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Introduction & Scope of Paper

Human values rarely operate in isolation. While most of us can name the motivations that matter
—family, achievement, belonging, creativity—these priorities constantly interact, sometimes
reinforcing one another and sometimes pulling in opposite directions. At their best, alighed
values bring clarity and ease; at their worst, conflicting values create tension, stress, or difficult
trade-offs. These dynamics are not anomalies but a core feature of human motivation and
decision-making.

This white paper examines values in conflict and harmony, drawing on both established
research and original data from users of the Values Bridge assessment. It explores how and
why values collide, how they align, and what these patterns mean for personal growth,
education, and organizational practice. The analysis builds on decades of work in psychology
and sociology on congruence, role conflict, and value structures, while translating these ideas
into insights supported by large-scale data.

Our focus is twofold: first, to explain how the Values Bridge defines and measures conflicts and
harmonies, highlighting the most common patterns across tens of thousands of users; and
second, to show how these dynamics vary across generations and income groups, offering a
window into how context shapes the way people balance their values.

The paper is written for coaches, educators, organizational leaders, and other professionals
seeking a deeper understanding of the forces that shape motivation and well-being. It is not a
technical report but a synthesis of theory, data, and application. The goal is to show how
understanding values in conflict and harmony can help individuals and organizations navigate
trade-offs, strengthen alignments, and make more purposeful choices.
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1. Theoretical Background of Values in Tension and
Alignment

Human motivation is rarely straightforward. People are often pulled between competing
priorities—seeking career advancement while also wanting more time with family, or working
for financial security while craving freedom and leisure. At other times, values align in ways that
make life feel easier and more coherent, such as when a drive for achievement strengthens
commitment to work, or altruism deepens a sense of belonging. These patterns of tension and
reinforcement are not incidental. They are central to how values function, and they have been
the subject of decades of research across psychology, sociology, and organizational studies.

The Nature of Values Conflicts: Competing Motivational Priorities

Values have long been defined as enduring beliefs about what is desirable and worth striving
for. They guide decisions across time and situations, pointing to what people most want to
achieve, protect, or express. Milton Rokeach’s The Nature of Human Values (1973) was a
foundational attempt to classify values as terminal (end states) and instrumental (modes of
conduct). Shalom Schwartz later extended this work in a series of cross-cultural studies that
confirmed values are not random but organized into a coherent system (1992; Schwartz et al.,
2012). His circumplex model arranges values in a circular continuum, showing both tensions and
compatibilities.

Adjacent values tend to support each other—for example, self-direction and stimulation—while
values positioned on opposite sides of the circle often pull in different directions. One enduring
opposition exists between self-enhancement (achievement, power) and self-transcendence
(benevolence, universalism). Another is between openness to change (stimulation, self-
direction, hedonism) and conservation (security, conformity, tradition). By mapping values in this
way, Schwartz demonstrated how pursuing one priority can make another more difficult to
realize, and conversely, how certain motivations naturally align (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Schwartz’s Circumplex Model of Values
Note: Adjacent values tend to align, while values on opposite sides are in tension. Source: Schwartz et al. (2012),
“Refining the Theory of Basic Individual Values”

These dynamics have been observed in specific life domains. Greenhaus and Beutell’s (1985)
classic study of work-family conflict highlighted the strain of pursuing career achievement while
meeting family obligations. Subsequent empirical research shows similar costs of misalignment.
Sagiv and Schwartz (2000) found that people whose behaviors conflicted with their prioritized
values reported lower well-being. Michel and colleagues’ (2011) meta-analysis linked work-
family value conflicts to stress, burnout, and reduced job satisfaction. More recently, Sortheix
and Schwartz (2017) documented how alignment between personal values and life
circumstances predicts well-being across cultures. Together, these studies confirm that value
conflict is not only a theoretical concept but a lived experience with measurable consequences.

Cultural and generational studies further show that conflicts shift with social context. Inglehart
and Welzel’s (2005) theory of cultural change demonstrated that societies emphasize different
values, such as survival versus self-expression, depending on their stage of modernization.
Twenge and colleagues (2012) found that U.S. young adults increasingly prioritize extrinsic
values such as affluence and leisure, while giving less weight to intrinsic or prosocial ones. This
suggests that younger cohorts may face greater tension between self-enhancement and
communal values, while older groups may navigate conflicts shaped by earlier cultural
conditions.

