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In the face of growing environmental, so-
cial, and economic instability, sustainable
innovation has become a strategic impera-
tive for organizations operating in vola-
tile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous
(VUCA) environments. This conceptual pa-
per proposes an integrative framework
that positions employee mindfulness as a
critical antecedent of creativity, emphasiz-
ing its role in fostering sustainable inno-
vation and organizational resi l ience.
Drawing from the Self-determination
Theory, Broaden-and-Build Theory, Com-
ponential Theory of Creativity, Job De-
mands-Resources Model, and Social Ex-
change Theory, the framework identifies
two mediating pathways—work meaning-
fulness (cognitive) and workplace happi-
ness (emotional)—through which mindful-
ness enhances creative capabilities aligned
with sustainability goals.The framework
lays a foundation for future empirical re-
search and practical interventions aimed
at advancing mindful, sustainable innova-
tion across diverse industries.
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Rethinking Creativity for
Sustainable Innovation

In the 21st century, organi-
zational success increasingly
depends not only on the finan-
cial metrics but also on how to
become a cornerstone of sus-
tainable innovation, allowing or-
ganizations to align economic,
environmental, and social value
creation (Popescu, 2022). How-
ever, sustaining such innovation
in practice is complex, particu-
larly within volatile, uncertain,
complex, and ambiguous
(VUCA) environments. These
dynamic conditions, intensified
by climate crises, pandemics,
and digital disruptions, strain
organizational capacity and de-
mand new paradigms of resil-
ience and responsibility (Shet,
2024; Subrahmanyam & Sarkis,
2025).

Organizations striving for
sustainability must not only
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adopt green technologies or circular
practices, but also nurture the inner ca-
pacities of their workforce to think
adaptively and ethically. Employee cre-
ativity, when guided by values such as
purpose and responsibility, can produce
solutions that go beyond profit-centric
outcomes and contribute meaningfully to
environmental and societal well-being
(Naqvi & Naqvi, 2023). Hence, foster-
ing a psychologically empowered
workforce becomes essential.

Navigating VUCA Through
Mindfulness

The VUCA paradigm—originally
coined in military contexts—now char-
acterizes globalized markets marked by
rapid environmental change, geopolitical
instability, and complex stakeholder de-
mands. In such environments, employees
frequently encounter cognitive overload,
stress, and burnout, limiting their capac-
ity for innovative, long-term thinking
(Khan et al., 2021). Traditional efficiency-
focused strategies often fall short, as they
neglect the psychological and emotional
foundations of creative resilience.

Mindfulness, defined as a receptive
awareness of the present moment with
non-judgmental attention (Brown & Ryan,
2003), offers a transformative approach
to cultivating these foundations. As a per-
sonal and collective resource, mindfulness
enhances attention regulation, emotional
resilience, and self-awareness—key quali-
ties needed to innovate responsibly under
pressure (Critchley, 2020). Recent schol-
arship has also linked mindfulness with
prosocial behavior, ethical decision-mak-

ing, and environmental concern, position-
ing it as an enabler of sustainability-ori-
ented creativity (Subrahmanyam &
Sarkis, 2025; Levey & Levey, 2019).

Toward a Mindfulness-Based
Framework

Despite the recognized benefits of
mindfulness, the mechanisms through which
it contributes to sustainable innovation re-
main underexplored. This study seeks to fill
that gap by developing a dual-pathway con-
ceptual framework linking employee mind-
fulness to creativity through two mediators:
work meaningfulness and workplace hap-
piness. Work meaningfulness, as a cogni-
tive pathway, fosters intrinsic motivation and
goal alignment; workplace happiness, as an
emotional pathway, amplifies optimism and
resilience—both of which are essential for
ideating sustainable solutions in uncertain
environments (Fredrickson et al., 2008; Gar-
land et al., 2015).

Moreover, this framework situates
mindfulness not merely as a stress-reduc-
tion technique, but as a strategic resource
that empowers employees to generate
value-aligned, adaptive, and contextually
responsive innovations. By bridging posi-
tive psychology, sustainability theory, and
organizational behavior, this paper offers
novel insights into how organizations can
cultivate inner and outer resilience for
long-term sustainability in a VUCA world.

Theoretical & Integrative
Framework

Organizations str iving for
sustainability in VUCA (Volatile, Uncer-
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tain, Complex, Ambiguous) environments
must look beyond operational processes
and cultivate employees’ internal psycho-
logical resources. This framework pro-
poses that employee mindfulness—a non-
judgmental awareness of the present
moment—acts as a core enabler of
sustainability-oriented creativity through
two mediating pathways: work meaning-
fulness and workplace happiness. Five
well-established theories guide the con-
ceptual foundation.

