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Abstract
Social value orientations (SVOs) of a society determine peoples’ behaviour and are critical 
for young democracies in crises. This paper draws on the Maldives Values in Crisis 
survey, conducted during the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic. SVOs assessed using 
the Schwartz Personal Values Questionnaire shows that Maldivian society weigh slightly 
towards prosocial. Urban-rural, age, and gender determine the SVOs on the dimension 
of Openness to change versus Conservation while age and gender determine the SVOs 
on Self-enhancement versus Self-transcendence dimension. Confidence in the public 
institutions were moderate and not associated with the SVOs. The moderate level of SVOs 
and confidence in institutions reflects the democratic landscape of the country. Although 
prosocial SVOs are favourable for implementing containment measures of the pandemic, 
without a strong value orientation towards conservation and self-transcendence, and 
confidence in the institutions, the country faces the risk of non-compliance to measures 
and escalation of the crisis.
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Introduction
Social value orientations (SVO) determine how people judge situations and behave in a social setting. 
Predominant SVOs of a society provide meaning to the attitudes and behaviour with regard to family and 
institutions, development and democracy (Inglehart and Baker 2000; Inglehart and Welzel 2005; Welzel 
2013; Welzel and Alvarez 2014; Alemán and Woods 2016). As such, SVOs are critical for the society’s 
wellbeing. Theoretical perspectives on SVOs suggest that the development of social values is a slow process 
initiated during the formative years of socialisation which are internalised by adulthood and remain stable 
for one’s life (Inglehart and Baker 2000; Robinson 2013). However, it has been posited that short-term 
adjustments occur in response to situational changes during the life course (Kuczynski, Marshall and Schell 
1997; Pailhé et al. 2014). Based on this understanding, rapid changes in SVOs are unlikely under usual 
circumstances, but adaptations are likely in the unusual circumstances of a pandemic. This position has 
significant implications in a crisis situation, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, where containment measures 
limit democratic rights of the people and challenge the predominant SVOs (Alford 2017). 

The coronavirus pandemic of COVID-19 is hailed as a crisis unlike any other the world has seen in 
recent decades and presents a considerable challenge to global public health and the economies (Musthafa et 
al. 2020; Wolf et al. 2020). To contain the virus, many countries declared a state of emergency and exercised 
governmental and administrative overreach and enforced restrictive measures such as lockdowns, curfews, 
forced business closures, cancellations of public gatherings including religious congregations (Thompson 
and Ip 2020; Riyaz et al. 2020). Such measures override civil liberties and fundamental freedoms; and the 
state of emergency has the potential for governments to exercise disproportionate emergency measures, 
failure to engage in proper deliberative and transparent decision-making, and even the suspension of 
effective democratic control (Frantz 2018). Therefore, COVID-19 pandemic control measures imposed by 
the governments have the potential to be viewed as authoritarian and can lead to non-compliant behaviour, 
disruptive to the desired outcomes in societies that have higher openness to change and lower conservation 
values (Bardi and Schwartz 2003). However, attitude and behaviour are largely driven by the SVOs and it 
has been shown that societies with high conservation values and ‘uncertainty avoidance index’ have high 
compliance to movement restrictions and physical distancing measures (Huynh 2020). Wolf and colleagues 
(2020) suggest that motivations for compliance with regulatory measures and behaviour towards supporting 
others is moderated by the predominant SVOs; hence, framing containment measures relevant to the SVOs 
is particularly important in the current pandemic situation.

Considerable similarities have been observed in the value orientations of societies across different 
countries across the world (Schwartz and Bardi 2001). Nevertheless, it is acknowledged that contextual 
factors such as historical experiences, economic advancements, human development and capitalism have 
been shown to shift the prevalent social value orientation in societies (Schwartz 2005; Abdollahian et al. 
2012; Shahrier, Kotani and Kakinaka 2016), raising questions about the stability of value hierarchies across 
cultures. Collectivistic cultures, where the identity of the individual is perceived as part of the larger whole 
(e.g., family, society), and where social functioning is dependent on an arrangement of mutual obligation 
towards each other, may have orientations that place greater emphasis on more conservative values 
(Różycka-Tran et al. 2017; Schwartz and Bardi 2001). Findings from collectivist societies of Asia, Africa 
and Pacific indicate values such as security, conformity and tradition as being more important than openness 
to change and self-enhancement values ( Joseph 2015; Różycka-Tran et al. 2017). They also place higher 
ratings on benevolence value types, which might be attributed to the fact that individuals’ sense of identity 
is embedded into ethnic, local or familial contexts, where the benefit of the in-group is considered to take 
precedence over individual interests (Saffu 2003). These findings, however, need to be regarded with caution 
since they do not account for the heterogeneity of the population of a country and the multiple cultural 
groups that exists within a society. For instance, comparative analysis of the Pacific island societies shows 
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diverse cultural practices and norms between different islands and within the same island (Norton 1993; 
Meyer and Fourdrigniez 2019). 

