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Abstract

Addressing growth through control, acceleration, and maximization is all too common in modern
business practice and contributes to employee burnout, financial short-termism, customer cynicism,
and waste. This paper argues Daoism can address and alleviate some of these problems through
Daoist philosophies. This is done by strategically applying Daoist concepts of Dao, De, Wu-Wei,
Ziran, and Yin-Yang to Daoist-inspired practices of human resource management, finance, marketing,
and operations management. This paper does not treat Daoism as a cultural metaphor. The application
of Daoist philosophy will be through the leader's contextual reading of the situation, graciously
minimizing force, cultivating ethical capital, respecting the limits of each person's abilities, and
balancing opposing forces. In HR management, Daoism and strategic harmony will appear as
employee flourishing and a non-coercive leadership style. In finance, Daoism and strategic harmony
will appear as the creation of long-term value. In marketing, Daoism and strategic harmony will
appear as value creation through authentic and open communication. In operations, Daoism and
strategic harmony will appear as resilience, simplicity, and waste elimination. The model and
framework proposed in this paper will be flexible to change and growth. This paper argues Daoism
and Daoist philosophies provide a valuable approach to stakeholder theory, the natural-resource-
based theory, service-dominant logic, dynamic capabilities, and beyond. The primary argument this
paper puts forward is that the absence of growth is not the problem, rather it is the absence of growth
that protects the human, financial, social, and ecosystem resources that provide long-term and
continuous viability to an organization.

Keywords: Daoism; wu-wei; strategic harmony; sustainable growth; human resource management;
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1.Introduction

Management language still predominantly defines 'strategy' as focusing on various forms of
‘competitive' and 'financial' growth. There is some merit to this type of language for businesses
needing 'direction’ and 'accountability.' However, it falls short when discussing 'growth' that is at odds
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with the very conditions necessary for survival. A business can grow financially whilst exhausting its
workers, harming its suppliers, creating unsustainable and unmanageable 'wants' in its consumers
and damaging the environment. Therefore, 'sustainable management' cannot be achieved simply by
adopting 'social' and 'environmental' objectives within conventional management strategies. It
requires a rethinking of 'growth' that factors in constraints and limitations of time, the
interdependence of individuals and the quality of the relationships with all stakeholders (Freeman
1984, WCED 1987, Hart 1995, Elkington 1997).

Daoist philosophy contributes an interesting perspective to this discussion. Daoism assumes that the
most effective forms of 'social' and 'environmental' management are those that align with natural
systems and processes. In the context of Daoist philosophy, the 'dao’ or 'way' is the natural order of
things that can be influenced, whilst wu-wei is the practice of taking action that does not impose will.
ziran describes the state of self-so unfolding and yin-yang is the balance of dual and complementary
forces (Laozi 2003, Graham 1989, Slingerland 2000, Fang 2012). All of these concepts can be applied to
management. Daoist philosophy encourages management practices that leave space for and harness
the natural 'living' systems and 'configurations' of people, resources, markets and processes in an
organization to create long lasting 'value.'

This study attempts to fill a particular deficiency in literature on Daoist leadership and sustainability.
While some studies have addressed leadership behavior and employee "green" behavior from
a certain Daoist perspective, there are far fewer studies that integrate Daoist reasoning throughout
HR, Finance, Marketing and Operations. This paper elaborates on the idea of Strategic Harmony. In
this context, it can be defined as the capacity of an organization to grow by aligning people, capital
and markets to processes in a context of balance, non-coercive action, and ecological restraint. The
paper is developed in four steps. The first explains the Daoist basis of strategic harmony. The second
applies these principles to four core management functions. The third step proposes an integrated
theory and research framework, and the last provides a final statement on sustainable organizational
growth.The last is a final statement that explains the Daoist contribution to the theory of sustainable
organizational growth (Xing and Sims 2012; Xing and Starik 2017; Tan 2023).

2.Daoist Foundations of Strategic Harmony

The first premise of strategic harmony is that organisations are not machines that can be driven to a
greater extent at a greater cost. They are social and ecological systems wherein the performance is the
result of the relationship among the people, the resources, the customers, the technologies and the
environments. Daoist thought is relevant to management thinking and practice because it reflects on
how action can be effective without forcing it. Daoist thought does not dismiss goal-oriented action.
However, it problematizes the belief that greater control will result in better outcomes. The
forthcoming sub-sections will provide a translation of core Daoist thought to management practice
and will link individual well-being and organisational harmony.

