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he far-reaching challenges currently 
confronting UK society – from climate 

change and biodiversity loss to inequality 
and poverty – can seem insurmountable.  Our 
political and social systems seem incapable of 
taking the leadership decisions necessary to 
bring about transformational change. 

While the reasons for this are myriad, we 
believe that engaging our common values 
is critical to help create an alternative, more 
sustainable path.  

Common Cause Foundation contacted a 
thousand people across Britain and asked 
them what they valued in life.  We looked 
at groups of compassionate values like 
‘helpfulness’, ‘equality’ and ‘protection of 
nature’ and selfish values such as ‘wealth’, 
‘public image’ and ‘success’. Our results are 
striking: 

▪▪ 74% of respondents place greater 
importance on compassionate values 
than selfish values. We find this to be 
the case irrespective of age, gender, 
region, or political persuasion. We can 
be confident that this result doesn’t 
arise from respondents seeking to 
cast themselves in a better light by 
downplaying the importance they attach 
to selfish values. We were able to test for 
such bias.

▪▪ 77% of respondents believe that their 
fellow citizens hold selfish values to be 
more important, and compassionate 
values to be less important, than is 
actually the case. 

▪▪ People who hold this inaccurate 
belief about other people’s values feel 
significantly less positive about getting 
involved – joining meetings, voting, 
volunteering. These people also report 
greater social alienation. They report 
feeling less responsible for their 
communities, and they are less likely to 
feel that they fit in with wider society 
– relative to citizens who hold more 
accurate perceptions of a typical British 
person’s values.

These results lead us to pose a crucially 
important question: Why is it that such a large 
majority of people believe their fellow citizens 
hold selfish values to be more important, and 
compassionate values to be less important, than 
is actually the case? 

One explanation is that people are repeatedly 
told by institutions (for example, the 
media, politicians, and even schools and 
universities) that most other people are out 
for themselves. The impression conveyed is 
that most people are more concerned about 
acquiring stuff, making the money to acquire 
stuff, cultivating their public image, and 
becoming influential than is actually the 
case.

Our survey supports this explanation. We 
asked people what values they felt were 
encouraged by some key types of institution 
– arts and culture, schools and universities, 
the media, government and business. 
Worryingly, people believe that each of these 
institutions discourage compassionate 
values, and encourage selfish values, 
relative to the importance that they attach 
to these values themselves. For example, 
people believe that schools and universities 
encourage values of wealth, image and 
ambition more than people themselves 
hold these values to be important. The more 
strongly people believe that these key types of 
institution encourage these selfish values, the 
more strongly they believe that these values 
also characterise a typical fellow citizen.

The good news is that this situation can 
be changed. Such change could be key to 
building public concern about today’s social 
and environmental challenges, fostering 
widespread public engagement on these 
challenges, and reducing people’s feelings of 
apathy and alienation.

There are many ways in which institutions 
can strengthen compassionate values in 
society, through their engagement with 
their members and the public. Values are 
implicit in the policies and practices that 
an institution adopts; in the ways that 
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employees are managed and decisions 
reached; and in the physical environment 
provided for members of staff, customers 
or visitors. These areas of activity can be 
developed in ways that not only activate 
those compassionate values, but strengthen 
them for the long term, too. 

In this report we highlight three things 
that organisations and individuals can do 
immediately:

▪▪ Promote compassionate values through 
role models

▪▪ Convey a more accurate perception of 
others’ values

▪▪ Challenge assumptions about the values 
that most people hold to be important

Promoting compassionate values through role 
models. Role models play an important part 
in everyone’s lives. People may be in direct 
personal contact with important role models 
– their teachers or managers, for example. 
But role models are also known indirectly – 
as leaders in government, business leaders, 
people portrayed in advertisements, and 
celebrities promoted by the media. People 
are sensitive to the values held by those they 
respect – and research finds that the values 
conveyed by respected figures influence 
the values of others. Those in positions of 
influence should examine the values that 
they demonstrate through the way they 
conduct their work. Better still, they can 
foster public debate about values by speaking 
openly about the compassionate values 
that motivate them. Members of staff in 
organisations that help to elevate people to 
the position of role models (the media or 
advertising agencies, for example) play a 
very important role in promoting particular 
values in UK society. These members of staff 
should ask questions of one another: Does 
our influence bring responsibilities? If so, 
how do we want, collectively, to respond 
to these? What are the values projected by 
the people whose public profile we help to 
create and sustain? Are these values that are 
helpful to society? 

Conveying a more accurate perception of 
others’ values. Simply conveying accurate 
information about the values of others will 
help to correct widespread misconceptions. 
Value surveys can help here. They are easy 
to run and analyse, and the results generate 
public interest. Such surveys should become 
a standard tool used by businesses (engaging 
their customers or employees), educational 
establishments (surveying students, pupils 
or members of staff), media organisations 
(through online resources), museums 
(supporting visitors in exploring their own 
values and those of typical fellow citizens), 
or civil society organisations (surveying 
their supporters or people concerned about a 
particular cause).

Challenging assumptions about the values 
that most people hold to be important. Any 
organisation makes assumptions about 
what motivates its employees, customers, 
pupils, students, voters, viewers, readers, 
listeners or visitors. A university admissions 
department, for example, may assume that 
most prospective students are primarily 
motivated by pursuing highly-paid jobs. 
Such assumptions affect the experience 
that people have in interacting with the 
organisation, and the values that these 
interactions encourage. Organisations 
often assume that people are best motivated 
by appeals to their financial interests, 
cultivation of their public image, or their 
desire for power and influence. This is often 
not the case. Moreover, working on this 
assumption will tend to lead organisations 
to weaken people’s compassionate values 
and strengthen their selfish values. Members 
of staff in any organisation should ask of 
themselves: What are our assumptions about 
what matters most to the people with whom 
we interact? Are these accurate? What are 
the wider social implications of relying on 
these assumptions?

2
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1.1.  THREE INTERRELATED 
CHALLENGES 
CONFRONTING UK 
CITIZENS

s a society, people in the UK confront 
three interrelated challenges:

The first challenge that people collectively 
confront is to mount proportionate 
responses to pressing social and 
environmental problems – from climate 
change to inequality; from persistent child 
poverty to biodiversity loss. 

Socially, levels of income inequality and 
poverty are persistent, and the proportion 
of children who are materially deprived is 
rising.1  Racial prejudice is higher now than 
it was at the start of the millennium2  and 
declining numbers of people believe that 
legal immigrants should have the same 
rights as British people.3 

Environmentally, UK embedded carbon 
emissions continue to rise, at a time when 
it is increasingly difficult to dismiss severe 
flooding as freak ‘once-in-a-hundred-year’ 
events, rather than as a sign of underlying 
changes in our climate.4  The variety and 
abundance of the other species with which 
we share our islands continues to decline.5 

The second challenge is to deepen public 
commitment to civic participation. Active 
public participation is needed in both local 
and national political debate. But levels of 
political participation are static or declining.6 
There is widespread dissatisfaction with 
how well the government engages people 
and declining numbers of people see it as 
everyone’s duty to vote.7

The third challenge is to rebuild social 
cohesion and reshape social institutions to 
inspire public trust. People’s trust in social 
institutions is currently falling.8  

These challenges are interrelated. Citizens 
must make vocal demands of decision-
makers in government and business. In 
the absence of such demands, it is difficult 
to foresee that these decision-makers will 
embrace change at the scale that is necessary 
to meet the social and environmental 
challenges we face – particularly when such 
changes are often opposed by powerful 

vested interests. Such demands, if they are to 
be made, will emerge from a culture in which 
there is deep and widespread commitment to 
civic participation. If this civic participation 
is to be nurtured, then it will also be 
necessary to address problems of cultural 
estrangement, building a wider sense of 
social cohesion and shared purpose.

Progress in meeting these challenges will 
be built on a foundation of compassionate 
values. Political parties of every hue 
frequently claim to ‘own’ British values. 
But this rhetoric risks obscuring a deeper 
understanding: there are commonalities 
between the values held to be important 
by most UK citizens. Most people attach 
greatest importance to compassionate 
values, regardless of gender, age, region, and 
political persuasion. But collectively we need 
to work to strengthen these values further, 
and support people in acting in line with 
them. 

The public expression of values in the UK 
arises from the interplay of at least three 
important factors. This report highlights: 

▪▪ People’s own values 

▪▪ People’s perceptions of the values held 
to be important by fellow citizens

▪▪ The values encouraged by our social 
institutions 

We refer to the interplay of these three 
factors as a ‘values nexus’ (see Figure 1 on 
p. 11). Drawing on existing peer-reviewed 
research and new survey data, this report 
presents an understanding of this nexus and 
its role in motivating necessary action on 
today’s social and environmental challenges, 
in promoting civic engagement, and in 
building UK citizens’ belief in the possibility 
of working effectively through different 
types of social institution.

