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Foreword

Predictions of the future can be hazardous or downright foolish. But the 
 failure of foresight—the inability to read the hand-writing on the wall—is 
even more so. Designers of all kinds work in the conflicted space between 
these two poles. Their goal is to improve small parts of a rapidly changing 
world with the tools of form, scale, materials, energy, water, color, landscape, 
and the creativity that is found most often at the grassroots level. But what 
needs to be improved?

The short answer is “a great deal,” including an energy system that is rapidly 
destabilizing the climate, an economy driving tens of thousands of species to 
extinction, a political system that sanctions gross inequality, an uncivil  society, 
the growing autism toward the natural world, and a global system mired in 
conflict. These are related problems, parts of a larger civilizational crisis with 
roots traceable to the seventeenth century authors of the  mechanical world 
view. But there are deeper pathologies with footprints back to our ancient 
schizophrenia toward the natural world that had to be tamed a bit before it 
could be appreciated.

Designers, however, typically do not work at the macro scale of civilization 
for good reasons. Whether as architecture, engineering, materials, or land-
scapes, design is bounded by the minute particulars of projects in their spe-
cific social, cultural, and historical context. As a result designers work from the 
bottom up on projects at the building, neighborhood, and city scales. But the 
big  problems mentioned above are in large part the sum total of bad design 
(including that of public policies) at lower levels. There are many reasons for 
bad design, not the least of which is a professional focus on form-making, 
often oblivious to other consequences.

Beginning in the 1970s a few renegade architects like Sim Van der Ryn in 
California became concerned about the collateral environmental impacts 
of the design professions. Van der Ryn envisioned ecological design as the 
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 calibration of buildings with their places, which required further integral 
understanding of landscapes, energy flows, waste cycling, materials, sun-
light, water, and ecological processes. Ecological design, in other words, 
aims to calibrate human actions with the way natural systems work as par-
ticular places, larger landscapes, and whole ecologies. It aims to work with, 
not against, the flows of energy and natural cycling of materials. The goal, 
in short, was to reduce environmental impacts of the “built environment” 
in a civilization that prized economic expansion above all else with hardly a 
thought for the morrow.

What began so modestly in the 1970s has rapidly grown into a global move-
ment to harmonize buildings, neighborhoods, and cities with the surround-
ing nature. After the publication of the Brundtland Commission report in 1987, 
the goals of ecological designers expanded to embrace the wider (but vague) 
mission of sustainability. But we know now that that word signifies more 
than was once assumed. Sustainability is the sum total of other qualities. As 
Chattanooga City Councilman, David Crockett puts it: “make it clean, green, 
safe, and fair and it will be sustainable.” The left side of that equation, how-
ever, requires the elimination of the growing inequality that is a precursor to 
 violence and ruined lives. It further requires rethinking our core assumptions 
about the relation between economic growth and real progress. Ecological 
design, in other words, must be large enough in foresight, scope, and heart 
to include the social and economic environment in which it is embedded. In 
that way ecological design is a radical endeavor in the true sense of the word, 
it gets to the root of what ails us.

The work described in this book takes design to yet another level that aims 
to regenerate the fabric of life and repair the wounds and tears inflicted 
by the carelessness of the fossil-fuel-powered growth economy. Regenera-
tive design strives to create the conditions of health which ecologist Aldo 
Leopold once defined as “the capacity of the land for self-renewal.” It aims, 
in other words, for wholeness, a word linked etymologically with healing, 
health, and Holy. Designers in this sense are midwives to the birth of a 
larger, deeper, and more resilient kind of order capable of regenerating the 
conditions of life and health. It is predicated on the co-evolution of human 
and natural systems, each supporting the other. In Robert Grudin’s words, 
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design, “unlike any other concept . . . calls for us to create a unity of part with 
whole, a concord of form and function, a finished product that is harmoni-
ous with society and with nature.”1

In this history the trend is for design questions to go to deeper levels and 
design projects to become catalysts for still further changes. In architect  Stuart 
Walker’s words design must, “transcend utility and conventional function-led, 
and especially technology-led approaches.”2 Designers, in his view, must rise 
above “the calculated creation of dissatisfaction” and “think more compre-
hensively about the products we already produce and their implications.”3 
Design, in other words, must be an act of integration, not just specialization, 
with the goal of creating a wholeness that includes spiritual well-being. And 
it should start with those who serve as designers.4

Regenerative design has many effects. For one, it changes the relationship 
of people to their places. It can restore the reservoir of practical ecological 
competence at the local level allowing us to do more for ourselves and 
for each other—the things that we once did naturally as capable people, 
good neighbors, and active citizens. It helps ground us by better inform-
ing us of where we are and the ecology and energy flows by which we are 
sustained in a particular place. In a world where any one place has come 
to look much like any other, we have lost sight of the fine print of our lives 
and how we are provisioned with food, energy, materials, and spiritual 
sustenance.

We are mostly ignorant of the costs and consequences of the systems that pro-
vide for us so seamlessly and oblivious to their inherent fragility. Regenerative 
design helps us know where we are and how to be competent, respectful, 
and generous there. Our places should be ecologically designed landscapes 
whose multiple functions retain water for drought periods, manage floods, 
grow food and fiber, sustain wildlife, and absorb carbon. They should be 
working systems that blend agro-forestry, mixed-use permacultures, inten-
sive agricultural and gardening zones, viticulture, aquaculture, water purifica-
tion, restoration, and recreation. And they should be loved and managed by 
local citizens who use them to train young people in the essentials of man-
aged integrated ecologies.5
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Further, regenerative design should enhance the opportunities for  caring, 
conviviality, celebration, and face-to-face democracy.6 Communities with 
front porches, public squares, community gardens and solar systems, 
neighborhood stores, corner pubs, and open places of worship are more 
likely to thrive in the years ahead. This is because they create the conditions 
favorable to neighborliness, community cohesion, and buffering from hard-
ships. Good design should engage people in the making of their homes, 
neighborhoods, towns, and regions. It should increase civic intelligence, 
sense of potential, and joy in life. In this way, designers are facilitators in a 
larger public conversation, architects of better possibilities, not just makers 
of buildings and things.

A rapidly warming climate will add to the design challenges ahead. Design-
ers must reckon with a world of higher temperatures, stronger winds, more 
frequent and larger storms, rising ocean levels, longer droughts, much larger 
rainfall events, and new diseases.7 These will likely cause interruptions in 
supplies of food, energy, and water and could trigger social disruptions. We 
must design with the awareness of the fragility of our civilization, as Jared 
Diamond and others warn. We must build in the ability to maintain hope and 
function as a society in emergency (and possibly breakdown) and lay the 
basis for recovery.8

The Great Work of our generation is to create a post-fossil-fuel and post-
consumer economy that is regenerative, fair, durable, resilient, convivial, and 
democratic. It must be powered by renewable energy. It must be a circular 
economy that recycles, reuses, or transforms its wastes. Of necessity it will be 
much more focused on essentials of food, energy, shelter, clean water, educa-
tion, the arts, and rootedness in place and bioregion. It will be built by local 
people who cherish and understand their places and the place of nature in 
a sustainable economy. But it must also be a political economy, a product of 
revitalized grassroots capability and vision. If it is to flourish, it must regener-
ate possibilities and capacities that grow from foresight married to practical 
ecological competence.

David W. Orr
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Changing Our 
Minds

Throughout history, the really fundamental changes in societies have 
come not from dictates of governments and the results of battles but 

through vast numbers of people changing their minds—sometimes by 
only a little bit. . . . By deliberately changing the internal images of reality, 

people can change the world.1

Willis Harmon

In the twenty-first century, human beings face global and seemingly intrac-
table problems. However, close examination reveals that the challenges lie 
not in the problems themselves, but in the inherent complexity of the world 
within which they exist.

Most of the technologies needed to address these problems have been 
developed and are well understood, and yet they persist because their causes 
are systemic and can’t be solved at a purely technical level. They require a 
 different kind of mind, one that can creatively navigate multiple overlapping 
systems—economic, social, ecological, and political.

One could argue, for example, that the solution to the problem of deforesta-
tion is simple: “Plant trees.” As a technology, tree planting generates beneficial 
results with regard to everything from climate change to degraded ecosys-
tems to people’s quality of life. Yet it has proven very difficult to summon 
the political will and financial resources necessary to make a commitment 
to reversing environmental decline through broad-scale tree planting. The 
technology might be simple, but managing the complex interactions among 
political, economic, and ecological dynamics in order to put the technology 
to use? That’s another matter.
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The important global challenges of our time will be solved through 
widespread adoption of design practices that are capable of assess-
ing and responding to the world’s living complexity.

