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Abstract
Aimed at exploring value shifts during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, this paper compares data from business 
faculty students at a public university in northwestern Turkiye on seven life values immediately before (November-December 
2019) and during the early months (May-June 2020) of the pandemic. The study measured the importance individuals attached 
to life values using the Aspiration Index (Kasser & Ryan, 1996), which includes three intrinsic values (i.e., personal growth, 
meaningful relationships, and community contributions), three extrinsic values (i.e., wealth, fame, and image), and the 
value of physical health. The study found that both men and women decreased the importance they placed on the values of 
wealth and fame in the early months of the pandemic. In addition, men increased the importance they placed on community 
contributions. The study also explored changes in the overall means for the intrinsic and extrinsic value clusters and in the 
relative importance intrinsic values have to extrinsic ones. The results showed a statistically significant increase in men’s 
espousal of intrinsic values and a decrease in women’s espousal of extrinsic values. The change in the relative importance of 
intrinsic to extrinsic values was significant for both genders, suggesting that both men and women became more intrinsically 
oriented during the early months of the pandemic.
Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic • Goal contents theory • Self-determination theory • Value changes • Value orientation • 
Value shifts
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Values are guiding principles that inform attitudes and shape human conduct. Thus, 
values can predict a broad array of human attitudes and behaviors, such as political 
behavior (Piurko et al., 2011; Vecchione et al., 2015), prosocial behavior (Caprara & 
Steca, 2007; Daniel et al., 2015), ethical behavior (Fritzsche, 1995; Fritzsche & Oz, 
2007), sexual behavior (Gao et al., 2012; Goodwin et al., 2002), consumption behavior 
(Doran, 2009; Lee et al., 2014), and parenting behavior (Aavik et al., 2006; Gaunt, 2005).

Values are relatively stable characteristics (Schuster et al., 2019; Vecchione et al., 
2013, 2016, 2020), but they can and do change over time, especially at younger ages 
(Krosnick & Alwin, 1989; Alwin & Krosnick, 1991; Dinas, 2013). In most cases, value 
changes result from life-changing events such as wars (Bègue & Apostolidis, 2000; 
Daniel et al., 2013; Priest et al., 1982), near-death experiences (Kinnier et al., 2001; 
Noyes Jr, 1980; Sutherland, 1990), terrorist attacks (Murphy et al., 2004, 2006), major 
life transitions (Bardi et al., 2014; Goodwin et al., 2012; Katz-Wise et al., 2010), and 
natural disasters (Oishi et al., 2017; Nishio et al., 2014).

The COVID-19 pandemic is one such event that caused unprecedented changes in 
human life and has the potential to alter human values in the future. Indeed, although 
few in number, several studies have documented value changes during the pandemic. 
For example, Daniel et al. (2022) analyzed a longitudinal dataset in which values were 
measured using the Schwartz Best Worst Values Refined Survey (Lee et al., 2019), 
finding an increase in the higher order conservation values and a decrease in the 
openness to change values during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
especially among worried individuals. Similarly, another longitudinal study found that 
the relative importance of environmental values decreased significantly between April-
December 2020 (Sneddon et al., 2022).

More relevant to the current investigation, a strategy and planning agency, the Zeno 
Group (2020), surveyed 1,000 Americans in March 2020 and found shifts in values 
that can be considered intrinsic or extrinsic in accordance with the distinctions from 
goal content theory (more details in the next section). The results from the Zeno Group’s 
survey showed that intrinsic values such as self-reliance, helpfulness, simplicity, 
honesty, and personal relationships gained higher priority, while extrinsic values such 
as power, status, and wealth decreased in importance during the early months of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The present study explores the value shifts that occurred during 
the early months of the pandemic in terms of values similar to those investigated by 
Zeno Group, namely personal growth, meaningful relationships, community 
contributions, wealth, fame, image, and physical health.

Methodology
The present study explores value shifts during the early months of the COVID-19 

pandemic by comparing data on seven life values as collected from a small population 
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(i.e., business faculty students at a public university in northwest Turkiye) immediately 
prior to and at the onset of the pandemic. 

