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This is a conceptual and methodological paper about improving our notion of human values.

While it is recognized that talk of values has become increasingly popular in many walks of

life, it is claimed that this is not underpinned by solid scientific contributions or a robust theory

of values. Two initial claims set the scene for the paper: (1) there is no generally accepted

theory of values, and (2) values are notoriously elusive. However, the paper acknowledges the

problem that a better grasp on people’s values is needed for addressing the complex issues of

our present-day life. An attempt is made to present an outline for an empirical axiology. After

a brief historical overview of value discussions in social theory and philosophy, it is claimed

that the empirical study of values needs to get around several hurdles: values-as-truisms,

belief in articulated values, belief in deep and hidden values. However, combining several

research methods may give first indications of what here is called value landscapes. A con-

ceptual model of values in these landscapes would need to be multi-dimensional, with the

tentative characteristics of proximity, intensity, contextuality, and malleability. The paper calls

for transdisciplinary research designs to probe these conceptual insights.
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The problem: values in human agency

Talk about values is increasingly prominent both in various
academic disciplines and in the political affairs of our life.
In both contexts it emerges as an inherently complex

matter, but with fundamental implications for what we think,
what we do, and how we see the world around us. In fact, values
are commonly regarded as building blocks of our identity (Joas
2000, p.164; Hitlin 2003). Despite their importance, there are (at
least) two disturbing observations—here offered as hypotheses—
about values: (1) there is no generally accepted theory of values,
and (2) values are notoriously elusive. I will clarify both claims
further down in the article. But first I note that there is even
inherent ambiguity in what people mean when they talk about
values. Values can acquire a deontic meaning as something that is
right or wrong, what we ought to do and what not, or they can be
understood as evaluative terms which rests on something being
good or being bad. The former use is typical for normative dis-
course, e.g., in metaethics, while the latter is the reign of what has
been termed axiology, the domain of the good.

Obviously, the topic of values can be approached from several
angles and with several objectives in mind. However, this paper
aims at the evaluative use of values (notwithstanding that there
are clear crossovers to the deontic uses, e.g., in consequentialism).
The reason for this is that values as evaluative terms have
important policy implications (Scharfbillig et al. 2021) in the
sense of good governance (Schulz et al. 2017, 2018), and that
many of the empirical disciplines have that particular use in mind
when they make values the subject of their research. Furthermore,
many acknowledge that the evaluative “is part of the normative,
where the normative is understood as concerning what we ought
to do” (Brosch and Sander, 2015a, 7, italics in original). In this
sense, this paper sketches a program in empirical axiology.

The term “axiology” normally signifies the study of values, or
more concretely what is good or bad. This indicates a philoso-
phical study but often also including other studies, normally from
the social sciences but more recently even including neu-
roscientific studies (Brosch and Sander 2015b). With the term
“empirical axiology” I want to signify a framework of axiological
studies which is capable to be supported by and tested against
relatively robust datasets about what values people actually hold.

While some authors have called for a “science of values” (Bahm
1993; Hartman 2011) I find this phrasing (at least when for-
mulated in English) a bit too restrictive since it seems to indicate
a strong reductionist view, mirroring and limiting the methods on
those of the natural sciences. Thus, I prefer to speak about a
“theory of values” and mean roughly a conceptual framework
consisting of an ontology and possible relationships between
these objects of the study. Sometimes this is also called a
“model”1. The relationship between these focal points of the
framework and external objects of study, like e.g., motivations,
preferences, norms, action, attitudes, is making up what in my
earlier work I called the “phenomena” of the research (Kaiser
1991, 1995). A good theory of values should clarify how its
phenomena can be linked to values and possible empirical data.

Hartman (2011) expresses this idea in a similar vein: “This
conception presupposes that there are value phenomena, that they
form an orderly pattern, and that this pattern can be mirrored in a
theoretical structure, the theory of value or axiology” (ibid., 3–4).

While a satisfactory definition and full characterization of
values in their evaluative use must be an endpoint of more
empirical studies, for the purpose of this paper I present here a
pragmatic working definition (adapted from the Value Isobars
2009; Meisch et al. 2011) as follows:

Values are reference points for evaluating something as
positive or negative. Values are often rationally and

emotionally binding and they give long-term orientation
and motivation for action.

My first claim (1) is further elaborated in the following section
on the historical development of the value concept. I should
perhaps add up front that the claim about the lack of a value
theory accepted across disciplines and by multiple research
groups is not so original. Hartman (2011) complains that “value
has not been made an object of orderly thinking” (ibid., 6), and
even Schwartz (2016) acknowledges: “Despite the widespread use
of values, many different conceptions of this construct have
emerged … Application of the values construct in the social
sciences has suffered, however, from the absence of an agreed-
upon conception of basic values, of the content and structure of
relations among these values, and of reliable empirical methods to
measure them” (ibid., 63). I add a section where I criticize
functionalist theories of values. This is then followed by a section
on values in philosophical thinking which sketches some relevant
philosophical discussions, but states also that value studies in
philosophy have mainly focused on the deontic use.

Claim (2) is further specified in the section about studying
values empirically and mapping value landscapes. It describes
some recognized methodological hurdles which impede reliable
data on the values that people ascribe to. Apart from the highly
abstract level on which values seem to operate and which tends to
immunize their study from counter evidence, I also discuss the
claim that data via composite indicators add uncertainty upon
uncertainty and rarely seem to provide robust empirical input to
our theory.

