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Abstract

In a global knowledge and socioeconomic system dominated by the Western

worldview, this paper introduces, from a practical point of view, the Zen Busi-

ness Model. This is an emerging systems approach grounded on ancient East-

ern wisdom that explores the symbiotic relationship between Taoism and

Buddhism applied to organizational sustainable development and transforma-

tion. The model brings a universal and natural understanding of the organiza-

tion as a living system whose value generating behaviour biomimics the

natural cycles of transformation explained in Taoist systems theories. By doing

so, the paper argues, on one hand, that business organizations can learn from

nature-based Eastern systems approaches as a way to increase their positive

contribution to society, the environment and the economy. And, on the other

hand, it explains the five corporate stars and its value dynamics as a

principles-based pathway to sustainable transformation.
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1 | INTRODUCTION AND
PURPOSE: THE EAST–WEST
KNOWLEDGE GAP

Eastern thought and mysticism gained enormous interest
in the West during the 20th century. This encounter
between modern Western thinking and ancient Eastern
philosophies is often described as one of the more fruitful
features of the 20th century (Capra, 1975; Macy, 1991;
Zhu, 2000; Zukav, 1979).

The Western interest for Eastern philosophies stems
from two streams of inquiry. The first one reflects the
interest of Western society to find ways of liberation to
the inherent suffering and life dissatisfaction of modern
lifestyle (Watts, 1989). Eastern perennial philosophies,
particularly Buddhism and Taoism, offer that path of
inquiry, which is based on finding the insights in Eastern
wisdom to the existential questions of our lives. The

second stream shows the interest of Western science in
exploring the parallels between Eastern philosophies and
modern science. The fact that some of the most relevant
discoveries of modern science were revealed millennia
ago by Eastern philosophies still fascinates the minds of
Western scholars, as it is revealed by the huge interest on
these parallels as explained by Capra (1975).

In this second stream, is of particular relevance the
synergies found between the Western-based emergence
of systems thinking and science and Eastern thought.
There have been persistent efforts within the interna-
tional systems community on investigating insights from
ancient Eastern philosophies, illustrating their value and
recognizing their surprising similarities and complemen-
tarities (Zhu, 1999, 2000). Of a special mention is the Sys-
tems East and West initiative that was launched in the
1990s by an interdisciplinary group of systems scholars
from both sides of the world (see Gu et al., 2002).
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But this notwithstanding, the cross-cultural explora-
tion of East–West systems' insights—concepts,
approaches and methods—is far to be integrated into the
knowledge system that underpins the theories and man-
agement practices of our global economic system. This
lack of integration of Eastern wisdom into the global the-
ories that underpin the current dynamics and behaviour
of our economic system is what I call the East–West
knowledge gap (Coll, 2021).

This includes both the macro-economic dynamics of a
globalized international development order centred on
developing countries catching up with the so-called
developed countries, and the micro-economic dynamics
centred on how corporations and organizations do busi-
ness and reproduce the dynamics of that system.

These dynamics of our economic system led us to the
Anthropocene, the human-made era that is generating
rapid—and mostly negative—geological, ecological and
biological changes on the Earth. These negative externali-
ties of a degenerative economic system that trades
natural—and human resources—for profit is reaching a
point of no return that threatens the entire sustainability
of our economic and ecological systems (Coll, 2021).

The purpose of this paper, against this backdrop, is
twofold. The first purpose is to bridge the East–West
knowledge gap by investigating and sharing with the sci-
entific community an Eastern-based management model
founded upon universal values and principles of systemic
harmony that may apply for researchers, practitioners
and organizations interested in sustainable development
and regenerative business models. The second purpose,
building upon the first, is to facilitating intercultural
enrichment in systems thinking and sciences, with a
strong nature based and problem-solving orientation for
building a just, prosperous and sustainable future.

2 | CROSS-FERTILIZATION: THE
CONTEXT FROM WHICH THE
RESEARCH EMERGED

The Zen Business Model (ZBM hereafter) emerged as a
result of the symbiotic interactions between three areas
of inquiry and practice—international business and man-
agement, Zen practice and the study of Taoist
metaphysics—experienced and observed by a Western
researcher in East Asia (see Figure 1).