Another related factor that influences value orientations is religiosity of the people. Kuşdil and 
Kağıtçıbaşı (2000) observed that people with low religiosity gave higher ratings to openness to change 
as compared to high religiosity groups. At the same time, people with strong commitments to religion 
were found to favour self-transcendence values such as benevolence, but not universalism; and gave lower 
importance to hedonism and self-enhancement values such as achievement and power (Saroglou, Delpierre, 
and Dernelle 2004). Other studies have observed that universalism was negatively associated with religiosity 
in the mono-religious societies of the Mediterranean countries (Portugal, Spain, Italy, Greece, Turkey, 
Israel), but there was no association with religiosity in secularised and pluri‐religious countries such as 
Belgium, Germany, and the Netherlands (Saroglou et al. 2004). These findings suggest that, there is a 
complex interplay between historic, developmental, cultural context and how religion is expressed in the 
society that impact on the predominant value orientations. 

Maldives is a mono-religious Muslim country and can be considered a collectivist society with pressures 
upon individuals to follow the cultural norms of the society (Sadiq 2011). The limited research evidence 
does not place the Maldives populace in either end of the spectrum of collectivism versus individualism, 
however, it alludes to a collectivist mind-set that places communal over personal goals (Abdulla 2019). 
Although hierarchically organised families may not be common in Maldivian societies, it is quite typical for 
extended families to live together and contribute financially and emotionally to extended family members 
(Moosa 2019). Despite this, a previous study on cultural values in the country showed a high score on 
individualistic value dimensions and suggested that ‘while Maldives is a close-knit society with extensive 
relationships within and between families, the remoteness of the islands has compelled individuals to 
rely on themselves’ (Sadiq 2011, p. 8). Furthermore, Maldives, in the last decade, has moved towards a 
full democracy at a rapid pace and the democratisation process continues to be fragile, with continuing 
allegations, mistrust and contest for boundaries of the executive, parliament and judiciary (Faizal 2013; 
Zubair 2013; Naseem, 2020). The stages of democracy have also been associated with value orientations, 
with those societies that lean towards openness to change and self-enhancements having more democratic 
processes and institutions (Schwartz 2014).

The government of Maldives imposed a lockdown in the central areas of the country and closed the 
country’s border in April 2020 with the detection of first case of COVID-19 (MED 2020). The full 
lockdown lasted 45 days and the government continues to levy restrictive interventions to contain and 
control the disease and mitigate the impact of the pandemic (Suzana et al. 2020). These include curfews, 
movement monitoring for contact tracing, limitations on public gatherings, compulsory wearing of masks 
while in public places, and state sanctioned penalties on those who infringe on the restrictive measures 
(Usman, Moosa and Abdullah 2021). 

While these interventions are being implemented, there still exists a gap in systematic exploration 
aspects of values of the Maldivian society to inform judgements about the possible behaviour of the society. 
Furthermore, how Maldivian value orientations pan out in a crisis has not yet been studied. Our hypothesis 
postulates that existential threats in the pandemic situation cause value shifts into a protective direction that 
would drive people to place greater emphasis on conservation values that result in higher motivation for 
compliance with containment measures. Therefore, this paper explores the SVOs of the Maldivian society 
and its relationship to people’s behaviour and confidence in the institutions during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Research methods
Measuring values. The study adopts a psychological measurement of values using the Schwartz values 
framework that identifies 10 personal values that are differentiated by motivation and the underlying goal 
(Schwartz 2005). In this framework, the values are noted to be dynamic where some values are congruent 
and others conflicting. The Schwartz values framework places these values in two higher order bipolar 
dimensions; openness to change versus conservation and self-transcendence versus self-enhancement (see 
Schwartz 2012 for a detailed description). The dynamic nature of the values in sitautions poses inherent 
methodological limitations with the quantitaive measurement in that some items such as hedonism relate to 
both openness to change and self-enhancement (Schwartz 2012). Despite these caveats, the methodology 
has been validated in a number of coutnry settings to examine the SVO at societal level (Schwartz 2012). 