In the final section before the conclusion, I explain my “model”
or metaphor of a value landscape in greater detail and describe
the characteristics of a multi-dimensional model of values. This
then sets the scene for a recommendation to study values in a
transdisciplinary mode.

Problem statement: while values are generally recognized as
important drivers of attitudes and behavior, we lack the tools to
adequately probe people and society about their values and what
values are, in particularly about pressing issues in social life. The
academic disciplines are divided in their handling and under-
standing of the issue, their theories are weakly supported by
evidence, and the request by decision makers for providing evi-
dence for robust policies is poorly served.

A historical sketch of the scholarly development of the
concept of value
With regard to values, it makes sense to claim, on the one hand,
that their theoretical import dates back to antiquity, and, on the
other hand, that their entry into academic discourse is not older
than sometime during the eighteenth to nineteenth century
(Meisch and Potthast 2010).

In order to acknowledge the relationship of values to action and
attitudes, it is useful to recall the classical philosophical view of
explaining action on the basis of mental states (with possible origins
from Aristotle and Augustin, but mainly developed through Leibniz
and Kant; cf. Hilgard 1980): the analysis of human action is
described as comprising three essential mental states: (1) the cog-
nitive—what we know; (2) the affective—what we feel and long for;
(3) the conative—what we aspire to, what we desire, what we value.
There is a wealth of scholarly literature about (1) and (2), while (3)
is much less represented in the literature.

Economic theory introduced the market as the platform for
value transactions. The rise of economics through the work of
Adam Smith and Karl Marx introduced a new notion of the
market, as a multipotent sphere of relationships and interchanges
between humans, based upon values—i.e., value transactions—
and those were defined through work in both Smith and Marx
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(Spates 1983; Joas 2000). In economic theory it is expected utility
which is the assumed ultimate arbiter (Gibbard 1986). We note
that this approach is based on a one-dimensional transformation
of values into a utility-measure.

However, this reductionism of values to economic utility has
raised and still raises strong opposition in some quarters (Boudon
2001).

Emile Durkheim (through his analysis of rituals and collective
effervescence) and later Max Weber (pro-social behavior as value-
rational action; the essence of culture) discovered values as the
glue in human societies (von Scheve 2016), though based on
different outlooks. Durkheim assumed a “deterministic relation-
ship between ‘social structures’ and moralities—certain moralities
are ‘incompatible’ with certain social structures, and certain social
structures ‘necessitate’ certain moralities” (Abend 2008, p. 99).
Weber on the other hand, favored an internalist perspective on
values as the sum of individual beliefs, with moral statements not
among those being true as a part of the sciences, such that no
evaluative quality is inherent in any action (Abend 2008). Frie-
drich Nietzsche called for a “Umwertung aller Werte” (Nietzsche
1887), and thus assumed a multiplicity of values, a call that fed
into the wider popularization of the value concept.

Arguably it was Christian von Ehrenfels (1859–1932) who was
among the first to publish a treaty to lay the foundations of a
theory of values (“Allgemeine Werttheorie”; v. Ehrenfels 1897),
based on the three mental states mentioned above. His theory
accounts for differing intensity of values and states that the value
of something is the degree of its desirability.

The rise of functionalism in value theory. In this section I want
to address what is perhaps the major approach to values in social
psychology and sociology, namely functionalist theories of values.
In terms of scientific output and data collection this is certainly
the dominating approach. One can find a more or less continuous
development from early conceptions of the twentieth century to
more recent theory constructions. Some conceptions and data,
like in particular Schwartz’ studies, are informing important
policy papers (Scharfbillig et al. 2021). While I will briefly sum-
marize some of the most important ones, I shall present the latest
addition in more detail, the theory of Gouveia et al. (2019). A
criticism of these approaches is the topic in the section after
this one.

The American sociologist Talcott Parsons was perhaps one of
the most outspoken scholars who saw values as the major
determinant in our understanding of society, stressing the
important role of normative agreements in human affairs. His
functionalist theory placed values, understood as moral beliefs, as
the ultimate rationales for our actions (Spates 1983).

The nearly forgotten (and somewhat controversial) philoso-
pher Eduard Spranger opened a new field, in particular for the
new science of psychology, through his book Lebensformen
(Spranger 1928), in which he presented six value-based attitudes
to meet the problems of life. This in turn inspired Charles Morris
who ended up with 13 ways to live, basically a role-specific
prototype approach. Spranger and Morris (and also Allport)
opened now the doors for more extensive empirical research on
values. American social scientists and psychologists, inspired by
philosophers such as Spangler, Morris and Dewey, foremost with
Allport, Rokeach, Inglehart and Schwartz saw the opportunity to
study values empirically, mostly quantitatively (Maio 2010).

The major innovation in large scale empirical approaches came
with the social psychologist Milton Rokeach (1973) who
introduced value research as a potent (American) alternative to
the then dominant behaviorism in psychology. He named values,
based on intuition, briefly explained their meaning, and asked

people to rank them. With Rokeach, a distinction was introduced
between instrumental values, and terminal or final values
(Rokeach 1973; Rohan 2000). While this gave interesting results,
it was not powerful enough to predict the probabilities for
concrete preferences and actions. This was improved first by
Ronald Inglehart (1977, 1990, 1997), and later by Shalom
Schwartz’ (1992, 2016) value-theory. Both conceptions build
upon the earlier work of Maslow and his conception of human
needs (Boeree 1998). Where Inglehart operates with the basic
opposition between materialism vs. post-materialism, later also
traditional vs. secular-rational modes, Schwartz operates with
self-transcendence vs. self-enhancement, and openness-to-change
vs. conservation, which gives him nineteen value-spheres along
these axes with currently 40 value-based properties or norms.
Strong weight on one side of the axis implies lesser weight on the
opposite side.