Measuring Values
Values were measured via the 35-item Aspiration Index (AI; Kasser & Ryan, 1996), 

which has recently been validated in the Turkish context (Sonmez, 2023). The AI draws 
from self-determination theory and involves seven different values. Self-determination 
theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000) distinguishes between intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation refers to motivation that arises within the 
individual for doing an activity, purely for the sake of the activity itself. Intrinsically 
motivated behavior is not contingent on external rewards or punishments, as the activity 
itself is the reward. In contrast, extrinsic motivation refers to motivation that is driven 
by external factors such as rewards or punishments. Drawing from self-determination 
theory, Kasser and Ryan (1996) identified intrinsic and extrinsic values based on their 
relations to intrinsic/extrinsic needs and proposed the Aspiration Index, which assesses 
the importance individuals place on each value on a response scale ranging from “not 
at all important” to “very important” and enables one to calculate the relative importance 
of intrinsic values over extrinsic ones or vice versa. In addition to the importance given 
to each life goal/value, researchers can also measure individuals’ beliefs about the 
likelihood of attaining these goals in the future, as well as the current level of attainment.

The AI consists of three intrinsic values: personal growth (e.g., growing and learning 
new things), meaningful relationships (e.g., being in a committed, intimate relationships), 
and community contributions (e.g., working for the betterment of society); and three 
extrinsic values: wealth (e.g., being a very wealthy person), fame (e.g., being admired 
by many people), and image (e.g., having an image that others find appealing). Lastly, 
the seventh value the AI measures is physical health (e.g., being physically healthy), but 
this value is usually not taken into consideration when determining the relative importance 
of intrinsic/extrinsic values as it does not distinctly relate to either the intrinsic or extrinsic 
value categories. However, this value is highly relevant in the context of the current 
study. Intrinsic and extrinsic values are calculated by averaging out the scores for the 15 
intrinsic and 15 extrinsic value items. The relative importance of intrinsic to extrinsic 
values (i.e., relative intrinsic value orientation [ RIVO]) is calculated simply by subtracting 
the mean for the extrinsic values from the mean for the intrinsic values. Thus, a higher 
score on RIVO would indicate a stronger relative intrinsic value orientation, whereas a 
lower score would indicate a weaker relative intrinsic value orientation.

Data
Pre-Pandemic Data. The pre-pandemic data were collected in two separate cross-

sectional studies conducted between November-December 2019. Participants were 
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business faculty students at a public university in northwest Turkiye. The participants 
were at least 18 years old and had enrolled in several business courses. Data were 
collected in classrooms using questionnaire packets. Participation was voluntary and 
provided neither monetary compensation nor course credits. The AI was placed at the 
beginning of the packet in one of the studies after the informed consent section and 
the questions on age and gender. The other cross-sectional study involved a short 
vignette with three questions and a single-item life evaluation measure for the purposes 
of unrelated research following the informed consent section and questions on age 
and gender. In both studies, the participants responded to the AI on a 7-point Likert-
type scale ranging from 1 (“Not at all important”) to 7 (“Very important”). The packets 
were distributed in unrelated classes with the aim of recruiting different participants 
for each study, as these studies were interrelated. Still, the dataset may have included 
a negligible number of duplicate participations. Forms containing less than three 
observations in any of the value categories represented in the AI were not included in 
the dataset. As a result, 473 usable forms were obtained (52.7% are female; Mage = 
22.1, SD = 3.54). Missing datum regarding any construct on the AI was replaced by 
the mean of the participant’s responses to the other items measuring the given construct.