The challenges of our time will be solved through widespread adoption of 
design practices that are capable of assessing and responding to the world’s 
living complexity. Regenerative development provides a framework for grow-
ing this capability.

RegeneRative Development

The Regenesis Group first proposed the term regenerative development in 
1995. It describes an approach that is about enhancing the ability of living 
beings to co-evolve, so that our planet continues to express its potential for 
diversity, complexity, and creativity.

The core issue, Regenesis proposed, was cultural and psychological, 
and only secondarily technological.

The founders of Regenesis began with a fundamental belief that environ-
mental problems were symptoms of a fractured relationship between people 
and nature. The core issue, they proposed, was cultural and psychological, 
rather than technological. Addressing it would require a transformation in 
how humans played their role as members of an ecologically connected 
planet. We would need to shift from seeing ourselves as separate from nature 
to seeing ourselves as part of a co-evolutionary whole, in symbiotic relation-
ship with the living places we inhabit.

They further proposed that this shift is directly connected to will and agency. 
Managing the level of complexity that we are faced with requires consistent 
effort. For this reason, questions of individual and political will lie at the heart 
of many of the challenges we face as a species. If we don’t address intangibles 
like motivation and will, the tangible solutions that seem so obvious will con-
tinue to elude us.
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The theoretical and technological foundations for a regenerative develop-
ment methodology emerged as Regenesis engaged its clients and colleagues 
in the practical challenges of land and community development. The goal 
was a meta-discipline for integrating a broad range of ecological and social 
dynamics.

This work drew from the backgrounds of Regenesis’ members, which included 
architecture, business, landscape ecology, geohydrology, landscape design, 
regenerative agriculture, real estate development, urban planning, general 
systems theory, living systems theory, and developmental psychology. It inte-
grated three distinct but complementary approaches to change:

•	 Living Systems Thinking: a framework-based approach, developed by 
Charles Krone, that consciously improves people’s capacity to illuminate 
the inherent potential that a living system is attempting to manifest

•	 Permaculture: an ecological design system, originated by Bill Mollison and 
David Holmgren in the 1970s, that discerns patterns in natural and human 
systems in order to weave them together as dynamic wholes

•	 Developmental Change Processes: an approach to community engage-
ment that encourages stakeholders to work together to evolve the poten-
tial of place, rather than struggling over the limits presented by existing 
conditions

We aRe all DesigneRs

Those who are drawn to the practice of regenerative development tend to 
share certain characteristics. They feel a deep connection to natural systems. 
They recognize that a sustainable future requires transforming not just physi-
cal infrastructure but social structures as well. They believe that how deci-
sions are made is fundamental to creating real change, and they seek to 
work developmentally and co-creatively with those they serve. They make 
thoughtful choices about which actions are likely to be the most systemically 
beneficial. Put another way, they are designers.

Although this book is addressed primarily to designers working on human 
habitation, the principles articulated here are applicable to the design of 
almost anything—from industrial products to forest management plans, 
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 educational curricula to transportation infrastructures, community econo-
mies to businesses. In other words, because design is a nearly universal 
human activity, this book is not just for architects, planners, engineers, or 
community organizers. Its principles can be applied by all those who wish 
to better the health and well-being of their communities. Educators and 
businesspeople, investors and community leaders, farmers and foresters, 
architects and engineers—all have necessary contributions to make to a 
regenerative way of living.

. . . because design is a nearly universal human activity . . . its prin-
ciples can be applied by all those who wish to better the health and 
well-being of their communities.

The purpose of this book is to provide a user-friendly introduction to the nature 
of thinking that is fundamental to regenerative development. Through real-
world examples and general principles, it provides a framework for rethink-
ing what design and development have the potential to accomplish. From a 
regenerative perspective, any project, no matter how modest, can generate 
beneficial impacts that ripple out and contribute to making a healthier world.

Because this practice was first evolved in arenas of land use and community 
development, the vast majority of the examples offered in the following 
chapters are drawn from these fields. However, regenerative development 
is organized around a set of design principles that are broadly applicable. 
Design, after all, is the application of forethought to something we wish to 
achieve. Teachers design curricula, activists design community engagements, 
and doctors design medical protocols in much the same ways that planners 
design town centers.

Regenerative development lies outside of the mechanistic habits of thought 
that are cultivated and sustained by most educational, social, and economic 
institutions. This means that regenerative development can feel elusive and 
challenging at first. Its language can seem opaque, its meanings slippery and 
hard to grasp, because words are being used in unfamiliar ways, marked by 
the continuous flow and change that is characteristic of living, evolving sys-
tems. But even so, regenerative development can be understood by anyone 
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with the will to engage with it. Our human minds, with their elegance and 
power, are the products of the same evolutionary flow and change as every 
other living system. Nature, one might say, is our nature.

an invitation

The thinking behind regenerative development continues to evolve 
through project work and in dialogue with diverse sustainability practitio-
ners. A core aim of this book is to extend an invitation to join in that explo-
ration. Regenerative development is itself a co-evolutionary process that 
will continue to deepen and ramify as new practitioners, disciplines, and 
cultures bring their perspectives to defining a new, participatory role for 
human beings on a rapidly changing planet. We at Regenesis see ourselves 
as part of a tradition that started before us and will continue long after us. 
The journey is only beginning.

The present moment offers the potential, born of crisis, to transform 
the way humans inhabit Earth.

The present moment offers the potential, born of crisis, to transform the way 
humans inhabit Earth. To do so, we must learn to respond creatively to an 
increasingly unpredictable world. We must enable the places where we live 
and work to thrive, not just sustain a precarious balance. We must embrace 
the inherently beautiful complexity of life as a source of innovation and evo-
lution. We must discover new ways to participate in a dynamic universe.

An old Sufi story beautifully captures our historic moment: There once was a 
man who was renowned in his village and the surrounding region for his wisdom. 
Two young jackanapes decided to test him. “Let’s catch a small bird,” said one to 
the other. “We’ll ask him if it’s alive or dead. If he says it’s alive, I’ll crush it in my 
hands. If he says it’s dead, I’ll let it fly away and prove him wrong.” When they 
approached the sage, the youth called out, “Old man, hidden in my hands is a 
bird. You have great wisdom. Can you tell me if it is dead or alive?” The wise man 
looked him in the eyes, and with a gentle smile replied, “It is in your hands.”

Our destiny? It is in our hands.
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FiguRe a.1 Our destiny? It is in our hands.
Copyright © Nathan Siemers/flickr.com Creative Commons
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The Future of 
Sustainability

We have an incredible opportunity to improve life  
on this planet for all living beings.1

Daniel Wildcat

Over the last decade and a half, the global sustainability movement has grown 
more rapidly every year. Aided by blockbuster films, startup industries, and 
widening impacts of climate change, the practice of sustainability has shifted 
from twentieth-century geeky backwater to twenty-first-century international 
 dialogue. Cities around the world are in a race to show who can be greenest 
 quickest. Businesses tout their sustainable practices as a marketing advantage. 
Green products compete for shelf space in retail markets with a war of adjec-
tives—natural, holistic, organic, sustainably harvested, fair trade. Today the 
debate is shifting from whether we should work on sustainability to how we’re 
going to get it done.

This focused attention has led to an explosion of creative activity and new 
methodologies: cradle-to-cradle, natural step, permaculture, biophilia, living 
buildings, eco-districts, resilience planning, transition cities, and integrative 
and biomimetic design. But a superabundance of options for what we can do 
has also made figuring out what we should do more challenging (Figure B.1).

Professionals and citizen activists alike find themselves challenged: “How do 
all these approaches fit together?” “How do they connect with my work?” 
“How should I choose among them?” “How can I know that they are leading 
to a more sustainable world?”

To successfully access and employ the power of this rapidly changing field, 
we must see the relationships among these varied strategies and how they 
fit together. This becomes possible through an integrative framework called 
regenerative development.
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To successfully access and employ the power of this rapidly changing 
field, we must see the relationships among varied strategies and how 
to fit them together.

Regenerative development provides a context and guide for understanding 
the multiplicity of sustainability approaches as a coherent phenomenon that 
is genuinely capable of matching the complexity of today’s global issues.

