
INTRODUCTION
Personal values form the stable ‘lens’ through which a consumer ‘views’ the world. Values reflect consumers’ 
priorities, guide how decisions are made, and motivate actions. For example, values have been demonstrated to 
predict and explain a broad range of common consumer behaviors,1 including the purchase of environmentally 
friendly products,2 the selection of food when grocery shopping,3 and voting preferences.4 For all these reasons, an 
understanding of consumers’ values is critical for savvy marketers. Simply summarized, values encapsulate the ‘why’ 
behind the ‘buy’ and enable a marketer to connect to the ‘central core’ of consumers.

That ‘core’ is generally unchanging over long periods within a consumer’s lifespan. Yet, shifts in the importance 
placed on values do occur — both gradually over a span of years, and more suddenly in response to changes 
in circumstances. For example, as individuals grow older, the values of tradition and conformity become more 
important.⁵ And, more abruptly, the birth of a child — a momentous life event — is known to alter new mothers’ 
values, within the year from the start of pregnancy to three months following childbirth.⁶

Was the rapid onset of the coronavirus crisis an equally momentous event for consumers? Was it a sufficiently 
powerful influence on the lives of consumers that their underlying personal values change as a result? If so, which 
values became more (or less) important — and, for what proportion of consumers?

METHODOLOGY
To explore these questions, Resonate collected information about the importance that adult consumers place on 
a set of values when making decisions in their life, including personal actions and products purchased. Those data 
were collected using an online survey at two points in time: first, before concern about the coronavirus (COVID-19) 
crisis was widespread (January 28th - March 9th, 2020) and before a national emergency was declared (March 13th); 
and second, after the crisis had achieved notoriety in the United States (March 21st – March 30th, 2020; see Figure 1).  
For brevity, these two periods are referred to as “pre-COVID” and “in-COVID” herein.
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FIGURE 1

Coronavirus Cases in the United States

At each of the two points in time, consumers were asked to select the personal values that are important to them 
from a list of 19 (see Table 1), constructed to align with the theory of basic individual values7, 8 developed by Dr. 
Shalom Schwartz.  Each consumer was able to choose as many (or as few) values from the list as they deemed to be 
important.

Pre-COVID In-COVID

The cumulative number of coronavirus cases in the United States13 from January 22nd through March 31st, 2020, 
together with the counts of completed online surveys on each day, is displayed. Note that all surveys in the first 
period (pre-COVID) were completed while that cumulative number was below 650, whereas all surveys in the 
second period (in-COVID) were completed while it was above 24,500.
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TABLE 1

Personal Values and Descriptions

Personal Value Description

Tolerance Understanding and accepting people who are different from you

Nature Caring for nature and protecting the environment

Equality Treating every person in the world equally and justly

Dependability Being dependable and trustworthy for family and friends

Caring Helping and caring for family and friends

Humility Being humble and modest

Conformity Avoiding upsetting or harming people

Duty Fulfilling obligations and obeying rules

Tradition Preserving family, cultural, or religious traditions and customs

Security Having a safe and stable community and nation

Safety Preserving your own safety, and the safety of your family

Reputation Maintaining a good public image, and being treated with  
respect and dignity

Influence Acquiring wealth, status, and influence

Authority Being in charge and directing people

Achievement Being successful and admired for your achievements

Pleasure Enjoying the pleasures of life

Stimulation Having a life full of excitement, novelties, and challenges

Independence Being free to determine your own actions

Creativity Being free to think up new ideas, to be creative,  
and to develop new skills

A list of 19 personal value statements was presented to research participants, with the instruction to select all that 
are important when making decisions in their life – including personal actions and products purchased.

Data from 1,735 consumers in the United States were obtained. Importantly, these data are longitudinal – i.e., 
measuring change in the importance of values for the same consumers over time. As a consequence, differences 
in value importance are more likely to detected, because the variance due to individual differences between 
consumers is controlled.
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INSIGHT 1: IMPORTANCE OF VALUES REMAIN GENERALLY STABLE

The first insight concerns the extent to which the importance placed on personal values remained the same, despite 
the onset of the coronavirus crisis.  More specifically, the importance of values remained unchanged in 71.0% of 
all instances across research participants – i.e., a value is either (a) not important pre-COVID and in-COVID, or (b) 
important at both times. This finding is consistent with the expectation that values are generally stable over time, 
serving as a constant personal and psychological reference.