Before turning to examine these three 
factors in greater depth, it’s necessary to 
understand more about what values are and 
how they work.

A
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1.2.  VALUES AND HOW 
THEY WORK

Values shape people’s beliefs about what is 
desirable, important, or worthy of striving 
for in their lives.9  Psychologists have 
identified several groups of values but this 
report focuses on just two: compassionate 
values and selfish values. These two groups 
are of particular relevance to people’s 
social and environmental concern, people’s 
motivation to express this concern through 
various forms of civic action, and people’s 
feelings of social connectedness.

Compassionate Values

A group of ‘compassionate values’ are 
associated with stronger social and 
environmental concern, and stronger 
motivation to act in line with this concern. 
The values that comprise this group are 
listed in Box 1. Almost everyone holds all 
these compassionate values at some level, 
though the relative importance that they are 
accorded varies from person to person. 

Values in this group are related to one 
another, such that a person who attaches 
relatively high importance to any one of 
these values is likely to also attach relatively 

high importance to the others. Psychologists 
refer to this as ‘bleed-over’ between related 
values.10 

This is just to say, for example, that if a person 
believes social justice to be important, then he 
or she is also likely to think that helpfulness is 
important.

People who hold compassionate values to 
be important are more likely to express 
concern about social and environmental 
problems – both in the attitudes that they 
hold, and the behaviours that they adopt in 
awareness of these problems.11  Moreover, 
drawing attention – even very subtly – to 
compassionate values leads people to 
express deeper concern about social and 
environmental issues.12 

Selfish Values

The second group of values that is of 
particular relevance to expressions of social 
and environmental concern is ‘selfish values’ 
(also listed in Box 1). As with compassionate 
values, everyone (or almost everyone) holds 
values in this group to be important at some 
level. Further, selfish values are also related 
to one another, such that concern about one 
of these values is likely to ‘bleed-over’ into 
concern about other selfish values. 

This is just to say, for example, that if a person 
believes that wealth is important, he or she is 
also likely to think that authority is important.

Selfish and compassionate values are 
opposed to one another. This opposition is 
observed in two different ways. 

First, studies have found that when people 
are asked to rate the importance that they 
attach to different values, people who rate 
compassionate values highly are likely to 
rate selfish values lower, and vice-versa. 
It is difficult to attach importance to both 
compassionate and selfish values at the same 
time.13 

This is just to say, for example, that most people 
who attach high importance to authority attach 
low importance to social justice, and vice-versa. 
It’s not that it’s impossible to hold both things 
to be important – just that, when asked about 
their values, most people do not attach high 
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importance to both of these aims. 

Second, it has been found experimentally 
that when a person’s attention is drawn – 
even very subtly – to one group of values, the 
importance that this person attaches to the 
other set of values diminishes.14  

Drawing a person’s attention to 
compassionate values tends to temporarily 
diminish the importance that he or she 
attaches to selfish values, and vice-versa. 
People who hold selfish values to be 
important are less likely to express concern 
about social and environmental problems. 
They are less likely to hold attitudes 
supportive of addressing these problems, 
and they are less likely to adopt behaviours 
aimed at mitigating these problems.15  

For example, drawing a person’s attention, even 
very subtly, to ‘achievement’ (a selfish value) 
is likely to suppress opposing compassionate 
values (which include ‘helpfulness’). This can 
be demonstrated experimentally – drawing 

attention to achievement leads a person to 
show less inclination to respond to a request 
for help than someone in a control group whose 
attention is drawn to value-neutral things, like 
food.16 

1.3 WHY VALUES MATTER

In Section 1.1, we highlighted three related 
challenges confronting UK citizens: to mount 
proportionate responses to profound social 
and environmental problems, to deepen 
public commitment to civic participation, 
and to rebuild social cohesion and trust in 
social institutions. In this section we explore 
the relationship between compassionate and 
selfish values and action to meet these three 
challenges.

BOX 1:  TECHNICAL  NOTE ON  VALUES 

There are many different groups of values, 
but in this report we focus on those that 
are of particular importance in predicting a 
person’s social or environmental concern, and 
motivation to express this concern through 
various forms of civic engagement.

Here we draw on two extensive bodies of 
academic research. These two bodies of 
research use different vocabularies to describe 
similar but distinct groups of values. 

Professor Tim Kasser, who has pioneered 
work on life-goals, has defined intrinsic and 
extrinsic values – terms that we have used in 
many of our previous publications.

Professor Shalom Schwartz has developed a 
very widely recognised survey tool that we 
use in the study reported on here (the Portrait 
Values Questionnaire). He uses the terms self-
transcendence and self-enhancement values.  

In this report we use two new terms that, to 
our knowledge, have no specific definition in 
the academic literature, but that we believe 
have greater resonance for a non-specialist 
audience: 

Compassionate values include: 
‘broadmindedness’, ‘a world of beauty’, ‘a 
world at peace’, ‘equality’, ‘protecting the 
environment’, ‘social justice’, ‘helpfulness’, 
‘forgiveness’, ‘honesty’ and ‘responsibility’. 
Values in this group are associated 
with greater concern about social and 
environmental issues, and greater motivation 
to engage in various forms of civic action. 
These are known to academics as ‘self-
transcendence’ values and encompass some of 
the ‘intrinsic’ values. 

Selfish values include: values of ‘wealth’, 
‘social recognition’, ‘social status’ and 
‘prestige’, ‘control or dominance over people’, 
‘authority’, ‘conformity’, ‘preserving public 
image’, ‘popularity’, ‘influence’ and ‘ambition’. 
Selfish values are associated with lower 
concern about social and environmental 
issues, and lower motivation to engage in 
various forms of civic action. These are known 
to academics as ‘self-enhancement’ values and 
they are similar to ‘extrinsic’ values.
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1 . 3 . 1  VA L U E S  A N D  S O C I A L  A N D
E N V I R O N M E N TA L  C O N C E R N

Research demonstrates that people who 
attach relatively higher importance to 
compassionate values, or relatively lower 
importance to selfish values, hold more 
positive attitudes towards action to address 
social and environmental challenges. These 
people are also more likely to act in ways that 
help to address these challenges. This is an 
extensive and robust body of research, and 
we did not seek to extend it in this study.17  

1 . 3 . 2  VA L U E S  A N D  C I V I C
E N G AG E M E N T

People who attach greater importance to 
compassionate values have been found to be 
more likely to be involved with civil society 
organisations (through membership, making 
financial donations, and volunteering 
time). They are also more likely to be 
involved in political activism (for example, 
by boycotting products, contacting a 
politician or government official, joining 
public demonstrations, or participating in 
illegal protest activities). People who attach 
importance to selfish values are less likely to 
become engaged in these ways.18  

1 . 3 . 3  VA L U E S  A N D  C U LT U R A L
E S T R A N G E M E N T

Cultural estrangement is the feeling of 
not fitting in or not belonging to wider 
society. Widespread feelings of cultural 
estrangement in the UK could erode our 
cultural cohesion and the loyalty that we feel 
towards one another. It has been found that 
Britons who perceive a wider gap between 
their own values and those that they see 
as characterising people in British society 
report higher levels of cultural estrangement 
than those who perceive a narrower gap.19  

1.4 THE ‘VALUES NEXUS’

Given the profound importance of values, 
as outlined in the Section 1.3, it is crucial to 
ask how people’s commitment to particular 
values develops and strengthens. 

Recall that we refer to the interrelationships 
between people’s own values, people’s 
perceptions of others’ values, and the values 
seen to be encouraged by social institutions 
as the ‘values nexus’ (see Section 1.1). Each 
of these three factors is likely to both shape, 
and be shaped by, the other two (see Figure 1 
on p. 11). 

A deeper understating of this nexus will 
help to promote collective responses to 
the challenges outlined in Section 1.1.20  
In this discussion, social institutions 
are taken to include a wide range of 
different organisations, including media 
organisations; schools and universities; 
museums, theatres and galleries; businesses, 
and government organisations.

1 . 4 . 1  P E O P L E ’ S  OW N  VA L U E S

People’s commitment to particular values 
is likely to influence their perceptions of a 
typical fellow citizen’s values (see Arrow A in 
Figure 1).

People’s values are likely to influence 
the friends that they choose, the 
neighbourhoods in which they settle, 
the jobs they do, the TV stations they 
watch, the newspapers or blogs that 
they read, and their leisure activities. 
People will draw on these in forming 
their beliefs about a typical fellow 
citizen’s values. People’s perceptions 
about the values held to be important by 
a typical fellow citizen will therefore be 
influenced by their own values, through 
decisions that they make in line with 
these values.

People’s commitment to particular values 
is likely to influence the shape of social 
institutions (see Arrow B in Figure 1).