A GrowinG need for inteGrAtion

Analysts typically trace such rapid growth in a modern industry to the rise 
of global communications or the economic incentives of new markets. But 
in this case there is a deeper explanation. The primary driving force behind 
the growth of sustainability has come from Earth itself. Whatever one believes 
about the causes, it is evident that every one of our critical planetary support 

fiGure B.1 A growing cornucopia of green design choices 
makes it ever more challenging for designers to sort what we 
should do from what we can do.  
Copyright © Regenesis Group Inc. Illustration by Kronosphere Design
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systems—oceans, forests, soils, atmosphere, biodiversity—is in decline. It is 
even more evident that all of our best efforts have failed to halt the degenera-
tive spirals that are sapping the health of these systems and, in the process, 
threatening the viability of human communities.

Since the turn of the century, cascades of scientific studies have been paint-
ing an increasingly grim picture of the state of the planet. Loss of biological 
diversity has reduced the ability of ecosystems to sustain human societies.2 
Sixty percent of ecosystem services such as water supplies, fish stocks, fer-
tile soils, and storm protection are already in decline.3 Between 1970 and 
2010 vertebrate populations around the world (mammals, birds, reptiles, 
amphibians, and fish) dropped by more than half in fewer than two human 
generations.4

In Latin America the decline is even more drastic—83 percent. Fifty countries 
are experiencing “moderate to severe water stress on a year-round basis.” 
Twenty-seven countries—including the United Kingdom, Switzerland, Aus-
tria, Norway, and the Netherlands—are importing more than half the water 
they consume in order to produce goods from wheat to cotton. Fourteen of 
the top 20 U.S. cities (40 percent of the world’s population, nearly 1.2 billion 
people) are located in coastal zones where a changing climate exposes them 
to the risk of storm surges and sea level rises.5

Sustainability is no longer an issue of altruism or responsibility; it has become 
one of survival. “Nature,” notes pioneer ecologist Lawrence Slobodkin, 
“doesn’t die. But the planet may no longer be a welcome place for human 
habitation.”6

whAt is sustAinABility—reAlly?

The sustainability movement continues to be handicapped, decades after 
its emergence, by a lingering lack of clarity about what sustainability actually 
means. When pressed, most people agree that sustainable human endeavors 
are those that can be maintained over a long period of time without caus-
ing problems for future generations. They also generally agree that sustain-
ability is going to require fundamental changes in the ways humans live. But 
then the conversation goes straight to strategizing. What’s usually missing 
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is an adequate understanding of what sustainability is actually supposed to 
achieve.

The Urban Learning Group has observed that, “When tools and strategies are 
the initial focus of efforts to seed fundamental change, people tend to end 
up in the same place as they started, with little or no fundamental change.”7 
In our action-oriented modern culture, we jump to devise a solution as soon 
as we see a problem. We try to discover the way to sustainability through a 
process of elimination—pick a strategy, pursue it until its usefulness has been 
exhausted, then switch to another. Or worse, we stand around and argue 
about which strategy to choose in the first place. Because we don’t know 
where we’re going, any path will do.

We can continue like this, but the risk of arriving too late increases every day.

two Models of nAture

A lack of clarity is hardly surprising, given that the rubric of sustainability has 
expanded over time to include everything from eliminating pollution to rais-
ing nations out of poverty. Practitioners might work on mitigating damage 
from the past or on generating radical new insights into how biological pro-
cesses can inform design.

To define sustainability—what we are trying to sustain, and the ability that is 
therefore required—we need to begin by looking at our assumptions about 
how the world works. In his seminal work, Regenerative Design for Sustain-
able Development, John Tillman Lyle wrote, “All design of the human envi-
ronment is based on some fundamental model of the essential character of 
nature deeply imbedded in the culture—the nature of nature.”8 Underlying 
most sustainability debates in the past 50 years are two distinct models of 
nature.

The first of these models coalesced in the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries around the ideas of Francis Bacon, Sir Isaac Newton, and Renee  Descartes. 
In it, nature is finite, linear, and subject to the same laws as mechanical sys-
tems. Humans stand apart from and hold stewardship over nature for the pur-
pose of maintaining and growing human welfare. Although this mechanistic 
image has been largely discredited by the changing science of the twentieth 
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and twenty-first centuries, it continues to dominate efforts to define sustain-
ability and articulate its tools, strategies, and goals.

 The second model is drawn from the insights of ecology. In it nature works as 
a dynamic organic web, within which interdependent entities organize and 
maintain themselves, exchange information and energy, and evolve in har-
mony with their local environments. This model is biocentric, based on the 
principle that all life forms have intrinsic value and the right to exist. Humans 
are simply one species among many, equal rather than superior.

The philosophy of reciprocity, interdependence, and the sacredness of life is 
threaded throughout human history. It can be found in indigenous cultures, 
permeates the works of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century romantic natu-
ralists, and informs a growing number of contemporary philosophers and 
scholars.

From the perspective of mechanistic thinking, our current environmental crisis 
is the result of mismanagement and failure to understand and observe plan-
etary limits while pursuing human ends. It can be managed by eco-efficiency 
and clean technologies, increasingly accurate scientific analyses and predic-
tions, and more enlightened oversight mandated by new, globally enforced 
standards, policies, and regulations.

In contrast, ecological thinking posits that the challenges to sustainability are 
as much psychological and spiritual as they are technical and environmental. 
Humans brought about the current crisis when we forgot that we belonged to 
and depended upon the infinitely complex web of life. In the words of David 
Suzuki, we stopped “seeing ourselves as physically and spiritually connected 
to family, clan and land.”9 From this perspective, sustainability depends on 
rediscovering our role as a part of nature. Thus, it requires a profound shift in 
our values and behaviors and new ways of seeing ourselves.

These two models appear to contradict one another. However, one can view 
them instead as developmental stages toward a conscious integration of 
humans into the community of all living beings. With this insight, the tools of 
the mechanistic model can be reconceived as instruments for creating a truly 
sustainable future.
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the ChAnGinG MeAninG of sustAinABility

The New Oxford American Dictionary defines evolution as “the gradual devel-
opment of something, especially from a simple to a more complex form.” Our 
understanding of sustainability is evolving as practitioners search for ways to 
engage with the full complexity of a living world. One can discern three over-
lapping phases in this evolution, each folding into and providing a platform 
for the subsequent phase, and each shaped by a different scope, frame of 
reference, and implied definition of sustainability.

equilibrium

Initially, sustainability was viewed as a steady state of equilibrium. From this 
perspective, there is a threshold limit below which we can stay by achiev-
ing the right balance of inputs and outputs. If humans can maintain this 
state then we can go on forever, generation after generation. Most sustain-
ability approaches of the last couple of decades are grounded in this vision, 
which attempts to figure out the right mix of activities to keep things running 
smoothly. This way of thinking about sustainability is reflected in the well-
known definition contained in the 1987 Brundtland Report, commissioned 
by the United Nations to rally countries to work on sustainable development 
together: “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs.”

Design strategies for achieving sustainable equilibrium began by focusing 
on efficiency and the minimization of the negative impacts of resource and 
energy use. As the power and reach of green technologies has grown, the 
goal has been extended to net-neutral or net-zero—buildings, cities, and 
industries that have no negative effect on their environment. Because bring-
ing human activities into balance with natural systems doesn’t correct past 
damage, a new goal has been articulated in recent years: net-positive, where 
the result of our activities yields a surplus, for example, of clean energy or 
renewed resources.

Over the last two decades, the green design movement has become an effec-
tive instrument for creating physical structures and products that do less 
and less harm to living systems. There is no question that this is a  critically 
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 important step toward halting the degeneration of the biosphere. At the 
same time, living systems science is providing mounting evidence that the 
goal of steady-state equilibrium in a living world is technically and philo-
sophically untenable. Living systems simply don’t exist in steady states. They 
survive by changing and adapting, seeking dynamic equilibrium within their 
evolving environments.

Biologically, life is not maintenance or restoration of equilibrium but is 
essentially maintenance of disequilibria . . . Reaching equilibrium means 
death and consequent decay . . . [A] living organism becomes a body in 
decay when tensions and forces keeping it from equilibrium have stopped.11

Living systems require disruption to remain healthy—for example, many 
 forests need to be renewed periodically by fire. Basing our sustainability strat-
egies on achieving equilibrium, no matter how powerful and sophisticated 
our technologies become, fails to take into account the critical role of disequi-
librium in living processes.

resilience

This realization has paved the way for a second phase, in which sustain-
ability is viewed as resilience. Design for resilience seeks to maintain the 
health and productivity of systems in the face of unpredictable changes 
arising in the environment. The resilience approach acknowledges that 
change is nonlinear, that it emerges from complex relationships among 
multiple actors. Living entities sustain themselves through constant adap-
tation to their environments. Humans and ecosystems are interdepen-
dent, and the resilience of human communities requires the resilience of 
the natural communities that we depend upon.

