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ABSTRACT

Innovation is an inherently relational process that unfolds across interconnected human, technological, and
ecological systems. This paper advances the theory of ethical innovation through the Compassionate Innovation
Framework (CIF), grounded in Nagarjunian philosophy: sunyata (non-essentialism), pratityasamutpada
(dependent origination), and karuna (compassion). CIF conceptualizes compassion as a purposive organizational
capability expressed through three interdependent dimensions: conscientiousness (systemic awareness of con-
sequences), mindfulness (context-sensitive ethical reflexivity), and vigilance (continuous learning and adaptive
governance). Together, these translate compassion from moral intention into a dynamic capability for value
creation under uncertainty. The paper contributes by offering a relational ontology that redefines innovation as
an act of interdependence; extending responsible innovation beyond anthropocentric and procedural ethics; and
providing actionable principles for cultivating ethical resilience. CIF positions compassion as a strategic capa-
bility that integrates moral insight with performance, offering a coherent alternative to Western-centric models
of innovation and responsibility.

1. Introduction

In a relational world, every innovation is an intervention in a web of
interdependencies. From this point of view, innovation is not an isolated
act; it arises from, and transforms, entangled social-ecological relations.
In the era of climate change, social inequality, and rapid technological
progress, integrating ethics into innovation is essential (Voegtlin &
Scherer, 2017; Wright & Schultz, 2018), as emerging fields like Al,
biotechnology, and digital platforms must evolve responsibly to benefit
society, the environment, and the economy (Lubberink et al., 2017;
Munoko et al., 2020; von Schomberg & Blok, 2021).

Established approaches such as Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR), Responsible Innovation (RI), and stakeholder theory have
advanced ethical attention and considerations in innovation practices
(Stilgoe, Owen, & Macnaghten, 2013; Owen, Macnaghten, & Stilgoe,
2012). But CSR initiatives, while well-intentioned, can drift toward
symbolic compliance under legitimacy pressures rather than substantive
transformation (Shamir, 2005; Barkemeyer, Preuss, & Lee, 2015).
Similarly, RI emphasizes anticipation and reflexivity but can be con-
strained by cognitive biases and an over-emphasis on harm mitigation
rather than proactive value creation (Caviola et al., 2014; Blok, 2017).

* Corresponding author.

This tendency toward bounded ethical reasoning reveals a deeper
problem. It underscores the need for frameworks that integrate aware-
ness, reflexivity, and action into a unified systemic ethos of innovation.
Evidence from corporate social innovation and stakeholder integration
shows firms do better when ethics are institutionalized as capability
rather than reporting veneer (Herrera, 2015; Danso et al., 2020).

These limitations highlight a pressing need for a more holistic and
dynamic approach that embraces interconnectedness and compassion,
enabling organizations to navigate ethical complexities with greater
inclusivity and resilience. We frame this stance by treating interdepen-
dence as ontological (Nagarjuna, see Garfield, 1994), compassion as
purposive orientation (Séntideva; see Hutton, 2014), and systems
feedback as managerial practice (Macy, 1991), thereby shifting from
reactive harm avoidance to proactive compassionate value creation. We
further develop this framing into three organizational capabilities —
conscientiousness, mindfulness, vigilance — that make innovation both
ethical and adaptive. This stance reframes innovation not as the heroic
creation of isolated artefacts but as the stewardship of consequences in
interdependent systems (Macy, 1991).

Despite advancements in ethical innovation literature, a significant
gap persists in developing a comprehensive framework that seamlessly
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integrates philosophical insights with organizational ethics in innova-
tion (von Schomberg & Blok, 2021; Long, Blok, & Coninx, 2016). Cur-
rent models often lack the depth required to fully account for the
dynamic interdependencies and contextual complexities that define to-
day's innovation landscape (Pandza & Ellwood, 2013). Moreover, they
seldom extend ethical considerations beyond anthropocentric perspec-
tives to encompass non-human entities and future generations, thereby
limiting their applicability in addressing ecological and systemic chal-
lenges (Purser, Park, & Montuori, 1995; Kopnina et al., 2018). This
depth deficit is not merely conceptual: without an explicit relational
ontology, organizations lack a principled basis for sensing and managing
systemic spillovers.

This paper bridges the gap by introducing the Compassionate Inno-
vation Framework (CIF) grounded in the Madhyamaka school -
dependent origination, stnyata (emptiness), and karuna (compassion) —
and translated into organizational practice via Macy’s (1991) systems
synthesis. CIF is proposed as a practical architecture for ethical inno-
vation in interdependent contexts. By integrating these profound phil-
osophical concepts with established management theories such as
stakeholder theory, dynamic capabilities, and ecocentric ethics, the
framework aims to guide organizations toward fostering innovation that
contributes to systemic well-being and holistic value creation.

In terms of contributions, first, CIF integrates dependent origination,
sunyata, and karupa into an actionable triad — conscientiousness,
mindfulness, and vigilance - linking philosophical insight to organiza-
tional practice (Nagarjuna; Séntideva; Macy, 1991). Second, CIF extends
mainstream management debates by reframing stakeholder sets beyond
anthropocentrism and by embedding ethical adaptivity into strategy
(Kopnina et al., 2018; Scherer & Voegtlin, 2020). Third, we develop a
foundation for operational tools — from stakeholder mapping and
reflective rituals to vigilance dashboards - to help firms translate
compassionate intention into routinized capability.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews CSR/RI and
stakeholder theory and locates the conceptual gap. Section 3 develops
the philosophical foundations — dependent origination, sunyata, karuna
— and the bridge to systems practice. Section 4 articulates the CIF triad
and its mechanisms. Section 5 integrates CIF with stakeholder theory,
dynamic capabilities, and ecocentric ethics. Section 6 outlines tools for
implementation. Section 7 discusses limitations and directions for
research.

2. Theoretical and philosophical Background

This section explores the existing ethical innovation frameworks and
introduces the philosophical foundations that inform the Compassionate
Innovation Framework. By examining the limitations of current models
and the insights offered by Madhyamaka philosophy, we set the stage for
developing a more holistic approach to ethical innovation.

2.1. From responsible innovation to compassionate innovation

Ethical innovation frameworks such as Corporate Social Re-
sponsibility (CSR), Responsible Innovation (RI), and Stakeholder Theory
have long served as guiding principles for organizations in managing
their societal and environmental responsibilities. These frameworks
have significantly contributed to the discourse on ethical innovation, but
they often fall short in addressing the complexities, uncertainties, and
interconnectedness inherent in contemporary innovation ecosystems.

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is framed as a self-regulatory
tool that encourages firms to be accountable for their societal and
environmental impacts (Murphy & Bendell, 1997). CSR initiatives
typically involve voluntary reporting mechanisms, such as the Global
Reporting Initiative (GRI), designed to enhance transparency and to
promote socially responsible behaviors (Levy et al., 2010). However,
CSR's impact is frequently undermined by its role in symbolic compli-
ance rather than fostering genuine, holistic ethical practices (Gaim et al.,
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2021). The institutional theory perspective suggests that organizations
often adopt CSR practices to gain legitimacy and comply with societal
expectations rather than to engage in substantive ethical transformation
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). This leads to superficial and symbolic
compliance where corporations use CSR as a means to divert regulatory
scrutiny and pacify social activism without addressing the root causes of
ethical challenges (Shamir, 2004). Research indicates that CSR reports
tend to be uniform across industries and countries, lacking the context-
specific relevance needed to address the complexities of sustainability
(Barkemeyer et al., 2015). Consequently, CSR frequently results in
bounded responsibility, where firms selectively fulfill their obligations
toward specific stakeholder groups, often prioritizing economic interests
over broader societal or environmental considerations (Gray & Milne,
2004).

Responsible Innovation (RI) developed as an attempt to embed
reflexivity, anticipation, inclusion, and responsiveness into innovation
governance (Stilgoe et al., 2013). Yet even RI largely remains within a
human-centered, procedural ethic; its relational dimension - the
recognition that action co-arises with consequences across human and
non-human networks — remains under-theorized.

The anticipation dimension involves assessing potential impacts,
both intended and unintended, of innovation activities. However, this
task is complicated by the inherent uncertainties and ambiguities pre-
sent in nascent innovation contexts, where regulations and societal
norms are still evolving (Pandza & Ellwood, 2013). The cognitive biases
and heuristics of decision-makers further impede the accurate antici-
pation of innovation impacts, leading to skewed perceptions and ethical
blind spots (Caviola et al., 2014).

