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Abstract: Advanced values work is required to manage innovation and 
strategy, but available methods fall short to adequately and efficiently elicit 
stakeholder values. Ethnographic approaches are suited to explore 
organisational culture and stakeholder values, but they require substantial time, 
skill and effort, and have not been widely adopted. We build on lessons learned 
from their application in a European project dedicated to ‘Building values-
based innovation cultures for sustainable business impact’. The toolbox of 
methods for rapid inquiry of stakeholder values includes field interview 
techniques that engage respondents in interactive exercises and staged activities 
rather than participatory observation of natural work-related practices. Analysis 
of empirical findings through storytelling, pattern recognition and synthesis 
from multiple perspectives allows to mainstream an efficient elaboration of 
values and actionable insights for innovation and strategic management.  
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1  The need for efficient values work  

Values assume a pivotal role for strategic decision making and daily practice in 
organisations. However, acknowledging the importance of values for managing 
innovation is quite different from managing values for innovation on a daily basis or even 
from knowing how to do it. In spite of increased attention to values, their functions in 
innovation management and how to translate them into effective practices is not yet 
sufficiently understood. The challenge is not to formulate ambitious goals and 
sophisticated (purpose, mission, vision) statements but to put them into practice to 
recreate a values-based innovation culture. Addressing this challenge and establishing 
values-base innovation cultures that reliably create a positive environmental, social and 
economic impact of business operations is the objective of the European project 
IMPACT. Within this line of research, the objective of this paper is twofold: To improve 
our theoretical understanding of values in sustainability-oriented innovation management, 
and to create a methodological template for innovation managers and consultants that 
reliably and efficiently need to work with values in order manage a rapid turnover and 
achieve sustainable business impact. It advances our know-how to work with values and 
particularly on the initial phases of this process.  
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In a preliminary distinction we differentiate between the initial exploration and 
specification of relevant values for an innovation initiative, the utilization of these values 
to inform, guide and facilitate the innovation process, and to trace and maintain values 
(including transformations of the values systems) and the desired impact of innovation in 
the mid- and long-term (roughly following the disaggregation of dynamic capabilities 
into sensing opportunities and threats, seizing opportunities and managing and 
maintaining assets; Teece 2007). Here we focus on the first phase of such values work, 
and try to streamline repeatable (ethnographically informed) methods to understand 
stakeholder values at the outset of innovation activities. Such values work must be 
operationalized more efficiently than currently available methods allow in order to make 
them widely accessible and usable in innovation management and consulting, and to 
enable a mainstream alignment of innovation practices with what we care about as 
individuals and stakeholder representatives.   

We first sum up the theoretical considerations of the values-based innovation 
management framework. This framework has been applied in several research and 
consulting projects (UXBerlin 2022). Based on lessons learned from these projects we 
streamline proven research and intervention methods to create a reusable toolbox for 
practitioners working on a limited timeframe with limited resources to establish a values-
based innovation culture for sustainable business impact. In particular we focus on the 
ethnographic exploration and differentiation of stakeholder values as an essential 
prerequisite for values-based innovation. We present a process and templates for rapid 
inquiry focussed on generating insights about converging and conflicting values, related 
practises and barriers in turning values into action. Results will be of interest for 
innovation managers and consultants seeking new practises and methods to facilitate 
values-based innovation and to improve corporate sustainability through innovation. 

2  Related literature on stakeholder values and innovation management 

Even though values have been widely ignored for some time in strategic management and 
innovation management, they are increasingly recognized (e.g. in the context of research 
on responsible innovation) to play a pivotal role.  

Stakeholder Theory 

Freeman et al. (2018) describe how in the field of strategic management the normative 
approach of helping decision makers to improve their decision making was blended out 
for some years by a narrower natural scientific approach to analyse root causes for 
superior firm performance attempting to predict and control economic success. In 
contrast, stakeholder theory always pursued a broader, holistic view to understand and 
inform human behaviour in business including the importance of values and purpose 
shared among stakeholders. Stakeholder management therefore requires “an explicit and 
nuanced understanding of stakeholder values, norms and ethics” (ibid, 9), and particularly 
of those positive, self-imposed obligations and visions that exceed moral minimums and 
activate engagement. “Having shared values and shared purpose, a long-term orientation, 
consciously building trust and fostering agility in the system lead to greater value 
creation” (ibid, 14). Values-based stakeholder management (Breuer & Lüdeke-Freund 
2019) then needs to facilitate the collaborative articulation of values providing direction 



 

to situated interests and guidance for the future development of the company, its identity, 
mission and vision.  