Value scales. The Schwartz values framework is operationalized in this study using the 21-item short 
version of the personal values questionnaire (PVQ-21) (Schwartz 2003). This instrument is selected as 
appropriate for this study as it is a conventional instrument that has shown good reliability and validity in 
detemining the SVO at societal level in a number of studies across countries (Schwartz 2012). The PVQ-
21 presents participants with 21 short descriptions of individuals who are defined in terms of their goals, 
aspirations and wishes. For example, ‘She/he looks for adventures and likes to take risks’, ‘She/he wants to 
have an exciting life’ measures stimulation. The respondents rate how similar the individual described in 
each scenario is to them using a six-point scale ranging from 1 (very much like me) to 6 (not like me at all). 
In this study, all items were reverse scored: higher numbers would indicate greater agreement with the item. 

Other measures. The study also collected information on the public confidence in the government, health 
sector and public institutions as a whole, using single item questions on each of these variables measured on 
a Likert scale 1 to 4 (1=A great deal, 2=Quite a lot, 3=Not very much, 4=None at all). Single items were also 
used to measure the participants’ perception on how well they perceived the government was handling the 
Corona crisis with Likert scales 1 to 5 (1= poorly, 5= very well). Further, the participants’ perception on how 
well the people of the country were behaving under the imprint of the Corona crisis was sought with Likert 
scales 1 to 5 (1= very improperly, 5= very properly).

Data collection. The study draws on the data from the Values in Crisis (VIC) survey, with 1026 
participants, carried out during the lockdown phase of the COVID-19 pandemic response in the Maldives. 
The study utilised a stratified probability sampling of residents in islands officially designated as cities 
(urban, n=433) and other islands of the Atolls (rural, n=593), further stratified by age and sex. More details 
of the sampling and data validity for VIC is provided by Riyaz and colleagues (2020) and additional 
findings from the VIC has also been reported (Musthafa et al. 2020). 

Data cleaning. There were no missing data for the 21 items. Participants who responded with the same 
response to more than 16 items were removed from the analysis, as recommended in the instructions for 
PVQ-21 (Schwartz 2005). Hence, 208 participants (20.3% of the respondents) were dropped from the 
analysis. Therefore, the final data set consists of 818 participants (urban n=350, rural n=468). 

Internal reliabilities. The reliability for this dataset (Table 1) is low for basic values and unacceptable for 
five basic values, but relatively good for higher order values, with the lowest being for self-enhancement. 
Schwartz (2003) notes that internal reliabilities of several PVQ indexes can be relatively low given the 
small number of items used to measure each of the ten values, and items for each are selected to cover the 
different conceptual components to increase the breadth of the meaning of the values, rather than choosing 
items with similar meaning. 
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Table 1.	 Cronbach Alphas for SVO

Values Cronbach Alpha Reliability

Achievement 0.556 Poor

Benevolence 0.846 Good

Conformity 0.655 Questionable

Hedonism 0.586 Poor

Power 0.180 Unacceptable*

Security 0.506 Poor

Self-direction 0.190 Unacceptable*

Stimulation 0.584 Poor

Tradition 0.524 Poor

Universalism 0.647 Questionable

Conservation 0.825 Good

Openness to change 0.702 Acceptable

Self-enhancement 0.629 Questionable

Self-transcendence 0.816 Good

Computing value scores. A score was computed for each of the ten basic and the higher order values by 
averaging participants’ responses to the items that constitute the value. Scoring followed the Schwartz’s 
instructions for the PVQ-21 (Schwartz 2003, 2005). The value indices were corrected by centring each 
individual’s responses to their mean response to all 21 items (Schwartz, 2005). Centring of value indices 
at the ‘within-individual level’ decreases the scale use response sets (respondents’ tendency to locate their 
responses on specific parts of the scale) and it enables scores that measure the relative (versus absolute) 
importance of values to the person to be generated (Schwartz 1996). Higher order values were computed 
by averaging participants’ responses to the items from the values that constitute it. The items correspond to 
Openness to Change: 1,11,6,15 (10,21); Conservation: 5,14,7,16,9,20; Self- enhancement: 2,17,4,13, Self-
transcendence: 3,8,19,12,18 (see Schwartz 1996, 2005).