Inglehart’s approach may have some long-term predictive
power about value change on the macro-level, while Schwartz’s
theory exhibits more coherence as theory. However, both struggle
with making connections to attitudes, preferences and actions
(Datler et al. 2013). As Stavroula Tsirogianni states it: “In essence,
the post-Rokeachean landscape of studies in values, assumed
coherence, stability, homogeneity and universality in value
structures, and ignored individuals’ capacity to boast a plural
value system” (Tsirogianni 2010, 455).

Gouveia et al. (2014) and Gouveia (2019) propose to merge the
functional theories of values as guide to action (like in Rokeach or
Schwartz) with the functional theories of values as cognitive
expressions of needs (like in Inglehart or Maslow). His 2 × 3
matrix (2 horizontal dimensions= thriving needs+ survival
needs, and 3 vertical dimensions= personal goals+ central
goals+ social goals) results in six subfunctions (cells) where each
is further specified by 3 marker-values. For instance, the crossing
of social goals with survival needs gains as normative values:
obedience, religiosity and tradition. Goveia hypothesizes that his
18 selected marker values are strong indicators of their
correspondent basic values of people, a claim which he then
finds confirmed in his survey study. While I think that the
crossing of the different functions and the parsimonious outcome
in terms of how many universal values to consider is a substantial
progress in regard the previous theories he refers to, I am not yet
convinced that this undoubtedly more sophisticated approach can
avoid the more foundational criticisms of the inherent function-
alism. Gouveia’s theory may be reflected in many remarkable
statements as for instance: “It is value, then, that brings universes
into being” (Graeber 2013, 231), since his overall theory “focuses
on the functions human values fulfill” (Gouveia et al., 2014, 11)
and is accordingly a functional theory: “the theory is the first to
explicitly propose the functional interplay between the two
dimensions [the dimension of representing personal versus social
values and the dimension representing survival versus thriving
values; my explanation]” (ibid., 12). It is this centrality of
functionalism with which I disagree.

A philosophical criticism of functionalist value theories. Let me
be more specific about functionalist value-theories here. My cri-
ticism of existing functional approaches to values is central for the
alternative view of empirical axiology in the remainder of the
paper. The following points aim at foundational issues in these
functionalist approaches.

First, values as “guide” to action suffer from the tendency to
collapse into the normative, deontic use of values, and are thus
not necessarily identical to values that are actually held by people.
Furthermore, it remains at least doubtful that values can be
explanatory of concrete actions. Some social science literature has
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come to underline the importance of feelings, i.e., the emotive
aspects, as possible explanations of actions (Elster 1999). To
explain an action, one needs to look for the causal influence
values can have as drivers/motivations to actions and some
actions are triggered by something different than values (fear,
envy, addiction, lust, etc.). Our tendency to rationalize our past
actions does not justify the conclusion that we were actually
guided by our values. In Gouveia’s table the category of social
goals for action entails for instance the interactive value of
Belonging as “regulating, establishing and maintaining one’s
interpersonal relationships” (Gouveia et al. 2014, 43). I would
hold against it that interpersonal relationships often are guided by
other “valuations” as for instance differentiation, individuality or
echo chambers. The functional approach to values as guide to
action is thus missing out on the explanatory relation to people’s
actions.

Second, values as cognitive expression of needs suffers from the
same kind of criticism that Maslow’s hierarchy of needs was met
with (cf. Neher 1991). While the purely physiological needs and
perhaps even the safety needs could be granted a universal status,
things become more contested and problematic when moving
upwards into psychological and social needs. The higher one
moves in the hierarchy the greater is the probability that different
people choose different courses of action even under similar
circumstances. These different courses of action signify a socio-
cultural diversity in our web of meaningful representations of the
surrounding world as for instance Serge Moscovici (1988) already
pointed out for social psychology. The work of anthropologists
underscores the socio-cultural diversity of values, as e.g., in the
work of Graeber (2001, 2005, 2013). He stresses different value
fields like homo economicus, homo hierarchicus, homo academicus
etc (Graeber 2013, 229) as forming different universes where
individuals are constantly moving back and forth. Values are here
seen as different forms of constructing our actions to take on
meaning which embraces a larger totality, a universe. My point is
that the dominant functionalism in value theory (as cognitive
expression of needs) ignores the degrees of freedom that cultural
evolution brings about.

Spates (1983) identifies three fundamental problems in the
sociology of values. First, there is the problem of empirical
support. Spates claims that very few scholars actually attempt
empirical studies to test their theories. One notable exception is
Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961) on value orientations, and a
few others are concerned with particular selective cases. Second,
there is the problem of deductive imposition. As Spates puts it:
“subscribing to functionalist value theory, the researcher knows
what to look for beforehand and imposes certain categories of
response upon the empirical situation … Observable reality is
forced into accord with a preconceived model. Thus, it is little
wonder that functionalist research often finds ‘evidence’ for its
concepts: such evidence is never given a chance not to appear”
(Spates 1983, italics in original, p. 34). This is a consequence of
my criticism of functionalist theories of values outlined above.