2.1 Dao, de, wu-wei, ziran and yin-yang as management principles

Dao can be described as the patterned way in which natural and social phenomena come to be. In the
context of management, great importance is placed on the sensitivity to context and timing. A dao-
inspired management practice will not impose a strategic framework on every market or workforce.
Rather, it will define what the situation is already coming to be, what the limits are and what the
latent capabilities are. This is in somewhat of a similar logic to that of dynamic capabilities however it
incorporates an ethical stance against greater intervention (Teece 2007; Laozi 2003).

De is the trust component that a leader builds in order to influence others without having to keep
track of them. A leader with de doesn't depend on their title, bribes, or threats. This leader earns
people's trust by being consistent, fair, and serious about ethics. The next concept is wu-wei, which
refers to the type of action that such a leader would take. It is neither inaction nor laziness. It is the
type of action that is considerate and unobtrusive. It removes barriers and acts precisely at the
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moment that it is needed. It avoids the friction caused by ego, impatience, or bureaucracy. Slingerland
calls it action without effort. In management, it has been shown that flow, the ability to think and act
simultaneously, and self-defense can influence leadership practice within the contexts of Chinese
management (Xing and Sims, 2012).

Ziran builds on this by focusing on what is real and authentic that can organize itself. It encourages
the practice of designing work within organizations that allows employees and teams to be self-
corrective and where contribution is made through individual strengths, rather than through a fear of
being repeatedly corrected. Yin-yang introduces the last principle of integration. It interprets strategic
tensions as being complementary rather than oppositional (Fang, 2012), (Tan, 2023).

Table 1. Daoist Concepts and Their Management Translation

Daoist Philosophical meaning | Management translation Sustainable growth
concept implication
Dao The way or underlying | Strategy follows | Growth becomes
pattern of change context, timing and | adaptive rather than
interdependence forceful
De Virtue, efficacy and | Leadership gains Stakeholder trust
moral influence Credibility through | becomes a strategic asset
integrity
Wu-wei Non-forcing, effortless | Reduce unnecessary | Efficiency is
and timely action intervention  and achieved without burnout
organisational friction or waste
Ziran Naturalness and self-so | Encourage authentic | Innovation emerges
unfolding contribution  and self- | from autonomy and fit
organisation
Yin-yang | Dynamic balance Balance  profit/purpose, | Resilience grows
of control/autonomy and through balanced trade-
opposite but stability/change offs
complementary forces

Explanation: This table translates the key philosophical terminology into managerial language. It shifts the
discourse from abstract philosophy to Daoist reasoning application to HR, Finance, Marketing and Operations.

2.2 From individual well-being to organisational harmony

The article on Yang Zhu in the Liezi helps illustrate how a Daoist-inspired text can employ integrative
thinking with respect to well-being by asking questions regarding the whose happiness, the how, and
the why of the matter (Joshi 2024). Similar questions can be posed regarding organizations. The whose
in harmony can include employees, shareholders, clients, suppliers, communities, or even the
ecosystems. The how of harmony can be through the mechanisms of rules, incentives, culture, design,
or even restraint. The why of harmony can be in the pursuit of efficiency, legitimacy, resilience, or
even the greater flourishing of life. These questions can help in the shift from narrow functional
optimization to a systemic perspective of organizational vitality.

Daoist thinking warns against the misinterpretation of what is genuine flourishing. Yangist writings
critique the pursuit of name, position, things, and even excessive control as they contribute to the
formation of an anxious and thus unfree life (Graham 1990; Joshi 2024). In the context of
organizations, this is a critique of the type of growth that appears impressive, but in the long term, it
produces negative consequences: absence due to stress, a loss of trust, expansion with debt,
greenwashing or an unbalanced supply chain. Therefore, the strategic harmony principle incorporates
the idea of life loving and of minimizing harm. It values the employee, not as a tool, but a person, it
values finance as stewardship over wealth, it values marketing as relationship over manipulation, and
it values operations as flow over speed.
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This position is neither anti-competition nor anti-ambition. Rather, it is a model of disciplined
ambition. The organization still seeks to perform, but it does not engage in excess conduct that
undermines the organization’s ability to be adaptable in the future. In this context, strategic harmony
builds on stakeholder theory, the natural-resource-based view, and dynamic capabilities. Stakeholder
theory expands responsibility; the natural-resource-based view relates ecological competitiveness to
performance; dynamic capabilities relate to the ability to change. Daoist strategic harmony brings a
philosophical logic of the sufficiency, balance, and non-coercion (Freeman 1984; Hart 1995; Teece 2007;
Xing and Starik 2017).