A score for the higher order bipolar dimensions, openness to change versus conservation dimension was 
obtained by subtracting the conservation score from the openness to change score. Similarly, a score for the 
self-transcendence versus self-enhancement dimension was obtained by subtracting the self-transcendence 
score from the self-enhancement score. The openness to change versus conservation dimension captures 
the conflict between values emphasizing ‘independence of thought, action, and feelings and readiness for 
change’, and values that emphasize order, self-restriction and resistance to change (Schwartz 2012, p. 8). The 
self-enhancement versus self-transcendence dimension, on the other hand, captures the conflict between 
values emphasizing ‘concern for the welfare and interests of others’ and values that emphasize ‘pursuit of 
one’s own interests, relative success and dominance over others’ (Schwartz 2012, p.8).

Quantitative analysis: Means of centred scores of the SVOs and higher order values are presented by 
gender, age group and urban/rural geographic categories of the sample. To explore the relationships between 
the SVOs and perceptions of public confidence on the government, health sector and public institutions 
as a whole, correlation tests were done using the score for each variable with the centred higher order 
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value scores. Further analysis was done to explore whether the demographic variables age, gender and 
geographic residential area (urban or rural) determine the average position of the higher order values in the 
bipolar dimensions. Multivariate linear regression was performed for each dimension with the standardised 
coefficients representing the tendency towards the poles. To conduct this regression, computed scores for 
each of the bipolar dimensions that represent its position on the dimension were used as the dependent 
variable. Categorical variables, gender and urban-rural were coded as binary (0=males; 1=female; urban=0, 
rural=1). 

Results
The SVOs of Maldivian society do not show a strong polarisation of values (Table 2). The population scores 
are above five for benevolence, security, conformity, tradition and universalism presenting a slight inclination 
towards conservation and self-transcendence values. Public confidence in institutions is also at a moderate 
level. About half of the respondents answered ‘a great deal or quite a lot’ to the question on confidence in 
the government (52%), health sector (57%) and public institutions as a whole (51%). Similarly, 52% felt 
that the government was handling the crisis well, but only 21% felt that most people in the society were 
behaving properly. 

Table 2.	 SVOs by residential area

Values Total Urban Rural

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Achievement 4.06 1.30 3.95 1.31 4.14 1.29

Benevolence 5.38 0.98 5.39 0.96 5.36 0.99

Conformity 5.16 0.99 5.16 0.97 5.17 1.00

Hedonism 4.50 1.21 4.64 1.17 4.40 1.24

Power 3.64 0.98 3.60 0.96 3.67 0.99

Security 5.18 0.91 5.13 0.97 5.21 0.86

Self-direction 4.15 1.08 4.18 1.05 4.12 1.11

Stimulation 4.16 1.24 4.19 1.21 4.14 1.27

Tradition 5.13 1.01 5.13 1.02 5.14 1.00

Universalism 5.10 0.93 5.11 0.93 5.09 0.93

The scores for self-enhancement dimension versus self-transcendence dimension, on the horizontal axis 
of Figure 1 runs from -.29 to -2.43, with the average tendency below the neutral point zero, for the total 
sample as well as for urban and rural geographic categories. This indicates that self-transcendence is valued 
as more important than self-enhancement in the population as a whole as well as by those residing in urban 
or rural areas. The score for the openness to change versus conservation dimension, on the vertical axis, run 
from .008 to -1.86, with the average tendency below the neutral point zero. This indicates conservation 
is still valued more than openness to change by the population at large. On the dimension of openness 
to change versus conservation dimension, the mean for the population is -.886 (SD = .894); on the self-
transcendence versus self-enhancement dimension, the mean is -1.362 (SD = 1.07). From the plot (Figure 
1), the urban population weigh slightly more towards self-transcendence (Mean score for the dimension; 
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urban: -1.45 (SD 1.06); rural: -1.30 (SD 1.07)) and openness to change compared to the rural population 
(Mean score for the dimension; urban: -.80 (SD .85); rural: -.95(SD .91)). However, there were no statistical 
differences in the scores between urban and rural. 

