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The 1960s marked a pivotal decade in societal transformation across the globe, and particularly
within the United States. This era was characterized by significant social, political, and cultural
upheaval, which profoundly influenced the perspectives and values of younger generations, especially
college students. Recognizing the importance of understanding these shifts, researchers and
policymakers initiated numerous national studies aimed at surveying the changing values of college
students. These studies not only chronicled shifting attitudes but also provided insights into the
broader societal trends shaping the future of a rapidly evolving nation.

In this article, we explore the origins and evolution of these surveys, their key findings, and the
lasting impact they have had on understanding youth and student movements. We will analyze how
the values of college students have changed from the 1960s onward and the implications for
education, politics, and society at large.

Historical Context: The 1960s and the Rise of Student
Surveys

The Sociopolitical Climate of the 1960s

The 1960s was a decade marked by revolutionary changes. The civil rights movement, anti-war
protests against Vietnam, the rise of countercultural movements, and calls for social justice globally
created a fertile ground for shifting values among young people. College campuses became hotbeds
of activism, where students voiced their opinions on issues such as racial equality, peace, gender
roles, and personal freedoms.

This tumultuous environment prompted researchers to investigate the evolving attitudes and beliefs
of college students, recognizing that their values would shape future societal norms. The need for
comprehensive data led to the initiation of national surveys, which aimed to capture the multifaceted
views of this influential demographic.

The Emergence of National Studies and Surveys

Some of the earliest large-scale surveys focused on understanding the attitudes of college students
towards authority, tradition, and change. These studies aimed to identify trends that could explain the
rise of student activism and social movements. Notable among these efforts were:



- The College Student Surveys conducted by government agencies and academic institutions.
- The Harvard Study of Youth and Society.
- The National Study of Student Attitudes and Values.

These surveys utilized questionnaires, interviews, and longitudinal data collection to track changes
over time, providing a clear picture of how students’ values were shifting in response to societal
upheaval.

Key Findings from 1960s to 1980s: Shifting Values of
College Students

Values of Authority and Conformity

During the early 1960s, many college students still held traditional views emphasizing authority,
conformity, and respect for established institutions. However, as the decade progressed, surveys
revealed a marked decline in these values, with students increasingly questioning authority figures,
government policies, and societal norms.

Notable trends include:

- A decrease in the respect for hierarchical authority.

- An increased emphasis on personal freedom and individual rights.

- A shift towards skepticism of traditional institutions, including government, religion, and education.

The Rise of Progressive and Countercultural Attitudes

Surveys documented a surge in progressive attitudes, including support for civil rights, gender
equality, and anti-war sentiments. The 1960s saw students advocating for social justice, challenging
racial segregation, and protesting the Vietham War.

Key observations:

- Increased participation in demonstrations and activism.

- Support for alternative lifestyles and rejection of materialism.

- Openness to new ideas about sexuality, gender roles, and personal expression.

Values Regarding Personal Development and Self-Expression

Research from this period indicated a growing emphasis on self-fulfillment, creativity, and personal
authenticity. Students increasingly valued experiences that fostered individual growth, such as arts,
travel, and alternative education.

Highlights:
- Emphasis on personal choice and self-identity.



- Growing interest in spiritual and philosophical exploration.
- Rejection of traditional career and life paths in favor of more expressive pursuits.

Changes From the 1980s to Present: Evolving Student
Values

While the initial surveys of the 1960s captured a revolutionary spirit, subsequent decades saw further
alterations in student values, influenced by economic shifts, technological advancements, and global
challenges.

The Conservative Turn and Renewed Priorities

The 1980s and 1990s brought a period of conservative resurgence in many Western societies.
Surveys indicated a partial return to traditional values among some students, emphasizing family,
religion, and stability. However, the core themes of individualism and social justice persisted.

The Digital Age and New Perspectives

The advent of the internet and digital communication revolutionized how students engage with
information, activism, and social issues. Modern surveys reflect:

- Increased global awareness and multicultural perspectives.
- Greater concern about climate change and environmental issues.
- Emphasis on mental health, work-life balance, and social justice.

Current Trends in Student Values

Recent surveys highlight several prominent values among today's college students:

- Inclusivity and Diversity: Strong support for multiculturalism and anti-discrimination policies.