People’s values will influence their 
perceptions of the kind of society in 
which they would like to live – and 
therefore their beliefs about how social 
institutions should operate. Citizens 
play an important role in shaping social 
institutions – for example, as voters, 
customers or volunteers. It’s known 
that people’s values help to predict their 
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voting preferences and their purchasing 
decisions, their motivation to volunteer 
and their commitment to various forms 
of civic engagement.21  The values of UK 
citizens will therefore influence the way 
that these institutions develop.

Clearly, the values held to be important 
by decision-makers with direct 
responsibility for these institutions 
are likely to be still more influential in 
shaping how they develop.  

1 . 4 . 2 .  P E O P L E ’ S  P E R C E P T I O N S 
O F  O T H E R S ’  VA L U E S

People’s perceptions about a typical fellow 
citizen’s values are likely to contribute to 
deepening their commitment to some values 
– and to weakening their commitment to 
others (see Arrow C in Figure 1).

A person’s perception of a typical fellow 
citizen’s values influences his or her 
understanding of what is ‘normal’ or 
‘acceptable’ behaviour, and therefore 
the way in which he or she acts (at 
least when observed by others). But a 
person’s behaviour influences his or her 
values. When a person perceives himself 
or herself as behaving in a particular 
way, he or she draws inferences about 
what he or she values, and may modify 
the importance that he or she attaches 
to particular values accordingly.22 So 
a person’s perception of what matters 
to others is likely to influence the 
importance that he or she attaches to 
particular values.

How is a person’s perception of others’ 
values shaped? A person’s perceptions 
will be influenced by both what fellow 
citizens say is important to them and 
what he or she infers about fellow 
citizens from the way that they behave.

For this reason, it is very significant if 
people don’t always bear testimony to 
the values that they hold to be most 
important – either in what they say, or 
what they do. As we will see, people 
often speak and act as though they 
attach particular importance to values 
that are actually relatively unimportant 
to them.

People’s perceptions about other people’s 
values are likely to contribute to shaping 
social institutions (see Arrow D in Figure 1).

People’s perceptions of a typical 
fellow citizen’s values also seem 
certain to influence the shape of social 
institutions. This influence will arise 
in part through public support for 
particular types of social institution. If 
most UK citizens believe that a typical 
fellow citizen is dishonest, this is likely 
to deepen public support for a social 
security system geared to catch ‘welfare 
cheats’ – even if this risks denying 
support to some who are deserving. If, 
on the other hand, most UK citizens 
believe that a typical fellow citizen is 
honest, this is likely to deepen public 
support for a social security system that 
is accepting of some abuse in the course 
of ensuring that everyone who needs 
state support is able to access this in a 
straightforward way.

A decision-maker’s perceptions about 
a typical fellow citizen’s values are 
likely to have an immediate impact in 
shaping those institutions in which he 
or she has an involvement. As we’ll see, 
people’s perceptions of others values are 
often inaccurate and we find no reason 
to believe that decision-makers are any 
less susceptible than anyone else to 
misunderstandings of this kind. 

1 . 4 . 3  T H E  VA L U E S 
E N C O U R AG E D  BY  S O C I A L 
I N S T I T U T I O N S

People’s experience of any social 
institution will contribute to deepening 
their commitment to some values, and to 
weakening commitment to others (see Arrow 
E in Figure 1).

To the extent that institutions tend to 
encourage particular values, people’s 
experience of these institutions is likely 
to strengthen the importance that they 
come to place on these values. Research 
finds that over time people learn to 
place importance on particular values 
as a result of their social experience.23    
For example, studying law has been 
found to lead students to place greater 
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importance on selfish values – perhaps 
because of the competitive nature of 
undergraduate law degrees.24  People’s 
interaction with social institutions – for 
example, schools, shopping malls and 
television – will influence their values. 
The influence of social institutions 
is also likely to operate at a national 
level. It’s known that citizens in more 
economically de-regulated countries 
tend to attach relatively greater 
importance to selfish values, and lower 
importance to compassionate values.25  

People’s experience of any social institution 
will influence their beliefs about the values 
of a typical fellow citizen (see Arrow F in 
Figure 1).

Institutions are likely to influence 
people’s perceptions of other peoples’ 
values.26  Where institutions have been 
designed in expectation that people 
behave in line with particular values, 
behaviour associated with these values 
is more likely to be elicited. Think about 
what a social institution incentivises 
and rewards, what it measures, and 
what implicit assumptions it conveys 
about the way that most people behave. 
These characteristics contribute 
to creating and affirming people’s 
perspectives on human nature.27 

Institutions encourage people to behave 
in particular ways. These patterns of 
behaviour convey an understanding 
of what motivates people and of the 
values that people hold to be important. 
If social institutions repeatedly elicit 
particular kinds of behaviour, then this 
is likely to shape wider perceptions of 
the values held to be important by a 
typical UK citizen. 

So, for example, if social institutions 
are designed in ways that anticipate 
citizens will behave in predominantly 

self-interested ways, self-interested 
behaviour is more likely to be 
elicited, providing ‘social proof’ of the 
importance of selfish values.28 As one 
social psychologist writes: 

“[T]he image of humans as self-interested 
leads to the creation of social institutions 
(e.g. work-places, schools, governments) in 
that image which, in turn, transforms that 
image into reality.” 29
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THE VALUES NEXUS

C

SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERN

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

CULTURAL ESTRANGEMENT

PEOPLE’S OWN 
VALUES

A B
E

D

F

PEOPLE’S 
PERCEPTIONS 

OF OTHERS 
VALUES

VALUES 
ENCOURAGED 

BY SOCIAL 
INSTITUTIONS

Figure 1: The ‘values nexus’

People’s own values, people’s perceptions of 
others’ values, and the values encouraged 
by social institutions are likely to interact in 
ways detailed in this section and summarised 
in this figure. A person’s own values will 
influence the type of people with whom 
they have contact (whether this contact is 
personal, or via the media) and therefore this 
person’s perceptions about a typical fellow 
citizen – including a typical fellow citizen’s 
values (Arrow A).  Social institutions will 
be shaped in part by people’s own values 
(for example, through the preferences that 
people express as decision-makers, voters or 
consumers) (Arrow B). Believing that most 
people hold particular values to be more 
important than is actually the case is likely to 
lead a person to attach greater importance to 
these same values himself or herself (Arrow 
C). Social institutions are also likely to be 

influenced by people’s perceptions of others’ 
values (Arrow D). Social institutions are 
likely to influence citizens’ values through 
the expectations they create about how 
citizens will behave (do these institutions, 
for example, encourage a focus on selfish 
values such as authority and wealth, or 
compassionate values such as justice and 
equality?) (Arrow E). Social institutions are 
likely to influence people’s perceptions of 
others’ values (Arrow F). Interaction between 
these elements of the values nexus will 
shape the values that UK citizens hold to be 
important – and will therefore contribute to 
determining levels of concern about social 
and environmental problems, commitment 
to civic engagement and feelings of cultural 
estrangement. 
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HOW WE 
CONDUCTED 
THIS RESEARCH
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2.1 THE SURVEY

e asked Ipsos-MORI to contact 
one thousand demographically 

representative UK citizens. These people 
were presented with:

▪▪ A series of demographic questions on 
gender, age, the region of the UK in which 
they live, the highest level of education 
that they attained, perceptions of their 
household income. 

▪▪ A series of questions that have been 
developed by psychologists to test for 
biases in the way that people respond (see 
Box 2).

▪▪ A well-validated and widely used survey 
tool to assess participants’ own values.30 

▪▪ This same values survey, a second time, but 
now asking participants to think about the 
values of  ‘a typical British person’. 

▪▪ This same values survey, a third time, but 
now asking participants to think about the 
values encouraged by one of five different 
types of social institution. For this part 
of the survey participants were randomly 
assigned to one of five different conditions 
and asked about the values encouraged 
by either: arts and culture, the business 

sector, the education system, the media, or 
government.31

▪▪ A series of questions that have been 
developed by psychologists to test for 
‘cultural estrangement’.32

▪▪ A series of questions that have been 
developed by psychologists to test attitudes 
towards ‘civic engagement’.33

▪▪ A series of questions about participants’ 
civic engagement in the last five years: 
had participants voted, attended a public 
meeting or demonstration, got in touch 
with a government official, volunteered, 
distributed information about a social 
cause, signed a petition, donated money?

▪▪ Questions about political persuasion 
(liberal versus conservative). 

2.2 FOLLOW-UP 
INTERVIEWS

After conducting the survey, we invited 
a sub-set of respondents to participate 
in follow-up interviews. Twenty people 
participated in these interviews, which 
were conducted by a psychologist from the 
University of Essex. These conversations, 
which typically lasted an hour, were recorded 
and transcribed. Analysis of this material 

W

BOX 2:  TESTING FOR BIASES

It might be argued that participants in a 
survey such as this will tend to overstate 
the importance that they attach to 
compassionate values and to understate the 
importance that they place on selfish values. 
They may do so consciously to project a 
more positive public image or unconsciously 
because they hold unrealistically high 
opinions of themselves.  