Self-Determination Theory (SDT):
SDT posits that when basic psychological
needs—autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness—are met, individuals experience
intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Mindfulness enhances self-awareness and
autonomy, encouraging employees to con-
nect deeply with values such as ecological
responsibility and social impact (Michaelson
et al., 2014). This connection fosters work
meaningfulness and creative engagement
in sustainability goals.

Broaden-and-Build Theory:
Fredrickson’s (2004) theory asserts that
positive emotions broaden cognition and
build psychological resources. Mindful-
ness promotes emotional balance and
optimism (Garland et al., 2015), which
enhance workplace happiness. Happy
employees are more resilient and open
to generating innovative, sustainability-
oriented ideas.

Componential Theory of Creativ-
ity: Amabile (1996) highlights that cre-
ativity arises from domain knowledge,
creative thinking skills, and intrinsic mo-
tivation. Mindfulness supports creative

thinking by reducing cognitive rigidity and
improving insight (Henriksen et al., 2020),
while work meaningfulness enhances
motivation to pursue socially and envi-
ronmentally responsible innovation.

Job Demands–Resources (JDR)
Model: The JDR model states that per-
sonal and job resources buffer against
burnout and enhance performance
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Mindful-
ness acts as a personal resource that
helps manage VUCA-related stress,
while meaningfulness and happiness
serve as motivational forces sustaining
creativity (Khan et al., 2021).

Social  Exchange Theory: This
theory suggests that trust and reciproc-
ity drive positive workplace behaviors
(Blau, 1964). Mindfulness fosters empa-
thy and emotional intelligence (Glomb et
al., 2011), promoting social cohesion and
collaborative creativity—essential in
sustainability-focused innovation efforts.

Integrated Framework Summary

· Mindfulness ’! Work Meaningfulness
(cognitive path)
Supports intrinsic motivation for
sustainability-related creativity.

· Mindfulness ’! Workplace Happiness
(emotional path)
Enhances positive affect and open-
ness, key to creative problem-solv-
ing.

· Meaningfulness & Happiness ’! Cre-
ativity
Together, they support value-driven,
emotionally resilient innovation.
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· Creativity ’! Sustainable Innovation
& Organizational Resilience
This leads to adaptive capacity, ethi-
cal impact, and long-term success.

Literature Review & Hypothesis
Formulation

We critically review the extant re-
search linking mindfulness, work mean-
ingfulness, workplace happiness, and cre-
ativity within the context of sustainability
and organizational resilience in VUCA
environments. Drawing on multiple theo-
retical perspectives and empirical stud-
ies, we establish the basis for the hypoth-
esized relationships in the proposed con-
ceptual model.

Mindfulness enables employees to
manage uncertainty, reduce stress
reactivity, and engage in ethically
aligned decision-making.

Mindfulness and Sustainable In-
novation: Mindfulness,  defined as
present-centered awareness with an at-
titude of openness and acceptance
(Brown & Ryan, 2003), has been increas-
ingly recognized as a facilitator of

sustainability-oriented behaviors and in-
novative thinking. In VUCA environ-
ments, mindfulness enables employees to
manage uncertainty, reduce stress reac-
tivity, and engage in ethically aligned de-
cision-making (Khan et  a l .,  2021;
Subrahmanyam & Sarkis, 2025). More-
over, it enhances attention regulation and
adaptive functioning—cognitive traits
essential for creativity and sustainable
problem-solving (Critchley, 2020).

H1: Employee mindfulness is positively
associated with sustainability-ori-
ented creativity.

Mindfulness and Work Meaning-
fulness: Work meaningfulness refers to
the extent to which employees perceive
their work as significant, purposeful, and
aligned with personal values (Rosso et
al., 2010). Mindfulness fosters introspec-
tive clarity and value alignment, leading
individuals to reframe work tasks as
more significant and socially impactful
(Michaelson et al., 2014). Empirical find-
ings suggest that mindful employees are
more likely to experience their roles as
meaningful due to heightened self-aware-
ness and purpose orientation (Popescu,
2022; Paterson et al., 2021).

H2: Employee mindfulness is positively
associated with work meaningful-
ness.

Work Meaningfulness and
Creativity:Employees who find their
work meaningful are intrinsically moti-
vated, which is a core driver of creativ-
ity (Amabile & Pratt, 2016). Work mean-
ingfulness enhances goal commitment
and cognitive engagement, encouraging
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individuals to propose novel ideas that
serve both organizational and societal
good (Chaudhary & Panda, 2018). Par-
ticularly in sustainability-driven contexts,
meaningful work fosters moral imagina-
tion and long-term thinking essential for
innovative environmental and social so-
lutions.