Third, there is the problem of abstraction. This issue concerns
the immunization from falsification through increased abstrac-
tion. “With the distinction between values and norms …, values
were said to be neither situation-specific nor function-specific.
Ironically, their ‘power’ in shaping social life became even greater.
Values were at the peak of the cultural ‘cybernetic hierarchy of
control’; they ‘controlled’ norms, and norms ‘controlled behavior”
(Spates 1983, p. 35). This is a methodological point which I want
to expand on now.

One might object that all (or most) social science studies of
theoretical constructs concerning people will operate with some
kind of measurable indicators since the higher-level constructs
are rarely if ever directly observable. For some phenomena there

is widespread agreement what the useful indicators are. An
example is the Human Development Index for which there are
three individual indicators. But when the issue becomes more
complex and the constructs more abstract, eventually leading to
composite indicators based on other sets of (composite)
indicators a lot of the specificity is lost, and the reliability of
the measurement in relation to the reality of the construct suffers
(Kaiser et al. 2021; Giampietro and Saltelli 2014). In the context
of the study of human behavior and action I would hold that the
study of social norms or the study of human cognition and beliefs
is of lower complexity than the study of values. Values are
typically the highest form of abstraction and consequently data
about values are beset with significant uncertainties.

If one takes a closer look at the theory of planned behavior
(TPB) which assumedly is one of the most influential current
social science theories explaining human behavior based on
beliefs, the above point of staggered indicators becomes apparent.
TPB operates with three core components: attitude, subjective
norms, and perceived behavioral controls which together
determine intentions toward a type of behavior (Ajzen 2020).
Attitude—to mention one of them—is again perceived as the sum
of the product of composite belief indices and subjective
evaluations. But there are also other dispositions such as
personality traits and life values which enter as background
factors. These are not part of the theory itself but recognized as
potential causal influences. “With the aid of TPB it becomes
possible to examine why a given background factor influences, or
fails to influence, behavior by tracking its effects via the more
proximal antecedents of the behavior” (Ajzen 2020, p.318). My
point is that such theory spans open a highly complex field with
multiple composite indicators which again might be correlated to
background factors like values which then also are explored
through such indicators. We might discover social norms through
indicators for type of behavior or mechanisms of reward/
punishment, but when it comes to values, they typically are on
such a high level of abstraction that uncertainties in measurement
tend to build upon other uncertainties. This does not in itself
make more reliable data impossible, but it only shows that our
theoretical construct of values needs to match the expected
complexity that we might find in the data. Dynamic theory
development and data acquisition will go hand in hand. This is a
methodological point about levels of uncertainty and complexity
in acquiring empirical data for a theory of values. I hold that the
functionalist theories of value mentioned above do not reflect this
complexity when they cite “supporting” evidence.

Thus, value theory and empirical value research did not
experience a smooth ride in all these disciplines, in fact it almost
disappeared in most of them. One reviewer of Rokeach wrote:
“Few would dispute the statement that values play an important
part in human behavior, … yet the concept of value has not been
particularly useful despite the fact that a variety of social scientists
… have attempted to make the concept relevant” (Gutek 1975;
here quoted after Wuthnow 2008).

Values in philosophical thinking
In philosophy, the analytic and positivist turn side-lined ethics and
studies of morality, and thus indirectly values, as these seemed not
conducive to logical argumentation and to the strict methodology
of the natural sciences (von Wright 1963). In the German
speaking world, the so-called Werturteilsstreit, revived as Positi-
vismusstreit primarily through the debate between Adorno and
Popper in Tübingen in 1961, introduced a gulf between competing
conceptions of society (Kaiser 2015). While both camps agreed
that values enter in theory constructions of the scientists, they
divided again when it came to the question of testability and basic
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analysis (totality vs. piecemeal problem solving). Despite elevating
values to the conditions of research as such, both camps in fact lay
dead the more concrete studies of the role of values in human
mind, human action and in social interaction. In philosophical
logic (as e.g., von Wright 1963), the stress lay on norms, conceived
as directives, as they could be understood with deontic operators,
while value judgements were seen as indefinite pro or con atti-
tudes, lacking clear links to action, and even if granted a universal
status, it would not follow that any of them ought to be achieved at
all costs, given that other values might intervene. Thus, philoso-
phical logic had no mind for values.

In current philosophy, except environmental ethics, the study of
values per se is most probably a niche activity. It has some roots in
social choice theory (stemming from Condorcet’s voting paradox,
Kenneth Arrow’s impossibility theorem, and Sen’s capability
approach), theory of taxonomy and the fitting-attitude-analysis of
value (Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen 2004, 2016). In
principle, it is part of a theory of rational action which easily
deviates into utility theory (and decision theory, game theory) as
conceived in economics. The fitting-attitude-analysis of values
accounts for values as something which is correctly desirable, thus
including a deontic element in the specification of values. What is
still remarkable is that—for the most part—philosophical analysis
and conceptualization of values seems unaffected by purely
descriptive aspects that the sociologists or the social psychologist
have made their business to describe.