Previous studies have found, however, that 
responses to values surveys are not unduly 
affected by such sources of bias – particularly 
when, as in this case, the survey is conducted 
anonymously.34  Nonetheless, we wanted 
to check for these biases. We asked every 
participant to complete a section of the 
survey designed to assess whether or not 
they were likely to respond in a biased 
manner.35

We checked for two types of bias: 

▪▪ Impression management: a habitual 
and conscious tendency to try to project 
a positive public image 

▪▪ Self-deceptive enhancement: an 
unconscious tendency to project oneself 
in a positive light 

We then tested to see whether the results 
we present in this report were impacted by 
either of these two kinds of bias. We found 
that they were not.36
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was then conducted by a psychologist at the 
University of Cardiff. In this report, we draw 
on material from these interviews to deepen 
our understanding of the results of the 
quantitative survey.

2.3 REPORTING THE 
RESULTS

Although we collected data about a wide 
range of different groups of values, this 
report focuses only on compassionate and 
selfish values. In addition to reporting on 
people’s scores on these two groups of values, 
we also make frequent use of a measure 
which we call the adjusted compassionate 
value score (see Box 3). 

A person’s own adjusted compassionate 
value score is a measure of a person’s relative 
inclination towards compassionate as 
opposed to selfish values. It is calculated by 
subtracting a person’s selfish value score 
from his or her compassionate value score. A 
person who attaches greater importance to 
compassionate than to selfish values has an 
adjusted compassionate value score greater 
than zero. Someone who attaches greater 
importance to selfish than to compassionate 
values has an adjusted compassionate value 
score of less than zero. 

We also calculated adjusted compassionate 
value scores for participants’ perceptions 
about the values held to be important by a 
typical fellow citizen. Here we subtracted the 
score that a participant awarded a typical 
fellow citizen for selfish values from the 
score that a participant awarded a typical 
fellow citizen for compassionate values.

2.4 CONSULTATION

Preliminary results of this analysis were 
then shared with experts drawn from a 
range of different organisations, including 
civil society organisations, political parties, 
think tanks, businesses, and universities. 
We held one-to-one meetings with 
these experts, each of whom is listed in 
the acknowledgements. This input was 
invaluable in developing this report.

The remainder of this report presents and 
discusses the results of this research. The 
next three sections focus on each of the 
three key elements of the values nexus as 
we have described this in Figure 1: Citizens’ 
own values, citizens’ perceptions of others’ 
values, and citizens’ perceptions of the values 
encouraged by social institutions.
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BOX 3:  ADJUSTED COMPASSIONATE VALUE SCORE

V
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Compassionate value score

Compassionate Value Score — Selfish Value Score 

= Adjusted Compassionate Value Score

Participant A Participant B

Figure 2: Calculation of adjusted compassionate 
value score for two hypothetical participants

In this report, we make use of a measure 
of people’s values that we call the adjusted 
compassionate value score. This is a 
useful shorthand way of showing how 
much importance a person attaches to 
compassionate values relative to selfish 
values. This measure enables us to simplify 
the presentation of many of our results. 
Similar measures have also been used in a 
good deal of the academic work on which 
this report draws.

Recall that compassionate and selfish values 
are ‘opposed’ to one another: people who 
hold compassionate values to be important 
are likely to attach lower importance to 
selfish values, and vice-versa. 

Our survey asked participants to rate the 
importance of each value on a numerical 
scale. We then calculated average scores 
for compassionate values, and average 
scores for selfish values. The adjusted 
compassionate value score was calculated 
by subtracting a person’s selfish value score 
from a person’s compassionate value score. 

Look at the data for Participant A in Figure 
2 below. She holds compassionate values to 
be more important than selfish values, and 
in this respect she is typical of the majority 
of people we surveyed. Her adjusted 
compassionate value score is therefore 
positive.

Now look at the data for Participant B. 
He is not typical of most UK citizens, in 
holding selfish values to be more important 
than compassionate values. His adjusted 
compassionate value score is negative.

We also asked people what they think a 
typical fellow citizen values. We can present 
this as an adjusted compassionate value 
score. 

Here we take a person’s assessment of the 
importance that a typical fellow citizen 
attaches to compassionate values and 
subtract his or her assessment of the 
importance that a typical fellow citizen 
attaches to selfish values.

Selfish value score

Adjusted compassionate value 
score (in this case positive)

Adjusted compassionate value 
score (in this case negative)
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UK CITIZENS’ 
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3.1 WHAT DOES A TYPICAL 
UK CITIZEN VALUE?

he majority of survey participants place 
greater importance on compassionate 

values than selfish values. 

Figure 3 shows the distribution of adjusted 
compassionate value scores for the 
demographically representative sample of 
one thousand UK citizens. 74% of people 
report caring about compassionate values 
more than selfish values.

Of course, this isn’t to suggest that selfish 
values, such as wealth and social status, are 
unimportant to most people: at some level, 
they are important to almost everyone. But 
our results corroborate earlier surveys of UK 
citizens in showing that most people place 
greater importance on compassionate values 
than on selfish values.37  

It may be that people ‘secretly’ hold 
compassionate values to be of lower 
importance than they report in surveys 
such as ours, and ‘secretly’ attach greater 
importance to selfish values. Perhaps, when 
asked as participants in a survey, most 
people feel more comfortable saying that 
compassionate values are important to them, 
and tend to down-play the importance of 
selfish values.

We were able to test for such bias in the way 
that people reported their values (see Box 3). 

We found that there was no association 
between people’s reports about their 
compassionate or selfish values and their 
tendencies to either: a) modify their 
responses to meet with social approval; or b) 
try to elevate others’ perceptions of them.
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Figure 3: Adjusted compassionate value score for respondent’s own values. 
This histogram shows data for a demographically representative sample of one thousand UK adults. Most UK citizens have an adjusted com-
passionate value score greater than zero (i.e. to the right of the black dotted line). In other words, most UK citizens attach greater importance 

to compassionate values than to selfish values. 
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3.2 UK CITIZENS’ OWN 
VALUES AND CIVIC 
ENGAGEMENT

We found that UK citizens who have a 
relatively higher compassionate value score 
are also significantly more likely to report 
having engaged in a range of different types 
of civic engagement. This result corroborates 
other published research.38  The reverse 
is true for people with a relatively higher 
selfish score. See Table 1, and Figure 4 below.

These results, coupled with a great deal of 
other published evidence regarding the 
associations between compassionate and 
selfish values and social and environmental 
concern, further underscore the importance 
of understanding citizens’ values and the 
factors that influence these.

What is the relationship with 
a person’s compassionate 
value score?

What is the relationship with 
a person’s selfish value score?

Activities in last five years

Voted in a national or local 
election

Positive (see Figure 4, below) Negative (see Figure 4, below)

Other forms of civic 
engagement, including 
signing a petition, getting 
in touch with a government 
official, attending a public 
meeting, volunteering, 
donating

Positive Negative

Attitudes

Attitudes towards various 
forms of civic behaviour

Positive Negative

Table 1: Relationships between a person’s values and engagement in various 
forms of civic behaviour.39 
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Figure 4: Relationships between the importance that participants place 
on compassionate values or selfish values and their voting behaviour

The top graph shows the incidence of voting behaviour rising with increasing compassionate value 
scores. The bottom graph shows the incidence of voting behaviour falling with increasing selfish 

value scores. The coloured areas show 95% confidence limits.
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4.1 WHAT DO PEOPLE 
THINK THAT A TYPICAL 
BRITISH PERSON VALUES?         

ur survey results reveal that most 
UK citizens (77%) underestimate the 

importance that a typical British person 
attaches to compassionate values while also 
overestimating the importance that a typical 
British person attaches to selfish values. In 
other words, people tend to assume that a 
typical fellow citizen has a lower adjusted 
compassionate value score (see Box 3) than 
is actually the case.

Figure 5 shows the data for the adjusted 
compassionate value score for participants’ 
assessment of their own values (blue bars) 
and for participants’ assessment of the 
values of a typical fellow citizen (yellow 
bars). 

This gap between what UK citizens actually 
value and what UK citizens believe that a 
typical British person values does not seem 
to be due to biases in the way that people 
responded to our survey. Just as we were 
able to test for the effects of such bias in 
explaining the results regarding people’s 
own values, so we were able to test for such 

bias in people’s perception of others’ values 
(see Box 2).  Following these tests, we 
concluded that this ‘gap’ does not arise as a 
result of reporting bias.

Follow-up interviews conducted with twenty 
of our survey participants offered further 
support for our finding that UK citizens tend 
to believe that others attach less importance 
to compassionate values, and more 
importance to selfish values, than is actually 
the case. 

Here are some typical examples of the ways 
in which participants reflected on others’ 
values:

 “All young people want is wealth, that’s the 
big thing, if you ask them for one thing, they 
want to be rich” (Participant 5).