Values-Based Innovation Management 

Just like stakeholder theory puts people as valuers at the center of attention of strategic 
management, the values-based view on innovation (Breuer & Lüdeke-Freund 2017a,b) 
moves values from the periphery of the organisation to the center of its renewal and 
innovation management. The development of the values-based innovation management 
framework was motivated by the observation that values play a decisive role and bear an 
untapped potential to managing innovation more effectively and efficiently and in line 
with what we care about as stakeholders and society. However, while concepts of value-
creation, customer value and desirability abound, the concept of human values and even 
the term “values” was and still is widely missing from innovation management literature. 
Reviewing numerous cases and related literature we elaborated upon the role that values 
can play in different (operational, strategic and normative) management dimensions, and 
developed a values-based view on innovation and its management. It demonstrates the 
potential of values to integrate diverse stakeholders into innovation processes, to direct 
collaborative efforts, and to generate innovations that matter – innovations that cater to 
what we really care about. Historical and current case studies demonstrate how 
innovation in processes, products, services, business models, and even in whole 
organisations and networks may be driven and guided by values. Following a pragmatist 
approach, values are understood as notions of the desirable held by different stakeholders 
and as ordered systems of priorities (Schwartz 2012) in association with networked 
intentions, attitudes and beliefs (Feather 1996). Untangling these systems is one of the 
challenges to the management of values. Due to this systemic and pervasive character, 
and the fact that they are often only implicitly effective and do not always translate into 
action (values-action gap), ethnographic inquiry of stakeholder values was proposed 
methodological component of a values-based open innovation funnel (Breuer & Lüdeke-
Freund 2017, 174ff).    

Responsible Innovation 

Research on responsible innovation is already aware of the key role that values play in 
managing innovation responsibly and the unresolved issues of, for instance, how to deal 
with conflicting stakeholder values and facilitate values-based dialogue among 
stakeholders (Lubberink et al. 2017, 20f). Boenink and Kudina (2020) point to different 
conceptualizations of values in the responsible research and innovation (RRI) tradition. 
First, a substantive approach (represented for instance by von Schomburg 2011) takes 
predefined European values as criteria to ensure a responsible innovation process and 
products. He mentions sustainability, safety, privacy, quality of life and gender equality 
(ibid 2011, 9-10) as normative anchor points from the Treaty of the European Union 
(2007) and the European Union (2000) Charter of Fundamental Rights. Second, Stilgoe, 
Owen, and Macnaghten (2013) put forward a procedural approach to actively involve 
stakeholders in value deliberation and reflection – without prescribing how to identify, 
reflect upon, discuss these values and decide upon their implications. “Both approaches 
invite a conceptualization of values as ready-made entities, at once knowable and 
available for deliberation. Whether they can be found in political documents or by 
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interrogating stakeholders … the moral hermeneutics of identifying values is ignored” 
(Boenink and Kudina 2020, 454f). The authors propose a complementary, practise-based 
approach that acknowledges values as being realized in specific practices (lived realities), 
as being interactive with material, social and cultural environments, and as dynamic and 
changing as they evolve with the human history of valuation practices. In addition to 
reviewing political treaties and surveying values directly from stakeholder they demand 
to study “valuation in action” (Boenink and Kudina 2020, 461), for instance through case 
studies, focus groups or interpretative phenomenological analysis (Smith, Flowers, and 
Larkin 2009). Not mentioned are ethnographic methods as a privileged and proven 
hermeneutic approach to explore stakeholder values in a context of innovation (Breuer & 
Lüdeke-Freund 2017, 187ff).  