The reflexivity and inclusivity dimensions call for continuous
reflection on the underlying motivations and implications of innovation
while engaging a diverse set of stakeholders in the decision-making
process. However, these practices are often challenged by the predom-
inance of market-oriented and profit-centric motives within organiza-
tions, which can overshadow broader ethical considerations (Stilgoe
et al., 2013). The dimension of responsiveness seeks to direct the tra-
jectory of innovation toward socially desirable outcomes through
participatory governance. However, this becomes particularly chal-
lenging in the face of bounded rationality (Simon, 1957), where
decision-makers, constrained by limited information and cognitive ca-
pacities, struggle to foresee and adapt to the long-term consequences of
their innovations. As a result, even within the RI framework, organiza-
tions often fall into the trap of bounded responsibility, where they
selectively address ethical considerations based on immediate economic
or strategic priorities rather than a comprehensive and proactive
engagement with the broader ecosystem.

Stakeholder Theory has also significantly influenced the discourse on
ethical innovation by advocating for the consideration and balancing of
diverse stakeholder interests (Freeman, 1984). However, stakeholder
theory often exhibits an anthropocentric bias, primarily focusing on
human stakeholders while neglecting the broader ecological systems
and non-human entities involved in the innovation process (Kopnina
et al., 2018). This anthropocentrism limits the capacity of stakeholder
theory to address the ecocentric and sentiocentric ethical considerations
necessary for fostering genuinely sustainable and compassionate inno-
vation (Purser et al., 1995). The theory's application is further compli-
cated by the agency theory perspective, which emphasizes the potential
conflict between stakeholder interests and managerial decisions driven
by shareholder primacy and economic incentives (Jensen & Meckling,
1976). Thus, while stakeholder theory has contributed to expanding the
ethical considerations of organizations, it often lacks the holistic
perspective needed to address the full spectrum of ethical challenges in
innovation ecosystems.

Collectively, these frameworks — CSR, RI, and stakeholder theory —
have been instrumental in highlighting the need for ethical consider-
ations in organizational innovation. However, they often emphasize
harm reduction rather than value creation and fail to fully account for
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the dynamic interdependencies and contextual complexities inherent in
innovation ecosystems. Organizations frequently use these frameworks
as tools for virtue-signaling or symbolic compliance rather than
engaging in a deeper, more inclusive ethical practice that addresses the
complex web of relationships that their innovations affect (Gaim et al.,
2021). This tendency toward bounded responsibility, driven by cogni-
tive biases, organizational pressures, and the predominance of economic
interests, necessitates a shift from the current paradigm toward a more
holistic and adaptive approach to ethical innovation — one that actively
fosters interconnectedness, dynamic adaptability, and systemic well-
being across the entire network of stakeholders, including non-human
entities and future generations.

Such a shift requires moving beyond static, prescriptive ethical
models toward a dynamic, context-sensitive framework that encourages
organizations to engage in compassionate value creation. Compas-
sionate Innovation extends this trajectory by relocating responsibility
from procedural foresight to ontological awareness, drawing on
Nagarjuna’s pratityasamutpada (dependent origination) as both a
cognitive and moral stance.

2.2. Nagarjunian school of philosophy and Madhyamaka approach to
ethics

The theoretical and philosophical underpinning of the proposed
framework is the Madhyamaka, a school of philosophy and practice that
originated in the works of Nagarjuna in the 2nd century CE and con-
tinues to be held in high regard in large parts of Asia, including in China
and India. Within systems theory, Macy (1991) demonstrated how
feedback and interdependence formalize what Nagarjuna described as
stunyata: the emptiness of inherent existence and the fullness of rela-
tional causation. In Madhyamaka reasoning, ‘emptiness’ denotes the
absence of intrinsic essence (termed svabhava) and the presence of
contingent functionality (Garfield, 1995). Modern scholars understand
Nagarjuna’s svabhava as a complex concept combining an ontological
and a cognitive aspect (Westerhoff, 2009). From the ontological point of
view, Nagarjuna negates the existence of substance, the Kantian thing-
in-itself. In contrast to theories of substance in western philosophy,
Nagarjuna posits that physical objects do not have underlying meta-
physical substrates (Stcherbatsky, 1994). Ontologically, the Madhya-
maka considers arising objects and phenomena to be conditionally
dependent on previous ones. In this framework, as there is no inherent
nature of objects, concepts, thoughts, and ideas, the theory of dependent
origination describes the nature of existence.

Dependent Origination (pratityasamutpada) is the Nagarjunian doc-
trine of causality. This theory posits that all objects, concepts, and states
of being have underlying causes that facilitate their existence
(Westerhoff, 2009). In other words, this school of thought maintains that
nothing originates ex-nihilo. While some scholars interpret this theory as
denial of any form of ontological foundation, and thus anti-
foundationalism (Westerhoff, 2009), Nagarjuna compares inherent
emptiness (termed Sﬁnyaté in MMK) with the mathematical concept of
zero (Sunya in Sanskrit) (Posina & Roy, 2018). In this analogy, the
dependence of the properties of any given phenomenon on other phe-
nomena is said to be analogous to the dependence of the value of the
digit zero on its adjacent digits. Early scholars such as Vasubandhu (5th
Century CE) clarify that a lack of inherent properties does not mean that
all phenomena are considered non-existent (Giri, 2018). It refers to any
ontological nature of objects and phenomena as inexpressible and
something only to be apprehended by a type of cognition that transcends
the subject-object duality (Siderits, 2007). Further to this, the Nagar-
juanian concept of svabhava has a cognitive component that is entirely
missing from the western conceptualization of substance (Westerhoff,
2009). Svabhava goes beyond the ontological implications and asserts
that the projections or “additions that the mind unwittingly makes when
trying to make sense of the world” (Westerhoff, 2009) also are not
inherent to objects or phenomena. This entails that all
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conceptualizations of reality are not only devoid of the Kantian thing-in-
itself but also include automatic and mistaken conceptual
superimpositions.

Seventh century Madhyamaka scholar Candrakirti has defined
Svabhava as characteristics of the particular that do not depend on
anything else (Westerhoff, 2009). Nagarjuna uses this lack of intrinsic
attributes as a bulwark and puts forth reductio ad absurdum-based
argumentation to refute essentialist as well as nihilist theories of epis-
temology among his contemporaries (Westerhoff, 2009). This approach
of Nagarjuna as well as later Madhyamaka scholars has often been
compared to Pyrrhonistic skepticism and academic skepticism of the
Platonic academy (Kuzminski, 2008). Although, the skeptics focused on
acatalepsy (inability to comprehend) — the idea that absolute knowledge
is impossible (Fosl, 2019). However, early Madhyamaka philosophers
used similar reductio ad absurdum reasoning to argue against essen-
tialism — the view that phenomena as well as objects have characteristics
and attributes that are essential to their identity (Tillemans, 2015).
Further, they argue that in a complex interdependent reality, where
intrinsic nature does not exist and is thus unknowable, automatic
cognitive superimpositions lead to multiple and diverse perceptions of
reality. Thus, inherent emptiness is at its core an epistemological
construct as it entails a lack of Svabhava - intrinsic nature or own being
both in being as well as in perceptions thereof (Lajevardi, 2018). This
parallels cybernetic feedback, where system states have no independent
reality apart from relational flows. Hence, a compassionate systems
perspective reframes innovation not as linear problem-solving but as
participatory co-arising, aligning ethical awareness with systemic
adaptivity.

The epistemologically centrist Nagarjunian investigation of phe-
nomena entails negation of any inherent or necessary attributes of given
phenomena and supports a complex epistemological approach involving
ontological as well as cognitive components of the identity of in-
dividuals, phenomena as well as objects (Westerhoff, 2009). By exten-
sion, the Nagarjunian view of reality comprises two types of truth; the
ultimate truth and the provisional truth (Westerhoff, 2009). The provi-
sional, conventional, or commonplace truth — compared to vitreous
floaters influencing visual perception — arises from the cognitive biases
and shortcomings of cognitive heuristics. While the ultimate truth, ac-
cording to Nagarjuna, is the inherently empty nature of objects and
phenomena. In the context of decision-making involving multiple
stakeholders, this theory of knowledge entails multiple distinct con-
ceptions of reality. These manifold conceptions of reality inform a
multitude of ethical, cognitive, societal, as well as political opinions,
which then exist with differing extents of acceptance and consensus.