The mean scores for openness to change and self enhancement are slightly higher for men compared to 
women (Table 3). On the dimension of openness to change versus conservation dimension, the mean score 
for males is -.768 (SD = .85) while for women the mean score is -.982 (SD = .92). For the dimension of 
self-enhancement versus self-transcendence dimension, the mean score for male is -1.20 (SD = 1.07) while 
for female the mean score is -1.49 (SD = 1.05).

The SVOs show small variations by age group with younger age groups weighing towards openness 
to change and self-transcendence (Table 3). This is also observed along the SVO dimensions where the 
score for openness to change versus conservation dimension are closer to zero among younger age groups 
compared to older age groups. On the self-enhancement versus self-transcendence dimension, the people in 
the older age groups weigh more towards self-transcendence compared to younger age groups. 

While difference in the mean score was observed in the SVOs, for both dimensions by residential 
area, regression analysis (Table 4) shows that urban-rural residence, age and gender determine the value 
orientations on the dimension of openness to change versus conservation [p<0.05, OR-0.081, CI (-2.68_-
0.25), p<0.01, OR -0.145, CI (-0.268_-0.025), p<0.01, OR-119, CI (-0.335_--0.092)] respectively. On 
the self-enhancement versus self-transcendence dimension, only age and gender determine the value 
orientations [p<.05, OR 0.071, CI (0.003_0.113) for age, p<.0.01 OR -0.132, CI (0-.430_-0.138) for 
gender].

There were no significant associations between the SVOs and people’s perceptions of how well the 
government was handling the crisis, confidence in the institutions, and people’s behaviour during the period 
of COVID-19 crisis (Table 5).

Figure 1.	 Higher Order SVOs Dimensions Plot
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Table 3.	 Higher Order SVOs by residential area, sex and age group (Mean, SD)

Openness 
to change

Conservation Openness 
to change 

versus 
Conservation

Self-
enhancement

Self-
transcendence

Self-
enhancement 
versus Self-

transcendence

Gender

Male 4.31 (.93) 5.08 (.88) -.768 (.85) 3.97 (1.00) 5.17 (.91) -1.20 (1.07)

Female 4.24 (.92) 5.22 (.81) -.982(.92). 3.75 (.98) 5.24 (.84) -1.49 (1.05)

Age group

18-24 4.42 (.80) 5.16 (.73) -.741(.82) 4.00 (.87) 5.27 (.74) -1.27 (1.00)

25-34 4.31 (.89) 5.11 (.82) -.800 (.84) 3.75 (.95) 5.19 (.86) -1.44 (1.04)

35-44 4.31(.94) 5.22 (.84) -.91 (.77) 3.74 (1.02) 5.25 (.88) -1.51 (1.06)

45-54 4.14 (.99) 5.28 (.96) -1.14 (.98) 3.98 (1.17) 5.32 (.91) -1.33 (1.15)

55-64 4.06 (.09) 5.03 (1.09) -.97 (1.11) 4.03 (.104) 4.96 (1.08) -.933 (1.17)

65+ 3.77 (1.25) 5.04 (.92) -1.27 (1.33) 3.97 (.99) 4.95 (.95) -.977 (1.07)