This compelling idea is growing in popularity and influence. For most of the 
twentieth century, resilience was the province of conservation-minded ecolo-
gists, concerned about preservation and restoration of natural systems. In the 
early twenty-first century, the increasing occurrence of costly, high visibility 
natural disasters has brought the need for resilience into sharp focus. In the 
process it is providing a new definition of sustainability, based not on achiev-
ing a steady state but rather on being able to regroup and move forward 
when equilibrium has been disrupted.
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However, the resilience approach arises from the metaphor of a world 
spinning out of control and can result in a complex game of avoidance 
and rapid recovery. In such a world, politics and economics are defen-
sive. Think of the sophisticated engineering currently under consider-
ation to help coastal cities survive and work around the new realities of 
storm surge. Proposals to protect New York from future weather disasters 
include an eight-mile, 10-foot-high stretch of concrete, grass-topped pro-
tective barriers around the southern half of Manhattan, a “necklace” of 
breakwaters around Staten Island, and a $5.9 billion floodgate spanning 
the shallow gap of water between Long Island and New Jersey.12

Ironically, this bunker mentality can actually contribute to the instability it is 
intended to address, as the integrity of larger systems gets sacrificed to imme-
diate local needs. After Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans looks to a 130-mile 
system of levees, walls, and gates to keep out a 100-year storm surge. Yet, 
as geology professor Anne Jefferson notes, “The extensive leveeing of the 
Lower Mississippi River made the 1927 floods worse, just as all levees today 
carry consequences for current and future floods. While levees are good for 
individual communities in small- to moderate-sized events, levees are bad for 
the river system’s overall capacity to deal with flood flows.”13

Co-evolution

In its third phase, sustainability is coming to be understood as co-evolution, 
wherein humans contribute to the abundance of life. Human communi-
ties have often been able to prosper when they worked in partnership with 
nature. We are gradually rediscovering this fundamental truth and imagin-
ing ways to apply it in the post-industrial age. From the perspective of co-
evolution, instead of being outsiders, we humans have our own distinctive 
value-adding role to play within nature. This image of the role of humans has 
recently begun to move from the margins of the sustainability conversation 
to its center.

Prior to contact with industrial culture, many indigenous communities interacted 
with their environments in ways that increased biodiversity and productivity. 
John Muir believed that much of California was a pristine, untouched wilder-
ness before the arrival of Europeans. Kat Anderson, the national  ethnoecologist 
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of the U. S. Department of Agriculture’s Natural Resources Conservation Ser-
vice, reveals a very different story in her book Tending the Wild: Native American 
Knowledge and the Management of California’s Natural Resources.14 Beautiful vis-
tas that Muir mistook for wilderness were actually fertile gardens created and 
carefully tended over centuries by the Sierra Miwok and Valley Yokuts Indians. 
Reweaving natural and human communities allows us to pursue this same kind 
of abundance, while incorporating twenty-first-century advances and insights.

Partnering for co-evolution requires a whole-systems reorientation that con-
nects human activities with the evolution of natural systems. In the words 
of Raymond Cole, an eminent theorist at the University of British Columbia, 
this means moving from designing things to designing “the ‘capability’ of 
the constructed world (and of human activities) to support the positive co-
evolution of human and natural systems.”15 For example, oyster reefs are 
excellent storm surge protectors, water filters, habitat providers, and food 
producers. But renewing these vital and hardworking living systems will 
require many changes, from how we maintain and navigate our ports to the 
kinds of chemicals we flush into waterways to new technologies for seeding 
and harvesting the reefs themselves. Although these changes will pose chal-
lenges, they will also become opportunities for new forms of economic and 
cultural activity.

reGenerAtive developMent

The concept, “co-evolutionary partner with nature,” can at first seem over-
whelming and hard to get one’s mind around. Regenerative development 
provides a coherent approach for establishing this partnership by pursuing 
sustainability within the conceptual framework of living, evolving systems. It 
works on developing the capability of living systems, social as well as natural, 
to express their potential for diversity, complexity, and creativity.

In their 2009 study for New Zealand’s Ministry for the Environment, Sarah Jen-
kin and Maibritt Pedersen Zari write that regenerative development “inves-
tigates how humans can participate in ecosystems through development, 
to create optimum health for both human communities (physically, psycho-
logically, socially, culturally and economically) and other living organisms and 
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systems.”16 They describe regenerative development as defining the desired 
outcome and regenerative design as the means of achieving it.

Understanding regenerative development in practice, rather than only in 
theory, requires the introduction of three key ideas: regeneration as enabler of 
evolution, working in place, and developmental processes.

reGenerAtion As enABler of evolution

Understood as an aspect of living systems, regeneration is one of four differ-
ent natures of work. All four are necessary in order for an entity to sustain itself 
in a world that is nested, dynamic, complex, interdependent, and evolving. 
 Pioneering organizational consultant Charles Krone developed a framework that 
defines these different levels of work within a hierarchy (Figure B.2). Work at the 
lower levels is focused on existence (what is already manifested); at the higher 
levels it is concerned with potential (what could be but is not yet manifested). 
In this schema, the highest or regenerative level of work guides the other levels, 
enabling the system as a whole to evolve in harmony with its  environment.

The levels of work framework allow practitioners to design for the integrated 
evolution of all work. It also provides a lens for seeing how and where differ-
ent sustainability strategies fit and how they can be leveraged when aligned 
around a regenerative goal.

fiGure B.2 Levels of work. Every living system engages in 
work that is essential to its continuing capacity for evolution. 
Operating and maintaining are focused on current existence; 
they increase performance and efficiency. Improving and 
regenerating introduce potential life and creativity, advanc-
ing the whole.
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc. Illustration by Kronosphere Design
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To operate is to increase the efficiency of energy and material use, remove 
variances such as toxicity, and achieve higher standards through capable and 
disciplined practice. This level of work has been the green building move-
ment’s primary focus for much of its history, and many of its greatest accom-
plishments (such as nontoxic materials, buildings that consume no energy, 
and cradle-to-cradle manufacturing) have been the result.

To maintain means to be concerned with sustaining the desired effect and 
effectiveness of operations in the face of perturbations and environmen-
tal uncertainty. Efforts concerned with resilience work are at this level. One 
example is the Transition Movement’s focus on longevity as it seeks to help 
communities adjust to new climate realities while shifting away from fossil 
fuel dependence. Educational efforts aimed at helping the public choose 
appropriate behaviors in relationship to wild species or ecosystems are also 
focused on this level of work—for example, many fire departments offer pro-
grams to educate people who live at the interface between urban and wild 
landscapes about fire ecology.

At the improve level, the focus shifts to increasing the value-adding capac-
ity of human and natural systems. Permaculture, Holistic Management, and 
other ecological design systems that emphasize the development of self-
organizing, highly productive agricultural ecosystems offer good examples.

For most of its history, the Quivira Coalition has worked at the improve level. 
A New Mexico-based nonprofit, Quivira holds a vision of harmony among 
humans and natural systems. It was founded at the time of the grazing “wars” 
of the 1990s, when ranchers and environmentalists were locked in an esca-
lating conflict over the future of the west’s public lands. Quivira brought 
together ranchers, conservationists, public land stewards, and scientists in a 
neutral place to work on this critical issue. Together they discovered a “radical 
center,” where values aligned and differences could be reconciled.

Over time, this coalition has pushed for the adoption of new and progres-
sive land management practices, helping to energize a national resurgence of 
agrarianism committed to regenerating working landscapes and rural com-
munities. In the process, millions of acres of wildlife habitat on western range-
lands have been improved and the viability of ranching and family farming as 
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valued ways to make a living has been partially restored. A growing Quivira 
community has come to understand that land and people are inseparable—
“economics based on nature’s model of herbivory are inescapably inter-
twined with healthy ecosystems.”17

At the fourth level, work that regenerates addresses the unrealized poten-
tial inherent in the relationship between a given system and the larger sys-
tems within which it is nested. That is, it enables living systems to evolve 
by expressing their latent potential in the form of new value in the world. 
In this way, what exists now can move toward what could be in the future. 
Regeneration produces a field within which the improvement of living sys-
tems can take place and provides a coalescing direction for the other levels 
of work. Quivira’s effectiveness at improve level work owes much to the ini-
tial regenerate level work that enabled both environmentalists and ranch-
ers to see new potential in the relationship between ranching and healthy 
landscapes.