Real-world cognition of perceptual inputs is fundamentally inter-
twined with conceptual categorization (Gladstone & Kersten, 2003) and
in the context of individuals, even social judgment (McGarty & Turner,
1992). Madhyamaka epistemology purports that true as-is perception is
devoid of any form of conceptualization and categorization and cannot
possibly be achieved in practice. In the context of cognition, Madhya-
maka philosophers claim that cognitive propensities are beginningless,
with each thought merely being a continuation of an endless series of
previous thoughts (Westerhoff, 2009). These thoughts continually
inform, influence, and direct other thoughts as well as our actions.
Under this framework, the manifestation of cognitive propensities oc-
curs predominantly based on traces of relevant memory and is devel-
oped in the form of conceptual elaborations (Apple, 2019; Prueitt,
2020). Further, according to Madhyamaka philosophers, objects of
knowledge are subject to the cognitive and perceptual limitations. This
entails that knowledge includes a cognitive component in addition to the
ontological component. In other words, knowledge regarding any indi-
vidual, object, or phenomenon is colored by an individuals’ cognitive
lens in the simultaneous perception and processing of perceptual input,
adding a subjective layer of attributes in addition to the objective at-
tributes that may be common to multiple individuals’ knowledge.

While Madhyamaka philosophers have primarily dealt with
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epistemological and ontological concerns, influential texts such as
Santideva’s Bodhicaryavatara (BCA) provide an extensive elaboration of
Madhyamaka ethics. On the outset, it may seem that the idea of inherent
emptiness entails a nihilistic approach to ethics. However, Madhyamaka
philosophers view ethics as a concern of the provisional reality
(Finnigan, 2018). In doing so, ethical considerations — individual de-
cisions regarding ethical concerns but also identification of concerns as
ethical in the first place — are considered subject to individuals’ cognitive
lenses. This approach rejects the idea of universal morality, while
maintaining that there is a need for a comprehensive system of ethical
investigation which does not treat morality as a self-justifying scheme
(Bodhi, 1994). Such an assessment of ethical issues, while being sub-
jective, has the potential of being structured along standards of moral
virtues, termed Shila or $ila in the Buddhist ethical system (Keown,
2016).

The core of the Shila system of ethics and moral discipline is the
fundamental Buddhist doctrine as well as the widely held moral intui-
tion that suffering is undesirable and needs to be prevented by under-
standing the causes of suffering (Keown, 2016). Corollary to this, karuna
or compassion — the aspiration to free others from suffering — is a key
affective attitude to be inculcated in individuals, organizations, as well
as systems. Indeed, this means each individual person, organization, and
entity would formulate their own assessment of ethical issues based on
their own conception of compassion and perception of suffering. How-
ever, for this to be achieved, we need to inculcate compassion in said
individuals, provide tools for assessment of effects of their decisions in
terms of minimization of suffering, and develop a system of account-
ability (Monteiro, 2015). In application by individuals, the Shila system
of ethics involves inculcation and maintenance of three key virtues —
Conscientiousness, Mindfulness, and Vigilance. Here conscientiousness
is interpreted as “a meticulous concern for what is to be engaged in and
what is to be avoided”. Mindfulness entails developing and maintaining
awareness of what is to be engaged in and what is to be avoided. Finally,
vigilance involves continuous evaluation of one’s tangible and intan-
gible presence as well as speech.

Foundational to the Shila system of ethics is the minimization of
suffering. However, this system does not limit itself to assigning rela-
tional value to nature, society, or for that matter artificial consciousness
based only on an anthropocentric assessment of suffering. In traditional
Buddhist treatments of suffering, a non-anthropocentric approach has
long enabled the conception of suffering among animals as well as
plants. Buddhist philosophers do not view humans as having a superior
moral standing over animals or plants. In line with this, Shila ethics thus

Table 1

Key Concepts of Madhyamaka Philosophy and Their Organizational Implications.
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consider the suffering of all sentient organisms as well as non-sentient
systems that are a part of cyclicality of all life matter and existence as
relevant (Keown, 2016). These non-anthropocentric conceptions of
suffering and a dependent origination view of causation are reflected in
the oldest animal rights laws in recorded human history, dating back to
the Mauryan Empire in 3rd century BCE. As evidenced in the Mauryan
edicts, this understanding was extended to encouraging afforestation
efforts and conservation of forest ecosystems by means of a legal pro-
hibition on burning forests. In the context of artificial consciousness and
cognitive robotics as well, Madhyamaka ethics can provide a pathway to
developing frameworks for technology ethics and robot ethics that go
beyond sentiocentrism. Table 1 offers an elaboration of key Madhya-
maka constructs into constructs already familiar to innovation scholars.

2.3. Identifying the gap

The integration of Madhyamaka philosophy with key management
theories offers a transformative approach to ethical innovation.
Dependent origination aligns closely with stakeholder theory by
expanding the concept of stakeholders to include not just human actors
but also non-human entities and ecosystems, emphasizing the intricate
web of interdependencies that drive innovation outcomes (Freeman,
1984). This philosophical perspective complements dynamic capabil-
ities theory, which stresses an organization's ability to sense and adapt to
changing environments. By incorporating Stnyata, or the notion of
emptiness, organizations are encouraged to maintain an adaptive ethical
stance, continually re-evaluating their actions and strategies in response
to evolving circumstances. This flexibility resonates with the core of
sensemaking theory (Weick, 1995), where mindfulness and reflexivity
help organizations navigate ambiguous and complex ethical dilemmas.
Additionally, the concept of karuna extends the boundaries of ecocentric
ethics, promoting a proactive stance toward value creation that en-
compasses the welfare of the entire ecosystem, thereby addressing the
limitations of traditional CSR and responsible innovation frameworks.

Despite the advancements in CSR and responsible innovation, these
frameworks have yet to fully embrace the depth and breadth of inter-
connectedness and adaptive ethics emphasized in Madhyamaka philos-
ophy. The existing literature often falls short in addressing the complex,
multifaceted nature of ethical innovation, primarily focusing on harm
reduction or compliance rather than fostering a proactive ethos of value
creation. There is a significant gap in developing a framework that ho-
listically integrates philosophical insights with organizational practices,
enabling companies to navigate the ethical intricacies of innovation in a

Buddhist construct Canonical meaning

Nearest construct in management & ethics literature

Managerial implication for responsible
innovation

Pratityasamutpada (Dependent
Origination)1

Phenomena arise only through

interdependent causes and conditions. 1990).

Systems thinking; causal-loop modelling (Senge

Map upstream and downstream effects before
green-lighting an innovation project.

Siinyata (Emptiness)? All things lack immutable, intrinsic
essence.

Active intention to alleviate others’
suffering.

Context-sensitive, adaptive methods
for beneficent ends.

All conditioned phenomena are
transient.

Pervasive mis-alignment between
desire and reality.

Avoidance of absolutist extremes.

Karuna (Cornpassion)3

Upaya-kausalya (Skillful
Means)*
Anicca (Impermanence)

Dukkha (Unsatisfactoriness)

Madhyama- pratipada (Middle
Path)

Pratiprasava (Reverse
Causation)

Analytic tracing back to root causes.

Dynamic capabilities (Teece 2018); organizational
identity fluidity (Laihonen & Huhtamaki 202.3).
Stakeholder empathy; prosocial purpose (Dutton
et al. 2014).

Agile experimentation; design thinking (Brown
2008).

Market volatility; technology obsolescence (
Christensen 1997).

Pain-point analysis; employee well-being metrics (
Cooper & Cartwright 1994).

Paradox management; both-and logic (Smith &
Lewis 2011).

Root-cause analysis; double-loop learning (Argyris
1991).

Keep products, roles, and even business models
provisional to enable ethical pivots.

Frame every ideation sprint with “Whose
suffering are we reducing, and how?”

Use rapid prototyping and A/B tests as low-risk,
ethically sensitive learning loops.

Plan end-of-life stewardship and product
refresh cycles from the outset.