Table 4.	 Factors determining predominant SVOs of the Maldivian society

Coefficients for Openness to change-conservation

Model Unstandardized 
Coefficients

Standardized 
Coefficients

t Sig. 95.0% Confidence 
Interval for B

B Std. 
Error

Beta Lower 
Bound

Upper 
Bound

1 (Constant) -.063 .153 -.411 .681 -.362 .237

Rural (1) -.147 .062 -.081 -2.369 .018 -.268 -.025

Age -.099 .023 -.145 -4.230 .000 -.144 -.053

Female (1) -.214 .062 -.119 -3.463 .001 -.335 -.092

Coefficients for Self Enhancement-Self transcendence

Model Unstandardized 
Coefficients

Standardized 
Coefficients

t Sig. 95.0% Confidence 
Interval for B

B Std. 
Error

Beta Lower 
Bound

Upper 
Bound

1 (Constant) -1.293 .184   -7.018 .000 -1.655 -.931

Rural (1) .139 .075 .064 1.862 .063 -.008 .286

Age .058 .028 .071 2.054 .040 .003 .113

Female (1) -.284 .074 -.132 -3.814 .000 -.430 -.138
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Discussion
Maldivian society leans towards prosocial value orientations; however, the society appears not to hold 
particularly strong orientations, with scores for the higher order SVOs clustering towards the middle 
of the scales as observed in the higher order SVO plot. The findings can be explained by the influence 
of economic advancement of the country and improvements in the economic and social situation of the 
people influencing changes in SVOs. This is consistent with the findings across countries, where a shift 
in SVOs has been observed with economic and human development (Abdollahian et al. 2012). Changes 
in value orientations occur with social changes and economic development, and people adjust their value 
orientations to the opportunities available in their environment and life changing events (Schwartz and 
Bardi 2001; Inglehart and Welzel 2005; Bardi et al. 2009). Although there are some geographic differences 
in the higher order SVO dimensions between those residing in more urbanised islands and those in smaller 
less developed islands, the differences are statistically significant only for the openness to change versus 
conservation dimension. In the Maldives, the urbanisation and its associated changes in family structures 
towards nuclear families contribute to this observation (Moosa 2019). Similar observations were found in 
Turkey, where nuclear families scored value orientations that favoured openness to change compared to 
those with extended families that favoured conservation (Kuşdil and Kağıtçıbaşı, 2000). Despite this, the 
lack of significant difference on the self-enhancement versus self-transcendence dimension suggests the 
complex interplay of factors that affect value change. One proposition is that Maldivian society is quite 
a mobile population – that is, those residing in the urban areas, particularly the capital, are temporary 
residents for the purpose of education and work and maintain traditional orientations (Hasan and Hynds 
2014). This often results in some members of the family residing in their home islands and other family 
members residing on the capital island for the most part of the year, yet they maintain kinship relationships 
with family in the islands, allowing the maintenance of values developed during life stages.

Table 5.	� Association of SVOs with people’s behaviour and perception of government and 
institutions during the COVID-19 crisis 

Higher Order Values Government 
handling the 

crisis well

Most people 
behaving 
properly 

Confidence in 
government

Confidence 
in the health 

sector

Confidence in 
institutions 
as a whole

Openness to 
change

Pearson 
Correlation

0.003 -0.014 0.025 0.016 0.052

Sig. 
(2-tailed)

0.924 0.684 0.468 0.643 0.136

Conservation Pearson 
Correlation

0.053 -0.013 -0.017 -0.025 -0.019

Sig. 
(2-tailed)

0.132 0.704 0.621 0.473 0.582

Self-
enhancement

Pearson 
Correlation

-0.045 0.054 -0.053 -0.017 -0.067

Sig. 
(2-tailed)

0.2 0.12 0.128 0.634 0.057

Self-
transcendence

Pearson 
Correlation

0.018 -0.043 0.043 0.036 0.036

Sig. 
(2-tailed)

0.606 0.224 0.221 0.306 0.303
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While the Maldivian society has a prosocial orientation in general, the younger age groups and males 
appear to have SVOs that are less prosocial, scoring less on the conservation and self-transcendence values 
compared to older age groups and females. This mirrors the findings observed across 20 countries with older 
age groups and females having stronger prosocial orientations (Vilar, Liu and Gouveia 2020). Although 
the difference by age group observed in this study is minimal, it is significant and is reflected in the 
conservation versus openness to change dimension as well as self-enhancement versus self-transcendence 
dimensions. Globalisation and the country’s incremental development and dependency on global markets 
perhaps contribute to this transition in the SVOs of the Maldivian society. Berry (2008) observed that in 
the interconnected world, intercultural contact initiates change both at cultural and individual levels and 
the process of this change could have a number of outcomes from acculturation, assimilation, integration 
and separation or marginalisation. While some authors posit that at times of global crisis such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic, people are likely to revert to their original value orientations (Kurman and Hui 
2011; Wolf et al. 2020), others suggest there is a short-term adaptation influenced by other contexual 
and psycho-social factors, rather than a shift of value orientations that influence compliance behaviour 
(Tabernero et al. 2020; Van Bavel et al. 2020). Following this argument, the compliance to pandemic 
containment measures reflects the short-term behaviour adaptation in the face of the crisis. Furthermore, 
studies have shown variations in the compliance behaviour is observed by the type of activity, duration of 
restrictions and positive or negative outcome of that experience, with higher compliance in short term and 
those with positive experiences (de Haas, Faber and Hamersma 2020; Reiger and Wang 2020). For instance, 
in the Netherlands working from home is seen as a positive experience while education from home is not 
(de Haas, Faber and Hamersma 2020). Despite these observations, it must be recognised that contextual 
factors including social and economic resources available to the societies are likely to affect compliance 
behaviour and the complex interplay between SVOs, contextual factors and compliance behaviour is an area 
that needs further exploration. 

