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Values Perceived in Television by
Adolescents in Different
Cross-cultural Contexts
Valores percibidos en el medio televisivo por adolescentes en contextos transculturales
ABSTRACT
This study was carried out on a sample group of 1,238 adolescents from eight different cultural contexts, and aimed
to determine the values perceived by subjects in their favorite television characters. It also aimed to identify any possible differences between cultural contexts. The basic hypothesis for the study was that television conveys values
and constitutes one of the forces for socialization at play during adolescence. The total sample group was made up
by: three Spanish sub-groups, four Latin American sub-groups and one Irish sub-group. The instrument used for
exploring perceived values was the Val.Tv 0.2, which is an adaptation of Schwartz’s scale. The data were collected
both by means of an on-line platform and in person. In relation to the results, in general, the values most commonly
perceived by adolescents are self-management and benevolence. As regards contextual differences, although significant differences were observed in all values, in no case were they particularly notable. The only exceptions were
hedonism and achievement, for which no significant differences were found at all between the different contexts.
The most relevant differences were found in the values of conformity, tradition, benevolence and universalism.
From an educational perspective, we can conclude that the measurement instrument used may constitute an adequate tool for decoding the values perceived by adolescents in their favorite television characters.
RESUMEN
El objetivo general de este trabajo fue conocer los valores percibidos en su personaje favorito de televisión en una
muestra de 1.238 adolescentes pertenecientes a ocho contextos culturales y establecer las posibles diferencias entre
dichos contextos. Se parte de la hipótesis básica de que el medio televisivo trasmite valores y es una agente de socialización, entre otros, en la etapa de la adolescencia. La muestra total estuvo constituida por: tres submuestras españolas, cuatro latinoamericanas y una irlandesa. El instrumento utilizado para indagar los valores percibidos ha sido
Val.Tv 0.2 que es una adaptación de la escala de Schwartz. La recogida de datos se realizó a través de una plataforma on-line y presencialmente. Respecto a los hallazgos encontrados, tomados globalmente, los valores que más
perciben los adolescentes son autodirección y benevolencia. Respecto a las diferencias contextuales los datos nos
indican que, a pesar de que existen diferencias significativas en todos los valores, éstas no son muy destacables. Hay
que exceptuar los valores de hedonismo y logro, donde no se encontraron diferencias significativas entre los diferentes contextos. Las diferencias más relevantes se hallaron en los valores de conformidad, tradición, benevolencia y
universalismo. Desde una perspectiva educativa se concluye que el instrumento de medición utilizado puede ser una
herramienta adecuada para decodificar los valores percibidos por los adolescentes en sus personajes preferidos.
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1. Introduction
We currently have enough data to enable us to
state that adolescents watch television for a wide
range of different reasons, such as: to entertain themselves, to learn about life or to identify with their own
concerns and interests. In other words, they identify
with the contents of television programs, and in turn,
as with any other development context, the contents
seen on the screen have both a positive and negative
effect on adolescent viewers. In general, the media
contribute to the development of adolescents’ identity
in a reciprocal and multi-directional manner, and teenagers learn different values through media content
(Aierbe, Medrano & Martínez de Morentin, 2010;
Castells, 2009; Fisherkeller, 1997; Pindado, 2006).
We should not forget that, as a recent study indicates (Fundación Antena 3, 2010), adolescents spend
an average of 4 hours a day engaging with different
screen-based media, with television accounting for the
majority of that time, despite not always being
watched on a traditional TV set; and this screen time,
as we may call it, affects and influences adolescents’
socialization and value acquisition process (Asamen,
Ellis & Berry, 2008).
The analysis of the values conveyed through television has been the object of empirical research for
over three decades now. Nevertheless, these values
have changed over time, not only internationally, but
within our own context also, as demonstrated by a
number of recent studies (Bauman, 2003; Bryant &
Vorderer, 2006; Del Moral & Villalustre, 2006; Del
Río, Álvarez & del Río, 2004; Murray & Muray 2008).