Early-Pandemic Data. The early-pandemic data were also collected as part of a 
cross-sectional study between May 23-June 12, 2020. The study was conducted at the 
same faculty, and the invitations were sent to the students of the same departments as 
those in the pre-pandemic studies. Therefore, this study is considered to have recruited 
a significant proportion of the same participants from the pre-pandemic studies. 
Participants were at least 18 years old and had enrolled in several business courses. 
Participation was voluntary and was compensated for neither monetarily nor with 
course credits. The participants were invited to participate in the study by an invitation 
letter posted to their student information systems. The invitation letter told the students 
how the study would investigate college students’ general attitudes and provided them 
with the link to the associated survey on Qualtrics™. Upon clicking the survey link 
in the invitation letter, participants first viewed the informed consent, with those who 
accepted it proceeding to the survey. In the survey, participants first indicated their 
age and gender and then proceeded to the next page to respond to an 18-item version 
of the AI, which contains 11 items identical to those in the 35-item version, on a 5-point 
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (“Not at all important”) to 5 (“Very important”) for 
the purpose of an international replication project. They then proceeded to the following 
page where they responded to four short close-ended questions regarding environmental 
attitudes for the same replication project. After this, the participants responded to the 
remaining 24 items of the 35-item AI using the same 5-point Likert-type scale. A total 
of 271 students participated in the study. Of these, 23 dropped out before completing 
the AI, five were international students, and 12 failed the attention check. Excluding 
these cases results in 231 usable forms (69.3% are female; Mage = 21.38, SD = 2.3).
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Note that two main differences occur between the pre- and early-pandemic data. 
First, the pre-pandemic data were collected in person, whereas the early-pandemic 
data were collected online due to the suspension of face-to-face education at the time. 
Second, the pre-pandemic data were collected using a 7-point Likert-type scale, whereas 
the early-pandemic data used a 5-point Likert-type scale. As a result, the study linearly 
transformed the early-pandemic data to a 7-point Likert-type scale to enable a 
comparison.

Ethical Statement. One of the pre-pandemic studies did not require ethics approval 
as it was a low-risk, non-interventional study requiring no sensitive or identifying 
information. However, the other pre-pandemic study and the early-pandemic study 
both involved psychological interventions, and ethics approval for their procedures 
were obtained from the Social and Humanities Ethics Committee of Sakarya University.

Findings
After combining the pre- and early-pandemic data, the value changes for men and 

women were analyzed separately. The results from the t-tests show no statistically 
significant changes for women to be found regarding the importance of image (p = 
.73), meaningful relationships (p = .31), personal growth (p = .28), community 
contribution (p = .14), or health (p = .30), while statistically significant decreases did 
occur for women regarding the importance of wealth (t(404) = 3.52, p < .001, d = .36) 
and fame (t(404) = 3.07, p = .002, d = .31) upon reaching the early months of the 
pandemic. A similar pattern of results was observed for men, with the exception of 
the community contribution value. No statistically significant changes occurred 
regarding the importance of image (p = .5), meaningful relationships (p = .75), personal 
growth (p = .15), or health (p = .16), while statistically significant decreases occurred 
regarding the importance of wealth (t(290) = 2.18, p = .03, d = .3) and fame (t(290) = 2.64, 
p = .009, d = .36) and a statistically significant increase regarding the community 
contribution (t(290) = -2.83, p = .005, d = .39) upon reaching the early months of the 
pandemic. Table 1 provides the relevant descriptive statistics and t-test results.

I argue the reason for the non-significant changes regarding intrinsic values to be 
the ceiling effect. In other words, the rated importance of intrinsic values was so high 
before the pandemic that there was no room for further increase. All intrinsic values, 
as well as the health value, had mean scores of above six on the 7-point Likert-type 
AI scale for men and women before the pandemic, apart from men’s score for the 
community contribution value, which I think is the reason for its statistically significant 
increase. As a result, the study went on to explore the changes in intrinsic and extrinsic 
values both cumulatively and relatively. More specifically, I checked both whether 
changes had occurred regarding the overall means of the intrinsic and extrinsic value 
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clusters and whether the relative importance of intrinsic to extrinsic values had changed. 
This analysis revealed a statistically significant decrease to have occurred in extrinsic 
values (t(404) = 2.41, p = .017, d = .25) without any significant difference in intrinsic 
values (p = .41) for women. As for the men, a statistically significant increase occurred 
regarding intrinsic values (t(290) = -2.13, p = .034, d = .29) without any significant 
difference in extrinsic values (p = .065), although the p-value was close to the 
conventional level of significance. Therefore, the difference between intrinsic and 
extrinsic value clusters had increased for both genders, which resulted in a statistically 
significant increase in RIVO for both men (t(290) = -2.81, p = .005, d = .39) and women 
(t(404) = -2.61, p = .009, d = .27).