These interactions took place in a context character-
ized by two defining environmental variables. The first
environmental variable refers to the physical and cultural
environment that facilitated these interactions to emerge,
as they happened in East Asia, in a time I was living and
working in South Korea. The second environmental

variable refers to the cultural and socioeconomic environ-
ment that contributed to shape the mental models of the
researcher. These mental models were shaped in the
West, as I grew up in a Western culture in Southern
Europe, and I was educated under the Newtonian-
Cartesian paradigm (Grof, 1985). This global standard
paradigm influenced my education and worldview as a
mechanistic worldview based on reductionism and linear
thought.

The context defined by these two environmental vari-
ables plays a fundamental role in understanding the
emergence of the ZBM. A critical feature of this context
is that the researcher's journey is reverse of what is usu-
ally the journey of researchers that develop Eastern-based
systems approaches that are shared with Western audi-
ences by publishing in international journals in English
(see Gu et al., 2002). These are usually Eastern
researchers whose mental models were shaped by East-
ern philosophies and cultures since early days. These
researchers discovered the value of bringing and sharing
Eastern-based systems approaches to a wider interna-
tional audience, playing a fundamental role in bridging
the East–West knowledge gap.

Nonetheless, having experienced the reverse
journey—a Westerner learning in the East, not just from
the East—raises a fundamental implication for under-
standing the emergence of the ZBM. A process of
unlearning simultaneously complements the process of
learning from ancient Eastern philosophies. This process
of unlearning, in this case, is characterized by the ques-
tioning of the values and mental models that are
grounded in the Western-based Newtonian-Cartesian
paradigm. Unlearning, understood as the diminishing
influence of old or current knowledge on our viable
behaviour (Grisold & Kaiser, 2017) enables an empty

FIGURE 1 Symbiotic emergence by cross-fertilization
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space for exploration in a state of disequilibrium. These
space and state are often associated with letting go of
existing constructions, which disrupts our current world-
view as a pre-condition for new knowledge to let in or to
emerge from this space. This is what Scharmer (2009)
describes in the Theory U as a deep learning cycle based
from letting go of past experiences and current limita-
tions to a space full of highest future possibilities based
on new knowledge that emerge in a new context. Simi-
larly, Nonaka and Toyama (2005) argue that knowledge
creation can be described as a self-transcending process,
which has transformational effects for the self, others,
the organization and the operating environment. This
has been by all means, in my case, a self-transcending
process of knowledge creation (see Figure 2).

It is in this empty space for exploration where the
three areas of inquiry started the cross-fertilization pro-
cess of symbiosis. At first, the practice of international
business and management in consulting was mainly
reflecting my Newtonian-Cartesian worldview. However,
the introduction of the Zen practice as a new field of
inquiry challenged this dominant worldview and created
a tension in me. The investigation of a perennial philoso-
phy as a way of liberation based on universal values of
oneness, interdependence, compassion and humility was
conflicting with the practice of international business
and a corporate world based on the greedy values of com-
petition, self-interest and profit maximization.

This conflict turned into a creative tension
(Coll, 2021) that sought resolution in the study of Taoist

metaphysics. The integration of Taoism as a field of
inquiry in the realm of human and natural systems
behaviour, with its synergetic interactions with business
and management and the Zen practice, revealed the ZBM
as an emerging pathway of transformation.

The relationships among these three areas of knowl-
edge are the following: the Zen practice embeds the study
and practice of universal values and principles to the
management, design and development of purpose-driven
organizations. It does so by working on the mental
models of managers from a direct, non-intellectual expe-
rience of self-realization and self-transcendence. In paral-
lel, the Zen practice enabled the discovery of Taoist
metaphysics, which offers a comprehensive overview of
the earliest systems thinking theories—the Yin-Yang and
the Five Elements (also called the Five Phases)—that aim
to explain the behaviour of natural and human systems.

Therefore, the application of Zen and the Five Ele-
ments theory of Taoist metaphysics, in particular, shed
new light and insight on how organizations could be
thought and managed in such a way that its own busi-
ness practices could lead to the harmonious generation of
positive social, ecological and economic value alike. The
emerging model was branded as the ZBM in 2014, as the
outcome of an emerging action research process that took
place in East Asia since 2005.

The name's rationale is explained by the Zen term—
Chan in Mandarin and Seon in Korean—as the concept
that describes the symbiotic philosophy resulting from
the interaction between Buddhism and Taoism that deals
with the domain of experience that cannot be talked
about (Grigg, 1994; Watts, 2017). ‘Zen’ reflects two fun-
damental ideas of the model. First, it refers to the empiri-
cal approach of the original spiritual practice described in
three steps: the study and reflective learning of the
ancient teachings; the discernment of what is useful and
applicable to oneself; and the experiential learning result-
ing from its practices. Second, it also includes the Five
Elements theory that, although its origins go far earlier
than Buddhism was introduced in China, its practical
application into organizational development in this
model is grounded on the Zen philosophy of the spiritual
practice. Taoist metaphysics—through the Five Elements
theory- bring the conceptual foundation of the model.