The Case for Values Harmony

If conflict reveals the trade-offs in human motivation, harmony shows the potential for
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reinforcement. Certain values naturally work together, such as achievement and
workcentrism,or altruism (Non Sibi) and belonging. These complementarities create coherence
in decision-making, making choices feel easier and more purposeful. Schwartz’s circumplex
anticipates such synergies by clustering values that share compatible motivational goals, for
example stimulation with self-direction or benevolence with universalism.

Psychological research underscores the benefits of this alignment. Deci and Ryan’s (2000) self-
determination theory shows that when goals are self-concordant—aligned with intrinsic values
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness—people report greater vitality, persistence, and
satisfaction. Sheldon and Elliot (1999) found that individuals whose goals matched their
personal values were more likely to make progress and feel fulfilled. At the relational level,
Sagiv, Roccas, and Hazan (2004) observed that couples with shared value congruence reported
stronger satisfaction. Harmony, in short, is not simply the absence of conflict but a positive
state that supports well-being and thriving.

Sociological and organizational research also highlight the power of alignment. Oyserman’s
(2009) identity-based motivation framework demonstrates that when values and identities are
congruent with context, individuals act with greater confidence and persistence. Research on
person-environment fit echoes the same principle. Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, and Johnson’s
(2005) meta-analysis found that person-job and person-organization fit predict higher
satisfaction, commitment, and performance. Edwards and Cable (2009) showed that when
personal and organizational values align, trust and cooperation improve. These findings
reinforce the broader lesson that congruence between personal values and social
environments fosters thriving.

From Theory to Practice

Theories of conflict and harmony explain how values interact, but they often remain abstract or
limited to specific domains such as work, family, or culture. The Values Bridge builds on this
foundation by measuring conflicts and harmonies across the full range of life domains. By
capturing when values collide and when they reinforce one another, the tool makes visible what
decades of research have established but not always operationalized. The following sections
outline how the Values Bridge defines and measures these dynamics, and present patterns
drawn from tens of thousands of assessments that show how conflicts and harmonies appear in
practice.
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2. Defining Conflicts & Harmonies

The Values Bridge framework recognizes that values rarely operate in isolation. They interact
dynamically, sometimes pulling in opposite directions and sometimes reinforcing one another in
ways that create clarity and momentum. To capture this reality, the tool includes two
complementary analyses: Conflict Analysis and Harmony Analysis.

Conflicts occur when two highly ranked values compete for time, energy, or resources. For
example, Achievement and Familycentrism often clash when career demands require sacrifices
at home. Similarly, Affluence may compete with Eudemonia, as the pursuit of wealth can come
at the expense of leisure or self-care. These tensions are not signs of dysfunction but natural
outcomes of living in a world of trade-offs. The challenge is not to eliminate conflicts but to
recognize them, understand their impact, and develop intentional strategies for managing them.

Harmonies, by contrast, emerge when two values align and reinforce one another. When
Workcentrism and Achievement both rank highly, or when Non Sibi (altruism) aligns with
Belonging, decisions tend to feel easier and more coherent. Harmonies reflect the natural
synergies within a person’s motivational structure—the pairings that generate confidence,
momentum, and resilience in pursuing goals.

Taken together, Conflict and Harmony Analyses move beyond ranking individual values. They
examine how values interact as a system, explaining why some decisions feel draining and
others energizing, and why people thrive in certain environments but feel constrained in others.

Illustrative Patterns of Conflicts and Harmonies

Analysis of 36,649 Values Bridge assessments reveals recurring patterns in how values interact.
While each individual’s profile is unique, certain pairings consistently appear as sources of
either conflict or harmony. Across the dataset, 76 distinct potential conflicts were identified.
Table 2 highlights the 10 most common, while noting that prevalence is partly shaped by how
often particular values appear in people’s core set. See Table 1 for that prevalence.

Table 1. Values, Descriptions, and Prevalence Among Takers of The Values Bridge

Value Description % in Core
Achievement Visible success in professional or personal spheres. 64.2%
Affluence Wealth and/or financial security. 63.3%

(Table continues on following page)
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