Monitor latent frustrations (users, employees)
to prioritize compassionate features.

Balance profit with social value and short-term
gains with long-term resilience.

After failure, walk the causal chain backward to
redesign policy, not just patch symptoms.

1Early canonical locus: Samyutta-nikaya 12.1.
2Milamadhyamakakarika 24:18-19 (Nagarjuna).
3Mahayana-siitralamkara IX:53.

“Lotus Siitra ch. 22; see Keown (2016) for managerial analogues.
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dynamic and interconnected world. This paper aims to bridge this gap
by presenting a Compassionate Innovation Framework that not only
acknowledges the limitations of bounded rationality and resources but
also provides a nuanced, context-sensitive approach to ethical decision-
making, rooted in the principles of dependent origination, $unyata, and
karuna.

3. Philosophical foundations of compassionate innovation

Scholarship across three adjacent streams already underpins
responsible business practice, yet each illuminates only part of the
ethical-innovation puzzle. Systems-thinking research portrays firms as
nested, co-evolving systems in which local design choices trigger far-
reaching feedback loops (Meadows, 2008; Senge, 1990); recent studies
link such holism to superior innovation foresight in turbulent environ-
ments (Lichtenstein, 2014). Paradox theory demonstrates that organi-
zational sustainability rests on embracing — rather than resolving —
persistent tensions such as exploration vs. exploitation or social vs.
economic value (Smith & Lewis, 2011), and historical syntheses show
that this “both-and” mindset echoes early management thought (Schad
& Bansal, 2018). Compassionate-leadership scholarship, meanwhile,
establishes that attending to stakeholders’ suffering catalyses trust,
creativity, and resilience, thereby converting moral intent into perfor-
mance gains (Worline & Dutton, 2017).

The Compassionate Innovation Framework (CIF) extends and in-
tegrates these strands in three ways. First, drawing on
pratityasamutpada, CIF supplies an ontological rationale for systems
thinking by recasting innovation choices as nodes in a mutually condi-
tioning web rather than autonomous managerial acts. Second, employ-
ing the Madhyama-pratipada “middle-way” logic, CIF treats paradoxes
as sources of generative design space and equips managers with upaya-
kausalya (skillful means) to navigate them pragmatically. Third, it em-
beds karuna (compassion) as the affective-moral core that orients both
systemic analysis and paradox navigation toward stakeholder flourish-
ing. Together, these extensions position CIF as a unified meta-framework
that preserves the insights of each literature while supplying a Buddhist
dialectic capable of translating ethical intent into scalable innovation
practice.

Building upon the insights from Madhyamaka philosophy, this sec-
tion elucidates how the principles of dependent origination, Sunyata,
and karuna form the foundational pillars of the Compassionate Inno-
vation Framework. By contextualizing these concepts within organiza-
tional settings, we lay the groundwork for a new approach to ethical
innovation.

3.1. Dependent origination in organizational context

The Compassionate Innovation framework is deeply rooted in the
concept of dependent origination, a central tenet of Madhyamaka phi-
losophy, which posits that all phenomena arise in dependence upon a
multitude of conditions and causes. In the context of organizational
innovation, this principle implies that the outcomes of innovation are
not isolated but are intrinsically linked to the various elements of the
broader system, including stakeholders, environmental conditions, and
societal norms. Dependent origination suggests that every decision
made within an organization has a cascading effect, influencing not only
the organization itself but also its network of interconnected stake-
holders (Garud et al., 2011). Therefore, organizations must cultivate an
awareness of this interconnectedness when engaging in innovation ac-
tivities, recognizing that their actions contribute to a complex web of
interdependent relationships. This relational ontology offers a corrective
to atomistic models of decision-making that isolate agents from contexts
(Tsoukas, 2017). Nagarjuna’s insights thus call for reframing innovation
not as the act of discrete agents but as emergent from interdependent
systems of becoming.

Organizational, managerial, and entrepreneurial cognition, along
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with the biases inherent within them, often lead responsible innovation
efforts to focus on a narrow range of responsibilities (Rao et al., 2003;
Salganik & Watts, 2009). Such cognitive biases contribute to a virtue-
signaling approach, where organizations selectively communicate
ethical virtues to certain stakeholders rather than adopting a holistic
view (Gaim et al., 2021). Building on the dependent origination
approach, we suggest that the corporate misuse of the term 'responsible’
can be addressed by viewing organizational responsibility as devoid of
an inherent nature, its meaning contingent on the context. Traditionally,
the notion of being responsible has been tied to objective ethical un-
derpinnings (Fischer, 2004), yet this stance fails to account for the
contextual variations and contingencies that shape ethical decision-
making in practice. Dependent origination allows for a reconceptuali-
zation of responsibility in organizations, recognizing its fluidity and
context-dependent nature (Westerhoff, 2009). Viewing ethics and re-
sponsibility through this lens helps resolve the conflict in management
literature between the perceived objectivity of these constructs and the
complexities of their application across diverse organizational contexts.

3.2. Sunyata and adaptive ethics

The concept of Sunyata or emptiness (Garfield, 1995) further
deepens this understanding by suggesting that all phenomena lack
inherent existence; they do not possess an independent, unchanging
essence. In an organizational context, this philosophical view translates
into the recognition that ethical decision-making is not absolute but
contingent on the specific conditions and contexts in which it occurs.
Stnyata advocates for an adaptive ethical framework that evolves in
response to the dynamic and ever-changing nature of organizational
environments. Traditional ethical models often present fixed guidelines,
but the incorporation of $tinyata encourages organizations to embrace
flexibility and openness, allowing them to navigate complex ethical
landscapes with greater sensitivity to context and nuance. This aligns
with the principles of adaptive leadership (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002),
where ethical considerations are continuously re-evaluated to meet the
needs of evolving circumstances. In practice, this means that organiza-
tions must remain vigilant and responsive, ready to adjust their ethical
frameworks as new information, stakeholders, and challenges emerge.

Furthermore, a virtue-based ethical approach in innovation often
falls short due to its susceptibility to symbolic compliance, leading to
ethical considerations that are selective and constrained (Gaim et al.,
2021). To address this limitation, $tunyata suggests that ethical values
should not be seen as fixed virtues but as context-dependent and
adaptable to varying conditions. This perspective challenges the static
nature of traditional responsible innovation models and proposes a dy-
namic, evolving approach to ethics that can more effectively respond to
the ‘wicked problem’ of responsible innovation - requiring rapid,
informed decisions amidst high uncertainty (Blok, 2017). Thus, Sunyata
informs a new paradigm of adaptive ethics where responsibility is a
flexible, context-sensitive construct rather than a predefined set of static
virtues.

3.3. Karuna and compassionate value creation

Karuna (compassion) emerges as the ethical imperative that stems
from the understanding of dependent origination and Sunyata. It em-
phasizes the need to alleviate suffering and promote well-being by
recognizing the interconnectedness of all beings and systems (Wallace,
1999). In organizational innovation, karuna goes beyond harm reduc-
tion and necessitates a proactive commitment to creating value that
benefits the broader ecosystem, including non-human entities and future
generations. This approach encourages organizations to embed
compassion into their core strategies and innovation processes, fostering
a culture that actively seeks to address social, environmental, and
governance challenges (Cameron & Spreitzer, 2012). By internalizing
karuna, organizations can move toward a form of compassionate
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innovation that not only avoids negative externalities but also strives to
generate positive outcomes that are aligned with the well-being of all
stakeholders, thereby contributing to a more just and sustainable world.

This view of organizational responsibility extends into areas of non-
human dominance such as the ecological environment and the digital
realm, including metaverses involving artificial intelligence. Histori-
cally, corporations have been criticized for their negative impact on
environmental elements, with accusations of anthropocentrism domi-
nating the discourse (Anderson & Bateman, 2000; Flannery & May 2000;
Purser, Park, & Montuori, 1995). Ecocentric scholars argue for value
creation that prioritizes the non-human elements of the natural envi-
ronment (Kopnina et al., 2018; Purser et al., 1995). Similarly, scholars in
the domain of artificial intelligence and digital futures advocate for
policies that consider the long term impacts of Al systems, including
accounting for the interests of non-human entities such as Al agents
(Bostrom et al., 2019; Dafoe, 2018). Karuna provides the ethical foun-
dation for a framework that transcends anthropocentrism and embraces
a more inclusive, ecocentric, and even sentiocentric approach to value
creation, addressing the ethical considerations of both human and non-
human actors in the innovation process.