Streamlining ethnographic methods to elicit stakeholder values 

Potential weaknesses of these methodologies can be reframed as challenges to their 
practical improvement and future development of related methods to co-create involving 
stakeholder and to track valuations and their impact in the mid-term. With regards to 
practical viability, and this is the issue we are addressing here, research on valuing 
practices in general and ethnography in particular, require time and high efforts without 
necessarily delivering actionable results. Within a European project that was initiated in 
2020 and is dedicated to “Establishing values-based innovation cultures for sustainable 
business IMPACT” (IMPACT 2022). It applies an ethnographic approach focussing on 
values-related practices to understand values-based innovation practises and barriers, 
methods and cases in European firms and innovation clusters (Breuer et al. 2021). While 
the insights and measures derived from such a project are capable of empowering many 
other innovation developments or consulting projects, its comprehensive research design 
and the time and effort required to understand values-based innovation challenges and 
approaches in practice cannot be easily transferred.  

With regard to ideation methods, Cooper & Edgett (2008) found that managers 
considered ethnography to have the highest effectiveness to generate highly valuable 
product ideas among 18 methods studied. “The method provides perhaps the greatest 
insights and depth of knowledge into users’ unmet and unarticulated needs, applications, 
and problems of all the ideation approaches we studied, according to users. But the cost 
and time of conducting such research - essentially cultural anthropology - is considerable, 
while the skill set of the researchers must be high (not every marketer is a trained cultural 
anthropologist)” (ibid.). The same holds true for understanding stakeholder values in 
strategic and innovation management. 

Therefore, this paper reviews and streamlines this methodology (as lined out in 
Breuer & Lüdeke-Freund 2017, 187ff), and provides a set of research design modules 
that can be combined to elicit values for different strategic or innovation management 
purposes. Refocussing, semi-standardising and mainstreaming useful methods and 
providing appropriate templates and best practice examples is our approach to address 
this more practical challenge.  



 

3   Ethnographic exploration and specification of stakeholder values for 
innovation 

We briefly describe the ethnographic approach to explore and define values of internal 
stakeholders in European firms and innovation networks. Then we discuss potentials to 
further focus and streamline such inquiry in order to foster more widespread adoption, 
and provide a toolbox of components to be combined in rapid ethnographic inquiry.   

Key features of the anthropologic and ethnographic approach  
Ethnographic research methods have been developed in anthropology, initially to 
systematically explore and understand foreign cultures, later also to gain a holistic view 
of aspects of one’s own culture (e.g. fast-food culture in a researcher’s region). Business 
anthropology applies anthropological theory and methods to studying companies, their 
stakeholders and business activities. Indispensable key features of the anthropologic and 
ethnographic approach across disciplines include holism, the field as unit of study, a 
multi-method data collection and interpretative analysis requiring reflexivity on behalf of 
the researchers:  

• Holism refers to the ambition and the ability to pull back from a specific problem, 
event or situation under study, and to address questions in a larger context. It allows 
„to unpack the complex, interrelated issues of which the question is a part“ (Jordan 
2013, 132; example of coffee). As cultural inquiry it focusses on a “field” of study. 
Field research studies “people in naturally occurring settings … [to] capture their 
social meanings and ordinary activities, involving the researcher participating 
directly in the setting” (Brewer 2000, 10).  

• A multi-method research strategy or “style” (Brewer 2000) involves various 
techniques that typically combine at least interviews with observation and attention 
to artefacts. Qualitative interviews with open questions and narrative stimuli to 
provoke the respondents’ point of view to unfold characterise the predominant 
interview techniques. Participatory observation (as established by Kasper 
Malinowski 1922 and William Whyte 1943) as most characteristic data collection 
technique entails that observed activities unfold over time – even if the time span has 
been radically reduced from years and months in ethnology to hours and minutes in 
business anthropological research settings.  

• Interpretation in terms of a hermeneutic understanding that involves recognition of 
activity patterns and the generation of insights from field data. Sensemaking is the 
“practise of cultural inquiry, a process based on a set of values …. We use human 
intelligence to develop a sensitivity toward meaningful differences – what matters to 
other people as well as to ourselves” (Madsbjerg 2017, xxi). “Anthropology is not an 
experimental science in search of law, but an interpretative one in search of 
meaning” (Geertz 1973 / 1987).  