Additionally, the mean number of values changing (from not important to important or the reverse) across the 
northeast, south, midwest, and west US Census regions is equivalent, indicating general uniformity across the 
nation. 

Furthermore, some values had meaningful higher consistency over time, chief among which were Authority (“being 
in charge and directing people,” 93.0%); Influence (“acquiring wealth, status, and influence,” 87.6%); and Achievement 
(“being successful and admired for your achievements,” 82.2%). Each of these values has a personal (self) rather than 
a social (other) focus, and the importance (or non-importance) placed on these values appears to be least likely to be 
influenced by the coronavirus crisis. 

INSIGHT 2: MORE VALUES BECOME IMPORTANT

Out of the list of 19 values, research participants selected 7.4 values as important on average before the onset of the 
coronavirus crisis as compared to 9.2 after. Additionally, the median number of values per respondent that shifted 
from not important to important was 3, whereas for the shift from important to not important that quantity was 1.  
This suggests that consumers may have experienced a heightened awareness of (and sensitivity to) the values that 
partially define their inner self, as the world around them became more turbulent.

INSIGHT 3: SOME VALUES BECOME EVEN MORE IMPORTANT

Two values in particular exhibited notable shifts from “not important” before the onset 
of the coronavirus crisis to “important” after:  Security (“having a safe and stable 
community and nation”) and Safety (“preserving your own safety, and the 
safety of your family”). Security became an important value for 30.0% of 
research participants following the onset of the coronavirus crisis, while 
for Safety the corresponding number was 24.8%. This pattern of results 
is consistent with shifts in value priorities observed as a result of the 
global financial crisis of 2008.9

INSIGHTS
An examination of the consistency of — and changes in —  the importance of consumer’s personal values before 
the onset of the coronavirus crisis versus after reveals several noteworthy insights.
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INSIGHT 4: SOME VALUES BECOME LESS IMPORTANT

As a result of the coronavirus crisis, specific personal values exhibited notable 
shifts from “important” to “not important.”  The values of Pleasure (“enjoying 
the pleasures of life”), Humility (“being humble and modest”), Tolerance 
(“understanding and accepting people who are different from you”), and 
Independence (“being free to determine your own actions”) all made this 
shift for 15.3%, 13.0%, 12.7%, and 12.7% of research participants, respectively. 
Collectively, these value shifts suggest that the locus of control for some 

consumers may be moving from internal (personal control) to external (outside 
influences), a change that is known to occur with the onset of heightened levels 

of anxiety and apprehension.10, 11

INSIGHT 5: SAFETY AND SECURITY ARE INDEPENDENT OF CORONAVIRUS 
CONCERNS

Research participants were asked to rate the extent to which they were concerned about the (a) health- and (b) 
economic-related consequences of the coronavirus situation, on a scale ranging from “an extremely small extent” 
(1) to “an extremely large extent” (7).  For participants for whom the value of Safety changed from “not important” 
pre-COVID to “important” in-COVID versus all others, the mean concern for health- and economic-related 
consequences was nearly identical — and, the same pattern also appeared for the value of Security. This suggest 
that these two personal values were distinct from generalized concerns about the coronavirus situation, and 
the latter are therefore a poor proxy for the former.  More generally, this finding implies that the outward “what” 
(coronavirus concern) is different from the inward “why” (personal value).

Additionally, there was no significant difference across the northeast, south, north central, and west regions in the 
proportion of research participants for whom the value of Safety changed from “not important” before the onset of 
the coronavirus crisis to “important” after — and, the same pattern also appeared for the value of Security. Despite 
differences in the severity of the coronavirus situation by geography, the shared experience in its entirety (and 
the strengthening of the national identity) may have outweighed more localized circumstances in driving shifts in 
the importance placed on values – perhaps as a consequence of the extensive nationwide news coverage of the 
pandemic.