4. The compassionate innovation framework

Building on the relational ontology of Nagarjuna and the ethics of
interdependence articulated by Santideva, the Compassionate Innova-
tion Framework (CIF) translates these insights into organizational
practice. We outline its core components and explain how they inter-
relate to offer a holistic and adaptive approach to ethical innovation.

4.1. Overview of the framework

The Compassionate Innovation Framework presents a holistic
approach to embedding ethics into organizational innovation by draw-
ing on Madhyamaka philosophy — specifically the principles of depen-
dent origination, $tnyata, and karuna. This framework addresses the
limitations of conventional ethical models such as CSR and responsible
innovation, which often emphasize compliance or harm reduction.
Instead, it promotes a dynamic adaptability and context-sensitive
engagement with ethical considerations. Unlike traditional frame-
works, this model recognizes the interconnectedness of all stakeholders,
including non-human entities and future generations, and encourages
organizations to take proactive responsibility for the systemic impact of
their innovations. The framework consists of three key elements: orga-
nizational conscientiousness, organizational mindfulness, and organi-
zational vigilance, each providing a mechanism for organizations to

Table 2
The Compassionate Innovation Framework (CIF).
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engage in ethical innovation in a proactive and compassionate manner.
Table 2 details the three components of the compassionate innovation
framework.

4.2. Organizational conscientiousness

Organizational conscientiousness is grounded in the principle of
dependent origination (Garfield, 1995), which posits that all phenom-
ena are interdependent and arise from a complex web of relationships. In
the context of innovation, this means that every organizational decision
has aripple effect that extends beyond immediate outcomes, influencing
a broader ecosystem of stakeholders, including the environment, soci-
ety, and future generations. This interconnectedness challenges the
anthropocentric bias found in traditional approaches like stakeholder
theory (Freeman, 1984), which often focus narrowly on human benefi-
ciaries. Organizational conscientiousness, by contrast, calls for an eco-
centric and sentiocentric perspective (Purser et al., 1995; Kopnina et al.,
2018), advocating for value creation that encompasses non-human el-
ements and acknowledges their intrinsic worth.

Institutionalizing social purpose as capability strengthens this con-
scientious posture and is associated with competitive advantage
(Herrera, 2015). This element of the framework extends the boundaries
of stakeholder theory by proposing that organizations view themselves
as co-creators of a sustainable future, rather than mere agents of eco-
nomic gain. It requires organizations to actively engage with their entire
network of stakeholders, recognizing the dependent origination of all
actions. For example, in the design of new products, organizational
conscientiousness would involve conducting life-cycle analyses to assess
environmental impact, considering both the sourcing of raw materials
and the product's end-of-life disposal. It also means considering how the
product might affect different communities, ecosystems, and even future
generations. By integrating conscientiousness into decision-making
processes, organizations shift their focus from isolated actions to a
broader, systemic view, fostering innovation that aligns with the well-
being of all interconnected elements of the system (Garud et al., 2011).

The novelty here lies in how conscientiousness moves beyond mere
symbolic compliance (Gaim et al., 2021) by urging organizations to
develop a deeper, contextually aware sense of responsibility. Traditional
models often lead to selective disclosures or superficial compliance,
while this framework insists on a genuine recognition of the organiza-
tion's role within the larger web of interdependent relationships. This
move toward holistic value creation extends the scope of responsible
innovation by embedding ethical awareness into the very fabric of
organizational strategy.

CIF Component Definition Linked Theoretical Foundations
Outcomes
Organizational The recognition and acknowledgment of the interconnected impactsof ~ Enhanced Ethical Awareness; Sustainable Stakeholder Theory (Freeman,
Conscientiousness organizational decisions on all stakeholders, including non-human Practices; Improved Stakeholder 1984)
entities. Relationships Systems Thinking
(Senge, 1990)Ecocentric Ethics
(Purser et al., 1995)
Organizational The continuous, context-sensitive awareness and reflexivity regarding ~ Improved Ethical Decision-Making; Moral Imagination (Werhane,
Mindfulness the ethical implications of organizational actions and innovation Increased Adaptability; Enhanced 1999)
processes. Employee Well-being
Mindfulness Theory (Brown &
Ryan, 2003)Sensemaking
(Weick, 1995)
Organizational The ongoing commitment to monitor, learn, and adapt ethical Proactive Ethical Engagement; Resilienceto ~ Dynamic Capabilities (Teece
Vigilance practices in response to evolving contexts, societal expectations, and Ethical Challenges; Long-term etal., 1997)

emerging challenges.

Sustainability Adaptive Management
(Holling, 1978)Organizational
Learning

(Argyris & Schon, 1978)
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4.3. Organizational mindfulness

Organizational mindfulness embodies the continuous awareness and
reflexivity regarding the ethical implications of innovation, rooted in the
concept of sunyata (emptiness). In Madhyamaka philosophy, sunyata
emphasizes the absence of inherent essence in phenomena, suggesting
that all ethical considerations are context-dependent and must adapt to
changing circumstances (Garfield, 1995). This principle aligns with
sensemaking theory (Weick, 1995), which posits that organizations
construct meaning in ambiguous situations through reflection and
interpretation. Unlike rigid, prescriptive ethical models, organizational
mindfulness encourages an openness to multiple perspectives and a
willingness to adapt ethical stances in response to new information and
contexts. At the micro-behavioral level, mindfulness in organizations
has been shown to enhance intrapreneurial climate and self-awareness —
mechanisms central to CIF’s mindfulness pillar (Yela Ardnega et al.,
2020).

In practice, organizational mindfulness entails a systematic process
of ethical reflexivity that engages innovation teams in regular reflection
on the potential impacts of their work. This process goes beyond
compliance checklists to involve ongoing critical dialogue and ethical
inquiry. For example, a tech company developing Al applications would
hold ethical reflection sessions to explore the potential biases in their
algorithms, the privacy implications for users, and the broader societal
impacts of AI deployment. These sessions would not aim to produce a
fixed ethical code but to foster a mindful culture that remains sensitive
to the dynamic nature of ethical challenges. This mindfulness equips
organizations to navigate ethical complexities with a nuanced, adapt-
able approach that accounts for the fluidity of ethical constructs in a
rapidly changing innovation landscape.

By grounding mindfulness in $tinyata, the framework introduces a
more flexible, contextually responsive form of ethical engagement. It
extends adaptive leadership principles (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002) by
suggesting that ethical considerations should evolve alongside the or-
ganization’s understanding of its interdependencies and the emerging
challenges within its ecosystem. This continuous process of ethical
reflection ensures that organizations remain attuned to the broader
implications of their innovations, avoiding the pitfalls of rigid ethical
stances that may not account for unforeseen consequences. Thus,
mindfulness becomes a tool for cultivating a compassionate conscious-
ness that guides innovation toward systemic well-being.

4.4. Organizational vigilance

Organizational vigilance represents the continuous cycle of ethical
learning and dynamic adaptation. Grounded in the principles of
dependent origination and aligned with dynamic capabilities theory
(Teece et al., 1997), vigilance acknowledges that ethical landscapes are
ever-evolving, shaped by changes in societal expectations, technological
advancements, and ecological shifts. It posits that organizations must
remain not only alert to these changes but actively engaged in adapting
their ethical frameworks to align with the evolving context. Vigilance
goes beyond mere reactivity, embedding ethical responsiveness into the
organization's strategic planning and innovation processes. Stakeholder
integration routines that track environmental orientation exemplify
vigilance in action and are linked to performance (Danso et al., 2020).

Implementing vigilance requires a structured approach to ongoing
ethical evaluation and feedback mechanisms. This includes conducting
ethical audits to assess whether current innovation practices align with
the organization's core values and the broader ethical imperatives
identified through conscientiousness and mindfulness. Additionally,
feedback loops that involve diverse stakeholders — including those often
marginalized or underrepresented — are essential for capturing a wide
range of perspectives and experiences. For instance, a company oper-
ating in the renewable energy sector might utilize adaptive ethical
dashboards to monitor the social and environmental impact of its
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initiatives, gathering real-time data from affected communities and
ecosystems. This ongoing data collection enables the organization to
dynamically adjust its strategies, ensuring that it remains responsive to
emerging ethical concerns and opportunities for positive impact.