In general, a review of previous papers reveals a
tendency to find fewer prosocial values and more
materialistic values in television contents (Dates, Fears
& Stedman, 2008; Méndiz, 2005), although other studies also highlight, for example, the fact that American
television tends to convey altruistic behaviors (Smith,
Smith, Pieper, Yoo, Ferris, Downs & Bowden, 2006).
However, a more detailed review of published
findings regarding the values conveyed by television
reveals that the results are disparate and complex. For
example, Potter (1990) and Tan, Nelson, Dong &
Tan (1997) found that television conveys the conventional values of the American middle class, and other
authors such as Raffa (1983) calculated that antisocial
values appeared more intensely than positive ones in
television contents. However, the results found by
other authors (Pasquier, 1996) indicate that television
transmits both positive values and negative ones (or
counter-values). In this sense, Pinilla, Muñoz, Medina
& Acosta (2003) found that Colombian adolescents

perceived mainly anti-values such as: jealousy, intrigue, hypocrisy and lack of respect.
Nevertheless, and this is relevant to our study,
empirical evidence exists (derived from our previous
work) to suggest that television viewers select the
contents they watch in accordance with their own
values (Medrano, Aierbe & Orejudo, 2010; Medrano
& Cortés, 2007).
However, the assessment of the perception of
values is a complex undertaking. In this study, we refer
to the values perceived by adolescents in their favorite
character, not to the values conveyed by the medium
itself. In this sense, values are much more difficult to
measure than other aspects of development, and
moreover, the values of adolescents are particularly
unstable, since these individuals are still at a stage in
which their system of beliefs has yet to be consolidated. Adolescents exist in a neutral, interim phase, in
which they no longer adhere to the beliefs of their previous stage, but have not yet adopted their adult views.
This explains the vulnerability of the adolescent phase,
and why it is so difficult not only to identify the value
perceptions related to teenagers’ favorite characters,
but also to work on these perceptions, due to the
moment of transition through which subjects are passing. Adolescents have, without a doubt, become an
important group to be considered in relation to the
media (EDEDA, 2010). They are a strong presence
and account for a large percentage of prime time
viewers. Consequently, the offer has been expanded
and adjusted to suit their tastes, among which we
could highlight topics such as love, adventure, paranormal activity and music (Guarinos, 2009).
This study aims to explore the values perceived by
adolescents in their favorite character, within the
framework of reception theory (Orozco, 2010). Prior
research into the perception of values is scarce, which
is why this cross-cultural study is, in some ways, a pioneering piece of work in this field.
Despite the empirical difficulties of exploring the
perception of values in television, we have based our
work on the model developed by Schwartz &
Boehnke (2003) and on the 10 dimensions established
by these authors for their value scale, both in the 21
item and the 41 item versions. These 10 dimensions
can be grouped into four large dimensions. Although
this structure has a good degree of conceptual consistency, it also poses verification problems when the
usual dimensional reduction techniques (Exploratory
or Confirmatory Factorial Analyses) are applied. The
technique used by Schwartz himself to demonstrate
the consistency of his model is that of multidimensional
© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293• Pages 117-124

analysis, which is a purely spatial solution to the circu• Scarce empirical evidence exists regarding the
lar configuration of this structure.
values perceived by viewers in television contents.
It is based on the existence of universal aspects of
• Adolescents tend to perceive their own values in
human psychology and interaction systems, which
television.
results in some of these compatibilities and conflicts
• Schwartz’s model is an adequate tool for explobetween value types being present in all cultures, thus
ring the values perceived by adolescents from different
constituting the articulatory backbones of human value
cultures in their favorite television character.
systems. In relation to the theoretical applicability of the
• Differences regarding values in different cultures
model to different cultures, the authors highlight the
are polarized between individualism and collectivism.