The term ‘Zen’, attached to the term ‘Business’,
reflects two paradigm shifts. The first is a new way of
doing business that bio mimics the natural laws of the
universe. The second is a new management model that is
grounded in ancient Eastern wisdom as a contribution to
bridge the East–West knowledge gap.

I could definitely have chosen another name. But the
objective of this paper is not to argue, defend or justify
the name of the model but to introduce a biomimetic

FIGURE 2 The creation of self-transcending knowledge
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system method aimed at guiding the sustainable and har-
monious development of organizations so that they can
contribute to a regenerative and more inclusive way of
doing business.

3 | BIOMIMETIC ANALOGY: THE
RATIONALE BEHIND THE MODEL

The ZBM is elaborated following the interpretive method
that characterizes the onto-cosmological understanding
based on ‘comprehensive observation’ (guan) of nature
and ‘contemplative reflection’ (gan) on oneself, which is
the basis of what Cheng (2020) describes as the Primary
Way (Yuanchuzhidao). Cheng defines it as ‘the emer-
gence and grounding of observation and reflection and
eventually the creative interaction between them and
thus between presentation of cosmos and transformation
human self’.

Therefore, this method reveals a dynamic relationship
between cosmos and the human self. In particular, Taoist
metaphysics provide insights from which the dynamics of
nature—the cosmos- influence the functioning of human
systems. The ZBM builds upon the exploration of these
insights. Whereas Taoist metaphysics have been applied
to a wide array of disciplines—that is, medicine, martial
arts, self-development and geobiology—the systemic
application of Tao metaphysics into organizational
behaviour and development is, however, a road much
less explored. This biomimetic application has an extraor-
dinary potential to addressing the illusion of separation
and therefore to fostering the great reconnection, the
deep ecological awareness that humans are nature, and
therefore part of it (Coll, 2021).

Against this backdrop, the ZBM is designed under
three premises. The first premise is that organizations are
living systems. By definition, living systems are open,
self-organizing systems that have the special characteris-
tics of life and interact with their environment
(Lovelock, 2016). As such, the organization has its own
systemic patterns of behaviour, influenced by the people
that work in the organization, the stakeholders with
whom it interacts and the environment from which it
operates and interacts, too.

The second premise is, building upon the previous
one, that universal natural laws can guide organizational
development and transformation by design. Design by
analogy to biology is often called biomimicry, which is a
process of ‘innovation through the emulation of biologi-
cal forms, processes, patterns, and systems’
(Kennedy, 2017). By doing so, the properties of organiza-
tions as living systems that biomimic natural laws is that
‘they are organically adaptive, resilient and anticipatory

to internal and external drivers of change’ (Coll, 2021).
The ZBM is designed by biomimetic analogy. In this case,
it applies the natural metaphysical laws developed by
Taoist researchers in systemic theories that explain the
behaviour of natural phenomena like the Yin and Yang
and the Five Elements theories (Nam Ho Ri, 2021). Taoist
researchers developed their own particular way to define
humans as a living system, as they consider them ‘a small
universe that is mutually influenced by the metaphysical
heavenly energies and the physical earthly energies alike’
(Coll, 2021).

Human behaviour is, in this systemic context, a field
of study in the discipline called the Studies of Life. This
field of Taoist study that inquires into the ‘nature, factors
and dynamics of an individual's harmony and well-being
is called Bazi (八字) or Saju (사주) (in Mandarin and
Korean, respectively), often translated into English as the
four pillars’ (Coll, 2021).

Saju, as I call it as I studied this branch in
South Korea, provides the conceptual and theoretical
foundations that characterize the functioning and sys-
temic dynamics of the ZBM. Saju reflects an Eastern-
based systemic worldview of nature that integrates
human behaviour, thus reflecting the notion that
humans are not only part of nature, but nature them-
selves. This worldview stems from the practice of wuwei,
or natural decision-making, a fundamental principle of
Taoism. The Five Elements, as illustrated in Figure 3, are
‘analogically correlated with the five areas that qualify
for harmonization in the life of the individual, called the
five stars: career and social recognition, knowledge, social
(or interpersonal) relations, expression and money,
respectively’ (Coll, 2021).