We note that philosophical discourse about values is mostly
occupied with their deontic contexts. A good discussion of this is
found in The Oxford Handbook of Value Theory (Hirose and
Olson 2015). Here several theoretical challenges are analyzed in
detail, as for instance the issue of monism versus pluralism of
values. One important point to note in our context is that the
pluralism of values is often aligned to claims of incommensur-
ability. As Chang notes, incommensurability must be strictly
distinguished from incomparability. The latter implies the former,
but not vice versa. For an empirical axiological account of values,
the incomparability is the more crucial aspect as it potentially
affects accounts of rational action (Chang 2015).

The discussion about values was further advanced through the
Handbook of Value (Brosch and Sander 2015a) which aimed at a
more thorough but now interdisciplinary discussion of values,
based on valuations implicit in our acts. As a matter of fact, in
their contribution to the named Handbook, Brosch and Sander
use the term which I have introduced earlier, “value landscapes”.
They write:

“Valuation can thus be considered as the result of a ‘value
field’ with different zones of attraction and repulsion that
define the decision value of different choice options… Core
value differences may thus represent differences in the
shape of this force field, which determine the decision value
of an option and allow accounting for individual differences
in the decision value of one option. … The same behavior
may be evaluated as neutral or even repulsive by another
person with a different value landscape’” (Brosch and
Sander 2015b, p. 401).

Given that already von Ehrenfels (1897) designed a theory of
values based on the proportionality of the intensity of the desir-
ability of values, one may wonder what progress we have made in
the design of such a theory. I shall follow up this metaphor of a
value landscape in the remainder of the paper.

Studying values empirically and mapping value landscapes
One problem for researching values is that peoples’ immediate
responses to value inquiries may give us platitudes which have

rhetorical appeal but no real motivational power. “Motherhood
and Apple-Pie” as the English say, or “Friede, Freude, Eierku-
chen” as the Germans say, sound very positive but are hardly
revealing inner motivational structures. If values are perceived as
truisms (Maio and Olson 1998; Bernard et al. 2003), then this has
complicating consequences for research on them: how could they
be powerful enough to motivate action and guide decisions? And
how can they be truly descriptive of the complexity of peoples’
inner feelings and dilemmas in value-based choices?

Baruch Fischhoff (2000) commented upon the differences that
exist among empirical value studies. He claimed that there are
three basic and competing paradigms that inform this kind of
research. He calls the first paradigm the philosophy of articulated
values. This approach assumes that if there are clear and mean-
ingful questions then subjects will have equally meaningful
answers. The other extreme Fischhoff calls the paradigm of basic
values. Now one assumes that people actually lack clear and
articulated values for most areas of life. For the analyst this
implies that the respondents have to decompose a question into a
number of attributes that together might influence (be reasons
for) the outcome of the respondents’ choice. Then one probably
constructs a multi-attribute utility function that expresses all
kinds of trade-offs. The third paradigm is basically an inter-
mediate position, called partial perspectives. This view holds that
people in general are not that badly informed about their own
values that they need to start from scratch each time. But neither
are all possible values necessarily well-articulated. People are
assumed to have rather “stable values of moderate complexity,
which provide an advanced starting point” (Fischhoff 2000, 622)
to solve complex problems of the real world. Josselson (2004)
argues that different perspectives may serve different functions,
none truer than the others.

I take it from these discussions that the study of values needs to
be reflective about what the objectives are for pursuing the study,
and that we probably do best, if our data sampling is cognizant of
the advantages and pitfalls of collecting data high and low.

The crux is, however, that we seemingly need this empirical
input first in order to possibly construct a robust theory of values.
As long as we are in the business of an empirical axiology, the
exercise is not one of armchair philosophy. We need theory and
data to mutually reinforce each other and to point the way to
improve our understanding of a complex matter.

Can we get more insights into actually held values through
some form of a grounded theory approach? In the project
“Sustaining ethical aquaculture trade” (SEAT; cf. seatglobal.eu),
I and the Bergen group was given the task of mapping Asian
values in relation to aquaculture, in order to chart the ethical
terrain between Asia and the European consumers. Our group
designed a three-tiered empirical research method, which
consisted of (1) a survey, (2) a number of qualitative interviews
based on narratives and scenarios, and (3) a deliberative
workshop to arrive at considered—and possibly consensual—
judgments among the stakeholders. The results of the research
were illuminating and noteworthy (cf. Bremer et al.
2012, 2013, 2014). One important finding was also that the
ethical landscapes in the four countries under study differed
significantly in their ranking of values. Despite our rather rough
approach to values, interesting and relatively robust results
emerged. Thus, one could clearly see cultural differences, often
due to religious traditions. I refer to this as contextuality of
scale and scope, implying that changing the scale and scope of
the study might result in quite different rankings of values.
Further down in the paper I will explain purpose contextuality
in the study of values. See e.g., the comparison of individual
personal values between Bangladesh and China in the SEAT
project (Fig. 1).
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The difference in value landscapes is coherent with the dif-
ferences we found in the choice of preferred future scenarios,
while the precise outcome of these preferences could admittedly
not be predicted based on the values. Similar results have later
been obtained by Mimi Lam who adopted a variant of our
method of value mapping for the case of a herring fisheries
conflict between the Haida and the federal government in Canada
(Lam et al. 2019; Pitcher et al. 2017; Lam 2015). An interesting
observation is that in her study the complexity scale was national,
but the scope was divided into two different cultural systems, the
indigenous culture of the Haida and the Western culture of the
authorities and industry.