Table 1
Results from the t-Tests for Changes in the Importance Women and Men Place on Life Values 
During the Early Months of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Value

G
en

de
r

Te
rm n

M
ea

n

SD

t-
te

st

M
ea

n 
 

D
iff

er
en

ce

SE t p
Wealth

Women
Pre-pandemic 246 4.88 1.25

0.44 .13 3.52 .000Early-pan-
demic 160 4.43 1.23

Men
Pre-pandemic 221 5.18 1.27

0.37 .17 2.18 .030Early-pan-
demic 71 4.81 1.16

Fame

Women
Pre-pandemic 246 3.32 1.49

0.45 .15 3.07 .002Early-pan-
demic 160 2.87 1.37

Men
Pre-pandemic 221 3.70 1.47

0.52 .20 2.64 .009Early-pan-
demic 71 3.18 1.42

Image

Women
Pre-pandemic 246 3.91 1.35

-0.05 .13 -0.35 .728Early-pan-
demic 160 3.96 1.25

Men
Pre-pandemic 221 3.92 1.28

-0.11 .17 -0.67 .503Early-pan-
demic 71 4.03 1.07
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Meaningful 
Relationships

Women
Pre-pandemic 246 6.64 0.57

0.06 .06 1.01 .311Early-pan-
demic 160 6.58 0.62

Men
Pre-pandemic 221 6.41 0.74

-0.03 .10 -0.32 .747Early-pan-
demic 71 6.45 0.75

Personal 
Growth

Women
Pre-pandemic 246 6.33 0.65

-0.07 .06 -1.09 .277Early-pan-
demic 160 6.40 0.63

Men
Pre-pandemic 221 6.16 0.79

-0.16 .11 -1.46 .145Early-pan-
demic 71 6.32 0.77

Community 
Contribution

Women
Pre-pandemic 246 6.13 0.84

-0.13 .09 -1.47 .143Early-pan-
demic 160 6.25 0.86

Men
Pre-pandemic 221 5.75 1.04

-0.40 .14 -2.83 .005Early-pan-
demic 71 6.15 1.03

Physical 
Health

Women
Pre-pandemic 246 6.52 0.66

0.07 .07 1.05 .296Early-pan-
demic 160 6.45 0.67

Men
Pre-pandemic 221 6.29 0.83

-0.15 .11 -1.39 .164Early-pan-
demic 71 6.44 0.76

Intrinsic

Women
Pre-pandemic 246 6.37 0.54

-0.05 .05 -0.83 .406Early-pan-
demic 160 6.41 0.54

Men
Pre-pandemic 221 6.11 0.66

-0.20 .09 -2.13 .034Early-pan-
demic 71 6.30 0.72

Extrinsic

Women
Pre-pandemic 246 4.04 1.18

0.28 .12 2.41 .017Early-pan-
demic 160 3.75 1.12

Men
Pre-pandemic 221 4.27 1.05

0.26 .14 1.85 .065Early-pan-
demic 71 4.01 0.96

Relative 
Intrinsic Value 
Orientation 
(RIVO)