The third premise of the ZBM is that value represents
the qi—the vital energy—that allows the organization to
operate, survive and flourish. Against this backdrop, the
ZBM is a model that focuses on identifying the key value
generating processes—identification, co-creation, deliv-
ery, sustaining and recognition of value- for organiza-
tions that want to create a positive impact at the
economic, social and environmental level.

3.1 | Analogical correlation between the
five individual stars and the five corporate
stars

According to the Taoist approach to the study of human
behaviour—reflected in the study of Saju—the five ele-
ments are associated to the five stars, also called the five
gods. These five stars represent five life dimensions that
interdependently factor in the individual harmony or
wellbeing: the knowledge star (also referred as the
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resource star), the social relations star (also referred as
the partnerships star), the expression star (also referred
as the output or product star), the money star (also
referred as the wealth star) and the social recognition
and career star (Shin, 2011; Yap, 2010).

Therefore, the ZBM applies this analogy by correlat-
ing the five stars related to the individual-human behav-
iour with the so-called five corporate stars that reflect the
organizational behaviour, as illustrated in Table 1. The
corporate stars represent five interrelated areas of value
generation in the organization. The inherent purpose of
this system is the continuous quest for balance and har-
mony among the five corporate stars.

In the ZBM, and as a result of the application of the
interpretive method describe above, the five corporate
stars are, by analogy, related to the five stars. Thereby,
the Human Leadership corporate star corresponds to the
knowledge star. Leadership requires a profound knowl-
edge of the self—inner dimension- in relation to the

others and the environment—outer dimension-, which is
essential, in for a purpose-driven organization, to guide
its behaviour and set the foundations for an organiza-
tional culture based on this knowledge.

The Stakeholders corporate star corresponds to the
social relations star. This correlation is made because the
social relations, in an organizational context, are prac-
tised through the exploration of partnerships between dif-
ferent organizations that have a stake on the business in
consideration.

The Marketing and Innovation corporate star corre-
sponds to the expression star. An organization expresses
itself through the design, development and marketing of
products and services aimed at fulfilling the needs of the
customers. Marketing and Innovation are two sides of
the same process, as an organization needs an in-depth
understanding of the customer behaviour and market
trends in order to design innovative products and services
that will meet customers' needs and wants.

FIGURE 3 The five elements theory and

the five stars

TABLE 1 Elements-based behaviour of the five corporate stars

5 stars 5E Elements' behaviour 5 corporate stars Value phase Guiding principle

Knowledge Fire Light. Exploding outward.
Diffusion, prosperity

Human leadership Identification Purpose

Social relations Earth Balance, decline, transition,
transformation

Stakeholders Co-creation Collaboration

Expression Metal Cutting, reforming, construction,
reconstruction, execution. Creativity

Marketing & innovation Delivery Agility

Money Water Vitality, pregnancy, life Full profit Sustaining Abundance

Career Wood Sprout, growth. Expansion Brand impact recognition Recognizing Impact
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The Full Profit corporate star corresponds to the
money star. The money star represents wealth, which for
an organization means the profit it receives in exchange
of its delivery of value to its customers. The name of Full
Profit captures not only the financial wealth from the
market but also the social and environmental savings
and benefits associated to the provision of products and
services that offer tangible environmental and social ben-
efits to its stakeholders.

The Brand Impact Recognition corporate star corre-
sponds to the social recognition and career star. The
social recognition of an organization is embedded into
the reputation associated to the corporate brand. In the
case of a purpose-driven organization, its brand recogni-
tion is focused on the impact that the organizational
intentionally communicated through its purpose
statement.

Organizational success, according to the ZBM, does
not depend on any single corporate star or value generat-
ing area. Success is understood as the balanced relation-
ship of interdependence among these corporate stars,
which is fundamental to the harmonious performance of
the organization as a living system.

3.2 | The rationale behind the
association of the five corporate stars to the
five elements

As illustrated in Table 1, the five corporate stars of the
ZBM are associated to the five elements. For instance,
Fire represents the Human Leadership star; Earth repre-
sents the Stakeholders star; Metal represents the Market-
ing and Innovation star; Water represents the Full Profit
star; and Wood represents the Brand Impact
Recognition star.