H3: Work meaningfulness is positively
associated with sustainability-ori-
ented creativity.

H4: Work meaningfulness mediates the
relationship between mindfulness
and sustainability-oriented creativity.

Mindfulness and Workplace Hap-
piness; Workplace happiness includes
positive affective states such as joy, en-
gagement, and satisfaction derived from
work experiences (Fisher, 2010). Mind-
fulness has been linked with increased
emotional regulation, reduced workplace
stress, and enhanced well-being (Garland
et al., 2015; Critchley, 2020). Mindful in-
dividuals are more likely to interpret chal-
lenges constructively, experience grati-
tude, and maintain positive interpersonal

relations, contributing to higher levels of
happiness at work (Kabat-Zinn, 2005;
Henriksen et al., 2020).

H5: Employee mindfulness is positively
associated with workplace happi-
ness.

Workplace Happiness and Creativ-
ity: Positive emotions expand cognitive
flexibility and openness to experience,
which are foundational for creative think-
ing (Fredrickson, 2004). Happy employ-
ees are more curious, socially connected,
and resilient—traits that contribute to
generating innovative ideas (Garland et
al., 2015). Within sustainability-oriented
innovation, happiness enhances collective
morale and supports experimental ap-
proaches to long-term solutions (Naqvi
& Naqvi, 2023).

H6: Workplace happiness is positively
associated with sustainability-ori-
ented creativity.

H7: Workplace happiness mediates the
relationship between mindfulness
and sustainability-oriented creativity.

Fig. 1 Hypothesized Model
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Integrated Framework and Dual
Pathway Model: Integrating these findings,
the model proposes a dual pathway through
which mindfulness affects creativity: a cog-
nitive pathway via work meaningfulness and
an emotional pathway via workplace happi-
ness. Both mediators contribute uniquely to
sustainable innovation by enabling employ-
ees to engage fully, adapt flexibly, and pur-
sue value-aligned creative outcomes in com-
plex organizational settings.

Theoretical Advancement

This study advances the theoretical
understanding by integrating mindfulness
into the discourse on sustainable innova-
tion, creativity, and resilience within
VUCA organizations. Specifically, it of-
fers five key contributions:

1. Bridging Psychological  and
Sustainability Theories:

By combining Self-Determination
Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), Broaden-
and-Build Theory (Fredrickson, 2004),
and Componential Theory of Creativ-
ity (Amabile & Pratt, 2016), this model
provides a nuanced explanation of how
mindfulness nurtures sustainable creativ-
ity through internal motivational and emo-
tional mechanisms. This responds to calls
for incorporating psychological resources
into models of sustainability (Popescu,
2022).

2. Introducing a Dual Pathway Frame-
work:

Existing research tends to examine
either the cognitive (e.g., work meaning-
fulness) or affective (e.g., happiness)

effects of mindfulness. This study inte-
grates both into a dual mediation model,
demonstrating that mindfulness influences
creativity via parallel cognitive and emo-
tional channels (Michaelson et al., 2014;
Garland et al., 2015). This duality adds
explanatory depth to understanding how
innovation emerges in complex environ-
ments.

3. Redef ining Creativi ty as
Sustainability-Oriented:

By emphasizing sustainability-ori-
ented creativity, the model shifts focus
from purely commercial or aesthetic out-
puts to purpose-driven innovation. This
concept supports recent research argu-
ing that sustainable innovation requires
an expanded ethical and long-term view
of creativity (Chaudhary & Panda, 2018;
Subrahmanyam & Sarkis, 2025).

4. Contextualizing Within VUCA Con-
ditions:

The framework positions mindfulness
as a personal resilience resource particu-
larly valuable in VUCA environments,
where ambiguity and overload undermine
creative cognition (Khan et al., 2021). It
also reinforces the applicability of the Job
Demands–Resources Model by illustrat-
ing how inner resources buffer against
the adverse effects of such contexts
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007).

5. Extending Social  Exchange
Theory:

Through emotional self-regulation
and empathetic awareness, mindfulness
enhances relational trust and social ex-
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change quality—factors previously
underexplored in linking mindfulness to
sustainability-driven collaboration (Glomb
et al., 2011; Blau, 1964).

Practical Implications

This dual conceptual model also of-
fers actionable insights for managers,
organizational leaders, HR practitioners,
and sustainability strategists:

1. Embedding Mindfulness in Orga-
nizational Culture:

Mindfulness should be promoted not
only through individual-level practices
(e.g., meditation sessions, breathing
workshops), but also by integrating mind-
fulness into leadership styles, decision-
making frameworks, and team norms
(Levey & Levey, 2019). Doing so culti-
vates an organizational climate conducive
to thoughtful innovation and ecological
awareness.

