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When Ms. Hartley approached me to join my lab to gain experience in
research methodology, I proposed this topic as a potential study. She
eagerly accepted the role of a volunteer research assistant and diligently
completed the procedures in a timely manner. Ms. Hartley’s meticulous
work in data entry and analysis was commendable. Additionally, she
showed a genuine interest in exploring the values and goals of college
students and gained substantial knowledge during the literature review.
The findings of this study are valuable for higher education administrators
and faculty. They can use these insights to create policies and academic
support systems that align with student values and goals, thereby
improving effectiveness. Resources can be directed to initiatives that
are relevant to students, such as personal development workshops and
community engagement programs.

Abstract
Values and goals are often the motivation and driving force for people

when making life choices. They are motivators for an individual’s career
ambitions, and they also help prioritize dealings in daily life. Students
on college campuses today have many different values and goals that are
important to them. The purpose of this study is to explore such values
and goals. Participants were a diverse group of students attending
a southern university. The data was collected via an anonymous
questionnaire. The most frequently mentioned values were respect, love,
Sriendship, fun and enjoyment, and physical health. The goals most frequently
reported were personal growth, giving back to society, mental health, educational
aspirations, and family related goals. The results of this study showed that
there is some consistency between the values chosen by college students
in this study and other studies reported in literature.




Students on college campuses today have many different values and
goals that are important to them. Values serve as a blueprint for young
individuals, shaping what they aspire to achieve in their lives. These
value-based long-term or short-term goals guide them in monitoring
their progress in life, which is the basis for life satisfaction, a well-being
construct (Sun, 2011). For example, someone who values family above
all else is likely to make choices and decisions that revolve around their
family life. Consequently, even if they don’t achieve top coursework
grades, they may still be satisfied with their life if their family life is
positive. Studying the values of college students is crucial for several
reasons. First, understanding these values can help support students
in establishing their personal well-being. Additionally, since college
students will soon move into the workforce, and assume positions that
influence society, their values can provide insights into future societal
trends. By knowing what college students believe, we can better predict
how their values will shape their contributions as members of society.

Values and Goals of College Students

Values are defined as “beliefs pertaining to desirable end states or modes
of conduct, that transcends specific situations, guides selection or
evaluation of behavior, people, and events, and is ordered by importance
relative to other values to form a system of value priorities” (Schwarz,
1994). Values are a driving force of decision-making, especially in setting
and pursuing future goals (Sagiv et al., 2017). Individuals, including
college students, act in ways that allow them to express their core values
and attain the goals linked to those values.

Some research over the past fifteen years has explored the values most
important to college students. Mercader (2006) presented 28 ethical
values to college students and asked them to rate each one by their
importance. The top values identified were honesty, respect, integrity,
responsibility, knowledge and learning, perseverance, love, self-motivation, and
Sfairness (Mercader, 2006). A more recent study by Lewis (2023) found
that of the values listed, the one that students reported the highest
agreement with was the value of community, with 90.4% of participants
agreeing that it was important, and the lowest value being #nclusivity,
with only 78.4% of participants agreeing that it was internalized in the
university culture and environment.
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Goals are the clear objectives in one’s life and can be short-term or
long-term in nature (Moeller et al., 2011). Goals can often be influenced
by social and cultural norms, as well as an individual’s background and
lived experiences, and often underlie the motivations that people have
when making these goals (Sun, 2011). The values of college students are
found to be positively correlated with their goals. For example, the value
of achievement was strongly correlated with the goals of financial success,
suggesting that values and goals are linked in importance to each other
(Zhang & Yu, 2012).

As part of another study (McCollum, 2005), when college students are
asked about their personal goals and their importance, social responsibility
emerged as the most important. The other most important goal clusters
were intimacy and fun, belonging to a community, being liked and accepted by others,
and recezving support. A potential limitation to the study, however, is that
among the sample 78.6% of the participants were female, and 91.9% of
the participants reported being European American. With the sample
size being the majority one gender and race, the results may not be
representative of the rest of the college student population.

The purpose of this study is to explore the values and goals of college
students coming from diverse backgrounds. This research will address
the diversity gap in scientific literature and provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the values and goals of college students.

Method

This is a descriptive study, the data of which were collected during
a larger project investigating the effectiveness of a mental health
prevention program for college students (Esat et al., 2021).