Women
Pre-pandemic 246 2.33 1.24

-0.33 .13 -2.61 .009Early-pan-
demic 160 2.66 1.23

Men
Pre-pandemic 221 1.84 1.22

-0.46 .16 -2.81 .005Early-pan-
demic 71 2.30 1.11
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I also compared the gender differences with regard to the importance of seven life 
values before and during the early months of the pandemic. The results show that prior 
to the pandemic, women had statistically significantly higher scores for the importance 
of meaningful relationships (t(465) = 3.69, p < .001, d = .34), personal growth (t(465) = 2.55, 
p = .011, d = .24), community contribution (t(465) = 4.28, p < .001, d = .4), and health 
(t(465) = 3.27, p = .001, d = .3) and statistically significantly lower scores for the importance 
of wealth (t(465) = -2.6, p = .01, d = .24) and fame (t(465) = -2.77, p = .006, d = .26) compared 
to men (but no significant difference for the image value, p = .95). As a result of these 
differences, women had a statistically significantly higher mean score for the intrinsic 
values cluster (t(465) = 4.61, p < .001, d = .43) and a statistically significantly lower mean 
score for the extrinsic values cluster (t(465) = -2.23, p = .026, d = .21); therefore, women 
had a statistically significantly stronger RIVO (t(465) = 4.29, p < .001, d = .4). These results 
suggest that women had a much healthier configuration of values than men prior to the 
pandemic. With the emergence of the pandemic, however, the gender differences 
regarding all values except wealth (t(229) = -2.2, p = .029, d = .32) had disappeared. The 
difference in the means for the intrinsic and extrinsic values clusters also turned non-
significant (p = .21 and p = .1, respectively). The difference in RIVO was still statistically 
significant in favor of women, but with a smaller effect size than before the pandemic 
(t(229) = 2.11, p = .036, d = .31). The weakened difference between the pre- and early-
pandemic RIVOs was apparently due to the proportionally higher increase in men’s 
espousal of intrinsic values during the early months of the pandemic. These results 
suggest that men began to reorient toward intrinsic values with the emergence of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, though they were still not as intrinsically oriented as women.

Discussion and Conclusion
This study found that both men and women decreased the importance they placed on 

money and fame during the early months of the pandemic. Moreover, men increased the 
importance they placed on community contribution and also exhibited an increase in the 
overall importance of intrinsic values, whereas no significant change occurred regarding 
women’s espousal of intrinsic values, most likely due to the ceiling effect. However, the 
decrease in the importance of extrinsic values for women was statistically significant. A 
comparable decline was found regarding the importance men placed on extrinsic values; 
however, this decrease was marginally above the conventional level of statistical 
significance, most likely due to the low statistical power. When examining the relative 
importance of intrinsic values to extrinsic ones, I found that both men and women had 
a statistically significantly increased RIVO level.

These results suggest that both men and women became more intrinsically oriented 
during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic than immediately before, either 
by increasing the importance they placed on intrinsic values, decreasing the importance 
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of extrinsic values, or both. This shift in values shows that the pandemic had changed 
what people prioritize, at least during its onset. Dealing with a life-threatening disease 
probably urged people to reconsider what they value in life and helped them realize 
the triviality of mundane, worldly values.

Research shows that an intrinsic value orientation improves individuals’ wellbeing 
by satisfying their basic psychological needs (Ryan et al., 1996; Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
Furthermore, intrinsically oriented individuals are more protected from thoughts of 
death (Vail III et al., 2019; Sonmez, 2022). This reorientation toward intrinsic values 
may have helped individuals deal more effectively with the adversities of the pandemic 
and maintain their wellbeing during its early months.

Although this study found evidence for changes in value priorities during the early 
months of the COVID-19 pandemic, whether these shifts were maintained over the 
following months remains unanswered. Daniel et al.’s (2022) study examining a longitudinal 
dataset found the changes in some values during the early months of the COVID-19 
pandemic to have been maintained throughout the following months, while other values 
had returned to their pre-pandemic levels. Therefore, whether the changes observed in the 
current sample had been maintained in the following months when the pandemic had 
become an entrenched part of daily human life is hard to judge. I leave this inquiry for 
future research. Finally, as with all studies, this one has several limitations. The study’s 
main limitations are the difference between the 5-point and 7-point Likert-type scales for 
measuring values in the pre- and early-pandemic data, the study’s cross-sectional design, 
and the student sample. Future research might also consider addressing these issues.
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