“A lot of people don’t care about anything 
except money.” (Participant 15).

“There’s focus on earning money, and 
that’s what’s valued, not being a capable, 
competent human being. I don’t think it’s 
[being competent is] something people value 
any more, they don’t value it in themselves.” 
(Participant 10).
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Figure 5: Adjusted compassionate value scores by gender
The adjusted compassionate value score for respondents’ own values (blue bars) and respondents’ perception of a typical 

fellow citizen’s values (yellow bars). On average, a UK citizen has an adjusted compassionate value score of 1.28. As can 
be seen, this is significantly higher among women than men. These differences between men and women are discussed 

further in the Appendix. Bars show 95% confidence limits.
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“We have a culture of self, and not a culture 
of responsibility, it’s all about me, my needs, 
not the society’s need” (Participant 2). 

Only a small minority expressed the feeling 
that a typical fellow citizen attached 
importance to compassionate values. For 
example, one respondent said:

“I think in general most people are kind and 
considerate” (Participant 20).

In Section 1.4.1 we suggested that people’s 
own values will influence their perceptions 
of a typical fellow citizen’s values. We also 
suggested that, reciprocally, perceptions 
of a typical fellow citizen’s values will 
influence a person’s own values (see Section 
1.4.2). Our data are consistent with this 
perspective. We find a significant positive 
correlation between a person’s own adjusted 
compassionate value score and his or her 
perceptions of a typical fellow citizen’s 
adjusted compassionate value score.40 

4.2 HOW DO PEOPLE FEEL 
ABOUT OTHERS’ VALUES?

When interviewed after completion of the 
survey, we found that many participants 
perceive a gap between their own values and 
those of typical fellow citizens. 

Here is some of what participants said:

“It’s not that easy [to express social justice] 
these days. Years ago when so many people 
were really poor and there was nothing, I 
mean, we managed, in fact, where I lived, if 
you get a new set of furniture, you’d pass your 
old one to the next person on the road, that 
sort of thing, and that’s how it worked. There 
was a community. And I like that because 
you do understand the other person’s point of 
view and you try to help them, but you don’t 
get much of that these days unfortunately” 
(Participant 5).

“I think in today’s society a lot of people can 
look down on you if you… I think it’s hard to 
convince people in this day and age to care 
about other people in the world, and I think it 
is getting harder as well” (Participant 12).

Eleven participants (from a total of twenty 
that we interviewed) identify a value 
gap between themselves and others, and 
express the view that selfish values are 
communicated or expressed in public 
forums, for example by media or the 
government. Six participants express 
frustration about this perceived gap. For 
example:

“I want to change their [other people’s] 
values, but inside, to my mind, I understand 
that I cannot force them.” (Participant 4)

“Our society can be quite image-driven, so 
money, and clothes, and obviously you need 
money for that, so you need to be involved a 
lot in work, and that sort of thing can be very 
time consuming, and you don’t always have 
the time to spend on friends, family, and the 
people you like... and it makes you feel a bit 
lonely.” (Participant 9)

4.3 UK CITIZENS’ 
PERCEPTIONS OF OTHERS’ 
VALUES AND CIVIC 
ENGAGEMENT

In Section 3.2 we explored the relationship 
between people’s own values and civic 
engagement. Our results also show that 
a person’s perceptions of a typical fellow 
citizen’s values are important in predicting 
civic engagement. We found that the more 
strongly a person perceives a typical fellow 
citizen to hold compassionate values to be 
important, the more positive that person’s 
attitude towards various forms of civic 
engagement, and the more likely that person 
is to vote.41

We also found, conversely, that the more 
strongly a respondent perceives a typical 
fellow citizen to hold selfish values to be 
important, the less likely he or she is to hold 
positive attitudes towards various forms 
of civic engagement, and the less likely he 
or she is to vote. Results for other forms 
of civic behaviour did not reach statistical 
significance. See Table 2, and Figure 6 over 
leaf.
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What might the reason be for this 
relationship between civic engagement 
and a person’s beliefs about a typical fellow 
citizen’s values? One of our respondents 
clearly felt that to act in line with their 
compassionate values would leave them 
looking peculiar, or invite hostility: 

“I think it can be quite hard [to express 
responsibility], because people see you as 
a hippie… So, yeah, some people just think 
you’re crazy. I think with today’s culture, 
you buy something, you don’t think of where 
it’s come from, you don’t really think it’s 
gonna go in the end, and it is sort of like a 
very fast paced life, and when you’re the 
only one out of a group saying let’s protect 
the environment they’re gonna say shut up.” 
(Participant 12).

Another indicates that they tend to ‘play 
along’ with what they take to be more 
socially dominant values: 

“Well it’s a very materialistic, capitalistic 
environment and society that we live in. I 
don’t like it very much. I try to express my 
values as much as possible, but to live with 
them [other people], you just try and play the 
roles as much as possible....” (Participant 
17).

What is the relationship 
with a person’s 
perception of others’ 
compassionate values?

What is the relationship 
with a person’s 
perception of others’ 
selfish values?

Have you voted in a 
national or local election 
in the last five years?

Positive (see Figure 6, top) Negative (see Figure 6, 
bottom)

Attitudes towards 
various forms of civic 
behaviour

Positive Negative

Table 2
Relationships between a person’s perception of a typical fellow citizen’s values and 

engagement in various forms of civic behaviour.42
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Figure 6: Voting behaviour and perceptions of others’ values
Relationship between participants’ voting behaviour and their perceptions of the importance that a 

typical fellow citizen places on compassionate values (top graph) and on selfish values (bottom graph). The 
coloured areas show 95% confidence limits

2.1

2.0

1.9

1.8

1.7

1.6
-2-3 -1 0 1 2

V
O

T
I

N
G

 B
E

H
A

V
I

O
U

R

P A R T I C I P A N T S ’  P E R C E P T I O N  O F  O T H E R S ’  C O M P A S S I O N A T E  V A L U E S

24



As we’ve seen, it appears that UK citizens 
hold compassionate values to be more 
important than they typically give one 
another credit for. If people were to come to 
recognise this, then this could promote civic 
engagement. But could it be that conveying 
a more accurate perception of others’ 
values will be particularly effective among 
those who attach greater importance to 
compassionate values themselves?

Our evidence suggests that this is not the 
case. Rather, conveying a more accurate 
perception of a typical fellow citizen’s values 
is likely to be effective irrespective of the 
importance that a person already attaches to 
compassionate values himself or herself. 

Figure 7, below, illustrates this.

4.4 UK CITIZENS’ 
PERCEPTIONS OF OTHERS’ 
VALUES AND CULTURAL 
ESTRANGEMENT

We find that a person’s perception of a 
typical fellow citizen’s values is important in 
predicting his or her own feelings of cultural 
estrangement. Generally speaking, our 
results show that people are more likely to 
express feelings of cultural estrangement 
if they feel that a typical fellow citizen 
places relatively high importance on selfish 
values, or relatively low importance on 
compassionate values.43 

This is particularly true for people who 
themselves attach relatively high importance 
to compassionate values.44 Cultural 
estrangement is highest among people who 
have high compassionate values themselves 
but who perceive others to have low 
compassionate values.
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Figure 7
This graph shows how people’s voting behaviour varies with their perception of the importance that a typical fellow citizen 

places on compassionate values. The upper line shows the nature of this relationship for someone who personally holds 
compassionate values to be relatively important (someone in the 80th percentile). The lower line shows the nature of this 

relationship for someone who holds compassionate values to be relatively unimportant (someone in the 20th percentile). It 
seems that, regardless of the importance a person attaches to compassionate values himself or herself, voting is positively 
related to his or her perception of a typical fellow citizen’s compassionate values, for perceptions at or above the national 

average.  This leads us to propose that successfully conveying an accurate perception of the importance that a typical fellow 
citizen places on compassionate values will lead to greater motivation to vote, irrespective of the importance that a person 
places on compassionate values himself or herself. (Note: results are shown for two standard deviations either side of the 

mean.)

These people hold 
compassionate values to be 
important, and are more 
likely to vote - especially 
if they think a typical 
fellow citizen attaches 
high importance to 
compassionate values.

These people hold 
compassionate values to be 
less important, and are less 
likely to vote - especially 
if they think a typical 
fellow citizen attaches low 
importance to compassionate 
values.

Ascription of compassionate values to a typical 
fellow citizen
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As might be expected, the opposite effect 
is found for selfish values. Among people 
who attach low importance to selfish values, 
feelings of cultural estrangement are 
highly sensitive to perceptions about the 
importance that other people place on selfish 
values. 

Cultural estrangement is very high among 
people who attach low importance to selfish 
values but who perceive that a typical fellow 
citizen attaches high importance to these 
values. In contrast, cultural estrangement 
is very low among people with low selfish 
values who perceive that a typical fellow 
citizen attaches low importance to these 
values.