It is also proposed that during the crisis of a pandemic, motivating different segments of the population 
will require appealing to group similarities of different segments of the society (Wolf et al. 2020). Farias 
and Pilati (2020) suggested that men may see compliance as a sign of weakness, while younger individuals 
may not take the threat seriously. These factors are also influenced by the value orientations. Pandemic risk 
communications thus need to take into account the differences in SVOs in drawing support of younger age 
groups for compliance with the pandemic control and compliance measures. 

During a crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic, trust in institutions is of paramount importance as it is 
related to people’s compliance with the containment measures put in place by the government, particularly 
when the interventions restrict people’s freedom and choice. Although the notion of trust may differ 
across contexts, trusting an institution implies that a person is confident that the institution is reliable and 
will act efficiently and fairly to serve the general interest (Morselli, Spini and Devos 2015). Institutions 
arguably allow for the maintenance of social order and stability in society whilst inadvertently curbing the 
constitutionally granted freedoms of individuals (Kragset 2009). By evoking a state of health emergency, 
governments have a legal framework to limit individual freedoms which in turn has the potential to be 
misused (Thompson & Ip 2020). Hence, it can be expected that institutions serve to reassure individuals 
who value security, whilst they may be perceived quite sceptically by individuals whose values align more 
with autonomy, and freedom of choice, as their liberties are potentially at risk (Devos, Spini and Schwartz 
2002). Devos and colleagues (2002) found a significant positive association between trust in institution 
and the values of conservation such as security, conformity, tradition and power; there was a significant 
negative correlation with values of openness to change domain which includes self-direction, universalism, 
and hedonism. Similar pattern of results was also obtained by Morselli, Spini and Devos (2012) across 
three different cross-cultural datasets. Although the findings from the Maldives did not show a significant 
difference in trust in government and institutions by the different SVOs, the higher value orientation 
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towards benevolence, security, conformity, tradition and uniformity correspond to conservation and self-
transcendence orientations that are prosocial. It has been proposed that in societies with a predominant 
social focus, there is higher compliance with public health interventions imposed by the governments 
without the need for strict enforcement (Van Bavel et al. 2020; Wolf et al. 2020). 

The socio-economic and political development level of the country also influences the level of trust and 
confidence in institutions and can reliably explain the between-country variance that is observed for the 
relationship between values and confidence in institutions (Morselli, Spini and Devos 2012). Maldives has 
experienced significant economic development and democratic change over a short period of time leaving 
profound tensions for political, social and economic clashes (Henderson 2008). It has been suggested that 
people’s value orientations are influenced by institutions and that institutional changes lead to changes in 
SVOs (Shi 2001). Dalton (2004) proposed the paradoxical view that trust in institutions and compliance 
with authority decline in wealthy countries with established democracies. Other studies have proposed that 
compliance to public health interventions in the wake of COVID-19 across societies is moderated by the 
predominant SVOs and confidence in institutions (Smith and Gibson 2020; Wolf et al. 2020).