Vigilance thus becomes an integral part of the organization’s dy-
namic capabilities, enabling it to anticipate and respond to ethical
challenges proactively. It fosters an environment of ethical resilience,
where the organization is not only prepared to address ethical dilemmas
as they arise but is also capable of shaping a forward-looking, compas-
sionate approach to innovation. By institutionalizing vigilance, organi-
zations ensure that their ethical frameworks remain robust and
adaptable, capable of guiding decision-making in complex and uncertain
environments. This capacity for continual ethical adaptation distin-
guishes the framework from static models, offering a pathway for or-
ganizations to thrive ethically in an interconnected world.

4.5. Synthesizing the framework

By integrating Buddhist relational metaphysics with systems and
complexity theory, the CIF contributes a novel theoretical lens for un-
derstanding innovation as both moral and systemic. It challenges
managerial paradigms that separate compassion from performance, of-
fering a framework for compassionate responsiveness as strategic
capability.

In this sense, CIF represents a significant departure from traditional
models of responsible innovation. It integrates organizational consci-
entiousness, mindfulness, and vigilance into a cohesive structure that is
both adaptive and inclusive. By drawing on the principles of dependent
origination, $tunyata, and karuna, it redefines ethical innovation as a
dynamic, context-sensitive process. This framework (as illustrated in
Fig. 1) not only challenges organizations to acknowledge their in-
terdependencies but also provides practical tools and processes to
engage in compassionate value creation. It guides organizations toward
a paradigm where ethical considerations are not constraints but central
drivers of innovation — ultimately leading to a more sustainable and
equitable future for all stakeholders within the interconnected web of
life.

By advancing a holistic and adaptable approach to ethics in inno-
vation, the framework makes a novel contribution to the literature on
ethical innovation and organizational responsibility. It extends existing
theories like stakeholder theory, sensemaking, and dynamic capabilities,
offering a more integrated and proactive model for ethical engagement.
In doing so, the Compassionate Innovation Framework sets the foun-
dation for a new era of innovation that is as attuned to the complexities
of the modern world as it is committed to the flourishing of all beings.

5. Theoretical integration and contributions

Having outlined the Compassionate Innovation Framework, this
section examines how it integrates and extends established management
theories. We explore its theoretical contributions to stakeholder theory,
dynamic capabilities, and ecocentric ethics, highlighting its potential to
advance ethical innovation discourse.

5.1. Extending management theories

5.1.1. Integration with stakeholder theory

Stakeholder theory traditionally focuses on balancing the interests of
diverse stakeholders in decision-making processes (Donaldson & Pres-
ton, 1995; Freeman et al., 2010). However, it has been critiqued for its
anthropocentric orientation, often neglecting non-human entities and
ecological systems (Hahn et al., 2018; Whiteman et al., 2013). CIF ad-
dresses this limitation by incorporating the principle of dependent
origination, which recognizes the interconnectedness of all entities —
human and non-human. This inclusion broadens stakeholder theory to
consider the ethical implications of organizational actions on non-
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Fig. 1. Compassionate Innovation Framework.
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human stakeholders and ecosystems, promoting a holistic approach to
responsibility that goes beyond human-centered frameworks. Recent
scholarly work in stakeholder theory also critiques the superficial
management of paradoxes, like the tension between presenting a
responsible image to the world and addressing environmental issues,
and calls for more inclusive models that integrate social and environ-
mental dimensions (Gaim et al., 2021; Scherer & Voegtlin, 2020). The
proposed CIF addresses this conceptual gap and aligns itself with efforts
toward more contemporary advancements in the theory.

5.1.2. Extension of dynamic capabilities theory

Dynamic capabilities theory emphasizes an organization’s ability to
adapt and reconfigure its resources in response to environmental
changes (Teece et al., 1997; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). CIF extends
this theory by integrating the concept of $inyata (emptiness), suggesting
that organizational strategies and ethical frameworks must also be
adaptable and responsive to changing contexts. This aligns with the
notion of dynamic capabilities, where CIF advocates for ethical reflex-
ivity and continuous re-evaluation of organizational actions in light of
evolving societal and environmental conditions. Recent research has
highlighted the need for dynamic capabilities to be more inclusive of
ethical and social dimensions, calling for frameworks that integrate
ethical reflexivity into strategic management (Teece, 2018; Schilke
et al., 2018).

5.1.3. Integration with ecocentric ethics

Traditional business models have been critiqued for their focus on
human-centered outcomes, often at the expense of environmental sus-
tainability (Gladwin et al., 1995; Shrivastava, 1995). CIF incorporates
the principle of karuna (compassion), promoting proactive efforts to
alleviate suffering and enhance well-being for all entities, including non-
human ones. This integration advances ecocentric ethics by encouraging
organizations to adopt a compassionate approach to innovation that
prioritizes the well-being of the entire ecosystem, thus fostering sus-
tainable value creation. Recent studies have further emphasized the
importance of incorporating non-human stakeholders and broader
ecological considerations into business ethics (Hahn et al., 2015; Bansal
& Song, 2017).

5.2. Bridging philosophical concepts and organizational practices

The Compassionate Innovation Framework (CIF) also bridges Mad-
hyamaka philosophy with organizational practices by translating ab-
stract concepts like dependent origination, stunyata (emptiness), and
karuna (compassion) into strategic actions that organizations can
implement. Dependent origination, which emphasizes the interconnec-
tedness of all entities, is operationalized through organizational
conscientiousness. This involves adopting tools like stakeholder map-
ping and network analysis to visualize the broad range of impacts an
organization has on both human and non-human stakeholders. For
instance, organizations can conduct multi-layered stakeholder engage-
ment sessions to integrate diverse perspectives into their decision-
making processes, thus reflecting the interconnected nature of their
actions (Hahn et al., 2015; Scherer & Voegtlin, 2020). Similarly, orga-
nizational mindfulness, grounded in the concept of stunyata, promotes
ethical reflexivity by encouraging organizations to continually reassess
their values and strategies. This can be achieved through ethical
reflection workshops where innovation teams are trained to question
and adapt their ethical frameworks based on new insights and societal
shifts (Schilke et al., 2018). Lastly, organizational vigilance, informed by
karuna, is about cultivating ongoing ethical learning and adaptation.
This is made practical through the use of adaptive ethical dashboards
that track and report on ethical performance across various dimensions,
enabling organizations to act compassionately and proactively in
addressing emerging ethical challenges (Gaim et al., 2021).

This philosophical grounding enriches the discourse on ethics in
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innovation by offering a more nuanced and holistic perspective that goes
beyond traditional frameworks like Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR) and Responsible Innovation (RI). While CSR often focuses on
compliance and harm reduction within predefined boundaries, CIF’s
emphasis on organizational conscientiousness expands the ethical scope
to include all entities affected by organizational actions, promoting a
more inclusive approach to responsibility (Freeman et al., 2010). The
principle of $tnyata underpins organizational mindfulness, which en-
courages firms to view ethical decision-making as a dynamic and
context-sensitive process. By integrating continuous ethical reflexivity,
organizations can better navigate complex dilemmas and adapt their
strategies in real-time to meet evolving societal expectations (Teece,
2018). Finally, the principle of karuna, which informs organizational
vigilance, shifts the focus from reactive ethics to proactive engagement.
This ensures that organizations do not merely avoid harm but actively
seek to create positive impacts, fostering systemic well-being across the
entire ecosystem (Bansal & Song, 2017). By grounding innovation
practices in these philosophical insights, CIF offers a robust ethical
framework that aligns with the complex realities of contemporary
business environments.

5.3. Advancing ethical innovation discourse

The Compassionate Innovation Framework also advances the
discourse on ethical innovation significantly by providing a multi-
dimensional approach that seamlessly integrates theory, philosophy,
and practice. By combining the principles of dependent origination,
Sunyata, and karuna with practical tools such as stakeholder mapping,
ethical reflexivity workshops, and adaptive ethical dashboards, CIF ad-
dresses the limitations of existing frameworks like CSR and RI. It shifts
the focus from compliance and harm reduction to a more proactive and
inclusive form of ethical engagement, encouraging organizations to
consider the broad and long-term impacts of their actions on all stake-
holders. This holistic perspective not only enriches the theoretical
foundations of ethical innovation but also provides actionable strategies
that can be embedded into everyday business practices, fostering a
culture of compassion and systemic well-being (Hahn et al., 2015; Gaim
etal., 2021). As such, CIF not only contributes to academic discourse but
also offers practical guidance for organizations striving to navigate the
complex ethical landscapes of modern business.