INSIGHT 6: IMPORTANCE OF VALUES CHANGE IN PREDICTABLE PATTERNS

Personal values share underlying similarities and, as a result, are naturally related to one another.3,4 For example, the 
values of Equality (“treating every person in the world equally and justly”), Nature (“caring for nature and protecting 
the environment”), and Tolerance (“understanding and accepting people who are different from you”) reflect a 
‘universalism’ perspective together with an emphasis on self-transcendence. In contrast, the values of Achievement 
(“being successful and admired for your achievements”), Authority (“being in charge and directing people”), and 
Influence (“acquiring wealth, status, and influence”) reflect the concepts of success and power together with an 
emphasis on self-enhancement. It is expected, therefore, that as the importance placed on values changes in 
response to the coronavirus crisis, related values will tend to have related patterns of importance over time. To 
explore that possibility, an analysis of the response patterns of the personal values was conducted and yielded five 
clusters (see Figure 2).
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TABLE 2

Importance of Personal Values Over Time

Personal Value
Pre-COVID In-COVID Pre-COVID to In-COVID 

N Y N Y YN NN YY NY

Tolerance 54.0% 46.0% 46.0% 54.0% 12.7% 33.3% 33.3% 20.7%

Nature 60.6% 39.4% 47.7% 52.3% 8.4% 39.4% 31.1% 21.2%

Equality 49.6% 50.4% 39.5% 60.5% 10.7% 28.8% 39.7% 20.9%

Dependability 35.5% 64.5% 26.7% 73.3% 10.6% 16.1% 53.9% 19.4%

Caring 39.1% 60.9% 24.9% 75.1% 8.9% 16.0% 52.0% 23.1%

Humility 49.0% 51.0% 41.4% 58.6% 13.0% 28.5% 38.0% 20.5%

Conformity 62.0% 38.0% 52.3% 47.7% 11.8% 40.5% 26.2% 21.5%

Duty 64.3% 35.7% 48.5% 51.5% 8.0% 40.5% 27.7% 23.7%

Tradition 67.3% 32.7% 56.4% 43.6% 9.0% 47.4% 23.7% 19.9%

Security 54.4% 45.6% 31.9% 68.1% 7.6% 24.4% 38.0% 30.0%

Safety 43.0% 57.0% 26.6% 73.4% 8.4% 18.2% 48.6% 24.8%

Reputation 77.0% 23.0% 69.6% 30.4% 10.3% 59.3% 12.7% 17.7%

Influence 89.3% 10.7% 88.9% 11.1% 6.0% 82.9% 4.7% 6.5%

Authority 95.4% 4.6% 94.6% 5.4% 3.1% 91.5% 1.5% 3.9%

Achievement 85.8% 14.2% 86.4% 13.6% 9.2% 77.2% 5.0% 8.6%

Pleasure 45.1% 54.9% 41.0% 59.0% 15.3% 25.7% 39.7% 19.4%

Stimulation 77.3% 22.7% 72.8% 27.2% 10.3% 62.5% 12.3% 14.9%

Independence 47.8% 52.2% 37.1% 62.9% 12.7% 24.3% 39.5% 23.5%

Creativity 63.9% 36.1% 50.5% 49.5% 11.1% 39.5% 25.0% 24.4%

For each personal value, the table displays the percent of research participants who selected the value as 
“important” (“Y”) or not (“N”) at two points in time: first, before concern about the coronavirus crisis was 
widespread (pre-COVID); and second, after the crisis had achieved notoriety in the United States (in-COVID).  
The set of four columns for “Pre-COVID to In-COVID” report shifts in the importance of personal values from the 
former to the latter period. For example, the “NY” column contains the percent of research participants for whom 
the value was “not important” pre-COVID and “important” in-COVID.
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Cluster 1: Reputation, Stimulation, Achievement, 
Authority, and Influence.  
These personal values were most likely to shift from 
“important” before the onset of the coronavirus crisis  
to “not important” after, and together reflect the 
concepts of excitement, social success, and power.  
As the coronavirus crisis heightened, an emphasis on 
values emphasizing self-enhancement and openness to 
change lessened.

Cluster 2: Humility, Conformity, Tradition, and Duty. 
The importance (or non-importance) of these personal 
values were most likely to remain unchanged from 
before the onset of the coronavirus crisis to after — and, 
in fact, the values themselves emphasize conservation 
of the status quo.

Cluster 3: Security, Safety, Caring, and Dependability. 
These personal values were most likely to shift from “not 
important” before the onset of the coronavirus crisis 
to “important” after; and, for research participants for 
whom the values were already “important” pre-COVID, 

were least likely to change to “not important” in-COVID. 
Together, the values reflect the concepts of personal 
and societal safety and stability, and being helpful and 
trustworthy. As the coronavirus crisis heightened, a shift 
toward these values occurred.