The rationale behind this association follows two
main assumption-related criteria: first and foremost, the
ZBM assumes that organizations are human systems that
behave for creating value for people and its targeted
stakeholders. This people-centred approach to organiza-
tional ontology is reflected in the Earth element, which
includes the stakeholders with and for whom the organi-
zation creates value. A spatial approach to organizational
behaviour grounded on the Five Elements theory places
the Earth element in the middle, as it is shown in the
Feng Shui compass—luo pan—a direct application of
Saju to geo-biology and human behaviour.

Other attempts to associate the Five Elements with
business functions have departed from this people-
centered human behavioural assumption and have taken
a nature cyclical approach to anchor the correlation
(Wang, 2022) or a direct correlation fro, traditional

Chinese medicine (Gutierrez, 2010). This is one of the
reasons that explain that different elements are associ-
ated to different business functions in introduction of dif-
ferent management approaches.

The second criteria, and related to the first, is the ele-
mental value-based behaviour proper of the five elements
that convey a bio-logical behaviour to the five corporate
stars, as it is explained in the section below.

3.3 | Elemental value-based behaviour of
the five corporate stars

The analogous interpretation of the ZBM described above
biomimics the natural patterns of behaviour observed in
the five elements (see Table 1). This analogy defines the
dynamic behaviour of the five corporate stars (see
Figure 4 for the overall dynamics of the ZBM), which is
further explained as follows.

Fire is the energy that represents the knowledge star.
It symbolizes the light of inner wisdom that sparks its
outer diffusion, warming up and inspiring all around.
Knowledge here is understood as self-awareness, the per-
sonal curiosity to learn about one's identity and role in
the world. In the ZBM, this quest is reflected in the
Human Leadership star, which inquires about the pur-
pose and values of the organization in the larger context
of the meta-system. This translates into why the organi-
zation exists and what the organization stands for.

Earth is the energy that represents the social relations
star; thereby, it is grounded on people. It is the balancing

FIGURE 4 The Zen Business Model
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energy, the transitioning energy between phases. As
such, it is associated with transformation and the nour-
ishing of others and all sentient beings. Earth is the cen-
tral element that connects all other elements, as it is
reflected in the Feng Shui compass. In the ZBM, this
people-based centrality in an organization is reflected in
the Stakeholders star. This star looks to attract and har-
monize the different interests of stakeholders in the pur-
suit of the organization's higher purpose.

Metal is the energy that represents the expression
star. It is a creative energy, an energy that shapes, giving
form to products, services and technologies. Metal
reflects the power of action, execution and communica-
tion. In the ZBM, this applied creativity is reflected in the
Marketing and Innovation star. This star represents the
frontline value generation functions of any organization,
playing a key role in the satisfaction of customers' needs
and the improvement of the customers' experience
through problem-solving and the provision of tailored
solutions.

Water is the energy that represents the money star. It
symbolizes life, vitality and health. Water is also the
long-time metaphor used to describe the Tao, by means
of a flowing river that embraces all living creatures while
adapting to the course of the stream. In the ZBM, the Full
Profit star captures this essential vitality. It reflects how
the organization is able to use profits and be financially

healthy enough to positively contribute to the society and
the planet.

Wood is the energy that represents the career star. It is
the energy of growth and expansion. In the vegetal realm
of wood, every thing seeks expansion in the direction of
light, thus reflecting the growth principle inherent in both
human and nature. In the ZBM, this energy is associated
with the Brand Impact Recognition star, where the organi-
zation becomes aware of how it is growing in its surround-
ing ecosystem (social and environmental), or in other
words, on how it is achieving its higher purpose. This star
recognizes its value it delivers to society and the environ-
ment as it develops the capacity the organization has to
evaluate and communicate its impact. This process serves
as the foundation for the learning and adaptation that nur-
tures Fire, the Human Leadership star.

In the context of organizational value creation, the
Human Leadership star allows the organization to iden-
tify the value it intents to contribute to society by defin-
ing its higher purpose, mission, vision and values; the
Stakeholders star allows the organization to co-create
value with the key partners that, by sharing the higher
purpose, develop shared value propositions across the tri-
ple bottom line—social, ecological and economic; the
Marketing and Innovation star represents the process
whereby the organization delivers the (co-created) value
to the market, by applying human-centric and nature-

FIGURE 5 The Zen business wheel
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based design approaches, circular economic models in
business operations and agile values, principles and
methods in time-to-market development processes; the
Full Profit star allows the organization to sustain value
by defining the revenue models that will allow to capture
part of the value delivered to the market and account for
the social and environmental costs of doing business; and
the Brand Impact Recognition star is in charge of recog-
nizing the value delivered to ecosystem by evaluating and
communicating the triple impact generated while devel-
oping a culture focused on recognizing and managing
impact for learning and accountability.