Participants

The participants consisted of 68 college students attending an urban
university in the southern United States. They were recruited as a class
to participate in the effectiveness study of the mental health program.
As Table 1 shows, about 80% of the participants were female, with an
age range 18-23. Race/ethnicity of the participants was diverse, most
of them being Asian American (52%) and Hispanic/Latinx American
(26%). The religious affiliation of the participants was also diverse, most
of them being Christian (31%).



Tablel. Participant Demographics

Category Frequency Percentage

Gender
Male 8 1
Female 53 80
Other 2 2
Missed (Unknown) 5 7

Race/ethnicity
European American 3 5
African American 3 5
Asian American 36 52
Hispanic/Latinx American 18 26
Other 4 6
Missed (Unknown) 4 6

Religion
Christian 21 31
Muslim 11 16
Buddhist 5 7
Jewish 2 2
Hindu 3 5
Other 6 9
Prefer not to report 0 0
No religion 10 15
Missed (Unknown) 10 15
Total 68 100

Procedures and Measures

During one of the prevention program’s lessons, the students were
instructed to choose ten most important values from the provided list
of 51 values (Table 2). The values listed were developed by Seligman
et al. (2004). Participants were also given the option to add values that
were not listed.

Additionally, the survey asked students to write their goals in life,
including existential and general goals. All 68 participants completed
the first part of the survey which required choosing 10 of the provided
values; however, five students chose not to report their goals.

The students completed the study while together in their classroom with
the other students during regularly scheduled class time. The students
completed the survey at their desks, with no special changes in seating
from where they typically sit during class. After the students completed
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the survey, the surveys were collected by the program facilitator, and
data were input by trained research assistants.

Table 2.Values Presented in the Survey

Accomplishment Security Interaction with the public

Fun and enjoyment Being admired Intimacy

Physical health Independence Change and variation

Acknowledgement Self-determination Spirituality

Freedom to choose Being alone Love

Power and authority Influencing others Stability

Adaptability Self-expression Status

Friendship Being different Success

Profit Integrity Competition

Artistry Self-fulfillment Meeting challenges

Helping society/others Being valued Money

Recognition Intellectual stimulation Time

Authenticity Sensuality Control over time

Honesty Being with others Order

Respect Peace Tranquility

Beauty and aesthetics Expanding knowledge Creativity

Humor Personal empowerment Excitement
Results

Reported Values

The values most frequently chosen were respect, love, friendship, fun and
enjoyment, health, honesty, success, helping society/ others, stability, and expanding
knowledge (Table 3). Out of the 51 values listed in the survey, the values
chosen the most were rated by at least 22 or more of the 68 students, or
at least 40% of the values or higher.

Table3.Values and Goals Reported by the Participants

Values Frequency Goals

Frequency
Respect 45 Personal Growth 71
Love 42
Friendship 36 Give back to society 54
Fun and enjoyment 35
Physical health 33 Happiness and mental health/stress free 29
Honesty 31
Success 30 Graduate/continue education 23
Helping others and 29
society
Stability 26 Family Love/Family values 20
Knowledge 22

In the section where students could write in goals and values, there were
five goal categories listed most frequently by students (Table 3). These



were about personal growth (frequency [f|=71), giving back to society both
in material and emotional terms (§=54), mental wellbeing (£=29), educational
aspirations (£=23), and family (£=20).

When examining the results across gender, female participants chose the
same top three values of respect, love, and friendship, which were the same
top three values chosen by the entire group of participants. Similarly,
the lowest values chosen by female participants were expanding knowledge
and szability, which were the same two lowest chosen values by the entire
group. So, gender did not appear to be a factor in the prioritization of
values.

Another analysis was done with respect to race and ethnicity, focusing
on the two biggest groups: Asian and Hispanic/Latinx Americans. The
majority of the students in the sample were Asian Americans, with their
most frequently selected values being fizendship (61%), respect (53%), love
(53%), fun and enjoyment (44%), and honesty (44%). The next largest group,
Hispanic American students, indicated respect (72%), success (67%), fun
and enjoyment (67%), physical health (61%), and Jove (61%) as their most
important values. The common most selected values across the two
groups were respect, love, and fin and enjoyment.

The results were also analyzed based on the religious affiliation of
students. Interestingly, the differences between groups were mainly
due to race/ethnicity and not religion. For example, except for two,
all participants who were Muslim, Buddhist, or Hindu were Asian
Americans. The most frequently chosen values of the Muslim students
were respect and friendship, the same with Asian American students in
general.

Reported Goals

In the section where students were asked to write their goals, there were
five goal categories listed most frequently (Table 3). These were about
personal growth (frequency [£f|=71), giving back to society both in material and
emotional terms (£=54), mental well-being (£=29), educational aspirations (£=23),
and family related goals (£=20).