- Environmental Sustainability: High levels of concern about climate change and sustainable practices.
- Social Activism: Active participation in movements like Black Lives Matter, LGBTQ+ rights, and
gender equality.

- Mental Health Awareness: Open discussions about mental health challenges and seeking support.

Implications of Changing Values for Education and
Society



Impact on Educational Policies and Campus Culture

Understanding the shifting values of college students has led to significant changes in higher
education policies:

- Curriculum reforms emphasizing social justice, diversity, and environmental education.
- Increased focus on mental health services and student well-being.
- Promotion of inclusive campus environments that reflect contemporary values.

Influence on Politics and Civic Engagement

Students’ evolving values have fueled political activism, voter participation, and policy advocacy. The
rise of student-led movements has often shaped national debates on issues like civil rights, climate
change, and social justice.

Societal Transformation and Future Outlook

As today's students carry forward their values into the workforce and civic life, their priorities are
likely to influence societal norms for decades to come. The ongoing surveys serve as vital tools for
understanding these trends and guiding policymakers, educators, and community leaders.

Conclusion

Since the 1960s, national studies surveying the values of college students have provided invaluable
insights into the evolving landscape of youth attitudes and beliefs. From questioning authority and
embracing social activism to prioritizing diversity and environmental sustainability, these surveys
chronicle a dynamic shift reflective of broader societal changes. Recognizing these trends helps
educators, policymakers, and society at large to foster environments that resonate with students'
values and prepare them to be engaged, responsible citizens.

By continually monitoring these shifts through comprehensive surveys, stakeholders can better
understand the needs and aspirations of future generations, ensuring that higher education remains
relevant and responsive to the evolving societal fabric. The legacy of these studies underscores the
importance of listening to the voices of young people as agents of change—an effort that began in the
1960s and continues to shape our world today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the primary changes in college students' values



observed in national studies during the 1960s?

Studies in the 1960s highlighted a shift towards greater emphasis on personal freedom, social justice,
and opposition to traditional authority among college students.

How did national surveys in the 1960s assess the evolving
attitudes of college students?

They used questionnaires and interviews to measure attitudes towards politics, race relations, gender
roles, and individual rights, revealing significant generational differences.

In what ways did the values of college students in the 1960s
impact broader social movements?

The changing values fostered involvement in civil rights, anti-war protests, and student activism,
shaping the social and political landscape of the era.

What role did national studies play in understanding the
cultural shifts among college students in the 1960s?

They provided empirical data that documented the rise of new values related to openness, skepticism
of authority, and desire for societal change, reflecting a broader cultural transformation.

Why are the 1960s studies of college students' values
considered significant for understanding contemporary
student activism?

Because they identified foundational shifts in attitudes and priorities that continue to influence
student movements and perspectives today.

Additional Resources

Beginning in the 1960s, national studies have surveyed changes in the values of college
students to identify significant shifts in societal attitudes, beliefs, and priorities among the
emerging youth demographic. This period marked a pivotal era of social transformation, driven by
cultural upheavals, political activism, and a reevaluation of traditional norms. Researchers, educators,
and policymakers sought to understand how these changes in student values reflected broader
societal currents and what implications they held for future social development.

This article explores the origins, methodologies, key findings, and implications of these influential
studies, providing a comprehensive overview of how the values of college students have evolved from
the 1960s onward.



Historical Context of the 1960s: A Catalyst for Change

The Sociopolitical Climate of the 1960s

The 1960s were characterized by profound social upheaval. The decade saw the Civil Rights
Movement, protests against the Vietnam War, the rise of countercultural movements, and a
questioning of authority and traditional institutions. These events fostered a climate of activism and
idealism among young adults, especially college students who were at the forefront of many of these
movements.

The Emergence of Student Movements

College campuses became hotbeds of political activism, with students advocating for racial equality,
peace, gender rights, and environmental concerns. The Free Speech Movement at the University of
California, Berkeley, and protests against military conscription are prime examples. These movements
signaled a shift in values from conformity to individual expression and social justice.

Implications for Student Values

Given this backdrop, researchers hypothesized that students’ personal values were shifting toward
greater emphasis on self-actualization, social responsibility, and skepticism of authority. These
hypotheses prompted systematic investigations into the changing value orientations of college
students.