Our data also point to a relationship 
between cultural estrangement and civic 
engagement. People who experience greater 
cultural estrangement are significantly less 
likely to vote or to hold positive attitudes 
towards a range of other forms of civic 
engagement. 

Perceptions matter. UK citizens’ perceptions 
of the values of a typical fellow citizen are 
likely to be an important factor in fostering 
greater civic engagement and in reducing 
cultural estrangement. We believe that, 
hitherto, most work on values and cultural 
change has paid too little attention to this 
important insight.

4.5 IS IT EMBARRASSING 
TO BE COMPASSIONATE? 

In Section 4.3 we discussed one possible 
reason why people who underestimate the 
importance that a typical fellow citizen 
places on compassionate values may be less 
likely to vote.  We suggested that people 
may commonly fear appearing peculiar, or 
inviting hostility, by acting in line with their 
compassionate values. This is particularly 
likely to be the case where people perceive 
others as holding these values to be less 
important than they do themselves. 

Other research has found that people can 
be reluctant to admit to being motivated 
by compassionate values. Evidence for this 
emerges in studies of the reasons that people 
offer to explain why they choose to help 
other people, or to support social causes. 
Such studies find that people are often most 
comfortable when explaining these actions 

in self-interested ways. Indeed, a self-
interested explanation seems to leave people 
content that they have given an acceptable 
account of their actions – one that reassures 
a listener that they have, indeed, acted from 
self-interest rather than compassion.45 

Tragically, perhaps one of the most 
important barriers to greater civic 
engagement is people’s fear that they appear 
unusual when they act in line with their 
compassionate values. Accordingly, people 
may often be willing to take action on social 
or environmental challenges, or to become 
more civically engaged. Indeed, they may 
feel that to take such action or to become 
more engaged is in line with the values that 
they hold to be most important. But they 
don’t actually take such action or actually 
become engaged – because they believe that 
to do so would risk drawing attention to 
their compassionate values and leave them 
looking a bit peculiar. 

This process is likely to be self-reinforcing. 
An average UK citizen views a typical 
fellow citizen as holding selfish values to 
be more important and compassionate 
values to be less important than is actually 
the case. This leaves him or her more 
likely to behave in ways that convey the 
impression that he or she attaches less 
importance to compassionate values than 
is actually the case. Such behaviour, when 
observed by others, will further perpetuate 
the widespread misperception about other 
people’s values – the so-called ‘norm of self-
interest’.

This process is likely to influence not just 
people’s perceptions of others’ values or 
people’s perception of ‘normal’ behaviour. 
It is also likely to influence people’s actual 
values.

As the circular process outlined above 
gathers energy, people’s actual commitment 
to compassionate values is also likely to 
weaken. This is because as people become 
aware of their discomfort in acting in line 
with compassionate values, their perception 
of their own values is likely to shift in a more 
selfish direction. When they subsequently 
reflect on their own values (or when they are 
asked about their values by others) they are 
likely to report their selfish values as being 
of relatively greater importance, and their 
compassionate values as of relatively less 
importance.
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5.1 PARTICIPANTS’ OWN 
VALUES AND THE VALUES 
THEY BELIEVE TO BE 
ENCOURAGED BY SOCIAL 
INSTITUTIONS

 hat do people feel that they are 
encouraged to value? We asked 

participants about the values that they feel 
are encouraged by each of five key types of 
social institution: 

▪▪ Arts and culture – galleries, museums, 
theatre and music 

▪▪ Business – companies that operate for 
profit

▪▪ The education system – nurseries, primary 
schools, secondary schools and universities

▪▪ Media – newspapers, television, radio and 
social media

▪▪ Government – local and national 
governments

Relative to their own value priorities, people 
feel that these types of social institution offer 
lower encouragement for compassionate 
values and greater encouragement for selfish 
values. See Figure 8, below.

This result may highlight the scope that 
many institutions would be afforded 
to realign their work, so that people 
come to perceive them as promoting the 
compassionate values that most British 
citizens consider of greatest importance. 

Decision-makers in large institutions often 
voice the opinion that they simply can’t do 
more to encourage compassionate values 
because this wouldn’t be acceptable to 
their customers, voters, students, patrons, 
readers, viewers, or listeners. These data 
challenge that perception – and raise the 
possibility that decision-makers could go far 
further than they currently do in promoting 
compassionate values.

In Section 1.4.3 we suggested that over time 
the values encouraged by particular social 
institutions will influence the values held 
to be important by people who regularly 
interact with these institutions. Our data 
are consistent with this suggestion. We 
find that those participants who perceive 
institutions as encouraging compassionate 
values relatively more strongly also 
attach significantly more importance to 
compassionate values themselves.46 
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Figure 8: Mean adjusted compassionate value scores for participants’ 
beliefs about the values encouraged by various types of institution

The orange bars show the mean adjusted compassionate value scores for participants’ beliefs about 
the values encouraged by institutions of each type. The blue and yellow bars, added for comparison, 

show adjusted compassionate value scores for participants’ own values and participants’ perceptions of 
others’ values, respectively. Of the five institutional categories, business is seen to do least to encourage 
compassionate values – most people perceive business as doing more to encourage selfish values than 

compassionate values. Bars show 95% confidence limits.

Galleries, museums, theatre and music are considered to encourage 
compassionate values more, and selfish values less, than other institutions

People feel that business 
tends to encourage 
selfish values more than 
compassionate values
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We also suggested in Section 1.4.3 that over 
time the values encouraged by particular 
social institutions will influence people’s 
perceptions about the values of a typical 
fellow citizen. Again, our survey results are 
consistent with this suggestion. We find that 
those participants who perceive institutions 
as encouraging compassionate values 
relatively more strongly perceive a typical 
fellow citizen as attaching significantly 
greater importance to compassionate 
values.47

5.2 WHAT DO PEOPLE 
SAY ABOUT THE VALUES 
ENCOURAGED BY 
INSTITUTIONS?

It should be asked whether there is 
widespread public support for better 
alignment of the values encouraged by 
various institutions with those held to be 
important by most citizens.

It’s possible that people may typically 
support institutions in encouraging values 
other than those that they hold to be most 
important themselves. For example, a person 
may not rate ‘wealth’ to be important himself 
or herself, but he or she may nonetheless 
believe that it is desirable that the UK has 
a strong private sector, driven by business 
leaders who are focussed on ‘wealth 
creation’. Similarly, a person may not be 
particularly achievement oriented – but may 
nonetheless be supportive of an education 
system that encourages achievement among 
young people.

However, our interviewees frequently 
voiced frustration about the values that they 
perceived to be encouraged by a range of 
different institutions. 

For example:

“I think greed can breed greed; they [business 
leaders] just wanna get more richer and 
successful, and they probably don’t feel they 
have to do anything else apart from run their 
own businesses…” (Participant 12)

Nonetheless, participants did express 

the perception that people in positions of 
social influence could step up to setting 
higher standards. As the participant above 
continues: 

 “…but I think those sort of people do need to 
stand up and do something, because people 
do listen to them so they could use their 
influence more positively.” (Participant 12)

Other participants allude to examples of 
a range of institutional constraints on 
expressing the values that they hold to be 
important – imposed by their workplace, the 
media, schools or government. 

“I think it’s difficult in a rigid hierarchy to say 
we work as a team; especially with younger 
people who are so used to looking after 
themselves...” (Participant 1)

“It [media] shapes, or doesn’t give a 360 
degree perspective on any issue, there’s 
always a particular slant and you rarely get 
an unbiased article. I’ve been shocked when 
I’ve read the Daily Mail sometimes. It frames 
the way people think, and they don’t care 
about other points of views.” (Participant 10)

“[The media could] remove these tags, 
such as ‘Super Woman’, with the ability 
to do everything; to have the high-profile 
job, perfect marriage, all the multi-tasking 
abilities we’re supposed to have – just start 
removing these labels.” (Participant 6)

“The school is good on the curriculums, the 
reading and writing and science and all that, 
but we don’t teach life values at all. Some 
of the religious schools do, but not all of the 
children are religious. So, perhaps lessons 
on life, and how to treat each other in a good 
way [are needed].” (Participant 16)

“It’s still a bit of a classist society, and think 
the Conservatives do like to keep it that way, 
so I think that must hinder true friendship, 
someway. I’m not sure they promote 
equality...” (Participant 19)

Several participants also demonstrate 
awareness of the role of government in 
influencing values, revealing a sophisticated 
understanding of how policies and 
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legislative programmes might influence 
values:

“To me, an opinion on unfairness is the 
government targeting people on benefits… 
even though there are a few [fraudulent 
claimants]... But they’re taking thousands 
out of the system, when there’s tax-dodgers 
taking millions out of the system. So I think 
it has to be a top-down approach; lead by 
example. And if we want a fair and moral 
environment we’ve really gotta show that 
through principles and the way they act.” 
(Participant 7)

“I think legislation really does embed in 
people; it changes their practices and the 
way things are formed; it stops permitting 
certain things that are important, so 
where racism is illegal, it obviously drives 
it underground and is still there for some 
people, but for others it makes them stop 
and think that you’re not allowed to do this.” 
(Participant 10). 