Figure 5 below illustrates the principles-based and
value-generating organizational development process
that is activated by applying the ZBM, with the corre-
sponding tools that guide its implementation for organi-
zational design, development and adaptation.

4 | SYSTEMIC DYNAMICS OF
THE ZBM

The dynamics of the ZBM are grounded on the Five Ele-
ments theory. This theory, together with the Yin-Yang,
belongs to the systemic nature of Taoist essential thought
that reflects the universal dynamics that explain the
metaphysical functioning of nature. Zou Yan—the foun-
der of the School of Yin and Yang—systematized a theory
that explained the evolutionary dynamics between the
five transitioning energies observed in nature: Wood,
Fire, Earth, Metal and Water (Coll, 2021).

A central tenet of Taoist philosophy is the proposition
that nature consists of these five transitioning energies. A
main feature of these energies is that they are interdepen-
dent as they balance and counterbalance each other in a
constant flow of movement and change. According to the
Five Elements theory, the development and change of
every thing and every phenomenon are results of the evo-
lution and interaction of the Five Elements in the uni-
verse (Gu et al., 2007).

The ZBM is considered systemic for two reasons.
First, it fits the system test developed by Meadows, in
which she defines a system as a set of inter-related ele-
ments that fulfil a purpose. (2015). In the case of the
ZBM, the elements of this system are the critical value-
generating processes that define the behaviour of a busi-
ness organization, the five corporate stars. The inter-
relationships between these elements are defined by the
value generating and control cycles that explain the
creative-destructive processes that simultaneously inter-
play in any interdependent life process. And the purpose
of the system is the dynamic self-regulating quest for bal-
ance and harmony.

The second reason is that the ZBM dynamics feature
some of the key characteristics of Complex Adaptive Sys-
tems. This is the case of adaptation according to self-
regulation as an evolutionary principle of organizations
as complex adaptive systems (Schneider & Somers, 2006).
The organization, by applying the ZBM, becomes aware
of its complex and adaptive nature. The cycles of value
generation and control between stars are adaptive to
external and internal factors of change, which allow the
organization to intervene in the system as it becomes nat-
urally aware of its balances and imbalances.

Against this backdrop, an organizational systemic
intervention in any of the five corporate stars triggers a
change in the other stars. As Coll (2021) explains, ‘this
change happens through the activation of the value gen-
eration and control cycles, purposefully seeking the har-
monization of the living system in constant
interdependence among the stars. Therefore, a targeted
intervention in the corporate stars is what allows and
facilitates the transformation of the system’.

The relationship of interdependence that character-
izes the value and control cycles is defined by the princi-
ple of mutual causality, a fundamental principle in Zen
Buddhism and general systems theory (Macy, 1991). In
the value generation cycle, each corporate star has a
value nourishing or reinforcing effect—also called crea-
tion or generation effect—on the following star. The
value generation cycle resembles a reinforcing feedback
loop among the five corporate stars, as illustrated in
Figure 6 (Human Leadership �! Stakeholders �! Mar-
keting and Innovation �! Full Profit �! Brand Impact
Recognition �! Human Leadership).

At the same time, the organization as a system can
experience some sort of disequilibrium either by the
excess or lack of value in one or more corporate stars.
This disequilibrium can be regulated by the value control
cycle. This cycle—also called the balancing cycle—can
correct the organizational imbalances and restore the cir-
culation of value in the organization. This happens when
the controlling effect is active between the stars that fea-
ture juxtaposed to each other, as illustrated in Figure 6
(Human Leadership x Marketing and Innovation x Brand
Impact Recognition x Stakeholders x Full Profit x Human
Leadership). The value control cycle resembles a balan-
cing feedback loop that is critical for the ongoing harmo-
nization of the system.

5 | APPLICATIONS TO
ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

The ZBM can be applied to a wide range of organiza-
tional development areas. It is a model that, since 2014,
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has guided different organizations, managers and entre-
preneurs in their efforts to design, build and develop
purpose-driven organizations that aim to increase its pos-
itive impact on the environment, the society and the
economy, as shown in Table 2.