We conclude from this experience that careful and well-
designed empirical studies of value landscapes can provide some
useful input into constructing a more comprehensive and
empirically adequate theory of values. However, we probably also
foresee that we need to operate with more sophisticated models
and concepts of values. This we will discuss in the remainder.

Value-landscapes—toward the construction of a value-
theory?
One of the problematic assumptions in several approaches to the
study of values is the claim that the list of all held values is finite
and universal (Rokeach 1973; Schwartz 1992; Rohan 2000), while
they may be held with different strengths in different cultures and
countries. It is at least questionable if this could serve as a suitable
starting point for constructing a theory of values. My contention
is that this should be a hypothesis in need of empirical test and
validation rather than a starting point. One should open for the
possibility of non-universality of at least some actual values.

One cornerstone for constructing an empirical axiology should
be value-pluralism. This implies that at least some values are not
expressible through reduction to one overarching value. This
would reject monism and limit the possibility of aggregating
several values into just one. This assumption is coherent with
most of the empirical studies on values so far (Tsirogianni and
Gaskell 2011). Endorsing a value-pluralism seems to imply

significant qualitative differences between pairs of values. As
Chang (2015) argued, it need not imply a principal incompar-
ability of the values. If we weigh different values against each
other, we implicitly compare them in terms of relevance and
intensity of bindings. Value-tradeoffs only make sense if we
assume value-pluralism. However, in the abstract they may just be
incommensurable. In the abstract it does not make much sense to
apply firm measures to for instance the value of health, the value
of welfare, the value of good food, and the value of listening to
good music. But given a concrete context with a concrete choice
to be made, then we might actually rank them according to how
they fare for us in this specific context. For instance, if after more
than a year of the pandemic and several lockdowns we have to
decide whether to attend a public concert or rather remain careful
and avoid possible infection, we may actually rank the value of
health lower than the need to hear a good concert again.

This brings me to another cornerstone for a theory of values.
The study of values needs to be sensitive to the context and they
may take on different intensities in different contexts. This I call
the contextuality of purpose, basically explaining why we want to
elucidate the values of people in the first place. With a given and
explicit purpose of our inquiry we hope to introduce sufficient
context to the people so that they can easier identify their
dominant values and give meaning to them. What people
understand by abstract values like for instance human dignity can
easily be different when discussing the future of their industry as
compared to, say, security measures at airports. Adopting this
viewpoint means choosing either Fischhoff’s second or third
paradigm, while excluding or dampening the first. In other words,
there might be too many fluctuations between values when
contexts change for there to be a fixed expression of those values
that count the most. However, once a context is specified then
people might have a clearer conception of their values in this
particular context.

There is supposedly a further constraint on value theory con-
struction. While it seems convenient to label values with a term
signifying it, it is not given that that term has a fixed meaning.

Fig. 1 Partial result from the SEAT project showing the differences in the value-landscapes between Bangladeshi and Chinese aquaculture farmers; cf:
Bremer et al. (2012, 2013, 2014).
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Because of the purpose contextuality mentioned above, there may
be ambiguity and different shadings of the term’s meaning. As an
example, take a term like (personal) freedom. This has been much
discussed during the pandemic, and some people have put for-
ward claims of defending their personal freedom against state
restrictions like wearing face masks or limiting the number of
people allowed to party at home. Freedom is here understood as
absence of state interventions in private behavior, including
behavior in public spaces. However, such freedom has not been
invoked in state interventions in e.g., regulating the traffic, and an
obligation to drive on the right side of the road or stopping at a
red light. This contextuality of meaning is also in line with the
anthropological ideas of Graeber (2001, 2005, 2013) mentioned
earlier.

I have taken a different road to constructing a theory of values.
In an EU-funded project called The Landscape and Isobars of
European Values in Relation to Science and New Technology
(abbreviated as Value Isobars (2009)), I introduced the metaphor
of a value landscape, combined with the idea of value isobars.
Roughly, this was meant to imply that we have to deal with a
variety of values which in principle can be arranged differently in
relation to each other, and, furthermore, that one could identify
areas of common pressure zones (like the isobars in meteorology)
on these landscapes which in effect could promote or hinder
certain innovations. One of the resulting insights of the project
was that we still are missing a robust theory of values, and that
the available data are too weak to allow for reliable predictions.

Value landscapes designate a novel view on value taxonomy
and concept (Kaiser 2022). The philosopher Charles Taylor
(1989) had earlier used the term Moral landscapes, as a metaphor
for ordering and mapping the moral experiences and views of the
self. The neuroscientist (and philosopher) Sam Harris has pub-
lished a book with the title The Moral landscape (2010). Brosch
and Sander (2015b) introduce the notion of value landscape as a
field with hills and troughs representing various personal values,
and providing “different zones of attraction and repulsion” (ibid,
p.401) for different choice options. Schulz et al. (2017, 2018) used
the term value landscapes as a conceptual framework to identify
values on different levels of abstraction relevant for (water)
governance. The general benefit of the metaphor of value land-
scapes is to capture the complexity and contextuality of actually
held values from an inter- and transdisciplinary viewpoint for
purposes of governance (as comprising polity, politics and
policy).