In analysing transcripts from in-depth 
interviews with twenty participants, 
we were unable to find any examples of 
instances where people express approval 
or satisfaction that social institutions 
encourage selfish values. On the contrary, 
a large majority (eighteen out of twenty 
participants) express the opinion that it is 

the proper role of institutions to promote 
values that we identify as compassionate.

 
5 .3 INSTITUTIONS 
AND CULTURAL 
ESTRANGEMENT

Participants who feel that social 
institutions do not encourage 

compassionate values report higher levels 
of cultural estrangement. This is the case 
irrespective of the importance that people 
attach to compassionate values.

Cultural estrangement is highest among 
people who attach high importance 
to compassionate values, but who feel 
that institutions do little to encourage 
compassionate values. 

These results are corroborated by findings 
for selfish values. Here, a person’s sense of 
cultural estrangement is likely to be high 
if he or she feels that social institutions 
encourage selfish values. This relationship 
is found irrespective of the importance that 
a person attaches to selfish values. However, 
people who feel that institutions encourage 
selfish values are likely to show particularly 
high levels of cultural estrangement if they 
also attach particularly low importance to 
selfish values themselves.  

One might imagine that problems of cultural 
estrangement could be addressed by better 
aligning an organisation’s values with the 
values of the people with whom it most 
frequently interacts. For example, a media 
organisation might seek to align the values 
conveyed by its television programming with 
the values of typical viewers.

But our evidence suggests that this would 
be the wrong strategy. Even people who 
themselves attach high importance to selfish 
values report higher cultural estrangement 
when they perceive institutions to encourage 
these values. 

Rather, these results raise the possibility that 
cultural estrangement could be reduced in 
part if institutions were to work to encourage 
compassionate values – and discourage 
selfish values – regardless of the values 
characterising a typical person interacting 
with this institution.
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f  UK citizens are to respond collectively 
to profound social and environmental 

problems, to deepen public commitment to 
civic participation, to build social cohesion, 
and to re-shape social institutions such that 
these inspire public trust, then they will need 
to build on a foundation of shared values. 

We have argued that this foundation has 
three interrelated elements. Together, 
they make up a ‘values nexus’: people’s 
own values, people’s perceptions of the 
values held to be important by typical 
fellow citizens, and the values promoted 
– deliberately or inadvertently – by social 
institutions. 

The widespread importance that people 
currently attach to compassionate values 
presents a basis from which to build. This 
commitment to compassionate values 
transcends differences of age, gender, 
region and even political persuasion (see 
Appendix).

Compassionate values can be engaged, 
legitimised and strengthened by many 
different organisations – including many 
that don’t formally have a role in helping to 
address social or environmental challenges, 
in building civic engagement, or in reversing 
cultural estrangement. 

There are many ways in which organisations 
can strengthen compassionate values in 
society. Values are implicit in the ways that 
organisations communicate, in the policies 
and practices that they adopt, in the ways 
that they manage employees and reach 
decisions, and in the physical environment 
that they create. All of these areas of activity 
can be developed in ways that engage and 
strengthen compassionate values. 

Of the possible approaches to strengthening 
compassionate values, this section focuses 
on just three:

▪▪ Promoting compassionate values through 
role models

▪▪ Conveying a more accurate perception of 
others’ values

▪▪ Challenging assumptions about the values 
that most people hold to be important

These three approaches can be pursued 
by, among others: members of staff in civil 
society organisations working with groups 
of people living in a particular area or 
expressing particular concerns; business 
managers engaging groups of customers or 
employees; teachers working with pupils, 
students and fellow members of staff; people 
working for media organisations through 
the printed or on-line resources that they 
produce; members of staff in museums, 
theatres, or other public spaces supporting 
visitors in developing an understanding of 
their own values and those of their fellow 
citizens.

6.1 PROMOTING 
COMPASSIONATE VALUES 
THROUGH ROLE MODELS

Reading or hearing about the values of 
another person whom one respects can 
have a significant impact on a person’s own 
values. Studies have found that presenting 
people with information about the values of 
respected figures can have long-term impacts 
on people’s motivation to become involved 
in civic action on social issues – even several 
months later.48 If people who find themselves 
in positions of public influence aimed for 
openness about the importance that they 
attach to compassionate values, and reflected 
publicly on some of the pressures that they 
encounter to place greater importance on 
selfish values, they could help to strengthen 
compassionate values more widely.

This approach can be developed further by 
drawing comparisons between a person’s 
own values and those values that he or 
she ascribes to a typical fellow citizen. 
Our research suggests that most people 
mistakenly believe that they hold higher 
compassionate value scores than the 
‘average’ person. People’s ‘inflated’ beliefs 
about their own values is likely to lead 
them to imagine that they share the value 
priorities of a minority of people in the wider 
population who invite respect because they 
visibly attach above average importance 
to compassionate values. People can then 
be taken aback to discover that they don’t 
in fact hold compassionate values to be as 
important as some of the role models with 
whom they had identified themselves. 

I
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Being taken aback in this way can be used 
to good effect. It can leave people feeling 
dissatisfied with their own values, and this 
dissatisfaction can become an impetuous 
for change, motivating people to change 
their own value priorities in a more 
compassionate direction.49  

For example, suppose a prominent public 
person in Birmingham (perhaps an active 
community leader) is locally respected as 
someone who demonstrates compassionate 
values in how she works. Residents of the 
city who complete a values quiz in the local 
paper, or on-line, and who compare their 
own values to those of this leader may be 
taken aback to discover a wider disparity 
between her values and their own than they 
anticipated. This discovery leaves them 
feeling dissatisfied with their own values. 
Over time they are likely to come to place 
greater importance on compassionate 
values.  

If public figures have an important influence 
on the values of those who respect them, 
then this raises questions of those who 
create and maintain the prominence 
of these figures. Members of staff in 
organisations that help to elevate people to 
the position of role models (the media or 
advertising agencies, for example) play a 
very important role in promoting particular 
values in UK society. These members of 
staff should ask of one another: Does our 
influence bring responsibilities? If so, how 
do we want, collectively, to respond to 
these responsibilities? What are the values 

projected by the people whose public profile 
we help to create and sustain? Are these 
values that are helpful to society?

In this section we have highlighted 
the possible ways in which coming to 
understand something about the values held 
to be important by people who command 
respect may help to shift others’ values in 
the direction of those held to be important 
by these people. This will have positive 
influence when these role models are 
clearly seen to attach high importance to 
compassionate values. 

But this also highlights a danger. Many 
public figures choose to emphasise the 
importance that they place on selfish 
values (for example, public image, social 
recognition, ambition or wealth). This is an 
emphasis which is often further magnified 
by the media. Such messages are likely to 
shift the value priorities of those who respect 
these celebrities, such that they come to 
attach greater importance to selfish values. 
This will likely lead these people to become 
less socially and environmentally concerned, 
and less civically engaged.

6.2 CONVEYING A MORE 
ACCURATE PERCEPTION OF 
OTHERS’ VALUES

There are many instances where people 
hold inaccurate beliefs about a typical 
person’s attitudes. A range of studies 
have found that presenting information 
on people’s misconceptions about others’ 
attitudes can lead to significant changes 
in people’s behaviour. Some studies have 
invited participants to discuss these 
misperceptions, while others have simply 
presented information about them.50  
Both approaches have proven effective in 
leading people to modify their behaviour, 
such that people come to act more closely 
in line with the attitudes they themselves 
hold, rather than the attitudes that they 
(inaccurately) perceive others to hold. For 
example, participants in one experiment 
were told that people typically think that 
they behave more honestly than most other 
taxpayers. People who were presented with 
this information were subsequently found to 
claim significantly lower deductions in their 
tax returns.51  
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We suggest that similar approaches could 
be used to motivate people to re-examine 
their values. People could be presented with 
survey data such as those presented in this 
report: conveying the insight that most 
people hold compassionate values to be more 
important than selfish values, but that most 
people also believe that others place less 
importance on compassionate values (and 
more importance on selfish values) than is 
actually the case. We predict that this would 
lead people to be more likely to act in line 
with their compassionate values. 

Where it’s possible to work with groups of 
people, information of this kind could form 
the basis of facilitated discussions. Where 
this is not possible, evidence suggests that 
presenting people with this information 
in written form – through a website, for 
example – may be an effective way of 
leading people to come to act in line with 
their compassionate values. Such actions 
will then contribute to developing public 
understanding that compassionate values 
are generally held to be more important than 
most people imagine.