The application of the model follows two principles.
The first is the utilization-focus principle that assesses
whether the method is compelling for organizational sus-
tainable development. Its intended users and beneficia-
ries should judge its usefulness. This principle guides the
organization in finding the proper context and relevant
purpose from which the model can be used, as well as
the key stakeholders that will make the case for applying
it, its intended users and beneficiaries. The second princi-
ple is in relation to the practice of critical systems theory.
The ZBM can be used in a context of methodological plu-
rality where the entrepreneur or organization chooses
and applies a variety of systems methodologies available
that can be used together in a coherent manner to pro-
mote the successful intervention in complex environ-
ments. In this light, the decision to using the ZBM is
empirical, ensured in a way that theory underpins prac-
tice and is tested in practice (Jackson, 2010).

6 | FRAMING APPLIED
SPIRITUALITY IN
ORGANIZATIONAL SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT

Despite the empirical foundation for applying the ZBM,
based on the principles of utilization-focus and critical
systems theory as described above, there is a critical
aspect that challenges the application of the ZBM to a

wider audience: the fact that the model is branded after
‘Zen’. The term ‘Zen’ mirrors certain spiritual connota-
tions in the target audience that raise certain resistance
when entrepreneurs and organizational leaders are not
immersed in a process of inner or spiritual development,
or when they are just simply following another spiritual
path, mainly of Western origin.

Up to date, entrepreneurs and organizations that have
applied the ZBM share two common characteristics.
First, they were already working on a process of self-
awareness or personal development, believing in the
importance of working on the inner self as the founda-
tion of the development of a proper ethical and sustain-
able leadership. Second, they already had some
experience with Eastern spiritual practices, such as with
meditation, mindfulness or yoga, to name the most
recurrent ones.

In some cases, senior executives that resonate with
the biomimetic and systemic nature of the model need to
gain the credibility of the rest of the organization in hav-
ing a complete buy-in and in order to fostering engage-
ment with the stakeholders that would be involved in the
application of the model. The success of corporate mind-
fulness, with renowned companies such as Google, Gold-
man Sachs, Ford Motor, Aetna, or General Foods, among
others, training their employees on mindfulness, paves
the way for making the case for adopting the model,
along with the wide studied scientific benefits associated
with the practice of mindfulness (Hyland et al., 2015).

However, the big risk of secularizing and commodify-
ing mindfulness, or Zen, or any other spiritual-based
practice of transformation into a marketable approach is
precisely to decontextualize it from its spiritual nature.
When this happens, consultants and corporations may be

FIGURE 6 The dynamics of the Zen

Business Model
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tended to introduce spirituality-free mindfulness for self-
interested benefits (Purser, 2018), and not necessarily
connected to the systemic dimension of the organization
in its interdependent relationship with the economy, the
society and the environment.

This risk is well known in Buddhism, as it differenti-
ates between right mindfulness (samma sati) and wrong
mindfulness (miccha sati). This distinction is not simply
moralistic. As Purser and Loy explain, ‘the issue is
whether the quality of awareness is characterized by
wholesome intentions and positive mental qualities that

lead to human flourishing and optimal well-being for
others as well as oneself’.

Therefore, although introducing the ZBM in the con-
text of spirituality implies the resistance of organizations
that refuse to adopt any approach that may sound spiritual
or religious, or too far from the socio-cultural domain of
its spiritual beliefs, it also represents a unique opportunity.
Applying spirituality in a secular world is an opportunity
to raise the systemic awareness of organizations in the
attempt to reduce its harm and increase its positive impact
in the communities, societies and the environment in
which they participate and influence on a mutual basis.

Awareness of interdependence is an essential aspect of
Zen practice and sustainable business practice alike. In
the context of the Anthropocene, organizations whose
genuine purpose is to become more sustainable struggle in
finding a new way of inter-being, in relation to the other
stakeholders that form its eco-system of impact, including
nature as a fundamental actor. Within this framework,
classical corporate values that have long permeated the
mental models of business organizations such as profit
and growth are no longer ultimate aims but elements in a
systemic set of values (Bouckaert & Zsolnai, 2012).

As we, as a society, are transitioning towards a new
business paradigm characterized by a renewed social con-
tract of business organizations becoming a critical socio-
economic agent for the regeneration of social and
environmental ecosystems (Coll, 2021; Scharmer, 2009),
re-framing spirituality emerges as a key enabler of this
new paradigm. My assumption here is that this enabling
role is critical for ensuring that the transformational tran-
sition to the new business paradigm is authentic, genuine
and connected to the systemic universal values of inter-
dependence, impermanence, loving-kindness, compas-
sion, humility and natural flow that characterize the
practice of Zen, as well as other perennial philosophies
and indigenous wisdom rooted in universal values.

