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Question Ordering Effects in Inglehart’s Postmaterial Index
Since its inception in the early 1970s, Inglehart’s thesis of generational based values shift has been highly influential in political science, although it has not passed unchallenged.  This paper contributes to the body of critical literature on the value shift thesis, by taking issue with Inglehart on methodological grounds.  

We argue that a question ordering problem is extant in Inglehart’s longer (12 item) values index.  To test our hypothesis we designed a split sample ‘experiment’ and administered two versions of the long values index to national probability samples from the 2003 Australian Survey of Social Attitudes.   We detected question ordering effects in Inglehart’s longer (12 item) values index  - the version used in waves 2-4 of the World Values Survey (WVS).

The question ordering effects we identify have serious implications for the value shift thesis.  In his earlier work, Inglehart used the short (4 item) values index to calculate the proportions of postmaterialists and materialists.   However, in later research he used the second and subsequent waves of the WVS - based upon the longer index  - to estimate values.  This approach leads to miscalculation of value orientations over time and to misleading claims about the rate of value change in advanced industrialised nations.  In the Australian case, the proportion of postmaterialists relative to materialists is overstated using the longer values index.  On the basis on our findings, we suggest that the strategy of measuring value orientations in the WVS requires serious revision.