6. Operationalizing the Framework: Practical implications
6.1. Implementing organizational conscientiousness (pratityasamutpada)

Implementing organizational conscientiousness requires organiza-
tions to recognize and act upon the interconnected impacts of their
decisions. Practical tools such as stakeholder mapping and life-cycle
assessments (LCA) are essential in this process. Stakeholder mapping
helps organizations identify and understand the diverse stakeholders
affected by their activities, including indirect and non-human stake-
holders like ecosystems and future generations (Hahn et al., 2015;
Scherer & Voegtlin, 2020). This tool can be enhanced by incorporating
network analysis, which visualizes the intricate web of relationships and
dependencies among various stakeholder groups. LCAs, on the other
hand, provide a comprehensive evaluation of the environmental and
social impacts of products and services throughout their life cycles —
from raw material extraction to end-of-life disposal. By integrating these
tools, organizations can proactively address potential ethical challenges
and make informed decisions that reflect a holistic understanding of
their interconnected impacts.

Patagonia operationalizes pratityasamutpada by extending product
life and actively discouraging disposability. As Chief Operating Officer
Doug Freeman explained in a PBS interview:



S. Narayan and S. Datta

“Behind me are 55 people extending the life of our product for our
customers. We want our customers to invest in great product, and
when it’s worn out, we want to repair it for them. ... The way we
view it is that we want to reduce consumption. ... We hope our
existing customers do indeed buy less, but we hope to attract more
customers interested in our message: to build the best product, to
reduce our impact, and cause the least environmental harm. ... If we
can show the business community that we’re successful, we’re a
great example of how business can be done differently.”

— Doug Freeman, interview on PBS NewsHour, 20 Aug 2015

Freeman’s emphasis on deliberate consumption reduction illustrates
CIF’s conscientiousness pillar: profitability is pursued not by volume
growth alone but through circular-economy logic that shrinks material
throughput while deepening brand loyalty.

Patagonia makes interdependence visible by publishing impact
profiles through its Footprint Chronicles platform and by running third-
party verified life-cycle assessments (Chouinard & Stanley, 2012).1 The
transparency drive is not a charitable add-on: estimates are that between
2012 and 2022 the company’s annual revenue rose from c. US$600
million to an estimated US$1.5 billion while maintaining a double-digit
operating margin (Balch, 2023; Bryan & Edgecliffe-Johnson, 2022).
Patagonia therefore demonstrates that designing for systemic ripple-
effects can coexist with — and indeed reinforce — commercial perfor-
mance, directly exemplifying the CIF principle of ‘“conscientious
innovation.”.

6.2. Cultivating organizational mindfulness (karuna-centered awareness)

To cultivate organizational mindfulness, firms can embed strategies
such as ethical reflection workshops and mindfulness training programs
specifically tailored for innovation teams. Ethical reflection workshops
encourage participants to engage in structured dialogues about potential
ethical issues arising from their innovation activities. These workshops
can incorporate scenario analysis to explore the long-term ethical im-
plications of different innovation pathways, helping teams to identify
and mitigate potential ethical blind spots (Schilke et al., 2018). Addi-
tionally, mindfulness training programs, which include practices like
meditation and focused awareness exercises, can enhance employees’
cognitive flexibility and ethical sensitivity. These programs are partic-
ularly effective when integrated into the daily routines of innovation
teams, promoting a culture of continuous ethical awareness and
adaptability (Bishop et al., 2004).

Google institutionalizes mindfulness by treating it as a learnable,
neuroscience-backed skill. The Search Inside Yourself (SIY) program is a
two-day emotional-intelligence curriculum initially piloted in 2007 and
now taken by > 50,000 employees worldwide (Tan, 2012). As Chade-
Meng Tan explained in a Wharton interview:

“Search Inside Yourself (SIY) is a curriculum for emotional intelli-
gence based on mindfulness. We wanted to create a curriculum that
works for adults. We had this epiphany that you cannot learn
emotional intelligence by just reading a book alone; more work is
involved.”

Tan’s description captures CIF’s mindfulness pillar: attention
training creates the “calm-and-clear on demand” mental state that un-
derpins ethical awareness, emotional regulation, and ultimately more
responsible innovation. A peer-reviewed study of 123 Googlers found
significant four-week post-program gains in trait mindfulness and
emotional-awareness sub-scales, with qualitative reports of clearer
ethical reasoning (Caporale-Berkowitz et al., 2021). These outcomes
align with CIF’s mindfulness pillar, showing how structured contem-
plative practice can heighten ethical acuity in fast-moving tech envi-
ronments while bolstering resilience and productivity.

10
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6.3. Ensuring organizational vigilance (upaya-kausalya & madhyama-
pratipada)

Organizational vigilance can be operationalized through mecha-
nisms like ethical audits, continuous feedback loops, and adaptive
ethical dashboards. Ethical audits involve a systematic review of an
organization’s policies, practices, and decision-making processes to
identify potential ethical risks and areas for improvement. By inte-
grating these audits into regular business cycles, organizations can
maintain ongoing vigilance over their ethical practices and ensure
alignment with evolving societal norms (Gaim et al., 2021). Continuous
feedback loops, which gather input from a diverse range of stakeholders,
are essential for updating ethical standards and practices in response to
new challenges and insights. Adaptive ethical dashboards can provide
real-time monitoring of ethical performance across various dimensions,
such as environmental impact, social equity, and governance, enabling
organizations to proactively address ethical issues as they arise.

Unilever operationalizes ongoing ethical vigilance through the Sus-
tainable Living Plan (USLP), a dashboard-driven management system
that tracks more than 70 social and environmental KPIs in quarterly
business reviews. Continuous ethical vigilance at Unilever is driven from
the top, as Chief Sustainability Officer Rebecca Marmot stressed when
discussing science-based targets for climate action:

“Align to 1.5 °C by being ruthless on value-chain emissions. The
science is clear. At 1.2 °C warming, climate impacts are already
starting to bite with real ferocity, yet we are currently on track for
around 2.7 °C. We need a step change in delivery, scale, and
pace—with companies setting and following through on science-
based targets and governments catalysing this with clear, consis-
tent policies that support rapid transformations. ... More and more
people are using their purchasing power as a force for good and
choose sustainable brands where they can. The responsibility is now
on companies to redouble efforts and industry-wide collaborations to
bake sustainability into our supply chains and brilliant products.”

— Rebecca Marmot, Q&A for TIME100 Climate, 16 Nov 2023

Marmot’s call for “ruthless” scope-3 reductions (from the science-
based targets framework) exemplifies CIF’s vigilance dimension,
showing how real-time KPI dashboards (e.g., Unilever Sustainable
Living Plan) translate aspirational commitments into operational disci-
pline amid escalating climate risks. Brands formally classified as “Sus-
tainable Living” grew 69 % faster than the rest of the portfolio and
accounted for 75 % of corporate growth in 2018-19 (Oxford Executive,
2024; Strategyzer, 2024). By treating impact metrics as live strategy
inputs — not post-hoc reports — Unilever illustrates CIF’s vigilance
dimension: adaptive, data-rich feedback loops that keep ethical intent
aligned with shifting stakeholder and regulatory conditions.

7. Discussion

At the heart of this paper lies an integrative epistemology that
bridges ancient Indic philosophy, systems thinking, and contemporary
organizational science to reconceptualize innovation as a relational and
ethical process. Building on Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika, the
framework rests on $tinyata as dependent origination, viewing innova-
tion not as a linear outcome of individual agency but as an emergent
property of interdependent systems. This ontological stance is deepened
through Santideva’s Bodhicaryavatara, where compassion is articulated
as an epistemic and ethical discipline aligning moral awareness with
transformative action. Macy (1991) extends these insights by articulat-
ing their systemic implications through general systems theory,
demonstrating that feedback, interdependence, and self-organization
are structural, not metaphorical, dimensions of compassionate sys-
tems. Senge’s (1990) learning-organization perspective may help oper-
ationalize this logic within managerial practice, positioning reflexivity,
empathy, and collective learning as dynamic capabilities. Within
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management research, evidence shows that institutionalizing social
purpose enhances competitiveness (Herrera, 2015), that stakeholder
integration cultivates environmental sustainability orientation that im-
proves performance (Danso et al., 2020), and that mindfulness-based
organizational climates foster prosocial intrapreneurship and adaptive
engagement (Yela Ardanega et al., 2020), reinforcing the ethical and
relational underpinnings of compassionate innovation.