existence of values which prevail not just in Spanish
In accordance with the prior review of the literasociety, but in different cultures and countries also,
ture, this study has a twofold objective:
such as Germany, Australia, the United States, Finland,
• To identify the values perceived by a crossHong Kong and Israel. The
differences between different
cultures lie in the fact that some
attach more importance to indiPrompting adolescents to explicitly identify and reflect upon
vidualism, while others tend to
prioritize collectivism. Thus,
values is an important strategy within the psychoeducational
Schwartz’s values provide an
field. The instrument presented here may help us translate
empirical and conceptual framework for working in and
the implicit messages conveyed by television, share them
comparing different cultures
(Schwartz, Sagiv & Boehnke,
with others and develop a critical attitude to them. As
2000).
shown by a number of different authors, television may have
From an educational perspective, since our aim is to
an enormously constructive effect on the dissemination of
explore the values perceived
by adolescents in television,
values which render learning attractive and which promote
and moreover, to do so with a
the need to make an effort to acquire knowledge. There can
cross-cultural sample group,
we believe that the model probe no doubt that teaching about and sharing television is
posed by Schwartz constitutes
a valid, rigorous tool for the
much more effective than restricting or limiting it.
research being undertaken.
In this sense, insofar as it
helps form adolescents’ personal identity, television also fosters the construction of
cultural sample group of adolescents in their favorite
values. The research data currently available in relacharacter, within the framework of Schwartz’s model.
tion to these values are by no means homogenous.
• To analyze similarities and differences in the
Community-type values appear least frequently during
values perceived by adolescents in different cultural
this period, although data does exist to indicate that
contexts.
they are in fact present, pointing to the existence of
young people concerned about social justice (Jonson
2. Materials and method
& Flanagan, 2000), social engagement (Bendit, 2000)
This research project is an ex post-facto, descripand altruism as a kind of happiness akin to vertical
tive-correlational, cross-cultural study. It explores the
collectivism.
values perceived in the characters of the favorite TV
Consequently, the situation in relation to current
programs of a group of adolescents aged between 14
research and Schwartz’s model can be summed up as
and 19. 44.6% of the sample group were male and
follows:
55.4% female.
• Television, both in Spain and at an international
level, provides contents which include both individua2.1. Participants
listic and collectivist values.
Once all the extreme cases (such as subjects who
© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293• Pages 117-124
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the Spanish language version of
the PVQ-21 scale by Schwartz
(2003), called Val.Tv 0.2. The
scale measures the values perceived in subjects’ favorite characters, grouped into 10 basic
values: self-direction, stimulation, hedonism, achievement,
power, security, conformity,
tradition, benevolence and uniTable 1: Distribution of the sample group by city of residence.
versalism. The scale consists of
gave inconsistent responses) had been eliminated from
21 items, the responses to which are scored on a Likert
the different cultural contexts, the sample group was
scale, from one to six.
distributed as follows.
In order to check the reliability of the instrument,
The total sample group encompassed 1,238 subthe spatial configuration of these items was verified
jects from 8 different cultural contexts; three from
using the «multidimensional scaling» technique presenSpain, four from Latin America and one from Ireland.
ted by the SPSS, which is very similar to the SSA
The gender percentage was balanced for all cities.
(Small Space Analysis). The configuration obtained
Nevertheless, in San Francisco de Macorís and Ranwas circular, very similar to that proposed by Schwartz
cagua, the percentage of male subjects was 28.1% and
and Boehnke (2003). Nevertheless, one exception
35% respectively. In total, the sample group was comshould be highlighted: the value «power» was found to
prised by 545 boys and 676 girls. Some cases were
have an inadequate spatial configuration.
lost, since no information was provided regarding this
This spatial configuration, which is similar to that
variable.