Although, democracy in Maldives is still in its infancy, it has been hailed as a ‘liberal democracy in the 
Islamic world’ (Moorcmfi 2009, p. 249). The moderate level of SVOs across the values and confidence in 
institutions lends support to the argument that democratic change influences level of trust in institutions. 
Furthermore, the level of public confidence in national institutions is an indicator of social and political 
stability and is of importance during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Newton & Norris 2000). 
An erosion of public confidence in institutions is of concern in the COVID-19 crisis in the Maldives 
with almost half the study population reporting that they not having much confidence in the institutions, 
government and even the health sector. The level of confidence in the public institutions, perhaps reflect 
the changes in the national institutions and government with the democratic reforms of the last decade 
and the associated turmoil in the country (Zubair 2013). The level of trust and confidence in institutions is 
important for compliance with public health interventions, particularly when the measures for containing 
the epidemic impinge upon individual freedoms and rights with regard to movement and work (Han et al. 
2020). However, this finding is not consistent with the assumption of the positive correlation of trust in 
government with compliance as other studies in the country reported high compliance to the government 
interventions of lockdown with movement control and have been suggested as a key factor in successful 
control of the COVID-19 first wave in the country within two months of lockdown (Moosa et al. 2020; 
Moosa and Usman 2020; Suzana et al. 2020). This further indicates that contextual factors significantly 
influence people’s behaviour irrespective of their SVOs. The findings are also confounded by the timing of 
the studies, as higher compliance to interventions was observed to be driven by the fear of the disease that 
was high at the start of the pandemic across the world (Harper et al. 2020). Other explanations for this 
could be methodological differences and instruments used in different studies that limit such comparison. 

The COVID-19 pandemic at this stage in the country’s development poses profound uncertainty of 
people’s confidence in the government institutions. However, the findings suggest that, despite the tensions 
associated with the accelerated development, the social value orientations observed during the crisis 
continue to be prosocial and there is not a significant difference between those that hold individualistic 
values with regard to confidence in the government and institutions or the behaviour in relation to the 
public health measures. Thus, it remains to be investigated how these contextual variables affect the 
predictive power of values in determining an individual’s level of trust in institutions in the Maldivian 
society.

The SVO provide a useful context in pandemic response. Examination of SVO and compliance behaviour 
and death from COVID-19 in European countries indicated that Scandinavian countries with predominant 
prosocial orientations had significantly lower mortality compared to north European countries that 
have lower social focus in their value orientations (Ibáñez and Sisodia 2020). It has been proposed that 
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countries with predominantly prosocial values can tap in to social responsibility and social compromise 
while societies with higher pro-self-values, such as high-power distance values, could rely on experts and 
public personalities focusing on autonomy and self-protection to achieve compliance with public health 
measures during the pandemic (Ibáñez and Sisodia, 2020; Leder, Pastukhov and Schütz, 2020). Since the 
SVO scores for the Maldives are not very high, even though they are predominantly prosocial, it indicates 
that risk communications for compliance will have to draw on a combination of strategies that rely on social 
responsibility and self-protection. 

The findings of this study are limited by the timing of the data collection which was soon after the 
initial lockdown with the detection of the first case of COVID-19 in the country. Furthermore, it is not 
possible to make comparisons with SVOs prior to the crisis given the lack of prior comprehensive studies on 
values. Hence, the results may be confounded by the panic associated with the pandemic, which was starkly 
evident across the world. For instance, the findings did not find any significant difference of the SVOs with 
behaviour and confidence in situations, which could possibly be attributed to the uncertainty observed in 
the early stage of the pandemic. The findings of this study need further validation with additional studies as 
the epidemic progresses and after the ease of restrictions, during recovery.

Conclusion
Maldivian SVOs weigh towards prosocial, in the openness to change versus conservation dimension as well 
as on the self-enhancement versus self-transcendence dimension, reflecting the traditional collectivist social 
structures and culture, similar to a number of Asian societies. This meant that, in the face of the COVID-19 
crisis, there were no significant differences on how people viewed public institutions, government response 
or their behaviour. These collectivist SVOs of Maldivian society meant compliance with public health 
interventions during the COVID-19 pandemic that enabled effective control of the first wave. However, the 
uncertainties and panic associated with early stages are more likely to have affected these behaviours. Urban 
and rural differences indicate changes in SVOs, particularly significant on the openness to change versus 
conservation dimension, hinting at effects of urbanisation and development that bring about significant life 
changes. The changes observed in SVOs by residential area, gender and age groups, along with the socio-
economic and political situation of the country, need to be considered in risk communications to ensure 
continuity of compliance to public health measures as the pandemic has already lasted almost a year at the 
time of writing.
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