• Reflexivity in terms of the researcher's aim "to explore the ways in which [the] 
researcher's involvement with a particular study influences, acts upon and informs 
such research" (Nightingale & Cromby 1999, 228). The researchers experience in the 
world and their self-reflection are seen as an essential resource in the research 
process. 
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Jordan (2013) divides business anthropology into four main areas: the anthropology of 
marketing and consumer behaviour, design anthropology (product and services design), 
organizational anthropology (e.g. study of organizations including their “cultures”, work 
processes, directives for change), and understanding issues of globalization (and local 
identities).   

Values work in organisations 
Values play an essential role in each of the four areas. On the one hand they are the 
foundation of organisation (or any) culture (Schein 2010). We will not understand an 
individual or an organisation if we don’t understand what he, she or it cares about, what 
matters and what doesn’t. On the other hand, acknowledging the pivotal role of values for 
strategic and innovation management, the analysis of field research findings can be 
structured to deliver insights that revolve around these values. The following figure 
illustrates our approach to streamline ethnographic field work and interpretation towards 
the identification of values and the generation of values-based, actionable insights.   

 

 
 

Figure 1 Overview of the values-oriented ethnographic research process 
 
A project starts with framing an appropriate research question that corresponds to the 

holistic nature of values and associated strategic and normative challenges. Relevant 
stakeholders within or also outside the organization are selected as respondents – the 
selection depends on the research question or management challenge. Field interviews 
with a semi-structured interview and observation guide are recorded through audio, video 
and field notes and documented in individual or group profiles. Storytelling, pattern 
recognition and insight analysis with interpretations from different field researchers and 
sometimes participants from the organization generate insights in terms of desires, values 
and tensions or conflicts experienced by the stakeholders (see Breuer & Lüdeke-Freund 
2017, 187ff for a more detailed description). In a final step these empirical insights are 
translated into more actionable results and guidelines to address the original challenges – 



 

for instance innovation territories and design spaces with guidelines how to approach 
them.  

Exemplary applications 
One exemplary application was a small consulting project dedicated to reframing of 
business strategy in mid-sized companies with limited budget. In one case we applied the 
systematic exploration of values among the board members and leadership team of a mid-
sized company in Germany. It was preparing for a generational transition in the family 
and facing the threat that its normative aspirations to revive its brand was getting lost 
under the constraints of the operative business. We reviewed the history, values and 
purpose, as well as the upcoming challenges and potentials for future development of the 
company and its brand. Individual field interviews with the group of shareholders and top 
executives prepared the ground for a collaborative redefinition of the core values and 
mission. Within a two-day co-creation workshop, we reviewed the profiles and the 
different assumptions about the values and passion, the future potential and the business 
model of the firm (following Collins 2001) in order to then specify and re-align the basic 
values among the key decision makers, and to re-define the mission and mid-term 
innovation strategy of the company. The individual field interviews and profiles helped to 
work out the individual values and the individual interpretations of the corporate values, 
their collaborative processing helped to develop a common understanding and 
commitment. The format proved to be manageable in a limited timeframe and according 
to unanimous feedback from the participants it did not just boost awareness and shared 
understanding about the fundamental values of the firm, but provided an actionable 
framework for mid-term innovation development. As a result, a new innovation strategy 
was consolidated with prioritized potentials for new product, brand and business model 
development.         

Within the IMPACT project, a more comprehensive approach was required, even 
though the methodological approach and the specific techniques used in this project were 
initially developed and refined in different consulting projects in the context of consumer 
behaviour (e.g. with respect to mobile infotainment or job search), software design (of an 
inspection expert support system) and organisational anthropology (UXBerlin 2022).  

