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Life creates 
conditions 
conducive to life.
Janine Benyus

Inspired by the harmony and energy 
of life as it moves through cycles of 
regeneration, advocates of Regenerative 
Leadership are turning a lens of vitality 
back onto human interactions, systems 
and organisations. 
As we continue to weather the turbulence of our 
current times, we have been confronted with the 
limits of our productive capabilities – emotional, 
physical and motivational. It seemed that the 
pressure turned up and up until there was no 
further it could go. And the upshot: the Great 
Resignation.

The inescapable conclusion is that previously 
“sustainable” ways of working are often proving 
to be inadequate. In this context, sustainable 
might mean an ability to perform at a certain 
standard for an extended period of time. But what 
about fulfilling our deeper purpose and intrinsic 
motivations -- the desire to flourish, thrive and 
refresh? And this applies more broadly too, far 
beyond the workplace. Our environment is in 
turmoil, and we need a new way of being with 
the natural world which regenerates it, not just 
maintains it. 
Another key insight boldly underlined by the 
pandemic is how deeply connected we are 
now. There are no individual challenges, only 
interdependent challenges – even, global 
challenges. Long gone are the days where our 
ecosystems could be thought of as discrete 
regions, cut off from each other. Instead, we are 
operating in a single continuous environment, 
where all our actions have consequences for each 
other. 
While these are two clear vectors of concern in 
our current context, is there something deeper 
going on here? Proponents of what is called 
Regenerative Leadership believe so. Hutchins and 
Storm in their foundational book “Regenerative 
Leadership: The DNA of life-affirming 21st century 
organisations” explore how our whole framework 
for problem solving in business and organisations 
is ill-fitted. This is because we are operating on a 
logic of efficiency, control and mindless growth, 
rather than a logic of life. 
Regenerative leadership, then, is about a 
return to the logic of life.  
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From Sustainable 
to Renewable

There has been an emerging development of 
thought in a number of sectors around the 
inadequacy of the concept of “sustainability”, 
highlighted by the accelerating climate crisis 
and other equally harmful aspects of the 
Anthropocene period, such as pollution and 
mass extinctions. Simply sustaining our already 
beleaguered systems and environments is 
insufficient. Regenerative thinking, then, is about 
moving from a “sustain” mindset to a “renew” and 
“regenerate” mindset. 

Regenerative approaches to all areas of human 
endeavour have been growing in momentum. 
Regenerative design or architecture has been a 
particular focus space for some time. A lot of this 
work seeks to know and understand a place, so 
we can find the potential for building in a way 
which is harmonious with, and regenerative of, 
the local environment, rather than at odds with it. 
We also see this in concepts such as the circular 
economy – an inclusive and end-to-end system 
for circulation of goods and services without 
waste. Similarly, regenerative agriculture, led by 
organisations such as Pantagonia, seek to create 
cycles of healing and carbon sequestration in soil 
use. 
On the one hand, this shift in thinking is seen as 
an imperative for healing our troubled planet. 
On the other, many consider it a return to a more 
integrated relationship with ourselves, each 
other, and our common home. 

Photo by Victor on Unsplash
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Theorist Bill Reed, having worked on the 
regenerative paradigm for many years, designed 
the theoretical framework below. On Reed’s 
model, we can see that sustainable is now only 
a baseline, a few steps above conventional 
and green systems. It’s open to us then to 
move up through the layers of restorative and 
reconciliatory practices to the possibility of the 
regenerative. 
As Reed writes, the truly transformative shift in 
thinking is from people and organisations who 
see themselves as acting on nature, to those who 
participate as nature. This is a return to a right 
relation with life and its natural capacity to thrive 
and regenerate.

Source: Bill Reed, ‘Shifting from 
‘sustainability’ to regeneration’, Building 
Research & Information, 35:6 (2007), 676. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/09613210701475753?needAccess=true&&target=_blank&lightbox=0
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/09613210701475753?needAccess=true&&target=_blank&lightbox=0
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The Lessons of Life
A central concept of regenerative leadership 
described by Hutchins and Storm is about 
building organisations that are “life-affirming”. 
And it’s this idea of ‘life’ that is the key. This 
domain of thought is often also called biomimicry 
– the adoption of characteristics or functions of 
biological systems. 
Intuitively, we can see the wisdom of life, which 
rests in its harmonious survival over immense 
periods of time - significantly greater than the 
span of human existence. 
So, what is life? What does it do? The 
characteristics of life identified by Hutchins & 
Storm are:

1. Life-affirming 
2. Every-changing and responsive 
3. Relational and collaborative 
4. Synergistic and diverse 
5. Cyclical and rhythmical 
6. Flows of energy and matter 
7. Living systems field

Other scholars have placed slightly different 
emphasis elsewhere – but we see important 
consistencies in these foundational concepts 
around responsivity, inter-connectedness, 
diversity, cycles and flow. 
Using these principles of life as a lens, we are 
better placed to understand what thriving 
organisations need and where there are 
tensions and strain to be resolved in our own 
organisations. We also have an incredibly rich 
reservoir of knowledge for adaptation and 
innovation - the wisdom of life. 
These characteristics of life might appear in 
the design of an organisation, the culture of its 
people or ways of working - or all three. While 
there are many aspects to this profound logic of 
life, we will explore a couple of them here and 
their implications for regenerative organisations. 