Out of the earlier studies mentioned above, several insights
emerged: (1) Values come to life in a given context and choice
situation. Values-as-truisms are not dominant when a concrete
context is given to people for the enquiry into their values. (2)
When crossing cultural borders and inquiring about values, some
values may crop up which do not usually enter the list of Western
scholars. In our studies, for instance the value of political lea-
dership was strongly voiced in some South-East Asian countries,
while more or less absent in Western countries. (3) Value con-
cepts do not easily translate into other cultures and languages, but
when supplied with short narratives and preferably even artwork
depicting the value, then ordinary people get more easily engaged
in value discussions (including ethics). We were surprised about
the enthusiasm with which even illiterate people participated in
the discussions about values. (4) Values, or rather value land-
scapes, are not synchronized with ethical principles, and differ-
ences emerge between cultures without a direct relation to the
value landscapes we managed to depict. While “problematic”
principles (among Western governments) like Polluter-pays or
the Precautionary principle were widely accepted in the Asian
countries we studied, others which are supposed to be universal
were not accepted, like the Equity principle, or Animal Welfare.

Thus, values and (moral) principles are sometimes out of sync.
(5) The relation between values and preferences, or decisions, or
actions is at most vague, and while values—as conceived so far—
typically serve justificationary roles, they are seldom predictive of
actual behavior. To what extent values have a motivational
function, directly or indirectly, remains unclear. (6) However,
when addressing visions of future development, for instance in
scenario workshops, values seem to serve an important function
by, among others, weighting several options and arguing for or
against them in dialogue. This bespeaks the role of values for
governance.

With these experiences as background, and the current state of
the relevant literature, there seem to emerge some cornerstones
and research questions for the building of a future value-theory.

The metaphor of a value landscape is meant to convey the
following complex of conceptual insights: (1) values relate to each
other in terms of proximity; (2) different values may exhibit
different intensity (defining peaks in the landscape); (3) each
value acquires various meanings dependent on from where it is
perceived (contextuality); and (4) values have an inertia but are
malleable over time, particularly in interaction with belief states.
In effect, values in value-landscapes are construed as multi-
dimensional entities, highly dependent on context of use.

The first characteristic of intensity we find already in the
conception of von Ehrenfels and later works, as for instance
Inglehart or Schwartz. Values may trigger different affective states
and be felt with different intensity. Sometimes they may also
constitute reasons for action to a different degree. Dignity and
respect toward myself and toward others in my community may
be accompanied by strong feelings. Cultural roots may be
responsible for that, or personal experiences. In many indigenous
cultures respect apparently figures as the number one value (Lam
et al. 2019), overriding autonomy. Thus, affective intensity may
be another factor to determine different shades of my values.

Secondly, one has to break through the simple idea of the direct
and one-dimensional representational character of value-terms.
To assume that a given value, say privacy, retains the same
characteristics and reference across various contexts of uses, does
not seem promising. Instead, one would have to work-in multiple
factors which together embrace the meaning of the term. One
such factor could be context-dependent scope. Sometimes privacy
may denote sheltering aspects of my life from just anybody, as is
typically the case with diaries. Other times, it may shelter selected
aspects of my life from specific users who may misuse this against
my interests, as e.g., not making records of my health available to
potential or actual employers, or when I resent making the
contents of my luggage visible to co-travelers in a border control.
This points us toward ambiguity and semantic indeterminacy. If
one follows Quine’s Gavagai-argument (Quine 1960) this would
imply a theoretical impossibility of translation between cultures
since there is no single fact of the matter correlated to a term’s
meaning—the empiricist heritage of Quine. Yet, in practical terms
one may always get around this by working in contextual
coherence, though this would not result in a unique scheme of
translation. In our context here it suffices to observe that a given
value term may not uniquely depict a specific meaning unless
embedded in a specific context, and even then, this meaning may
vary across various sub-contexts and the same individuals may
fluctuate between them.

Thirdly, an additional factor could be shadings influenced by
context-dependent neighborhood relations. For instance, privacy
concerns are often contrasted to security concerns, as e.g., in
security checks at airports, where many of us apparently let
security concerns trump privacy. However, sometimes I may
distrust the confidentiality of the party who receives my private
information or suspect that other external motives are behind
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their look into confidential matters, e.g., commercial or political
interests. Authoritarian regimes sometimes pretend security
interests of their citizens when invading privacy. Chinese sur-
veying technology in public spaces allegedly serves security
interests of the populace, while many would assume that behind
this objective lurks the state’s attempt of political control. Thus,
(dis-)trust in beneficial intentions may override my security
interests. This points us beyond mere context toward contrast
with other relevant values and indeed other mental states (cog-
nitive or affective) in these contexts, and this is what we above
described as neighborhood sensitivity.

Fourthly, it is assumedly widely recognized that people’s values
may change over time, both in individual and in socio-cultural
history. What was described as equity or dignity in early con-
stitutions of states has changed to the extent that the set of
subjects falling under this juridical term has been extended, from
men to including women, from white people to people of color
etc. Similarly with animal welfare: it is just recently that people
have realized the extent of animal’s capacity to experience pain,
and the universe protected by animal welfare rules has been
extended to include for instance fish and other vertebrates. This
motivates us to conclude that personal values have a certain
inertia and are resistant to short term experiences, but over time
they too will change and adapt to a changing environment.
Metaphorically this feature correlates to the slow changes in the
landscapes around us.