Together, these perspectives advance Compassionate Innovation as
an ontologically grounded and empirically extensible framework that
integrates relational metaphysics, moral intentionality, and systems
adaptability for sustainable and equitable transformation.

7.1. Summary of contributions

The CIF represents a significant advancement in the discourse on
ethical innovation, addressing critical gaps in existing frameworks such
as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Responsible Innovation
(RD). While these traditional models have laid important groundwork,
they often remain confined to harm reduction and compliance within
anthropocentric boundaries, neglecting the intricate web of in-
terdependencies that characterize today's globalized and technologi-
cally advanced societies (Gaim et al., 2021; Kopnina et al., 2018). Our
framework transcends these limitations by embracing a holistic
perspective rooted in dependent origination, compelling organizations
to recognize and engage with the full spectrum of their interconnected
impacts (Garfield, 1995).

By incorporating stinyata, the CIF introduces a dynamic and adaptive
ethical stance that aligns with the fluidity and complexity of contem-
porary innovation landscapes (Westerhoff, 2009; Heifetz & Linsky,
2002). This adaptability is crucial for organizations operating in envi-
ronments marked by rapid technological change and evolving societal
expectations, where rigid ethical codes may prove inadequate or obso-
lete (Pandza & Ellwood, 2013). The principle of karuna extends the
ethical imperative beyond mere avoidance of harm, fostering a proactive
commitment to alleviating suffering and enhancing well-being across all
stakeholders, including non-human entities and future generations
(Wallace, 1999; Cameron & Spreitzer, 2012). This shift toward
compassionate value creation not only enriches ethical discourse but
also aligns with emerging expectations of corporate responsibility in a
global context.

Our framework makes several theoretical contributions by extending
established management theories. It enriches stakeholder theory by
incorporating non-human and ecological stakeholders, thus responding
to calls for more inclusive and ecocentric models of organizational re-
sponsibility (Freeman, 1984; Hahn et al., 2018). The CIF enhances dy-
namic capabilities theory by embedding ethical reflexivity and
adaptability into strategic management, recognizing that ethical con-
siderations must evolve alongside organizational capabilities to navigate
changing environments effectively (Teece et al., 1997; Schilke et al.,
2018). Furthermore, it integrates with ecocentric ethics by advocating
for a compassionate approach that values the intrinsic worth of all en-
tities within the innovation ecosystem (Gladwin et al., 1995; Bansal &
Song, 2017).

Practically, the CIF provides actionable strategies for organizations
to operationalize its principles. Through tools such as stakeholder
mapping, ethical reflection workshops, and adaptive ethical dashboards,
organizations can implement the framework's core components — orga-
nizational conscientiousness, mindfulness, and vigilance — within their
innovation processes (Hahn et al., 2015; Schilke et al., 2018; Gaim et al.,
2021). These tools facilitate a transition from reactive to proactive
ethical engagement, enabling organizations to anticipate and address
ethical challenges before they escalate, thereby fostering resilience and
long-term sustainability.
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7.2. Limitations

Despite its comprehensive scope and potential, the CIF is not without
limitations. One notable challenge lies in the integration of abstract
philosophical concepts into practical organizational contexts. The
principles of dependent origination and $unyata, while profound, may
be conceptually challenging for practitioners unacquainted with Eastern
philosophical traditions (Garfield, 1995; Westerhoff, 2009). This gap
could hinder the effective translation of the framework's principles into
organizational policies and practices, risking superficial adoption
without genuine internalization.

Additionally, the successful implementation of the CIF presupposes a
level of organizational commitment and resource allocation that may
not be feasible for all entities, particularly small and medium-sized en-
terprises operating under resource constraints or intense market pres-
sures (Pandza & Ellwood, 2013; Caviola et al., 2014). Organizations
entrenched in short-term profit maximization may find it challenging to
prioritize the long-term and expansive ethical considerations advocated
by the CIF.

Measuring the impact of the CIF also presents a significant challenge.
The qualitative nature of concepts such as compassion and mindfulness
complicates the development of concrete metrics and performance in-
dicators (Wallace, 1999; Bishop et al., 2004). Without quantifiable
measures, it may be difficult for organizations to assess the effectiveness
of the framework and justify investments in its implementation.

Furthermore, the CIF's expansive ethical scope, which includes non-
human entities and future generations, may be perceived as overly
idealistic or impractical in certain industries or cultural contexts
(Kopnina et al., 2018; Purser et al., 1995). This perception could limit its
acceptance among organizations that prioritize immediate economic
returns over broader ethical considerations.

7.3. Recommendations for future research

To enhance the CIF's robustness and applicability, we propose
several avenues for future research. Firstly, empirical research is
essential to test the CIF's efficacy across diverse organizational settings
and industries. Longitudinal case studies and comparative analyses can
provide insights into how the framework operates in practice, identi-
fying success factors and potential obstacles. Such research would also
facilitate the development of best practices and guidelines for effective
implementation. Second, Given the diversity of organizational cultures
and societal norms, future research should explore how the CIF can be
adapted to different cultural contexts. This involves translating philo-
sophical principles into culturally resonant practices and examining how
local values and traditions can enrich the framework's application.
Cross-cultural studies could illuminate how the CIF interacts with
various ethical paradigms and business practices globally. Third,
advancing methodologies for measuring the impact of the CIF is crucial.
Researchers should aim to develop both qualitative and quantitative
metrics that capture the nuances of organizational conscientiousness,
mindfulness, and vigilance. Innovative assessment tools, such as com-
posite ethical indices or behavioral analytics, could provide organiza-
tions with tangible ways to monitor and enhance their ethical
performance.

Exploring synergies between the compassionate innovation and
established frameworks like CSR and RI can enhance its practical rele-
vance. Future studies should investigate how the CIF complements or
enhances these models, potentially leading to integrated frameworks
that leverage the strengths of multiple approaches. This integration
could facilitate smoother adoption by organizations already engaged in
CSR or Rl initiatives. As technology continues to evolve rapidly, research
should examine how the CIF applies to areas such as artificial intelli-
gence, biotechnology, and digital platforms. This includes addressing
specific ethical challenges posed by emerging technologies and
exploring how the framework can guide responsible innovation in these
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domains (Bostrom et al., 2019; Dafoe, 2018).

Developing effective methods for engaging a broad spectrum of
stakeholders is essential for the CIF's success. Future research should
focus on innovative stakeholder engagement strategies that incorporate
the voices of marginalized groups, non-human entities, and future
generations. This might involve interdisciplinary approaches combining
ethics, sociology, and environmental science to create robust engage-
ment models. Investigating the organizational barriers to implementing
the CI is also critical. Studies should examine factors such as resource
constrained environments, leadership styles, organizational structures,
and cultural dynamics that influence the adoption of ethical frame-
works. Identifying strategies to overcome resistance and foster a culture
supportive of compassionate innovation will be vital for practical
application.

7.4. Conclusions

In presenting the Compassionate Innovation Framework, we aspire
to contribute meaningfully to the ongoing evolution of ethical innova-
tion practices. While cognizant of the challenges inherent in oper-
ationalizing such an ambitious framework, we are confident that the CIF
offers a valuable lens through which organizations can reimagine their
role within the broader ecosystem. CIF rests on a foundational triad:
Nagarjuna’s relational ontology of dependent origination (e.g., Garfield,
1994), Santideva’s disciplined ethics of compassion (Hutton, 2014), and
Macy’s systems synthesis of interdependence (1991), from which its
managerial capabilities — conscientiousness, mindfulness, and vigilance
— are systematically derived. By embracing the interconnectedness of all
entities and committing to compassionate value creation, organizations
can transcend traditional limitations and foster innovation that is not
only responsible but also transformative.
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