Environmental Sensitivity 
and Feedback Loops
One key characteristic of life is its sensitivity to the 
environment. We can see this sensitivity play out 
in nature all the time. Take, for example, plants 
bending towards the light in order to receive 
more sustenance or circadian rhythms giving rise 
to patterns of behaviour in organisms.  
Similarly, regenerative organisations need to 
be highly sensitive to their environment and 
adaptive to their current context. Systems 
theory teaches that organisations are in an open 
relationship with their environment (and the 
Environment).  
We are not in a closed-off loop receiving binary 
inputs and responding with similar outputs. 
Everything that is happening around us to our 
stakeholders, our community, our customers 
and our environment ultimately impacts us as an 
organisation. 
Truly regenerative organisations are highly 
sensitive to their environment. One way of 
increasing sensitivity is through feedback loops, 
which import data from our network and then 
integrates that data into decision-making going 
forward.  
Feedback loops should be an essential 
component of every relationship and project in 
an organisation, monitoring the health of our 
connections with customers, team members, the 
community and the broader world.  
Just as it’s Amazon’s mission to be “Earth’s most 
customer-centric company”, we need to strive to 
ever deeper levels of sensitivity to our partners 
and environment. In this way, we can adapt to 
variation and change to flourish. 
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Optimal Homeostasis and the 
Regenerative Intervention
Living systems are armed with a full array of 
regulatory systems, which support them to 
preserve homeostasis. Homeostasis is a self-
regulating process by which biological systems 
maintain stability while adjusting to changing 
external conditions. 
Regenerative organisations understand that 
maintaining homeostasis is not something that 
just happens. It requires deeply embedded 
regulatory processes.  
Often when thinking about building 
organisational culture or cultivating optimal 
practices, we will design certain learning and 
development initiatives and be tempted to “set 
and forget”.  On the contrary, organisational 
culture is something which constantly needs to 
be refreshed as people move in and out, and 
teams’ workloads, compositions and structures 
change.  

So, how can we build regulatory systems into our 
organisations? One way is through regenerative 
interventions. What we mean by regenerative 
interventions is more than simply a learning 
development program or cultural program. It’s a 
whole system transformation around purpose-
led ways of working, which is constantly being 
renewed through activating influencers who 
reinforce and refresh. 
At Performance Frontiers, this is the way we 
operate – co-creating and iterating upon 
bespoke programs which are underpinned by a 
foundational shift in thinking in organisations. 
We need to be purposeful around designing a 
regulatory system, which includes consistent 
regenerative interventions. This means 
embedding our purpose, values and ways of 
working into all our messaging, reinforcement 
mechanisms and regular embodied learning.

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphys.2020.00200/full?target=_blank&lightbox=0


©Copyright Performance Frontiers 7

Whole Systems Thinking and 
Contributory-ness 
Systems thinking is a key component of the 
regenerative paradigm. Systems thinking 
is an interconnected way of understanding 
organisations and their environments. We look 
to the many parts of our environment as being 
connected: people, processes, stakeholders, 
assets, the market, community, and the natural 
environment.  
This is a sizeable shift from the earlier dominant 
machine-view of organisations, which 
traditionally saw an organisation as an entity 
separate from its environment and composed of 
discrete cogs and parts. 
A key insight from systems thinking is that every 
part of our environment has a contribution to 
make to our operation and our regeneration. 
Networks are, by their very nature, wholly 
connected. And this is the same for our teams, 
partners and environment.  
This thinking is a deep foundation for diversity 
and inclusion, seeing all parts of a network as 
equally valuable and all related to something 
greater. Systems thinking champions the 
beneficial tension of divergence and convergence 
– we are diverging individuals contributing to a 
converging whole. In this way we transcend our 
singular capabilities. 
It is also an insight into leveraging our 
partnerships through a framework of mutual 
growth. That is, moving away from viewing our 
partners with scarcity thinking mindsets and win-
lose mentalities to an ethos of shared value and 
development. Rather than being a separate unit 
attempting to hoard resources, our organisations 
and our partners are on a common continuum, 
jointly strengthened by mutual growth. 