Methodologies of Early National Studies

Survey Instruments and Data Collection

Researchers employed standardized questionnaires, such as the Rokeach Value Survey and the
Allport-Vernon-Lindzey Study of Values, to quantify student attitudes. These instruments measured
various dimensions, including:

- Personal values (e.g., achievement, self-direction)

- Social attitudes (e.g., concern for equality, social justice)
- Political beliefs (e.g., anti-war sentiments)

- Cultural orientations (e.g., openness to new experiences)

Large-scale surveys, often administered across multiple institutions, aimed to identify broad patterns
and trends.



Sampling and Demographic Considerations

Studies targeted diverse samples of college students, including variations in age, gender, ethnicity,
and socioeconomic background. Recognizing that college populations were becoming more diverse,
researchers aimed to capture a comprehensive picture of value shifts across different groups.

Analytical Approaches

Data analysis involved statistical techniques such as factor analysis, trend analysis, and comparative
studies to detect significant changes over time and across demographic segments. This approach
allowed for nuanced insights into the evolving landscape of student values.

Key Findings from the 1960s and Beyond

Shift Toward Humanitarian and Social Justice Values

One of the most prominent findings was an increased emphasis on values linked to social
responsibility, equality, and activism. Students expressed greater concern for issues like civil rights,
poverty alleviation, and anti-war efforts.

Rise in Individualism and Self-Expression

There was a marked move toward valuing personal autonomy, self-expression, and authenticity.
Students increasingly prioritized personal growth, creative pursuits, and individual rights over
traditional conformist values.

Decline in Conventional Authority and Materialism

Traditional authority figures—such as government, religious institutions, and family elders—were
viewed with skepticism. Additionally, materialistic values showed a relative decline, replaced by
pursuits of meaning and purpose.

Generation Gap and Value Divergence

Studies documented a widening generational gap, with college students embracing progressive
positions that often contrasted sharply with older generations’ conservative values. This divergence
fueled societal debates on cultural change.

Impact of Political and Cultural Movements

The surge in anti-establishment sentiments, feminism, environmentalism, and anti-war activism
significantly shaped student values. These movements fostered a sense of collective responsibility



and urgency among students.

Evolution of Student Values in Subsequent Decades

1970s and 1980s: Consolidation and Diversification

While the core themes of social justice and individualism persisted, these decades saw diversification
in values. The rise of neoliberalism and conservatism influenced some students toward more
traditional or pragmatic perspectives, whereas others deepened their commitment to activism.

1990s and 2000s: Globalization and Technology

Global interconnectedness and technological advancements introduced new values related to
multiculturalism, environmental sustainability, and digital literacy. Surveys indicated increased
awareness of global issues and a shift toward collaborative problem-solving.

Post-2010s: Identity Politics and Social Movements

The rise of identity politics, social media activism, and movements like Black Lives Matter and MeToo
further transformed student values, emphasizing inclusivity, diversity, and social justice on a broader
scale.

Implications of Value Changes for Society and
Education

Educational Policy and Curriculum Development

Understanding these shifts has prompted educators to incorporate social justice themes, diversity
training, and civic engagement into curricula. Recognizing the importance of fostering critical
consciousness among students has become a priority.

Leadership and Civic Engagement

Students’ evolving values have led to increased participation in civic life, activism, and community
service. Universities and policymakers have adapted by creating platforms for student voices and
leadership development.



Societal Transformation and Challenges

The generational shifts in values influence political landscapes, cultural norms, and social policies.
While these changes can promote progress, they also pose challenges related to polarization, social
cohesion, and intergenerational dialogue.

Future Research Directions

Ongoing studies continue to monitor how emerging issues—such as climate change, technological
ethics, and global crises—shape student values. Longitudinal research helps in understanding the
sustainability and evolution of these changes.

Conclusion: The Significance of Value Surveys in
Understanding Societal Change

The systematic survey of college students’ values beginning in the 1960s has provided vital insights
into the dynamic interplay between youth, culture, and society. These studies have illuminated how
young people respond to, influence, and sometimes challenge prevailing norms during periods of
societal upheaval. By tracking these shifts, researchers and educators can better understand the
evolving priorities of future leaders and citizens.

The legacy of these early studies underscores the importance of continual assessment and dialogue
about values in shaping a more inclusive, socially responsible, and adaptable society. As the world
faces new challenges, the insights gained from decades of value surveys remain crucial in guiding
policies, educational practices, and societal development.
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