3.Functional Integration for Sustainable Organisational Growth

Understanding the value of strategic harmony becomes even clearer with the example of the
management functions. The four management functions that we will discuss here tend to be treated as
individual technical domains, despite the fact that they mutually influence one another. Human
Resources (HR) builds up the organisation's capabilities and culture. Finance decides where time and
money will be spent. Marketing develops the organisation's connections with its customers and the
wider community. Operations implements the organisation's purpose into its day-to-day activities.
The Daoist approach encourages each of the management functions to minimise unnecessary effort
and to enhance the health and wellbeing of the overall organisation.

3.1 Human resource management: non-coercive leadership and employee flourishing

Countless modern companies are afflicted by the paradox of over-management. A delicate balancing
act is required to promote creativity, agility, and loyalty in the workforce while not providing an
environment of constant observation, rigid and unrealistic goal setting, constant reporting, and a
culture that punishes failure. The paradox affects engagement and generates burnout and defensive
workplace behavior. The management of the workforce as a resource has evolved but considering
staff as a resource that can be spent can be exploitative and lacks respect and autonomy (Beer et al
1984; Schuler and Jackson 1987; Ulrich 1997).

Wu-wei corrects this view of leadership by repositioning the multiplication of organizational
commands to the removal of barriers to employee creativity and self-direction. A non-coercive HR
system positions employees to achieve organizational purposes through role design and the removal
of unnecessary tasks and processes to create the space for decision-making. De is critical in this
context, as unbounded autonomy can be experienced as neglect. Employees need to feel purposeful
and cared for in order to perceive autonomy as trust and not absence. Ziran incorporates the
psychologically safe workplace to support the alignment of values and enhance flourishing in the
workplace.

HR practices are designed to promote goal alignment and values-driven performance coaching with
the addition of self-determination and well-being as performance indicators, as well as flexible work.
These practices maintain a sense of accountability, but it becomes developmental and relational rather
than punitive. A positive and sustainable outcome is a workforce that is healthier, more creative and
more willing to engage in pro-environmental behavior (Xing and Starik 2017; Tan 2023).

3.2 Finance management: enoughness, prudence and sustainable value creation

With respect to maximization, finance is typically the most explicit. Short-term success measures may
be achieved using techniques such as cutting costs and using more aggressive or extractive forms of
leverage. These techniques, however, create negative externalities as they shift the burden to
employees, suppliers, customers, and even the environment. The Daoist approach recognizes that
profit is important, but asks if the financial choices being made are nourishing the organization’s
health and vitality, or if profit is being used for purposes that are financially cannibalizing the
organization.

The concept of enough is important in a Daoist approach. Enough does not equate to mediocrity, or
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average. It reflects an understanding of the point where more profits begin to cause dysfunction and
harm the organization. The yin-yang mindset also helps when dealing with the tradeoffs of finance
where it is common to have competing values such as liquidity versus investment, risk versus return,
and so on. Within finance, strategic harmony would mean financing choices are made with preference
for a good risk/return trade off, keeping the risk within reason, and financing the organization’s
means to improve its competitive advantage in the future.

The Daoist approach to finance would use its principles to help measure the return on capital in a way
that works to account for the harm being done to the environment and create a more sustainable
future for employees and suppliers. This approach reverses the financial extraction model and leads
to sustainable value creation.

3.3 Marketing management: authenticity, relational harmony and non-manipulative persuasion

Marketing connects the values that organizations offer with what society aspires toward. Marketing
can inform consumers, encourage and build trust, and promote conscious consumption, but can also
involve making exaggerated and misleading claims, generating artificial demand, and covering up
environmental externalities. The issue is not with the ability to influence buying decisions, it is with
the influence that is not grounded in authenticity and accountability. If consumers are aware that
marketing is using inauthentic manipulation, marketing will erode the trust that consumers rely on
for long-term brand value (Morgan and Hunt 1994; Kotler and Keller 2016).

Ziran, or authenticity, shapes the strategies made by an organization to remain consistent. Having
Wu-wei is respectful persuasion. When marketing is using manipulation or urgency, trust and respect
for the organization will not remain. However, if the organization is consistent, integrity of the brand
will enhance customer loyalty.

This is the direction that relationship marketing and the service-dominant logic take, as the value is
co-created during the interaction, as opposed to being transitioned from seller to buyer (Vargo and
Lusch 2004). To combine Daoist harmony with the first principle of service, simply co-creating value is
not sufficient. Rather, an organization should adopt principles and practices that foster community
trust, repair, and ecological sustainability. This is not the marketing of adding sustainability as a
token effort to fulfill socially responsible practices; it is a strategy to sustainably protect the trust
consumers have today (Porter and Kramer 2011; Fang 2012).