In more developed versions of this kind 
of initiative, people could be invited to 
complete two simple value surveys. The first 
of these surveys would ask a person about 
his or her own values. The second would ask 
about his or her perceptions of the values 
of a typical fellow citizen. A participant’s 
data could then be presented alongside 
data for the wider population. (This could 
be done visually using values maps.) The 
juxtaposition of these two sets of data would 
illustrate the participant’s likely tendency to 
underestimate the importance that a typical 
fellow citizen places on compassionate 
values. 

Such approaches could be used in a range of 
different contexts. Value surveys are easy to 

run and analyse, and in common with many 
‘psychological quizzes’ the results generate 
widespread interest. Such surveys should 
become a standard tool used by businesses 
(engaging their customers or employees), 
educational establishments (surveying 
students, pupils or members of staff), media 
organisations (through on-line resources), 
museums (supporting visitors in exploring 
their own values and those of typical fellow 
citizens), or civil society organisations 
(surveying their supporters or people 
concerned about a particular cause).

6.3 CHALLENGING 
ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT 
THE VALUES THAT MOST 
PEOPLE HOLD TO BE 
IMPORTANT

As we’ve discussed (Section 5), a wide range 
of different organisations – arts and culture 
organisations, educational institutions, the 
media, government and businesses –  are 
seen by most people to encourage selfish 
values and discourage compassionate values 
relative to the importance that a typical UK 
citizen places on these values. 

Values are often encouraged in subtle ways, 
and members of staff in such organisations 
may need to reflect carefully in order to 
reach a perspective on what values they 
are currently working to encourage. 
Any organisation reflects a particular 
understanding of what motivates people – 
whether as employees, customers, pupils, 
students, voters, viewers, readers, listeners 
or visitors. 

Consider, for example: 

▪▪ University campaigns to recruit students 
and the assumptions made by members of 
the teaching staff convey an understanding 
of what motivates students and 
prospective students.  Is this the search for 
purpose and vocation, or a highly paid job?

▪▪ Politicians’ speeches convey their 
understanding of what motivates people to 
vote for them. Is this a fairer and more just 
society, or more take-home pay?

▪▪ Managers convey their understanding 
of what motivates their employees – for 
example, through the way in which they 
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recognise good performance. Is this 
recognised by the collective celebration 
of meaningful work well done, or by a 
financial bonus? 

Assumptions about what motivates people in 
turn shape the experience that people have 
in interacting with the organisation, and the 
values that are encouraged.

It is often and implicitly assumed that 
people are most effectively motivated 
through appeals to their financial interests, 
cultivation of their public image, or their 
desire for power and influence. Indeed, this 
is sometimes the case. But it’s likely to be the 
case less often than most people imagine. 
Moreover, regardless of whether or not these 
assumptions provide an effective basis for 
encouraging specific behaviours (e.g. buying 
a product or donating to a charity) they will 
create the ‘collateral damage’ of engaging 
and strengthening selfish values.

Members of staff in any organisation should 
ask of themselves: What are our assumptions 
about what matters most to the people with 
whom we interact? Are these accurate? What 
are the wider social implications of relying 
on these assumptions? 

Common Cause Foundation has produced 
resources to support members of staff in asking 
these questions, in identifying these implicit 
assumptions, and in developing alternative 
ways of engaging people – with a view to 
strengthening compassionate values. For 
example, our recent publication Common 
Cause Communication: A Toolkit for 
Charities analyses the values implicit in the 
ways that a wide range of different charities 
communicate with their supporters.52  We 
are committed to developing these resources 
further to help people working in a wide range of 
different organisations.

6.4 A FINAL NOTE OF 
ENCOURAGEMENT

We conclude with a note of encouragement 
for anyone working to strengthen 
compassionate values. We’d urge people 
working in this way to recognise the 
importance of what they are doing – and the 
likelihood that their work will have impacts 
reaching far beyond those of which they 

are aware. We have shown that people’s 
values are shaped by a complex interplay 
of feedback processes. Work to strengthen 
compassionate values in one area is likely 
to have positive and unforeseen impacts in 
many others. 
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A.1.  DIFFERENCES 
BETWEEN MEN AND 
WOMEN

igure 5 (p. 21) shows people’s values, and 
people’s perceptions of a typical fellow 

citizen’s values, broken down by gender.

Women hold significantly higher adjusted 
compassionate value scores than men.53 

Women, we predict, are therefore likely 
to express greater concern about a range 
of social and environmental issues. It also 
seems likely that women’s values will tend to 
lead them to be more motivated to engage in 
various forms of civic action. 

A.2.  VARIATIONS WITH AGE

Figure 9 shows how people’s own adjusted 
compassionate value scores, and perceptions 
of others’ adjusted compassionate value 
scores, vary across age groups in our sample 
of one thousand UK citizens.

Young people (in the age range 18-24) have 
the lowest adjusted compassionate value 
scores. These means increase across age 
groups, and are highest in the age-range 

55-64. They then dip slightly among older 
people.

There are two possible explanations for 
variation in adjusted compassionate value 
scores between age groups.

▪▪ It’s possible that people who are older 
today – for example people in the age 
range 55-64 who have the highest adjusted 
compassionate value scores – had lower 
adjusted compassionate value scores 
when they were in their late teens or early 
twenties, some forty years ago. Perhaps 
these people have come to develop higher 
adjusted compassionate value scores as 
they have grown older. If this pattern can 
be expected to persist, then we can predict 
that people who are in the age-range 18-24 
today will come to hold greater adjusted 
compassionate value scores, as they grow 
older. There is certainly evidence that 
people come to attach greater importance 
to compassionate values as they grow 
older.54

▪▪ Alongside the effects of aging, it might 
also be that people who are currently in 
their late fifties or early sixties have had 
relatively high adjusted compassionate 
value scores throughout their lifetimes. 
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Figure 9: Adjusted compassionate value scores by age
People’s own adjusted compassionate value scores (blue), and perceptions of others’ adjusted compassionate value scores 

(yellow), shown for different age groups. Older people hold compassionate values to be significantly more important 
(and selfish values to be significantly less important) than younger people. Older people also have a significantly more 

accurate perception of a typical fellow citizen’s values than younger people. Bars show 95% confidence limits.
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This could be the case, for example, if 
people of this age developed higher 
adjusted compassionate value scores 
during formative years, as teenagers and 
young adults in the 1960s and 1970s. By 
comparison, today’s young people may 
have lower adjusted compassionate value 
scores than people of the same age in the 
1960s and 1970s – perhaps because of 
social and political changes in the UK over 
the last few decades.  If this is the case, 
today’s young adults could be expected to 
continue to have relatively low adjusted 
compassionate value scores, even as they 
grow older. This would suggest that, as a 
society, the UK is headed towards holding 
selfish values to be more important and 
compassionate values to be less important.

It is important to ask which explanation is 
most persuasive, because this is likely to 
have implications for the trajectory of public 
concern about social and environmental 
issues in the UK, and for levels of civic 
engagement. Unfortunately, data on how 
British people’s values change over time 
are sparse, and we can’t yet differentiate 
authoritatively between these two 
possibilities.55

A.3.  POLITICAL 
PERSUASION

Participants in our survey were asked about 
their political persuasion. We established 
that there are differences between liberals 
and conservatives in the importance that 
they place on compassionate and selfish 
values – liberals tend to hold higher 
adjusted compassionate value scores than 
conservatives. See Figure 10.

But liberals and conservatives also differ 
in their beliefs about the values of a 
typical fellow citizen. Conservatives hold 
significantly more accurate beliefs than 
liberals about a typical fellow citizen’s 
values (although even conservatives still 
significantly underestimate the importance 
that a typical fellow citizen places on 
compassionate values and over-estimate the 
importance placed on selfish values).56  

Previously published research, conducted 
in the US, has found that both liberals and 
conservatives have skewed perceptions of 
the other’s values. But liberal perceptions 
of conservative values were found to be more 
inaccurate than conservative views of liberal 
values.57 Our results are consistent with a 
similar phenomenon existing here in the UK.

Figure 10: Adjusted compassionate value scores by political persuasion
People’s own adjusted compassionate value scores (blue), and perceptions of others’ adjusted compassionate value 

scores (yellow), shown for people of different political persuasion. Liberals have a significantly higher adjusted 
compassionate value score. Conservatives have a significantly more positive assessment of the values of a typical 

fellow citizen than liberals. Bars show 95% confidence limits.
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A.4.  REGIONAL VARIATIONS

Figure 11 shows mean adjusted 
compassionate value scores for people’s 
own values, by UK region. 
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These data reveal significant 
regional differences in adjusted 
compassionate value scores for 
both people’s own values, and 
people’s perceptions of a typical 
fellow citizen’s values.58

Figure 12 shows mean adjusted 
compassionate value scores for 
respondents’ perception of a 
typical fellow citizen’s values.
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