Biomimicry and Innovation 
Biomimicry is the practice of emulating the 
functions or structures of nature in human design 
processes. According to the Biomimicry Institute, 
it has three essential elements  

1. Emulate 
2. Ethos 
3. Re(connect) 

Nature has, over enormous stretches of time, 
created systems and tools that are uniquely 
suited to achieving their ends. This means that 
there is much for us to learn from studying the 
natural world. From Velcro to sonar systems 
to wind turbines, we can continue to draw on 
the natural environment for inspiration and 
innovation. 
We know that innovation is a key focus area for 
many organisations, often supported by a range 
of initiatives and agile methodologies. Innovative 
organisations demonstrate better outcomes over 
the long term and are ideally positioned to meet 
turbulent and changing environmental contexts. 
We need to turn to nature for inspiration not 
only in our models of organisation but also our 
products, processes, and systems. Stimulate the 
creativity of your teams by studying the greatest 
teacher there is. 

https://biomimicry.org/what-is-biomimicry/?target=_blank&lightbox=0
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They describe Living Systems Being as 
having the key characteristics of:

Presence 

Coherence 

Patience 

Abundance 

Silence 

Dance

Regenerative Leadership
Regenerative leaders then, working under this 
new paradigm of organisational and systems 
thinking, are called upon to use a different set 
of skills, approaches, and mindsets to influence 
change and energise their networks. 
In Hutchins and Stom’s work they identify a 
growing “complexity gap” in leadership skills and 
mindsets. Leaders need to be able to think across 
whole ecosystems, adapt at speed to emerging 
changes in the environment, and elevate diverse 
voices.  The need for regenerative leadership then 
goes not only to the existential crisis we are facing 
in the climate crisis, but also our fundamental 
competence to lead.  
We need to move from a Tier 1 Mechanistic 
Consciousness to Tier 2 Regenerative Leadership 
Consciousness. This Regenerative Leadership 
Consciousness can be found at the alchemy 
of self-and-systemic awareness. Leaders need 
to attune to and become deeply aware of how 
they are showing up themselves and how their 
broader context and systems are operating.  
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Other scholars have identified similar 
foundations to the regenerative leadership 
approach. John Hardman has formulated a 
regenerative leadership framework adapting 
Ken Wilber’s All Quadrants All Levels theory.
On Hardman’s model, regenerative leadership 
needs to be purpose-driven, non-directive 
(facilitative and engaging), shared and iterative.

Awakening to a heightened sencse of 
purpose

Creative intelligence

Systems thinking

Global ethics

Personal Mindset,  
Purpose, and World View

1

Fostering collective purpose through 
generative conversation

Transconceptual dynamics

Triple loop learning

Collective Mindset, Culture, 
Purpose, and World View

3

Non-charismatic, purpose driven 
leadership

Iterative Leadership

Deep listening

Multi-stakeholder engagement

Personal Behaviours, 
Competencies, and Skills2

Backcasting

Third order change

Collective strategy to prototype and 
mainstream best solutions for ideal 
futures (triple top line)

Collective Behaviours, 
Competencies, and Skills 4

Exterior/Objective World

Interior/Subjective World

CollectiveIn
di

vi
du

al

Field of Engagement 
& Emerging 
Consciousness

Field of Engagement 
& Emerging 

Consciousness
Leadership

Regenerative 
Leadership

 ● Purpose Driven
 ● Non-directive
 ● Shared
 ● Iterative

Circular Systems 
of Collaboration

Source: John Hardman, ‘Regenerative 
Leadership: A Model for Transforming 
People and Organizations for Sustainability 
in Business, Education, and Community’, 
Integral Leadership Review, 10:5 (2010). 

http://integralleadershipreview.com/archive-ilr/archives-2010/2010-10/1010Hardman.pdf?target=_blank&lightbox=0
http://integralleadershipreview.com/archive-ilr/archives-2010/2010-10/1010Hardman.pdf?target=_blank&lightbox=0
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In a common vein, John Fullerton writes about 
8 key principles of regenerative vitality to guide 
leaders: 

1. In Right Relationship with Stakeholders and 
the Earth 

2. Views Wealth Holistically 
3. Innovative, Adaptive, Responsive 
4. Empowered Participation 
5. Honours Community and Place 
6. Edge Effect Abundance 
7. Robust Circulatory Flow 
8. Seeks Balance 

 

What we see across these different models 
are a number of foundational concepts: 
Self-Awareness about how we think, act and 
relate to each other and our context so we can 
identity (or change) patterns of behaviour and 
attune to our environment. 
Abundance Mindset which is grounded in the 
flourishing of the whole system, network and the 
environment through mutual gain, rather than 
competition and scarcity. 
Adaptability and an openness to iterative and 
agile approaches for meeting the VUCA realities 
of our changing environment with confidence 
and pace.
Shared and Facilitative approach to leadership 
and decision-making which supports the growth 
of our teams through New Power paradigms of 
co-creation. 
These are just some of the rich insights that 
we can draw from the emerging practice of 
regenerative leadership and organisational 
biomimicry. What will underpin the regenerative 
revolution at your organisation is the level of 
consciousness and awareness of the leaders 
and influencers. Are you able to attune to this 
moment and what it requires? Are you able 
to shift from linear, mechanistic thinking to 
relational, aware and fluid systems thinking?

Will you be 
part of the 
regeneration?

https://capitalinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/2015-Regenerative-Capitalism-4-20-15-final.pdf?target=_blank&lightbox=0
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