The Quesada Gardens Initiative was launched in San Francisco in 2002, when 
one person took the simple step of planting flowers along a driveway. At the 
time, Quesada Avenue was ground zero for drug dealers and gang warfare in 
Bayview-Hunters Point on the southern industrial edge of the city. The neigh-
borhood had long been plagued by poverty, pollution, and violent crime. In a 
place that hope seemed to have abandoned, one person’s quiet act inspired 
a regenerative neighborhood initiative.

In a short time, another neighbor began planting vegetables and flowers 
along the block. Soon others joined in, and a trash-filled median was trans-
formed into a community garden. Thirteen years later, this place-sourced 
effort has involved thousands of residents and created teaching and learn-
ing gardens, food-producing backyards, public art, gathering places, and 
family events. The Quesada Gardens Initiative starts “with people, and with 
their unique experience of the place where they live.” As a result, each effort 
is a singular project “built from the unique needs and strengths of people 
where they live.”18 Collectively, they are retelling the story of Bayview-Hunters 
Point by tapping community wisdom and potential that before had gone 
unrecognized.
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The four levels of work are interdependent and necessary to one another. 
Failure to skillfully manage work at the two lower levels can easily threaten 
a project or organization’s very existence, usually by depleting the larger 
systems in which it resides. Many a project that was intended to stimulate 
neighborhood or community regeneration has crashed due to basic orga-
nizational incompetence or failure to anticipate and adapt in response to 
outside challenges.

At the same time, failure to address work at the upper two levels is also haz-
ardous. The capability to work at all four levels is characteristic of life and liv-
ing processes, and thus it is essential to sustainability. In order to thrive in 
harmony with nature, we humans must learn to integrate the work of all four 
levels, while holding regeneration as the overall source of guidance.

workinG in plACe

The idea of place is a way for people to envision the unity of humans and 
natural systems in a concrete and specific way. In each place on Earth, natural 
and cultural systems express themselves uniquely (although often the quali-
ties that differentiate them are masked by the effects of media and the global 
economy). This means that if we wish to engage in co-evolutionary partner-
ships with nature, we have to do so place by place, discovering opportunities 
and solutions that are indigenous to specific locations rather than generic to 
everywhere.

Regenerative development provides an integrated conceptual framework 
through which human communities can grow their shared understanding 
of the unique places in which they live and work. This understanding pro-
vides the armature for creating a system of sustainable design strategies 
and processes tailored to the unique character of a place. For example, the 
approaches that a North African community develops for managing its water-
shed will appropriately differ from those created by a city like Pittsburgh. This 
is not only because the soils and climates call for different engineering and 
biological approaches. Equally important, the local cultural and economic 
systems arise from different assumptions about what it means to own and 
steward land.
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Regenerative development works on growing the capacity of the natural, cul-
tural, and economic systems in a place. What makes this possible is the power 
of co-creative relationships between humans and nature. As scholars such as 
David Suzuki, Daniel Wildcat, Wendell Berry, and David Orr have repeatedly 
pointed out, it is only in relationship to place that humans experience a sense 
of intimacy with and responsibility for the living world. In their places, they 
discover meaningful identities and roles for themselves. Regenerative devel-
opment returns the places where we live and those that impress themselves 
powerfully on our imaginations to their core position in human life. They 
become touchstones for shared meaning and caring that can enable people 
to make common cause with one another and with nature.

developMentAl proCesses

A regenerative development project leaves behind more than physical struc-
tures; it does more than benefit the surrounding natural and social commu-
nities. It also grows new capability and capacity in the people that it affects. 
This is accomplished by including human development in every aspect of a 
project.

Regenerative project teams seek to develop their capability to think and act 
more systemically as they engage in the work of producing designs. Local 
stakeholders are invited into a field of commitment and caring where they 
can develop understanding of their place and how it works as they step for-
ward to serve as co-designers and ongoing stewards. Local institutions and 
ecosystems are seen as project beneficiaries, and it becomes an explicit proj-
ect goal to improve their ability to do their work.

One example of a developmental process comes from a project that Regenesis 
Group participated in with the developers of Quigley Farm and Conservation 
Community, a proposed mixed-use ecological development in Hailey, Idaho. 
The developers began their planning by articulating core values for the proj-
ect These emphasized a strong commitment to collaboration, transparency, 
and community-scale systemic change. The project team engaged the local 
community in a dialogue about the nature and potential of the valley they 
share with the farm. Rather than produce plans and ask for a response, the 
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developers opened up the process and worked with the community to dis-
cover the role of the project in realizing the potential of its place.

This set the stage for partnership rather than adversarial positioning and 
allowed the developers to generate a project concept that embodied and 
supported the social and ecological aspirations of the community. The pro-
cess was, and will continue to be, inherently developmental, enabling every-
one who participates in it to think more systemically about the place where 
they live and the roles they could be playing within it.

None of this was accidental. It came from extending the purview of the project 
in order to bring about new capacity for regenerative change in a whole sys-
tem. It required a truly open process on the part of the development team, one 
in which vision and planning were emergent, growing out of an understanding 
of place that came from ongoing community dialogue. Although this entailed 
more sophisticated thinking, it made the project inherently more strategic. In 
the end, the Quigley Farm team, together with the community, will accomplish 
far more powerful and enduring benefits than could be expected from a con-
ventional development, at lower cost and with much less conflict.

BeCoMinG A reGenerAtive prACtitioner

In every design project, there are three agents that powerfully influence its 
ability to bring about change. The first of these is the design product, which 
continues to act on the world into which it has been created. The second is 
the design process, which shapes the consciousness, capabilities, and aspi-
rations embedded into the product. The third is the designer, whose unique 
capabilities and outlook impress themselves on everything she does. For a 
regenerative practitioner, each of these agents provides an opportunity to 
increase a project’s transformative effect in the world.

A framework called “three lines of work” depicts the nature of relationships 
among the three agents that are required to support and sustain regenerative 
work (Figure B.3). Third-line work focuses on what one is trying to create in 
order to improve the health and value of a system (the product). Second-line 
work seeks to grow the capability of a community or team to work together in 
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order to serve its shared third-line aim (the process). First-line work addresses 
the necessary growth within the individual designer that is required to make 
a real difference at the other two levels. A regenerative practitioner engages 
in all three lines of work and seeks to understand, develop, and integrate 
them, making them more conscious and bringing them into alignment.

Becoming a regenerative practitioner is as much about developing capabil-
ity and potential in oneself and one’s teams as it is about developing them in 
projects and communities. If humans are to be the agents of our own evolu-
tion and the enablers of the evolution we seek in the world, we must pur-
sue all three lines of developmental work simultaneously. If we allow any one 
line to drop away, eventually the others will also collapse and we will become 
increasingly mechanical in how we think and work. This is both the challenge 
and the reward of taking on regenerative development.

Third Line of Work

Improving the Health and Value of a System
       (The work of the designed Product)

Second Line of Work
Growing the Capability of a Community or Team
          (The work of the design Process)

First Line of Work 

Developing Oneself
                                (The work of the Designer)

fiGure B.3 Regenerative practitioners engage simultaneously in 
three lines of work.

Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc. Illustration by Kronosphere Design
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P a r t  One
Creating 
regenerative 
PrOjeCts

Regenerative practitioners do not think about what they are designing as an end 
product. They think about it as the beginning of a process. Once they release it, it 
initiates its own process, continuing to design the world around it long after they 
have let it go. If designers are to contribute to a flourishing future, rather than one of 
diminishing prospects, how do they need to understand the world into which they 
unleash this unfolding process?
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To do things differently, we need to see things differently.1

John Thackara

The Playa Viva sustainable resort and residential community is located on 200 
acres adjacent to the village of Juluchuca, not far south of Zihuatanejo on  
the western coast of Mexico. The site includes pristine beaches, a private 
nature preserve, a turtle sanctuary, ancient ruins, and a natural estuary that is 
home to more than 200 bird species (Figure C.1).