36 4 The Measure



For males, the most frequent goals wete about family love/ family values
and personal growth, both being mentioned by 50% of the participants.
For females, the most frequently mentioned goals were about personal
growth (75%) and giving back to society including belping the needy, spreading
love and peace, encouraging others, and contributing to social justice (75%). While
personal growth was a shared goal between males and females, family

related goals were more frequently mentioned by males than females.
Table 4. Goals of the Largest Race/Ethnicity Groups in the Sample

Goals Hispanic/Latinx Asian American
American (%) (%)
Personal Growth 72 58
Giving Back to Society 33 61
Mental Well-being 33 47
Educational Aspirations 28 36
Family Related Goals 39 30

Hispanic/Latinx students more frequently reported personal growth
and family related goals, whereas Asian American students more often
mentioned goals related to giving back to society, mental well-being,
and educational aspirations (Table 4). No differences were found when
the goal categories were analyzed based on religious affiliation.

Discussion

In this study, 68 college students were asked to choose 10 values of
importance to them out of alist of 51 given on a survey. The top values
chosen most often by the students were expanding knowledge, stability,
helping society, success, honesty, physical health, fun/ enjoyment, friendship, love, and
respect. Knowledge and commmunity were the values found among the top in
Lewis’ (2023) and Mercader’s (2006) studies. The other values common
with Mercader’s (20006) results were honesty, respect, and love. Notably,
while honesty was the most frequently chosen value in the Mercader
(2000) study, it ranked sixth in this study. The most chosen value in
this study, however, was respect, which was the second most frequently
chosen value in the Mercader (2006) study. In comparison to this study,
the Mercader (2006) study included students that were older, up to the
age of 35. However, similar to this study, the majority of students were
26 and younger down to the age of 18, and this age range accounted
for 56% of students. The gender distribution of the participants in



Mercader’s (2006) study was even, whereas this study predominantly
consisted of female students.

The results concerning the goals also match the literature. Giving back to
society was also one of highest rated goals in a previous study of college
students (McCollum, 2005). McCollum’s (2005) sample composition
matches the present study’s sample with majority being female. However,
the majority of participants in both Mercader’s (2006) and McCollum’s
(2005) samples were mostly European Americans, considerably different
from this study’s demographics, where the majority of participants were
Asian American and Hispanic/Latinx American, with 52% and 36%,
with only 5% of participants reporting being European American.

In addition to the values, the participants were also asked to report their
goals in life. Most frequently reported goals were personal growth, giving
back 1o society, mental well-being, educational aspirations, and family related values,
the first two of those goal categories being important to the majority
of the sample, regardless of gender, race/ethnicity, or religion. This
highlights the dual importance college students place on their personal
development and the betterment of society. The emphasis on personal
growth underscores their desire for self-improvement, while the focus
on societal contribution reflects a strong commitment to making a
positive impact on their communities and the world at large. These
findings suggest that college students represented in this sample are
not only driven by individual success but also by a collective sense
of responsibility and altruism, indicating a comprehensive and caring
understanding of life.

Despite these demographic differences, the consistency of key values
and goals over two decades underscores commonalities across ethnicities,
highlighting the enduring importance of these values to college students.
Higher education administrators and faculty can develop policies and
academic support systems that match the values and goals of students
to boost effectiveness of the health and academic interventions and
prevention efforts offered to the students. Resources can be allocated
to areas that align with student values and goals, such as personal
development workshops and community engagement programs.

Strengths and Limitations

While the diversity of the sample is a strength, in terms of generalizability,
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it can also be considered a limitation as the majority of the US population
is Huropean American. Therefore, additional studies with larger and
more varied samples are necessary to generalize the results to the wider
college student population.

Another limitation of this study is the small sample size, which makes
it difficult to determine whether the findings can be generalized to the
rest of the student population. The sample of participants in this study
was taken from those enrolled in the College of Education, the majority
of which were female, raising questions about whether these results are
representative of all college students or specific to those in education
colleges.

Future Studies

The Mercader (2000) study found that what students reported as
important were not necessarily the values that they applied most often
in life. This is significant because it suggests that people may not
always live by the values they believe are important. This leaves many
unanswered questions about beliefs versus actions, and further study on
this topic would be beneficial.

Finally, further research can explore the undetlying reasons for the
differences in values among ethnic groups, providing deeper insights
that can inform more tailored interventions. m
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