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VALUES LIFESTYLE GROUPS (VALS)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Marketing, Consumer Behavior, Psychographics

1. Core Definition

The Values Lifestyle Groups (VALS) framework is a proprietary psychographic segmentation
system widely utilized in marketing research and consumer psychology to classify individuals into
distinct consumer segments. Psychographics, unlike simple demographics (age, income, location),
seeks to understand the attitudes, values, lifestyles, and motivations that drive purchasing
decisions. VALS provides a structured methodology for researchers and merchants to move
beyond superficial demographic data, offering a deeper insight into why consumers buy what they
buy, thereby significantly enhancing the precision of marketing campaigns and product
development strategies.

The underlying principle of the VALS model is that consumer behavior is influenced by two critical
psychological dimensions: Primary Motivation and Resources. Primary motivation determines
what consumers seek out in the world, while resources dictate the individual's capacity to pursue
those motivations. This segmentation tool divides the entire adult population into eight specific
lifestyle groups, each representing a unique combination of psychological traits and material
resources. These classifications are determined through reactions to a specific, proprietary
guestionnaire designed to probe deeply into an individual's worldview, interests, and aspirations,
making it an excellent way for organizations to gauge their target marketing demographic.

The efficacy of VALS rests on the premise that people's values and lifestyles are relatively stable
predictors of behavior. By categorizing consumers based on their inherent psychological makeup,
businesses can tailor their product messaging, advertising channels, and branding efforts to
resonate directly with the segment's core beliefs and priorities. This level of psychological tailoring
allows for highly efficient resource allocation in marketing, minimizing expenditure on segments
that are unlikely to adopt the product or service.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The VALS concept was initially developed in 1978 by Arnold Mitchell and his colleagues at SRI
International (formerly Stanford Research Institute). The system arose from the need to
understand how societal shifts and changing personal values influenced consumer choices during
the post-World War Il era. The original VALS framework (often referred to as VALS 1) was heavily
influenced by Abraham Maslow's hierarchy of needs and David Riesman's framework of social
character (tradition-directed, inner-directed, and other-directed), focusing primarily on social values
and stage-of-life progression.
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VALS 1 proved highly insightful but suffered from limitations, particularly its tendency to conflate
age with social values and its diminished predictive power as the American social landscape
evolved rapidly through the 1980s. Recognizing these limitations, SRI International radically
overhauled the model, launching the current iteration, VALS 2, in 1989 (now managed by Strategic
Business Insights (SBI)). VALS 2 shifted the focus away from abstract social values and toward

tangible, measurable, and highly predictive consumer behaviors rooted in psychological drivers.

The revised VALS 2 model introduced the critical axis of psychological resources and replaced the
older social-stage divisions with the three core motivations: Ideals, Achievement, and Self-
Expression. This second generation of the framework significantly improved its reliability and
validity in forecasting specific purchasing behaviors, establishing it as the industry standard for
psychographic segmentation in North America and influencing subsequent international
adaptations. The evolution from VALS 1 to VALS 2 represents a major shift in psychographic
theory, prioritizing internal psychological drivers over external social direction as the primary
determinant of consumer action.

3. Key Concepts and Components

The modern VALS framework operates using two primary dimensions that form a matrix, yielding
the eight distinct consumer segments. These dimensions are Primary Motivation and Resources.

The first dimension, Resources, measures the ability of individuals to act on their primary
motivation. Resources are broadly defined, encompassing not just financial means but also
psychological, physical, and intellectual assets. This dimension spans a continuum from minimal
resources (low innovation, low energy, low confidence) to abundant resources (high innovation,
high income, high self-regard). The resource level significantly impacts whether a consumer
segment is restricted to basic necessities or capable of exploring complex, high-involvement
products.

The second dimension, Primary Motivation, defines the specific psychological driver that
consistently guides a person's choices. VALS identifies three primary motivations:

Ideals: Consumers motivated by ideals base their choices on principles rather than feelings or the
desire for social approval. They seek knowledge, purpose, and understanding. (Segments:
Thinkers, Believers).

Achievement: Consumers motivated by achievement look for products and services that
demonstrate success to their peers. They value status and look for affirmation through their
purchasing habits. (Segments: Achievers, Strivers).

Self-Expression: Consumers motivated by self-expression value action, variety, and risk. They
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seek social or physical activity, favoring products that allow them to demonstrate their
independence and skill. (Segments: Experiencers, Makers).

4. The Eight VALS Segments

The intersection of the three primary motivations and the varying levels of resources defines the
eight specific VALS segments. These categories provide highly nuanced profiles for market
segmentation:

Innovators (High Resources/High Innovation): Successful, sophisticated, and active consumers
who are receptive to new ideas and technologies. Their purchases reflect cultivated tastes for
niche, upscale products and services. They are at the top of the resource scale.