Cluster 4:  Nature, Equality, and Tolerance. 
These personal values were most likely to be “important” 
before the onset of the coronavirus crisis and to remain 
“important” after.  A commitment to the environment 
and to justice are values which were least impacted 
by the coronavirus crisis, for individuals who placed 
importance upon them.

Cluster 5: Pleasure, Creativity, and Independence. 
Together, these personal values were least likely to 
exhibit consistent patterns of change in importance 
from before the onset of the coronavirus crisis to after; 
with the values decreasing, remaining the same, or 
increasing for different subsets of individuals.

FIGURE 2

Clustering of the Importance of Personal Values Over Time

The hierarchical clustering of the importance placed on personal values from before the onset of the coronavirus 
crisis to after is displayed. Personal values within each of the five clusters tend to have similar response patterns, 
either remaining constant (e.g., important at both times) or changing (e.g., from not important to important).
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With the overall awareness of (and 
sensitivity to) their own personal 
values increasing, marketing that is 
aligned with personal values may 
be more likely to cut through the 
clutter and successfully reinforce 
the brand in the mind and the heart 
of the consumer. Communicating 
how a brand is aligned with those 
personal values of importance to 
an individual consumer creates a 
meaningful connection that may be 
more resilient to competitive threats, 
because it speaks to the person’s 
inner state in a differentiated manner 
that is difficult for a competitor to 
detect and duplicate. And, adjusting 
those communications as personal 
values continue to change in light 
of the ongoing evolution the 
coronavirus crisis further strengthens 
the marketing impact.

Personal values are interrelated, 
and changes in those values can 
thus occur in combination with one 
another. For consumers experiencing 
a shift in importance for the values 
of both Caring and Dependability, 
for example, a richness of their 
reality emerges – and, for which 
appropriately tailored messaging 
emphasizing helpfulness and 
trustworthiness may be most 
effective. Considered together, 
changes in the configuration of 
importance placed on combinations 
of values provides additional clarity 
on how to most effectively bolster 
the brand.

As evidenced by this research, not 
all consumers are shifting many of 
their value priorities — and, among 
those who are, the shifts are most 
salient for a select subset of values. 
This creates marketing complexity 
— but, only for those who message 
to the group average rather than 
to the individual consumer. The 
critical opportunity in this crisis is 
to know which specific consumers 
place importance on which personal 
values, and to craft and deploy 
communications that resonate with 
that specific human with immediacy 
and relevancy.

IMPLICATIONS
The observed shifts (and lack thereof) in consumers’ personal values during the coronavirus crisis have 
several key implications for marketing professionals today.

Implication 1: Speak to 
Consumers’ Values

Implication 2: Realize the 
Richness of Consumers’ Values

Implication 3: Act on Consumers’ 
Values
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CONCLUSION
The impact of the coronavirus crisis on the lives of adults in the United States has been wide-ranging and far-
reaching, with 44% reporting that their lives have changed “in a major way.12” In a time of flux and fear, it is not only 
the outer activities of daily living that have changed for many consumers. It is, more importantly, the underling 
motivations that drive consumers’ decision making.

In this environment, savvy and successful marketers need to not only do things differently, but to also do different 
things.  More specifically and strategically, they need transition from “playing not to lose” to "playing to win," by 
speaking to the underlying motivations of their customers and prospects as reflected in their changing personal 
values. By so doing, the opportunity to rise above the chaos to achieve enhanced effectiveness may be realized.

With the volume, variety, and velocity of changes resulting from the coronavirus crisis likely to only increase, the 
alternative is not attractive. As W. Edwards Deming stated in his book Out of the Crisis over three decades ago, “It 
is not necessary to change. Survival is not mandatory.”
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READY TO GET STARTED?
Resonate is a pioneer in A.I.-driven consumer data & intelligence. The Resonate Ignite Platform seamlessly enriches any data 
with the deepest understanding of the U.S. consumer and then integrates into the marketing ecosystem to drive insights into 
action. Resonate Elements, our proprietary consumer data set, has more than 13,000 attributes, including the Human Element that 
describes why consumers choose, buy or support certain brands, products or causes. Hundreds of leading brands and agencies 
use Resonate to better understand their customers and prospects and power decision-making from strategy and execution to 
drive growth and revenue across the customer lifecycle.
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