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A Study on the Conflict Between Materialism and

Traditional Confucian Values in College Students
Li Jing Guo Yongyu
( School of Psychology Huazhong Normal University Key Laboratory of Adolescent Cyberpsychology and behavior Ministry of Education
and Hubei Human Development and Mental Health Key Laboratory Wuhan 430079)
Abstract Since the reform and opening-up Chinese society and economy have changed greatly promoting the transition of social val—
ues. Most outstandingly with the development of market economy materialism is prevailing so rapidly as to impact traditional Chinese
values. Based on this realistic background and values conflict theory this paper aimed to explore college students’ mental conflict re—
sulting from the coexistence of materialism and traditional Confucian values.

The study used a 2 ( materialism: low or high) x 2 ( Confucian traditional values: low or high) between-subjects experimental de—
sign and placed the subjects in dilemmatic settings in which they faced different values-based choices to examine the interaction be—
tween materialism and traditional Confucian values on an individual’ s mental conflict. In view of that self-report questionnaires might
not be able to measure the subjects’ state of mind accurately the study used a polygraph of PGH0 type to register the subjects’ galvan—
ic skin response ( GSR) when they answered questions about the dilemmas in order to provide objective physiological index for mental
conflict.

The procedures were as follows: (1) Selecting subjects qualified for the experiment. 213 undergraduates from general psychology
classes completed a set of questionnaires including the Material Values Scale Traditional Confucian Values Scale and the 10-item
short version of Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale. 82 subjects were eliminated for failure to respond seriously or being high in
social desirability. The remaining subjects were used to create low versus high groups in materialism and traditional Confucian values ac—
cording to 27% of the total scores. Finally 46 subjects were selected to participate in the experiment. (2) Designing 5 dilemmatic sce—
narios and 4 corresponding questions about each scenario that reflected the conflict between materialism and traditional Confucian val-
ues. Though hypothetical these scenarios and questions involved choices college students might face in everyday life. And to ensure
their validity they were rated by 15 graduates and then were typed into the interface of the polygraph in preparation for the subsequent
test. (3) Physiological testing. There was only one subject each time. Upon arrival in the laboratory the subject was given some in—
structions about the test and then wore the galvanic skin sensor in his/her adjacent fingers and relaxed. After the stability of his/her
physiological baseline the test began. The experimenter asked questions about each dilemma twice in random order and the subject an—
swered with “yes” or “no”. Meanwhile the polygraph registered the subject’s GSR.

The results of ANCOVA including gender as a covariate showed that the interaction between materialism and traditional Confucian val—
ues was significant (F (1 41) = 4.99 p = .03). Further analysis of simple effect showed that among subjects who were high in tradi—
100.82 M, =
135.87 F (1 43) =4.77 p = .03). In contrast for those low in traditional Confucian values the GSR didn’t appear to vary as a
=108.11 M, = 126.16 F(1 43) =1.25 p =.27). Insum the results imply that in—

dividuals who have high levels of materialism and are also high in Confucian traditional values will experience substantial mental conflict.

tional Confucian values the GSR elevated markedly when moving from the low to high materialism group (M

low —

function of their level of materialism ( M

low

high

The innovation of this paper lies in the method of physiological measurement which contributes to provide objective and strong evi—
dence for college students’ values conflict that many scholars are concern about in the social transformation period of China.
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