proposed by Schwartz, coupled with the fact that this
The sample group was selected on the basis of
instrument is comparable to those used in international
convenience, in accordance with the following critestudies, enables us to calculate the scores for each
ria: age, academic year and type of school. Subjects
subscale or dimension. The analysis of the internal
were from the 4th year of secondary school or the 2nd
consistency of each dimension using Cronbach’s alpha
year of the Spanish Baccalaureate (higher education)
coefficient resulted in reliability indexes of over 0.50
system, equivalent to the Latin American PREPA and/
(the maximum was obtained for universalism α=.798
or Baccalaureate years 1 and 3 and the 3rd year of
and the minimum for security α=.529), with the
Junior Certificate and 2nd year of Leaving Certificate
exception of the value «power», which had an α=
in Ireland. As regards type of school or college, the
.389.
sample group was taken from two or more schools for
each sub-sample (city), both state and private, or with
2.3. Procedure
different socioeconomic levels (although no extreme
For the data collection process, the first phase concases were included).
sisted of adapting the Val.Tv 0.2 scale from the
The 23 schools and colleges from which the samSpanish version to a Bolivian, Chilean and Mexican
ple group was selected were distributed as follows:
version. Also, the original version was translated and
Málaga (2 schools, one private and the other state); San
adapted to an English version. These adaptations
Sebastián (2 schools, one state and the other private but
were all carried out without changing the meaning of
with some state funding); Zaragoza (2 schools, one state
the values. The scale was revised by eight experts
and the other private); Rancagua (Chile) (2 schools, one
prior to its definitive approval. In addition to other
state and the other private); Guadalajara (Mexico),
aspects, the experts were asked to assess whether the
(one private middle-class school); Macorís (Dominican
definitions of the values were applicable to each cultuRepublic) (2 schools, one state and the other private);
re. The majority of participants completed the quesOruro (10 state and private schools) and Dublin (2
tionnaires on-line. In the Bolivian and Dominican samschools, one state and the other private).
ples, the data were collected on paper, due to the lack
of computer facilities required for this kind of on-line
2.2. Variables and measurement instruments
questionnaire. Subsequently, the data gathered on
The instrument used to assess the values perceipaper were entered into an on-line version, in prepaved in the character of subjects’ favorite TV show was
ration for their statistical processing.
© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293• Pages 117-124

Between 20 and 30 minutes are required for the
application of this scale. In relation to the data analysis,
the SPSS program was used and a number of different
descriptive and inferential analyses were carried out,
mainly the means comparison test and parametric tests
(Anova). These not only enabled the identification of
the different means, but also verified the significance
of these results and the effect size, or in other words,
the magnitude of said differences.
3. Results
The analysis of the results focused on the study’s
two established objectives. Thus, first of all, the means
of the values perceived in subjects’ favorite characters
were analyzed for the whole sample group, along with
their significance level. This was then followed by an
analysis of the differences between the eight sub-sample groups studied in relation to the values perceived
in each one.
If we focus on the first objective, as shown in table
2, only some items presented asymmetries higher than
1, and almost none of them were over 1.5. It was
therefore considered that these variables were suscep-

tible to processing using parametric tests. In the first
analysis, as shown in table 2, the highest means were
obtained for self-direction (items 1 and 11), with
means of 5.03 and 5.01 respectively, followed by
benevolence (items 12 and 18), with means of 4.70
and 4.79 respectively. On the other hand, the values
with the lowest means were item 2 (power), with a
mean of 3.14 and items 7 and 16 (conformity), with
means of 3.41 and 3.96, respectively. We believe it is
important to highlight the fact that self-direction can be
understood as an individualistic value, while benevolence is conceptualized as a collectivist value.
Thus, self-direction is defined as applying to «an
active person with independent thought. Also a person
who stands out for their creativity, freedom and for
choosing their own goals. The value ‘benevolence’,
on the other hand, is understood as applying to a person who values the preservation and enhancement of
the welfare of people with whom they have frequent
personal context; a benevolence person is helpful,
honest, indulgent, loyal and responsible».
Thus, the two values with the highest scores
effectively reflect two different dimensions which are

Table 2: Means of the values perceived by the whole sample group in their favorite TV character.
© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293• Pages 117-124
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not necessarily contradictory, as explained in the conclusions.
However, both the value «power», which is
defined as applying to a person who values social status and prestige, and who seeks to gain control or
dominance over people and recourses, and the value
«conformity», which is defined as applying to a person
characterized by their restraint of those actions, inclinations and impulses likely to upset or harm others and
violate social expectations or norms, obtained the
lowest means. The value «power» is also an individualistic value, while «conformity» is collectivist and
refers to a person who is excessively conventional or
concerned about living up to others’ expectations.
In relation to the second objective, as shown in
table 3, following an analysis of the differences
between contexts, in general terms we can state that
significant differences were found between the eight
cultural contexts studied. Nevertheless, it is important
to remember that the value «power» was not included
in the calculations, due to its low level of reliability.
On an initial reading, clear differences emerge between the different cities; thus, San Sebastián,
followed by Zaragoza, have the highest means (5.097
and 5.003 respectively) in the self-direction dimension
in Spanish sub-groups..
If we look at benevolence (items 12 and 18), another of the values with the highest scores, San Fº de
Macorís has a mean of 5.162, followed by Oruro with
a mean of 4.875. These scores are the highest of all
those obtained on a scale where the maximum score
was six. We should remember that when we talk
about benevolence, we are talking about people who
value the preservation and enhancement of the welfare of the people with whom they have frequent personal contact.
However, the lowest values were found for con-

formity (items 7 and 16). Thus, the mean for Dublin
was 3.332 and the mean for Zaragoza 3.385.
Conformity is understood as referring to a person
characterized by their restraint of those actions, inclinations and impulses likely to upset others. It was
important to determine the statistical significance of
these differences, and their magnitude. The Anova
revealed that all differences were statistically significant (p= .000) except in the dimensions of hedonism
F (7.1165 =.753; p=.627) and self-promotion F
(7.1158= 1.834; p=.077).
Nevertheless, when the effect size was analyzed
taking these differences globally, they were found not
to be great enough to be notable. Having conducted
the «eta» coefficient analyses, it can be stated that the
differences between the eight contexts studied are
hardly relevant at all. The highest results were found
for universalism (η2=.073), followed by tradition
(η2=.068) and conformity (η2=.042), and the lowest
results were found for hedonism (η2=.005), followed
by stimulation (η2=.021).
In other words, the greatest differences were
found in items 7, 16, 9, 20, 12, 3 and 8, which belong
to the values of conformity (which scored very low in
all contexts), tradition (with a mean of 3.804 in Dublin
and 4.910 in San Francisco de Macorís) and benevolence (with a mean of 4.688 in Málaga and 5.162 in
San Francisco de Macorís). In relation to universalism,
the mean for Dublin was 3.592, and the mean for San
Francisco de Macorís was 4.983.
4. Conclusions
If we carry out a global assessment, taking all the
data into account and focusing on the pre-established
objectives of the study, we can state that adolescents
perceive both individualistic values (self-direction) and
collectivist values (benevolence) in their favorite TV

Table 3: Cross-cultural differences in perceived values: means.
© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293• Pages 117-124

character, while the values «power» and «conformity»
seem to be perceived less by the sample group on the
whole. Cross-cultural differences were found in all
values, with the exception of hedonism and achievement. However, these statistically significant differences are not particularly relevant, as shown by the analyses of the results. It is likely that this is due to the size of
the sample, since in a detailed analysis of the data,
these mean differences are not particularly extreme,
and no clear differentiating trends can be detected between the different cultures. In other words, our data
do not enable us to state that some cultural contexts are
more inclined to perceive individualistic values, while
others tend more to perceive collectivist ones.
These results coincide with those of the studies
cited in the introduction to this paper (Bendit, 2000;
Dates, Fears & Stedman, 2008; Del Río, Álvarez &
Del Río, 2004; Méndiz, 2005). As in previous research
projects, our results also indicate that television
conveys individualistic or presentist values, while at the
same time transmitting prosocial values. Nevertheless,
it is important to clarify that our data refer only to the
values perceived by adolescents.