Figure C.1 Private casita at Playa Viva Resort near Juluchuca, Guerrero, Mexico.
Courtesy Playa Viva copyright © Randolph Langenbach

When the project began, Juluchuca was dying. The local ecosystem had 
been severely degraded by monocultural oil palm plantations, subsidized 
by government programs in the 1920s. In recent years the palm plantations 
had collapsed, businesses had folded, and young people were leaving to seek 
opportunities in the big cities.

In a time when eco-tourism was becoming more and more popular, eco-
resort developments had begun to draw criticism. While focusing on positive 
ecological impacts, they were inadvertently harming local communities and 
villages. Playa Viva has avoided this pitfall by steadfast investment in the vil-
lage and its people. This has regenerated not only the ecological health of the 
area but also the local culture and economy.

As noted by author Laura Valdez Kurl, “Among resort projects, Playa Viva is 
unique in that it’s focused on building relationships with the community, to 
learn from them, and use their knowledge to develop a better project. It’s a 
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slow process but one that demonstrates a deep commitment to the sustain-
ability of whole communities.”2

grounded in PlaCe

David Leventhal and Sandra Kahn, Playa Viva’s visionary developers and 
 co-owners, had for a long time been committed to green building and posi-
tive community engagement. They knew that they wanted to go further with 
this project, to make it a regenerative force (Figure C.2). From the outset, it 
was apparent to them that in order to succeed, they would need to work on 
the vitality of the village of Juluchuca before they began building their resort.

Figure  C.2 Ecosystems and trails at Playa Viva.
Courtesy Playa Viva copyright © David Leventhal

One of their earliest efforts was to establish a training program in biodynamic 
growing for local farmers. This elicited a sense of cohesion, new purpose, and 
confidence among the participants. It also launched a partnership between 
the resort and the farmers, who would provide high-quality, local produce for 
use in its kitchen (Figure C.3).
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Similar programs established other partnerships among Playa Viva and a vari-
ety of small businesses and service providers in the village. The integration of 
resort and community was seamless by design, and visitors found it easy to 
establish friendships with villagers. Over time, the exchanges among resort 
guests and residents evolved from sharing information and ideas to actual 
financial investment in local businesses. The quality of life in Juluchuca was 
once again matched with opportunities for meaningful livelihood, and youth 
who had migrated away began to return (Figure C.4).

Access to the resort also reflected Leventhal and Kahn’s commitment to the 
village. Typically, a resort wants its guests to have a special arrival  experience. 
When looking at the options for vehicle access, the developers made a 

Figure C.3 Local biodynamic growers treating manure to make organic soil 
amendments.
Courtesy Playa Viva copyright © David Leventhal
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conscious choice to route traffic through the village rather than build a 
bypass, even though this required fording a river.

At the time, Juluchuca was little more than a dispirited roadside hamlet, not 
a place where an eco-tourist would ordinarily choose to stop. By routing the 
entrance to Playa Viva through the village, Leventhal and Kahn expressed 
their faith in the capacity of the Juluchucans to evolve an increasingly vibrant 
and self-organizing community. They invested their resources and reputation 
in that evolution. Although recently they were forced to relocate the access 
road, the initial decision sent a powerful message to the village—one that 
Leventhal and Kahn have reinforced time and time again.

Continuing to evolve

Playa Viva opened in November 2009, the nadir of the Great Recession. Pat-
terning itself on the development of biological systems, the project has 
allowed itself the time to adapt and expand gradually. It has become a leader 
in the community, with an increasingly beneficial effect on the surrounding 
ecosystem and its inhabitants.

Figure C.4 A vibrant local marketplace in Juluchuca.

Courtesy Playa Viva copyright © David Leventhal
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In addition to providing jobs and business opportunities, Playa Viva offers work-
shops and training in permaculture, along with organic and biodynamic agri-
culture for villagers, which has enabled them to diversify and increase the value 
of their products. For example, local people have been positioned to respond 
to growing interest in organically grown coconut-based products. The poly-
cultural systems that they have introduced into their coconut plantations have 
expanded the overall yields to include fruits, vegetables, and tropical flowers.

The resort has also helped develop a turtle sanctuary, initially run by volun-
teers, that now employs local workers (Figure C.5). Poachers who had har-
vested turtle eggs for the black market have now been enlisted to collect and 
nurture them in a hatchery, and oversee the release of baby turtles into the 
wild. In return, they are paid a good income and provided with ATVs to do 
their work. This has earned them visibility and status within the community, 
and they have begun to view themselves as the defenders of indigenous 
turtles. They have been profoundly affected by this cause and have become 
preservation experts, as well as significant players in the community’s envi-
ronmental renaissance.

Figure C.5 Newly hatched sea turtles find their way into the surf, with a little help from 
employees at the local turtle sanctuary.
Courtesy Playa Viva copyright © Daniel Camarena
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Playa Viva has also sponsored a local cooperative to ensure that traditional 
salt harvesters receive a fair price for their product (Figure C.6). The resort 
sponsored a detailed chemical analysis of the salt, which revealed its unique 
properties and made it possible for the co-op to effectively brand it as a dis-
tinctive product from the region. Visitors to the resort who enjoy the Julu-
chucan salt in their food, purchase it to take home with them. In the Bay Area, 
former guests have actually promoted the salt to friends and local stores, 
helping to grow this business through person-to-person relationships rather 
than conventional marketing.

Figure C.6 A member of the salt harvesters cooperative at 
Juluchuca. Visitors to Playa Viva who enjoy the local salt  
purchase it to take home with them, and this has helped 
launch an export business.
Courtesy Playa Viva copyright © David Leventhal

At its core, Playa Viva was an affair of the heart and an expression of David 
Leventhal and Sandra Kahn’s love for a place. This enabled them to uncover 
a rich and amazing history that had largely been forgotten. Through public 
education and partnership, Playa Viva has inspired members of the commu-
nity to feel, rightfully, that they have a say in how their community should 
evolve in the future (Figure C.7).

Playa Viva was intended from the beginning to serve as a force for ongoing 
regeneration in its community. It is a design product that continues to act on 
its world in life-enhancing ways.
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The chapters that follow in Part One explore how to design this kind of effect 
right into a project. Each is built around a core principle that can help elevate 
almost any kind of project into a transformative agent. Many examples are 
offered of ways these principles have been applied in specific situations. It is 
important to note, however, that regenerative design is always based on the 
unique characters of particular designers, communities, and places. Rather 
than adopting approaches developed by others, readers are invited to invent 
their own ways to apply these principles to their work.

Note

endnotes
 1. John Thakara, “Working with John Thakara,” Doors of Perception 2015 (accessed July 2, 

2015) www.doorsofperception. com/working-with-john-thackara/.
 2. Laura Valdez Kurl, Ecohabitat: Experiences in Sustainability, quoted in “Playa Viva Resort 

Strengthens Local Living Economy in Mexico Community,” Green Lodging News, 
February 25, 2008 (accessed August 31, 2015) www.greenlodgingnews.com/Playa- Viva-
Resort-Strengthens-Local-Living-Economy-Mexico-Community.

Figure C.7 A peaceful evening, poolside at Playa Viva.
Courtesy Playa Viva copyright © Randolph Langenbach

http://www.doorsofperception.com/working-with-john-thackara/
http://www.greenlodgingnews.com/Playa-�Viva-Resort-Strengthens-Local-Living-Economy-Mexico-Community
http://www.greenlodgingnews.com/Playa-�Viva-Resort-Strengthens-Local-Living-Economy-Mexico-Community
http://www.doorsofperception.com/working-with-john-thackara/.
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C h a p t e r  1
evolution

Can we live with a forest in a way that makes it possible for the forest to 
evolve? To me, that’s very different from asking how to  

harvest the forest appropriately.1

Charles G. Krone

Humans often find themselves “doing battle” with nature. Lawn owners 
spend hours fighting weeds. Cities invest millions of dollars to manage storm-
water and plow snow. Humanity puts its collective shoulder to the wheel 
to fight pests, control erosion, and barricade shorelines. Small wonder that 
these rearguard actions have turned into major economic drivers, resulting 
in responses as varied as the multibillion-dollar pesticide industry and the vil-
lage repair shop.

We chalk up these costs—which can be energetic and political, as well as 
financial—to entropy, the idea that all things, even if they are maintained, 
will eventually deteriorate. We tell ourselves that entropy cannot be avoided. 
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You can plan for it, budget the time and money to counteract it, but you can’t 
stop it.