3.4 Operations management: flow, simplicity, resilience and waste reduction

Operations management realizes the movement of materials, information and work with strategy.
Traditional operational problems relate to friction, such as over-processing, waiting, defects,
imbalance, pressures and rigidity, as well as waste. Lean thinking has shown that unnecessary steps
conceal costs and that flow is critical to quality and efficiency (Womack and Jones 1996; Liker 2004).
Daoist wu-wei adds to the lexicon to address this.

In operations, wu-wei does not suggest achieving more with less work in an oversimplified sense. It
refers to the removal of avoidable and unnecessary interventions that inhibit work from flowing. A
wu-wei-inspired design helps to eliminate rework, confusion due to handovers, and delays caused by
bureaucracy. In addition, simplicity is important and can be compromised due to the concealment of
waste through complexity. Ziran says that systems should be designed for the actual constraints of
human, material and environmental resources instead of ideal assumptions. Yin-yang provides the
equilibrium between efficiency and resilience, as there is a high probability of fragility in systems
designed for extreme leanness and excess resources provide a buffer.

Therefore, in operations, sustainability translates to the implementation of more circular material
flows, lifecycle thinking, and planning capacity that is more collaborative and flexible. Sustainable
supply chain research has shown that the social and ecological domains must be integrated within
supply chain management and not be considered an afterthought (Seuring and Mueller 2008). In this
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domain, Daoist strategic harmony translates into less waste and defects, lowered ecological impacts
and an increased ability to adapt to disruptions (Christopher 2000; Teece 2007).

Table 2. Functional Integration Matrix for Daoist Strategic Harmony

Function Conventional risk Daoist strategic harmony Expected sustainable
response outcome
HR Control, burnout and | Non-coercive leadership, | Well-being, creativity and
low commitment autonomy and employee | green employee behaviour
cultivation
Finance Short-term Enoughness, prudence and | Financial resilience and
maximization and | long-term stakeholder | responsible growth
extractive value value
Manipulation,  over- | Authentic communication | Trust, loyalty and
Marketing | consumption and and relational value co- | responsible consumption
distrust creation
Operations | Waste, rigidity Flow, simplicity, | Lower waste, resilience
and supply-chain | circularity and and resource efficiency
fragility adaptive balance

Explanation: This matrix demonstrates the alignment of the four functions through Daoist strategic harmony.
Sustainable development is shown to be the result of balance across functions, rather than the excellence of
functions in isolation.

100

Alignment score (0-100

B0 ~
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20 1

Function-wise Daoist Strategic Harmony Alignment
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Figure 1. Function-wise Daoist Strategic Harmony Alignment

Explanation: This sample bar chart depicts the degree of alignment of each management function with the
proposed strategic harmony principles. The scores are arbitrary placeholders that may eventually be substituted
with data from a survey, expert evaluations or results from a content analysis.
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Strategic Harmony Capability Profile
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Figure 2. Strategic Harmony Capability Profile

Explanation: This radar Figure depicts the company as a balanced capability system. A rounded profile shows
that the company’s development of employee well-being, financial prudence, customer trust, operational flow,
environmental care and adaptive resilience are being achieved in harmony, rather than at the expense of each
other.

4 Strategic Harmony Framework and Research Agenda

The main elements of this paper begin with Daoist philosophy and move through the layers of
functional management, harmonizing mediation techniques, and end with sustainable growth at the
organizational level. The strategy of harmony is the ability of an organization to achieve sustainable
growth through the people, the capital, the markets, and the processes in balance with the context,
unrestricted and non-coercive, and with consideration of the environment. It is not a soft strategy; it is
a hard strategy that minimizes friction and preserves life.

The framework shows clearly the contradiction of a company that has a great culture of HR but
undermines that culture with short-term thinking and a focus on financial performance. A company
may have great sustainability in their positioning, yet may not deliver sustainably on that promise. A
company may have efficient processes that are structurally brittle and collapse in the face of
disruption. Therefore, strategic harmony requires the cooperation of all functions of the organization.

Sustainable growth is the result of financial, social, and environmental balance, rather than the sole
focus on the economic bottom line (Freeman 1984; Hart 1995; Elkington 1997).