Prior research concludes that television conveys
both individualistic and collectivist values, values
which are not only typical of adolescents, but which
also constitute one of the characteristics of postmodern
society (Castells, 2009; Goldsmith, 2010; Maeso Rubio, 2008). In our research, however, although we
define the value self-direction as the achievement of
personal goals, we should not necessarily interpret this
to imply that self-direction clashes with benevolence.
Both values, self-direction and benevolence, enable a
person to be competitive and to develop their abilities
to the full (achievement), while at the same time being
concerned about others. These tendencies are perfectly compatible from the perspective of value development.
Nevertheless, one aspect of our data that does
warrant attention is the absence of major contextual
differences; this may indicate a globalization of the
values conveyed and perceived through television.
Although this claim requires further exploration
through more qualitative studies using semi-structured
interviews with young people from different cultures,
the working hypothesis is of enormous interest in our
attempt to understand how television may foster socialization and the acquisition of values during adolescence, a phase of particular vulnerability. Could it be that
in the global village, the perception of values by adolescents is becoming increasingly similar? An initial reading of our data indicates that this is indeed the case,
© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293• Pages 117-124

and moreover, the value «power» and the value «conformity» are those perceived less frequently. Bearing in
mind that a relationship exists between our values and
the values perceived through television, this would
seem to indicate that the adolescents in our study
evince little interest in becoming successful, ambitious
and/or influential people (power). Furthermore, they
perceive those characters they «like best» as fairly
unconventional. Bearing in mind the age range of the
sample group and that one of the characteristics of
adolescence is the transgression of conventional
norms, this last result is consistent with the assessment
instrument itself.
Do these findings indicate a trend in the values of
today’s society? Many authors have already warned of
the ambivalence of value transmission; however, the
adolescents in our study did not perceive ambivalent
values and curiously enough, one of the quintessential
individualistic values, power, was found to be one of
the least perceived. The fact that values such as
conformity, defined as restraint of those actions, inclinations and impulses likely to upset or harm others and
violate social expectations or norms, as well as courtesy, obedience, self-discipline and honoring one’s
parents and the elderly, scored lowest in our study is
extremely interesting, and to some extent contradicts
the findings of other research projects. These data are
not consistent with the results of other research studies
carried out in the American context, which assert that
television conveys the conventional values of the
middle class (Potter 1990; Tan, Nelson, Dong & Tan
1997).
Before concluding, we would like to highlight
some limitations of the study, and to add a comment
which goes beyond the scope of the specific results. As
regards the limitations, might it not be that the design
of the trial itself (a six-point Likert scale with the
definition of the values in each item) fosters the social
desirability bias? In other words, could it be that
respondents give what they consider to be politically
correct answers, rather than state what they really
feel? Moreover, we should not forget that, in accordance with the reception theory (Orozco, 2010),
adolescents do not perceive messages as blank pages,
open to any manipulation, but rather interpret them in
accordance with their own prejudices, values and
ways of thinking, etc.
As regards the comment, we should point out that,
in addition to its assessment function, the Scale of
Television Value Domains (Val.Tv 0.2) can also be
used as an instrument for fostering the explicit expression of the values perceived by adolescents in the
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characters of their favorite TV shows. Prompting adolescents to explicitly identify and reflect upon values is
an important strategy within the psychoeducational
field. The instrument presented here may help us
translate the implicit messages conveyed by television,
share them with others and develop a critical attitude
to them. As shown by a number of different authors
(Lejarza, 2010; Rajadell, Pujol & Violant, 2005), television may have an enormously constructive effect on
the dissemination of values which render learning
attractive and which promote the need to make an
effort to acquire knowledge. There can be no doubt
that teaching about and sharing television is much
more effective than restricting or limiting it.
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