Thinkers (Ideals/High Resources): Mature, reflective, and well-educated consumers motivated
by ideals. They value order, knowledge, and responsibility. They typically prefer durability,
functionality, and value in products rather than luxury or trendiness.

Achievers (Achievement/High Resources): Goal-oriented consumers who are committed to
career and family. Their social lives revolve around their families. They prefer premium products
that demonstrate success to their peers and reflect established, conventional status.

Experiencers (Self-Expression/High Resources): Young, enthusiastic, and impulsive
consumers who quickly become enthusiastic about new possibilities. They are motivated by self-
expression and seek variety and excitement. Their income is often spent on fashion,
entertainment, and socializing.

Believers (Ideals/Low Resources): Conventional consumers who adhere strictly to established
codes and tradition. They are motivated by ideals and follow routine. They prefer familiar,
American-made products and are brand loyal.

Strivers (Achievement/Low Resources): Trendy and fun-loving consumers who are driven by
the desire for status, mirroring the purchases of those with greater wealth. Money defines success
for them, but they often lack the resources to maintain the lifestyle they aspire to.

Makers (Self-Expression/Low Resources): Practical consumers who have constructive skills and
value self-sufficiency. They are motivated by self-expression but restrict their purchasing to
functional, practical products. They value owning tangible, useful items over intangible luxuries.

Survivors (Lowest Resources/Lowest Innovation): Consumers with the fewest resources, often
focused on meeting immediate needs rather than fulfilling desires. They are cautious consumers,
highly brand loyal out of necessity or habit, and tend to be the oldest segment.
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5. Significance and Impact

The VALS framework has had a profound impact on marketing segmentation, moving the
practice from simple demographic profiling to sophisticated psychographic targeting. Its
significance lies in its ability to predict consumer response to specific marketing messages,
allowing companies to craft communications that speak directly to the core emotional and
intellectual drivers of their target audience. For instance, an advertisement for an environmentally
friendly product might emphasize innovation and global responsibility when targeting Innovators,
but would emphasize tradition and community stability when targeting Believers.

Furthermore, VALS is essential in new product development and positioning. By understanding
which segments are currently underserved or which segments possess the psychological traits
necessary to become early adopters, companies can refine product features and positioning before
market launch. For example, a product designed for Experiencers must prioritize novelty, social
connectivity, and immediate gratification, whereas a product for Thinkers must focus on verifiable
qguality and intellectual value. This pre-emptive understanding minimizes marketing failures and
optimizes market fit.

The framework has also influenced media planning. Since different VALS types consume different
types of media (e.g., Thinkers read high-quality news sources; Experiencers rely on social media
and interactive platforms), marketers can strategically allocate advertising budgets to channels that
maximize exposure to the desired segment. In sum, VALS acts as a highly effective bridge
between consumer psychology and business strategy, ensuring that marketing efforts are both
psychologically relevant and economically efficient.

6. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its widespread adoption, the VALS framework is subject to several key criticisms. One
significant limitation is its proprietary and costly nature. Because the questionnaire and resulting
data are owned and managed exclusively by Strategic Business Insights (SBI), access to the
granular data and specific methodologies requires licensing, placing it out of reach for smaller
organizations or independent academic researchers. This creates a degree of opacity regarding
the exact statistical validity and ongoing refinement processes.

A second major criticism relates to its potential for cultural bias and limited generalizability. The
original VALS model and its subsequent revisions were primarily developed and normed using the
American population, reflecting Western consumer values and social structures. While SBI has
attempted to create international versions (e.g., VALS Japan, China VALS), the direct transposition
of the eight segments often fails to capture the unique nuances of non-Western cultures, where
community structures, religious values, and socioeconomic priorities differ significantly from the US
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model.

Finally, the rise of digital data and predictive analytics presents a modern challenge to VALS.
While VALS relies on periodic, self-reported survey data, modern digital psychographics can
analyze real-time consumer behavior (search history, social media engagement, purchase
patterns) at massive scale. Critics argue that while VALS provides stable, underlying psychological
profiles, real-time behavioral data may offer more immediate and agile predictive power, especially
in rapidly changing digital marketplaces, potentially rendering the fixed eight-segment structure too
rigid for contemporary dynamic marketing needs.

Further Reading

VALS (Values, Attitudes and Lifestyles) - Wikipedia

Strateqic Business Insights: The VALS Framework

Mitchell, Arnold. The Nine American Lifestyles: Who We Are and Where We're Going. (SRI
International).

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/VALS
https://www.sbi.com/vals/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7zv1v4.11
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7zv1v4.11
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=53161
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