There’s just one problem with this premise. Simply put, it is not an accurate 
description of the ways that living systems actually work.

Evolution vErsus Entropy

Every human creation, whether it’s a cottage garden powered by the sun or a 
company powered by employees, must function within a living planet made 
up of interconnected living systems. Living systems (sometimes called com-
plex adaptive systems) are ubiquitous—hospitals, the human body, the stock 
market, estuaries, neighborhoods—all are living systems. Although subject 
to the law of entropy, living systems are also governed by the countervailing 
processes of evolution. Living systems don’t just run down; they also grow up.

For this reason, one of the basic premises of regenerative development is that 
every living system has inherent within it the possibility to move to new levels of 
order, differentiation, and organization. This capacity to create increased order 
is the opposite of entropy.

Premise One: Every living system has inherent within it the possibility 
to move to new levels of order, differentiation, and organization.

Our planet is a living system, shaping and shaped by the life that it supports. 
This aliveness is inherently creative and unpredictable. From the beginning, 
this ceaseless creativity has followed a consistent pattern. Life has evolved 
from simple to complex, from the homogeneity of the single-celled organisms 
that initially colonized the planet to the myriad, highly differentiated species, 
microbiota to megafauna, that make up a present day Amazonian rainforest.

The evolutionary drive has been key to life’s four billion years of staying power. 
Failure to take it into account when we design puts us in conflict with the nature 
of living systems and our own nature as humans. For several centuries we have 
strived to set ourselves apart from the unpredictable, disorderly natural world, 
putting our ever more powerful technologies to work making life predictable 
and controllable. Shaped by the Industrial Era’s interpretation of evolution and 
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natural selection as the struggle over scarce resources, we have worked to 
make sure we came out on top in any competition with other species.

From today’s perspective, it is hard to defend this as a long-term or even short-
term winning strategy. Pioneering ecologist Lawrence Slobodkin described 
evolution as a kind of existential game in which the only rule is to stay in it.2 
The implication is that, as relative newcomers to the planet, we humans need 
to learn how to avoid joining the 99.9 percent of species that once inhab-
ited Earth but are now extinct.3 For those who design and develop human 
habitat, the opportunity now is to redirect human activities away from the 
containment of life’s “constant reign of evolution and perpetual novelty”4 to 
collaboration with it.

Thus the first principle of regenerative development is to design for evolution. 
This represents a significant departure from the entropic ways that we’ve con-
structed our human habitat for the last four or five centuries.

Principle One: Design for evolution.

rEconcEiving Evolution

In the time since Charles Darwin published The Origin of Species, generations 
of evolutionary biologists have been refining, correcting, and adding new 
layers of insight as they draw on a growing body of scientific knowledge. 
While evolution is generally understood as a movement from simple to more 
complex, understanding the process through which this movement occurs 
is the subject of theory, research, and debate. With regard to sustainability, a 
particularly relevant school of thought views cooperation (deriving from the 
mutuality of interest among organisms and ecosystems) rather than competi-
tion as evolution’s primary driver.

For more than a century, natural selection has been conceptualized as the 
result of a competition over scarce resources. The idea of organisms battling 
one another for survival still holds sway in popular culture, but current sci-
ence indicates that this isn’t the whole story. In the words of Martin Nowak, 
Director of the Program for Evolutionary Dynamics at Harvard University, 
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“Cooperation is needed for evolution to construct new levels of organization. 
The emergence of genomes, cells, multi-cellular organisms, social insects and 
human society are all based on cooperation.”5

Darwin himself wrote, “The most important of all causes of organic change 
is . . . the mutual relation of organism to organism—the improvement of one 
being entailing the improvement or the extermination of others.”6 Many 
interpretations of Darwin’s work have placed misleading emphasis on exter-
mination over improvement of species.

Evolutionary biologist Elisabet Sahtouris has asserted that cooperation is the 
hallmark of a species’ evolutionary trajectory. She proposes that a tendency 
toward competition is the marker of an immature level of biological develop-
ment, occurring when a relatively new species strives to establish itself before 
it learns to form cooperative alliances. “Young immature species are the ones 
that grab as much territory and resources as they can, multiplying as fast as 
they can. But the process of negotiations with other species matures them, 
thus maturing entire ecosystems. Rainforests that have evolved over millions 
of years are a good example. No species is in charge—the system’s leadership 
is distributed among all species, all knowing their part in the dance, all coop-
erating in mutual consistency.”7

Sahtouris also observes that, “Multi-celled creatures are relatively huge coop-
erative enterprises that could never have evolved if individual cells had been 
doomed to struggle in scarcity.”8 For her, “The best life insurance for any spe-
cies in an ecosystem is to contribute usefully to sustaining the lives of other 
species, a lesson we are only beginning to learn as humans.”9

“The best life insurance for any species in an ecosystem is to contrib-
ute usefully to sustaining the lives of other species, a lesson we are 
only beginning to learn as humans.”

—Elisabet Sahtouris

Organisms work to reproduce and survive. But the organisms that succeed 
in evolution are the ones that become important to the complex, mul-
tileveled larger systems they depend upon. Cooperation among organ-
isms isn’t limited to members of the same species or direct interactions  
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among species. All organisms shape environments that influence other 
organisms.

For example, some squirrels eat the sugar-concentrated tips of spruce trees 
and the root-dwelling fungi that support the trees’ health. In the gut of the 
animal, the sugars and fungal spores are brought together in the optimal con-
ditions for spore activation. The squirrels’ feces, deposited on the forest floor, 
carry the next generation of health-promoting fungi to the root zones of the 
spruce trees, and the mutualistic association continues. Every ecosystem con-
tains examples of this kind of mutualism. It is no wonder that complexity sci-
entist Stuart Kauffman describes the emergence and elaboration of life on 
our planet as, “the story not merely of evolution, but of co-evolution. We have 
all made our world together for almost four billion years.”10

Even organisms that are seemingly at odds can “help” each other—not 
because they are altruistic, but because they play supportive roles within 
the ecosystem on which they mutually depend. In the Brazilian rainforest the 
toco toucan is the main predator of the eggs laid by the hyacinth macaw. At 
the same time, this macaw makes its nest in only one species of tree, whose 
seeds are spread almost entirely by the toco toucan.

The point is not who helps or who kills. It is that each and every organism on 
Earth is a participant in evolution. As participants, they shape not only their 
own destinies but the destinies of their ecosystems.

Human EcosystEms

Humans have the potential to make unique contributions to the ongoing evo-
lution of living systems by consciously participating in them. Unfortunately, 
for the most part we are fighting evolution rather than aligning with it. Natu-
ral systems are inherently complex, yet too often our engineering practices 
try to simplify them—dumbing them down, so to speak. For example, we 
channel, straighten, and dam rivers in order to control them for human pur-
poses, but in the process we diminish their ability to manage themselves with 
regard to flooding, soil deposition, and habitat renewal (Figures 1.1 and 1.2). 
By treating rivers as simple conduits for delivering or removing a commodity 
(water), we undervalue and undermine their complex role in sustaining and 
elaborating life across multiple ecosystems.
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FigurE 1.1 The highly engineered drainage system of the Los Angeles 
River exemplifies the almost total degradation of a natural riparian 
system.
 Copyright © trekandshoot/Shutterstock.com

FigurE 1.2 In comparison, the drainage system of a healthy river 
watershed nurtures abundant and ever-evolving species in a web of 
complex relationships.
 Copyright © Vladimir Melnikov/Shutterstock.com
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Because humans are living organisms and products of evolutionary pro-
cesses, we manifest the same complexity that we see in nature within our 
social behaviors and organizations. In the long run, the tendency toward dif-
ferentiation, cooperation, altruism, and holism offer the same evolutionary 
advantages in human systems that they do in natural ones. Social programs 
intended to deliver universal access to benefits such as clean water or educa-
tion create the basis for healthy, productive, and equitable societies. When 
such programs aim higher—for example, by seeking to realize the potential 
of each student rather than “teaching to the test”—they unleash the inherent 
capacity for holism and creativity that lies in human beings. Learning how to 
stay in the game, bringing human patterns into alignment with evolutionary 
processes, is not just a way to survive. It is also a way to prosper.

staying in tHE gamE

So what do we need to know about the game of evolution in order to become 
successful participants? How do we proactively design for evolution? Here are 
four fundamentals of living systems that provide some parameters for explor-
ing this question.

the only constant is change

Living systems are marked by impermanence and change. A month of heavy 
rains might be followed by two months of dry weather. A bumper crop of 
apricots in one year might be followed by a year with a bud-killing frost. Pop-
ulations of deer grow larger and larger until their predators catch up to them 
and thin the herds.