What is the model/metaphor of a value landscape supposed to
do then and how can this be the basis for a theory of values? A
value theory should clarify what values actually do. It would build
on the intimate relation between value as a noun and valuing as a
verb. If values make a difference, then they should at least steer
our valuing activities (Brosch and Sander 2015b). Furthermore,
do values have some causal power for human action? If so, then
one should expect that if x is such a value, then the removal of
this value/should result in an observable difference in action.
Some values may exhibit this feature in regard to some actions
but not necessarily always. It would be the task of a good value
theory to clarify the factors that make a difference. Such a theory
should provide us with tools to specify cultural differences in our
axiological basis and give indicators what emerges in regard
dispositions toward certain actions and preferences. In particular,
it should give us the empirical means to test whether all values are
universal or not, or which of them are and which not. A pro-
minent task of a theory of values should be to provide us with the
means to evaluate and dialogue about possible futures for society.
Ideals of deliberative democracy remain incomplete as long as we
always end up in value-based conflicts without the means to
explicitly address those values which separate us. In extension, it
should provide us with the necessary link to ethical principles and
attitudes so that we end up not necessarily in optimal negotiated
choices of strategies for the futures, but in satisfying choices
which obey the limits which ethical considerations may put upon
us. We know by now that our current scientific and technological
development is highly sensitive to ethical considerations. A theory
of values should help us sorting out these considerations.

All this is still a far cry from a satisfactory theory of values. I
envision a theory of values just as any other scientific theory
which is open for empirical refutation. It would need a clear and
concise conceptual framework, based on an ontology of values,
and with a set of explicit relationships between them. Further-
more, it would need links to possible empirical validation or
falsification, i.e., practical methods how to detect those values in
humans, and avoiding the values-as-truisms fallacy. One objective
would be to define a value-theory which potentially crosses dif-
ferent disciplinary boundaries, as I deem it incoherent when
different disciplines operate with radically different value terms

and value-theory. The notion of value-landscapes could remedy
this, but proof of this needs to be forthcoming.

Solution statement: the academic community can assist policy
making through developing inter- and transdisciplinary research,
based on a new model of value theory which operates with a
multi-dimensional dynamical concept of values, metaphorically
guided by the picture of value-landscapes, and empirically
underpinned by robust testing and empirically sound data.

Conclusion: research challenges ahead
This is a conceptual paper with the aim of hopefully pointing the
way toward an empirical program of value research, based on a
multi-dimensional concept of values, serving the socio-political
objective of designing sustainable futures which people can
recognize and embrace as an ethical way forward. Why do I think
such a program would be relevant for policy? The relevance
emerges from a quick informal look at recent European policy
documents and discussions. For instance, Thiery Chopin and
Macek (2018) state “The [European] Union is founded on a
community of values set down in the treaties: the respect of
human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and
the respect of Human Rights” (ibid.), while it is acknowledged
that it is still the Nation which is the primary frame of identifi-
cation for most citizens. Brexit has shown that identification with
Europe and its values is weakly entrenched among some people.
Recent phenomena like the rise of populism and extremism, the
rise of racism, opposition to immigration, and even some acts of
roll-back on democratic liberties by member states (Hungary and
Poland in particular) raise again the question how to approach
the question of basic values and identities in forming our policies
for the future, and more importantly, how to develop passionate
adoption of these fundamental values among European citizens. I
surmise that the question might not look very different from a
North-American perspective. One may ask why this has not been
done already, and why reviewing the current attempts at value
theories seems to end up with a negative assessment of inability to
serve this end. My answer is that this is mainly due to how we
have structured our scientific enterprise. We work in disciplinary
siloes, we seek quick academic merits, mostly in the form of
publications, and we tend to oversell our mostly limited insights
to advance our careers.

What we are not used to do is to seek out the dialogue with
other disciplines (radical interdisciplinarity) and to adjust our
research in a continued dialogue with users and the public at large
(transdisciplinarity). However, while disciplinary work has still a
lot going for it, the inherent complexity of our grand societal
challenges demands to break through this straitjacket and address
those “wicked” problems (Rittel and Webber 1974) in new ways.
Therefore, the first challenge I foresee for a robust theory of values,
fit for the purpose of designing sustainable futures, is a solid
transdisciplinary research protocol (Kaiser and Gluckman 2023).

One would need to combine the insights from various sciences,
including all social sciences, economy, philosophy and the
humanities. One would also need to seek out specific contexts and
the potential users to design partnerships for putting values to
work, including alternative epistemic and value communities
representing e.g., indigenous cultures.

We would then also have to work out a good model of personal
and social values, along the characteristics of multi-dimensional
value landscapes as described above. The links to social phenomena
and possible empirical data need to be clarified, together with
methodological guides how to get and interpret these data. The
model itself needs to be critically tested, and if indicated changed. In
the end, one would need to work on translating these insights into
policy-relevant data and policy options in the light of people’s values.
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All this may sound idealistic or futuristic given the current
state of affairs, academically, socially and politically. But I would
argue that we either take the current talk about our (European
and other) values seriously and then work to underpin it with
better research, or we abandon the talk about values as guides to
our futures and resign with apathy, leaving values in the sphere of
rhetorical instruments, powerless to inform and guide people’s
actions and preferences. The latter would mean to give up a long
tradition of understanding ourselves and our actions as based on
the three basic mental states identified in the beginning. My plea
is for trying to reform our research and our sciences before we
give up our conception of the self.
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Note
1 For various reasons I do not call this framework a “paradigm” in the Kuhnian sense.
Even though I claim to propose a novel approach, I do so as a constructive way to
improve on previous research aiming at inter- and transdisciplinary research designs.
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