural questionnaires about ab-
stract value words, the results may be problematic if they fail to at-
tend to concrete institutional realities and to the particular custom 
complexes of members of local communities. Even if certain formal 
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standards for questionnaire construction are met, that method for 
studying cultural values may be somewhat off the mark precisely be-
cause the method typically seeks generality of application by removing 
parochial or culture- specifi c questions about whether, for example, it 
is normatively acceptable for widows to eat fi sh— which are the types 
of questions that might highlight the cultural differences one is look-
ing for. Whether doing research in Middle Earth or around the corner, 
collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data are cognitive enterprises 
involving selection and evaluation. Since the criteria for selection and 
evaluation are not to be found in the data per se, the data do more to 
limit the number of credible interpretations of social and cultural real-
ity than to pick out a correct interpretation. Data speak in a very soft 
voice if they speak at all. They may well say “You have not yet been 
disproved” but they never boldly assert “You are right!”
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