There are three propositions to consider for framing
and applying spirituality in an organizational sustainable
development context, based on the experience of apply-
ing the ZBM. The first proposition is that spirituality
needs to be decoupled from religion. Systems theorists
Fritjof Capra and Luisi (2014) make a clear distinction of
both concepts. They state that, whereas religion is the
explicit expression of spiritual teachings, based on dogma
and dependent on cultural and historical contexts, spiri-
tuality is a direct non-intellectual experience of reality,
independent of cultural and historical contexts. Zen mas-
ter Thich Nhat Hanh (2017) advocated for a pragmatic
view of spirituality detached from religion. He affirmed,
‘spirituality is not religion. It is a path for us to generate
happiness, understanding, and love, so we can live deeply
each moment of our life’.

TABLE 2 Applications of the ZBM to organizational

development

Area of application Utilization focus

Organizational
diagnosis

Systemic assessment of the readiness of
the organization and definition of
the type of sustainable interventions.
The ZBM looks at aspects of current
organizational behaviour and
corporate culture, identifying
dominant archetypes or patterns of
behaviour, balancing and
unbalancing corporate stars

Organizational
development

For organizations that, building upon
the diagnosis, use the ZBM to design
interventions that are focused on
increasing the sustainable
performance of the organization

Organizational
design

For startups and micro-entrepreneurs,
the ZBM identifies the holistic value
generation areas, its associated tools
and the dynamics to be used in the
design of business models of triple
impact (economic, ecologic and
social)

Capacity
development

For organizations that use the ZBM to
identify capabilities gaps and,
therefore, to define capacity
development areas in targeted
corporate stars

Organizational
systemic
evaluation

For organizations that evaluate their
sustainable performance against the
five corporate stars.

Impact management For organizations that aim to manage
the impact that they generate –either
positive and negative- to their
stakeholders and communities at
large

Management
education

For business schools, management
schools and universities that want to
educate responsible and sustainable
leaders to driving the sustainable
transformation in their organizations
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The second proposition is that sustainability is
grounded on the universal nature of spirituality. Con-
sciousness towards caring for the common good, includ-
ing sentient beings and others, stems from a deep sensing
of ecological awareness. This feature is commonly found
in all spiritual traditions that are considered perennial
philosophies and indigenous wisdom, as well as in the
deep ecology movement (Devall, 1980). This movement
emerged during the rise of environmentalism in the 20th
century, considering humans as an integral part of its
environment. Any spiritual practice is devoted to experi-
ence this feeling of oneness or wholeness, which is at the
core of the Zen practice as well.

The third proposition is that spirituality and science
are two complementarity methods of inquiry that com-
plement and enrich each other. Modern systems thinking
actually provides a unifying vision for spirituality and sci-
ence to co-evolve in symbiosis (Capra & Luisi, 2014), a
much needed vision for accelerating the transition.
Whereas methods differ, spirituality may guide scientific
efforts to address Anthropogenic global challenges by
(i) applying universal values in the practice of science
and (ii) as a complementary way of knowing and learn-
ing about the systemic nature of the universe, and to
develop systemic interventions that are inclusive and
regenerative by design.

These three propositions—spirituality is not religion;
sustainability is grounded on spirituality; and spirituality
and science are complementary ways of knowing—are
useful for introducing the ZBM as a method that helps
(i) to renew the epistemology and ontology of sustainable
business organizations in the context of the Anthropo-
cene and (ii) to design a systemic intervention of organi-
zational development that is contextualized to the
situation, capabilities and needs of the organization.

7 | CONCLUDING REFLECTION
AND FURTHER RESEARCH

One of the main challenges that was recurrently men-
tioned during the 2 days of the roundtable conference
entitled Systems East & West 2.0 (hosted by Xiamen Uni-
versity in November 2021), in which I shared and dis-
cussed the ZBM, was the need to develop blended East–
West systems approaches that can be applied to addres-
sing the pressing problems and complex challenges of
our time. It is in this quest that further research should
focus on the experimentation of the ZBM in transitioning
organizations to the regenerative business paradigm.

In my experience, the application of systems
approaches such as the ZBM requires intensive facilita-
tion and coaching with the teams that bring these

methods to their own organizations. Learning from their
application entails setting up feedback mechanisms—of
single and double loop learning—that may allow for
timely monitoring and evaluation of the contribution and
impact of the ZBM to sustainable organizational perfor-
mance. In this context, further action research is needed
that counts with the support and engagement of inter-
ested organizations.
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