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Social values represent society’s goals, ideals, and conceptions of preferred states (Kahle 1996; Suh & Kahle, 2018), 
and the causal sequence flows from values to attitudes to behaviors such as brand or attribute selection (Homer and 
Kahle 1988). Social values exert a major influence on choice and engagement in many activities, including sport and 
leisure activities (Kahle & Valette-Florence, 2012; Lee & Kahle, 2016; Madrigal & Kahle, 1994).  
 
Values also differ by gender (Kahle, Aiken, Dalakas, & Duncan, 2003; Kahle, Duncan, Dalakas, & Aiken, 2001). 
One popular culture theory is that “fun” is a critical value among women, that “girls just want to have fun.” 
Historically, sports consumption emphasized males, but the proportion of female consumers has continuously 
grown (see Bush, Bush, Clark & Bush, 2005). We thus need to understand the values of women consumers, too. 
 
 
Social values are dynamic and are always changing, such that a continuous understanding of changes in values over 
time can provide insight into individuals and society. The current research builds upon three previous papers (Kahle 
and Timmer 1983; Kahle, Poulos, and Sukdial 1988; Gurel-Atay et al. 2010), expanding the view of changes in 
American social values across 40 years.  
Method 
 
Social values were measured using the list of values (LOV: Kahle and Timmer 1983). Four sequential cross-sectional 
national surveys were administered to representative samples of the US Census to compare findings across the 40-
year period (1976, 1986, 2007, and 2017).  
 
The use of a single consistent measure was essential due to differences in the initial data gathering techniques. In the 
1976 survey, the LOV was administered to adults over 21 years of age selected from a representative sample of the 
United States (Kahle, 1983). The respondents were asked in face-to-face interviews to select their first and second 
most important values from a list of nine. In the 1986 survey, researchers interviewed respondents from a Market 
Facts Consumer Mail Panel, representing U.S. adults 18 years and older by using the same set of nine values (Kahle 
et al., 1988). In the 2007 survey, data were collected from a national quota sample of participants aged 18 and older 
by the research company Synovate. The same nine values from the LOV were used to measure the most important 
value of participants. In 2017, Qualtrics collected data from a national quota sample of participants aged 18 and 
older by using the same LOV. The samples were representative of the Year 2010 US Census. For this study, the 
most important values from the LOV in surveys was analyzed across gender groups. “Fun and enjoyment in life” 
and “excitement” were collapsed into a single value for analysis because few people selected “excitement” as their 
first choice in the surveys. Moreover, previous research showed that these two values were closely associated (Kahle 
et al., 1988). This value is most important for the question of whether “girls just want to have fun.” 
 
Findings 
 
Figure 1 summarizes the key finding across all participants including the differences between gender. The trends in 
the ranking between 2007 and 2017 can best be described in three ways: a dramatic change with changes in ranking 
greater than 10% (self-respect, sense of belonging), a more gradual fluctuation between 2% - 10% consistent with 
the shifts in the data in the first three studies (being well-respected, self-fulfillment, sense of accomplishment, fun-
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enjoyment-excitement), and slight or insignificant changes of less than 2% (security, warm relationship with others). 
 
Fun-Enjoyment-Excitement. We had seen increases in the importance of fun-enjoyment-excitement values from 
1976 to 2007 for almost all demographic groups. This upward trend has continued since 2007. Both males and 
females value fun-enjoyment-excitement more in 2017 than 2007. Interestingly, men ranked this value higher than 
women in 1976, 1986, and 2007; however, the difference between males and females became statistically 
insignificant in 2017 (χ2 (1) = 0.038, p =.846). This suggests that fun-enjoyment-excitement is becoming equally 
important for both genders.  
 
The findings show that people across both genders, all age groups, all education levels, and all races value fun-
enjoyment-excitement more than they did in 2007 as the percentages of people across all demographic groups who 
selected this value as their primary value has increased. In some of these demographic groups, this increase was not 
statistically significant, suggesting that this upward trend happens in small increments rather than big ones. Thus, 
more women want to have fun now than was previously the case, but the gender difference now is not important, 
and many women prize other values more than fun. 
 
Sense of Belonging. Perhaps the most dramatic change in values over the past decade has been the increase in 
people who endorse a sense of belonging. It went from the least popular value in 1986 (5.1%) and 2007 (3.3%) to 
the most popular value in 2017 (18.1%). This dramatic growth occurred in every age group, especially the two oldest 
age groups. It occurred in all racial groups, and it occurred at all educational levels.  
 
Sense of belonging has always been endorsed more by women than men in the US, and that fact remains true now. 
But the large increase occurred in both genders. One might argue that women have gained relative to men during 
the past decade, although social indicators still show that they fall somewhat behind men in standing. Perhaps the 
rise of women has been accompanied by the rise in the importance of women’s values.  
 
Discussion 
 
Subtle trends in the previous 30 years now show a dramatic shift in social values in the last ten years, which cuts 
across gender. The most significant change is the sharp drop in self-respect, in parallel with a jump in the sense of 
belonging as being the most important social value in America. The gender difference in “fun” has disappeared and 
is certainly not the defining characteristic of either gender. Women especially place greater value on social 
connectedness. 
 
The implications of this change for sport and leisure are discussed. 
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