In order to explore organizational values and related (sustainable) innovation 
practices, methods, and barriers, we designed an interview and observation guide for 2-3-
hour field interview sessions with very different innovation-related roles in an 
organization (e.g. a large energy and a large inspection company) or network for firms 
(e.g. a cleantech cluster). The semi-structured interview guide included 18 mandatory 
top-level questions and numerous optional subordinate questions and covered the 
following main topics: Personal background and history in the company, interpretation 
and prioritization of corporate values, experiences from innovation projects, relationship 
between sustainability values and innovation management, and a future outlook. It also 
involved interactive exercises like a mood curve, card sorting, a core values assessment 
exercise (following the competing values framework by Santoriello 2015) and a heaven 
and hell imagination. The observation guide followed the interview structure and 
focussed on illustrations, visualization, artefacts (such as templates and presentations) 
and location-based installations to expand on the verbal information and to elicit implicit 
aspects and values through interpretation during the analysis.  
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We are not discussing the approach or its results here in more detail. Instead we 
describe research modules for data collection and analysis that prove to be most useful, 
and how they can be applied within a rapid ethnography without compromising the key 
features of the of the anthropologic approach.  

4   Rapid inquiry of stakeholder values for innovation 

Techniques and methods to elicit stakeholder values 
These key modules are open questions and narrative stimuli, mapping tools like a mood 
curve and depicting values of organisational (in, out and leadership) groups, card sorting 
and role play using evocative objects. 

• Narrative stimuli can open the conversation and clarify from its beginning that we 
are asking for the unique point of view of the respondent rather than for an official 
statement. A clear but lengthy question (e.g. on the professional background and 
history of the respondents) may suggest a lengthy answer. Narrative stimuli should 
create a compulsion for detailing and storytelling that reveal the respondent’s values 
system.  

• Mapping tools like mood curve to identify emotional highlights and lowlights and 
critical turning points at the job can provide first indicators what mattered to the 
respondent in the past. Depicting such an emotional mood-curves can help tap the 
affect-laden nature of values and barriers to turn them into reality.  

• Open questions: Start with very open questions to clarify your interest and to ensure 
that respondents can articulate their unique point of view. Follow-up questions can 
enter reflection upon values with open questions like: What is important to you in 
your vocational life? What else do you care about with respect to your work? How 
would others characterize you? 

• Specification: Also, throughout the interview the respondent should be asked to 
specify values with exemplary stories, experiences or observation. This applies in 
particular to a review of normative values: Officially proclaimed values can usually 
be obtained before a field interview from official sources. Usually these are not well 
defined, but formulated in global terms. Asking respondents to specify them and to 
illustrate how they manifest will reveal more or less converging interpretations. 

• Role Play: Some role play could assign an advocate ‘diabolus’ role to the respondent 
and ask for a critical or even cynical response to the officially proclaimed values.  

• Card sorting is another useful exercise with many potential variations. The 
respondents or the interviewer can draft cards based on values mentioned before in 
the conversation before the respondent is asked to further explain each and to 
prioritize them by drawing connections and creating a hierarchical order. The 
interviewer can also add cards prepared before the interview with content from 
public sources (e.g. values or related statements from annual reports or websites of 
the company) and ask for the meaning and personal relevance for the respondent.     



 

• Mapping competing values: To elicit more implicit values mapping of values held 
by different organisational groups can be used. Triggers from the competing values 
framework (Santoriello 2015) ask for values or values-based activities of past or 
present people in the organisation who either fit well with the culture (named ‘star-
employees’ who represent the best of the organization), not well with the culture 
(named ‘not-so-hot employees’) and values of the leadership team that actually shape 
the culture. Responses can be mapped on a worksheet while respondents describe 
values and behaviour of each group without naming individuals.  

• Heaven & hell: The exercise asks respondents to imagine extreme, exaggerated 
developments to elicit deep concerns, fear and far-reaching hopes. It usually starts 
with ‘hell’ when respondents are asked to share their thoughts about how the current 
situation (e.g. previously identified value-action gaps) could worsen, and what could 
be the worst thing to happen? Then they are asked to imagine all barriers or 
constraints - in terms of power, time, budget, even gravity itself - are overcome. 
What might a radical or ideal development in line with their values look like? 

• Evocative objects can also be used to close the session. In the IMPACT field 
interviews, we pass a magic wand to the respondent saying “It gives you magic 
power to change anything you like to the better. Think about it and then please say 
your wish to change things in innovation, or through innovation in the near future. If 
there is any object here nearby related to that wish please hold the magic wand 
against it.” Follow-up conversation should again clarify the relation between the 
object and the respondent’s future-oriented desires. 