Five propositions are the basis for future research. P1: leadership models based on the philosophy of
wu-wei enhance employee well-being and creativity. P2: considerate finance is the determining factor
of sustainability and success in the long-term. P3: genuine marketing fosters trust and encourages
consumers to behave responsibly. P4: the flow paradigm in operations encourages the equilibrium of
resource use and enhances the structural robustness of the organization. P5: the pursuit of cross
functional harmony is a greater contributor to the organization's sustainable growth than the pursuit
of excellence within the individual functions in an organization. These propositions may be validated
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through the use of a variety of research approaches, such as surveys and interviews of managers and
employees, content analysis of sustainability reports, case studies of purpose-oriented firms, and the
use of structural equation models.

The contribution is integrative in nature. Stakeholder Theory indicates the ethical and tactical
significance of various constituencies. The resource-based view and the natural-resource-based view
address how certain capabilities and eco-friendly/resource-based practices may become competitive
advantages. Service-dominant logic focuses on the relational value of collaboration. Dynamic
capabilities concentrate on continuous change and reconfiguration. The Daoist strategic harmony also
supplements the other theories with deeper logic and sufficiency that connects those theories to an
ethically grounded orientation of balance and non-forcing action. This supports sustainable growth
(Barney 1991; Vargo and Lusch 2004; Teece 2007; Eccles et al. 2014; Xing and Starik 2017).

Funchional practioes
HR, - Finance - Marketing
Operations

(oo, de, wu-wii, —_—

Daoist pringiples
Ziran, yin-yandg)

Sustainakle
organisational growth
picple, profit, plane

and resilience

Strategec harmony
balancea, restraint, trust
and Now

witll-baing, prudencas,

Harmony capabilities
trust, flow, adaptation

‘

Crass-functional alignment converts Daoist principles inte measurable capabilities and durable oulcarmes,
Figure 3. Daoist Strategic Harmony Integration Framework

Explanation: Strategic harmony is the priority of this framework at the organizational level. dao, de and wu-
wei is how the framework integrates the four key functions of HR, finance, marketing, and operations. Balanced,
restrained, trusting, and flowing collaboration among the four functions will achieve growth for the
organization.

Table 3. Suggested Variables, Indicators and Data Sources for Future Empirical Testing

Construct Indicative measures Possible data source
Wu-wei Non-interference, trust, coaching, removal of |Employee survey; leadership,
leadership obstacles interviews
Employee Well-being, autonomy, psychological safety, |HR analytics; survey scales
harmony green behaviour
Financial harmony|Long-term investment ratio, ESG spending, |Annual reports;
risk resilience sustainability reports
Marketing Customer trust, complaint reduction, green |Customer survey; social
harmony claim credibility media sentiment
Operational |Waste  reduction, process flow, supplier [Operations  data; supplier
harmony collaboration, resilience audits
Sustainable Balanced financial, social and environmental |Balanced scorecard;  ESG
growth performance and performance data

Explanation: This table transforms the components of the conceptual framework into measurable elements. It
provides potential empirical evidence by relating Daoist management constructs to observable indicators and
data sources.
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Sustainable Growth Trajectories
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Figure 4. Sustainable Growth Trajectories

Explanation: This line Figure describes a concept that in the beginning, people may see greater returns from
aggressive maximization, but as time goes on and society, the economy and the environment feel the strain, those
returns will likely diminish. The path of strategic harmony will show the most consistent growth. This is because
the strategy maximizes the health of the organization.

5. Conclusion

This paper argues sustainable management in HR, finance, marketing and operations can be
reimagined using Daoist philosophy. The central idea is that growth cannot be the result of constant
effort, speed or extraction. Growth occurs when an organization develops the ability to operate with a
sensitivity to the context, with ethics, with restraint and with balance. Therefore, the concepts of dao,
de, wu-wei, ziran and yin-yang, can be integrated into the practice of management.

The four functional applications demonstrate the value of strategic harmony. HR is focused on
cultivation, finance is on stewardship, marketing is on building authentic relations and operations is
focused on resilient flow. All functional areas must be in harmony as the sustainability of one
functional area may be jeopardized by the harmony of another. Therefore, strategic harmony is not
the absence of growth. It is the honoring of the people, the trust, the capital, the capabilities of the
processes and the ecosystem in order to achieve sustainable growth.

The framework can be explored in future studies by conducting cross-cultural management studies,
comparative case studies, and designing a survey for managers and employees, in addition to
sustainability report assessments and creating a measurement scale for strategic harmony. This work
will allow Daoist management studies to move beyond metaphors and broaden the existing theories
on how organizations can generate growth without drawing on the sources that sustain it (Laozi 2003;
Fang 2012; Eccles et al. 2014; Xing and Starik 2017; Tan 2023).
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