2. Designing Meaning-Centered
Work Environments:

HR professionals can enhance work
meaningfulness by aligning roles with
employees’ values, offering autonomy,
and clarifying how tasks contribute to
broader societal and environmental goals
(Rosso et al., 2010). Purposeful job de-
sign increases motivation for
sustainability-linked innovation.

3. Fostering Workplace Happiness
for Resilient Innovation:

Organizations can support happiness
through employee recognition, support-

ive feedback, and psychological safety,
all of which are linked to proactive and
collaborative creativity (Fisher, 2010).
These practices also help retain talent in
demanding, dynamic environments.

4. Developing Sustainability-Respon-
sive Leadership:

Leaders trained in mindful and ethi-
cal leadership can serve as role models,
balancing innovation with environmental
and social stewardship. Such leadership
can promote trust, collaboration, and
alignment with long-term sustainable de-
velopment goals (Subrahmanyam &
Sarkis, 2025).

5. Building VUCA-Ready Workforce
Capacities:

Finally, organizations can integrate
mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs)
into their resilience training programs to
equip employees with tools to manage
ambiguity and act creatively under pres-
sure (Khan et al., 2021). This supports
sustainable adaptability and organizational
transformation.

Policy Implications

The model also carry significant im-
plications for policymakers, especially
those focused on sustainable development
goals (SDGs), future-of-work strategies,
and organizational well-being frameworks:

1. Recognize Mindfulness as an SDG-
Enabling Competency

Policymakers and regulators should
recognize mindfulness as a key soft skill
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that enhances employee engagement with
SDG-aligned behaviors—such as energy
efficiency, waste reduction, and social
inclusion (Popescu, 2022; Subrahmanyam
& Sarkis, 2025).

2. Embed Mindfulness into ESG Guide-
lines and Workplace Health Policies

Labor and environmental ministries can
integrate mindfulness programs into na-
tional Occupational Health and Safety
(OHS) and well-being policies. Doing so
aligns mental well-being with productivity,
innovation, and sustainable development
(Kabat-Zinn, 2005; Levey & Levey, 2019).

3. Support Organizational Transforma-
tion Through IDG-SDG Linkages

National innovation and sustainability
bodies should promote frameworks that
link Inner Development Goals (IDGs)—
such as presence, empathy, and resil-
ience—to outer SDG indicators, espe-
cially under Goal 8 (Decent Work), Goal
9 (Industry, Innovation), and Goal 12 (Re-
sponsible Consumption).

4. Provide Funding and Incentives for
Mindfulness-Based Innovation Prac-
tices

Governments and development agen-
cies can provide grants or tax incentives
to organizations that adopt evidence-
based mindfulness interventions tied to
sustainability metrics—supporting not just
efficiency, but ethical and ecological in-
novation (Chaudhary & Panda, 2018).

5. Encourage Public–Private Collabora-
tion on Mindfulness Research

Cross-sector partnerships can be fos-
tered to pilot large-scale studies on mind-
fulness and sustainable innovation—cre-
ating open-access toolkits and public data
repositories to drive further adoption and
equity in psychological sustainability prac-
tices.

Finally, the model encourages com-
panies to connect inner development
goals (IDGs) like mindfulness, compas-
sion, and self-awareness to external ESG
commitments. This bridges the personal
and inst i tutional  dimensions of
sustainability and provides measurable
benefits for innovation, talent retention,
and stakeholder trust.

Action Point: Integrate inner devel-
opment targets into ESG strategy dash-
boards, tying psychological metrics to
corporate social performance.

In summary, the model equips orga-
nizations with a dual-lens view: cultivat-
ing mindfulness as a personal competency
and designing meaningful, emotionally
enriching work environments. These ef-
forts directly enhance the capacity to
generate sustainability-aligned innovation,
reinforcing both individual well-being and
institutional resilience in the face of com-
plex challenges.

Conclusion

This study positions employee mind-
fulness as a critical psychological re-
source that catalyzes sustainability-ori-
ented creativity and innovation within
contemporary organizational settings. It
introduces a theoretically grounded, in-
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terconnected framework wherein mind-
fulness enhances both work meaningful-
ness and workplace happiness, which in
turn promote creative engagement with
sustainability goals. This dual-pathway
model not only supports individual well-
being but also contributes to organiza-
tional resilience and long-term strategic
success, particularly in VUCA environ-
ments. The paper advocates for practi-
cal strategies to cultivate mindfulness at
work, design meaningful roles, and fos-
ter positive affective climates. Finally, it
calls for empirical validation across in-
dustries and cultural contexts to estab-
lish the framework’s generalizability and
strategic relevance in advancing sustain-
able development.
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