• Tours: As main observational element, respondents were asked to give a short tour 
(see Spradley 1979 on different types of tours) of the most important places around 
their work area. They were asked to draw attention to spaces and objects somehow 
related to the values mentioned in the interview, and to question the extent to which 
sustainability-oriented values manifest, find their way into everyday practices or face 
any barriers.  

• Online: In some cases (due to the Corona pandemic) only online interviews were 
feasible and respondents were asked to show objects and spaces over portable 
devices. The online format worked well for the interview parts and for joint 
walkthroughs of already digital materials such as company reports or strategy 
presentations. However, the field observation was quite limited – for instance tours 
will only reveal what the respondent shows through the needle eye of a portable 
device, and clues such as body language and changes in the environment are often 
blended out. It also requires an appropriate setup of suitable devices and software, 
and substantial preparation to ensure good audio and video quality. Hands-on 
activities should be enabled with well-prepared templates on an online collaboration 
platform (like Mural or Miro). In any case the quality of finding depends to a greater 
extend on the respondent skills – not just ability of self-disclosure in such a setting, 
but also digital demonstration skills on behalf of respondents.   
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In order to facilitate an even more rapid inquiry additional measures are useful: 

• Carefully select, adjust and combine the modules above targeted to the research 
question and practical management challenge. Some of the interactive exercises are 
well suited to compensate for limited field time. 

• Reduce field time through good preparation (e.g. analysing corporate values and 
history, preparatory calls before the field interviews, preparatory tasks for 
respondents to mentally warm-up even before the field interview takes place). 

• Go online if necessary or helpful – extensive field observation is not required for 
every research design and not for every respondent to be included. As work practices 
and results move online, ethnographic observers may well follow. 

• Following up the field interviews, reuse proven templates to create short profiles to 
document findings and support storytelling and pattern recognition. The interview 
and observation guides may inherit their structure to the profile templates.   

• Professional facilitation and timeboxing for storytelling and collaborative analysis 
involving multiple field researchers and sometime stakeholder representatives 
reinforce focus on recurring patterns and critical insights.  

• A strict process (e.g. noting everything relevant on post-its and dissolving post-its 
into clusters of key insights) keeps it efficient. Focus on 3-4 key insights and turn 
them into calls for action (innovation or design territories). 

5  Outlook 

Combining the appropriate modules and measures to speed up the process allows to 
utilize the hermeneutic potential of the anthropologic and ethnographic approach without 
giving up its key features of holism, the multi-method field approach, interpretation and 
reflexivity. Based on these key features, stakeholder values can be explored and turned 
into actionable insights for strategic and innovation management.  

Still, there is need for further research not just in terms of more and more detailed 
techniques, methods and means of their combination and utilization, but especially in 
terms of managing resulting insights with respect to changing contexts and future 
challenges. The facilitation of values work we described addresses the initial exploration 
and specification of relevant values for an innovation initiative. It does not yet cover the 
utilization of these values to inform and guide the innovation process (including issues of 
active stakeholder involvement and according co-creation methods), and neither the 
tracing of changing values and their impact on innovation. Developing according 
methodology and methods must be left to future research. Still we must be aware that 
exploration of valuing practices comes with a bias to past and present – its baseline for 
prospective assessment need to feed into an anticipatory governance and an advanced 
understanding of future visions and related promises, fears and expectations (Grunwald 
2014; 2016).  

What this methodological approach does deliver is a practise-based understanding of 
stakeholder values, which is an indispensable but so far often overlooked fuzzy front end 
for values-based and responsible innovation. It complements the current focus on 
substantive values (of responsibility as such and European values) and procedural values 



 

that demand compliance with good practices of stakeholder integration. Relevant 
substantive values should be clarified at the starting point of a project by reviewing 
external, regulatory frameworks and internal values-based normative – mission, vision, 
purpose – statements and for instance sustainability reports from publicly available 
sources. Procedural values should be enforced through the whole process design and 
interaction-architecture, involving stakeholders throughout an innovation or strategy 
development project. In order to enable stakeholders to engage according to their values 
and within the global frames, hermeneutic values work is required at the outset.   
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