Designing for evolution requires us to treat change as a source of creativity. 
Too often, we approach projects from the mindset that change is something 
we are working to prevent. But this places us in conflict with living systems, 
trying to hold them in a state of stasis. The alternative is to harness the ener-
gies of change, as a surfer rides a wave, in order to outmaneuver the forces of 
entropy.

 Of course, evolution not only responds to change, it also creates it. Each stage 
in the development of an ecosystem presents a new set of opportunities and 
challenges around which life must reorganize. In times of crisis (rapid and 
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disruptive change) evolution accelerates. Explosions of new species followed 
each of the five mass extinctions that occurred in our planet’s history. Today, 
ecologists are finding that species evolution is speeding up, creating new 
challenges for sustainable ecosystem planning. Designers who wish to work 
creatively with change must embrace the fact that the process is continuous. 
They must help build the capability to use change positively into the systems 
in which they are working.

Diversity is about Exchanging value

Surprising and unpredictable new forms emerge as the result of collective 
creativity. In Complexity: The Emerging Science at the Edge of Order and Chaos, 
Mitchell Waldrop wrote, “John Holland, one of the pioneers of complexity 
 science . . . argues that organisms in an ecosystem evolve because of their inter-
actions with one another, as an organism’s ability to survive depends on what 
other organisms are around—‘for example flowers that evolved to be fertilized 
by bees, and bees that evolved to live off the nectar of flowers’” (Figure 1.3).

FigurE 1.3 The exchange of pollen and nectar is a mutualism 
that has driven the evolution of bees and flowers.
Copyright © Bezzangi/Shutterstock.com

A diversity of elements, such as organisms in an ecosystem or buildings on a 
site, adds nothing if there is no beneficial exchange of resources, energy, or 
material among them. A forest doesn’t become healthy because it contains a 
long list of plant and animal species; it becomes healthy when those species 
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actively nourish and shelter one another in an unbroken web of beneficial 
relationships. A downtown shopping district is more likely to foster a vibrant 
city economy when it is filled with local businesses that rely on local manufac-
turers, rather than with national chains.

A diversity of elements, such as organisms in an ecosystem or build-
ings on a site, adds nothing if there is no beneficial exchange of 
resources, energy, or material among them.

Individual elements are not key, no matter how many different kinds of them 
there are in a system. The diversity that matters is the network of relationships 
that emerges from and around interacting elements. This dynamic network is 
critical to evolution. In Elisabet Sahtouris’s words, “The evolutionary process 
is an awesome improvisational dance that weaves individual, communal, eco-
systemic and planetary interests into a harmonious whole.”11

value Enhances viability

Exchanges become important to evolution when they create value. Value 
arises when an object or service is delivered to a recipient. It increases when, 
as a result, that recipient is enabled to contribute to the viability of a larger 
system in a continually evolving world. To return to the example of flowers 
and bees, when an apple blossom is pollinated by a bee, the exchange results 
in fruit and honey. This creates a cascade of benefits throughout the system. 
The bee’s hive is nourished; a bear eats the apples; the apple tree reproduces 
itself; and the bear’s scat fertilizes the soil.

In another example from the history of life’s origins, early carbon dioxide– 
consuming microorganisms increased the level of oxygen in the atmosphere to 
so high a level that all life on the planet was threatened with extinction. Happily, 
some of those organisms developed the ability to consume oxygen and release 
carbon dioxide. This created the atmospheric balancing act between oxygen pro-
ducers and consumers that continues to this day. These organisms, in other words, 
evolved the specific nature of value creation that would enable life to persist.

As living entities evolve, they upgrade the value delivered by what they 
 produce. For example, a tree in a temperate forest builds soil by growing roots, 
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depositing leaves, and buffering the effects of sun, wind, and precipitation. 
The resulting soil enables the establishment of new life. Each new organism 
extends and elaborates the storage capacity of the soil and thus supports the 
growth of the original tree. A “virtuous cycle” is brought into being, whereby 
the tree strengthens its community, which in turn enables the tree to grow 
stronger and further strengthen the community.

adding value is a nested phenomenon

Living systems are nested. They are always part of some larger living system, 
and they are made up of smaller living systems. Each living system contributes 
to the value-adding processes of the larger system within which it is nested, 
and that system in turn contributes to an even larger system.

For example, a tree is a member of a larger community, called a forest. One of 
the outputs of an intact forest is the quality of water that it produces. The thick 
carpet of organic material on the forest floor quickly absorbs rainwater and 
then slowly releases it into springs and creeks. This contribution of the forest 
ripples outward in the form of river habitat and abundant estuaries (Figure 1.4).

FigurE 1.4 In healthy natural systems, a single element such as a tree adds value to the 
larger systems within which it is nested.
Copyright © Regenesis Group Inc. Composited by Kronosphere Design; copyright © Inspiron.dell.vector/ 
Shutterstock.com; copyright © ElemenTxd/Shutterstock.com; copyright © Enre Tarimcioglue/ 
Shutterstock.com
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If the forest is compromised or lost, then the negative effects also flow down-
stream. Rainwater fails to absorb into soils and runs off too quickly into creeks 
and streams. This creates flooding and erosion, which degrade the aquatic 
habitats.

Too often, people design systems with inadequate understanding of how 
their effects, positive and negative, will move outward into larger and larger 
systems (or inward into smaller and smaller systems). As a result they create 
unintended consequences and fail to deliver the value of which our projects 
are inherently capable. For example, when small, local businesses are replaced 
by megastores, local money no longer absorbs into the local economy. Social 
interactions fostered by small businesses dry up, and the downtown may 
become abandoned.

Too often, people design systems with inadequate understanding 
of how their effects, positive and negative, will move outward into 
larger and larger systems (or inward into smaller and smaller systems).

rEgEnErativE goals

One early articulation of the role of evolution in design came from vision-
ary social critic Stewart Brand. In his 1994 book, How Buildings Learn: What 
Happens After They’re Built, he made the case that buildings should evolve 
in response to changing requirements over the long term. He believed that 
buildings evolve organically when their occupants refine and reshape them 
in response to their immediate needs. Brand called on designers to tap the 
inherent evolutionary power of living systems—in the case of a building, the 
changing community that occupies it.12

Brand’s proposals were ahead of their time, but they were also narrow. They 
focused on buildings and their occupants in isolation, rather than seeing 
them as systems within nested and interdependent systems. The application 
of the principle, design for evolution, entails working with a complex, layered, 
and dynamic set of relationships. One of the first places this manifests is in the 
nature of goals that a regenerative project sets.
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Projects—whether buildings, business incubators, farms, or any other orga-
nized endeavor—are undertaken to address perceived needs. Typically, they 
are judged to be successful based on how well they meet those needs. The 
success of a regenerative project is measured at another level altogether. As 
with Playa Viva, a regenerative project seeks to build the evolutionary capa-
bility of the systems into which it is designed—for example, organizations, 
communities, and watersheds.

The old adage that it’s better to teach a man to fish than to give him a fish is 
about building capability. In the case of regenerative development, in addition 
to learning to fish, people learn to reestablish the inherent regenerative capac-
ity of their fisheries, which become healthier and more productive in part-
nership with people (Figure 1.5). In other words, regenerative projects seek 
to transform human communities into living systems enablers. They help lay 
foundations for the ongoing evolution of natural and social systems, enabling 
them to increase in viability and health as the world changes around them.

FigurE 1.5 Along with teaching people to fish, is it possible to 
teach them to regenerate the health of the fisheries on which 
they depend.

 Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc. Illustration by Kronosphere Design
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Evolution anD DEsign

Evolution presents both challenges and opportunities for designers. It invites 
them to shift from working on things and structures in isolation from their 
context to the design of living systems with built-in evolutionary capacity. 
Designers who make the shift invite a far higher level of unpredictability into 
their work—or more accurately, they recognize the degree to which unpre-
dictability is already present. By abandoning the illusion of control, design-
ers enter a deeper practice, fostering the inherent creativity of the systems in 
which they are working.

By implication, this means that designers will need to adopt new measures of 
success. For example, ecologist C.S. Holling wrote that in really complex sys-
tems, wealth should be measured in the ability to evolve and adapt.13 By this 
measure, the wealth or poverty of a great city might be measured by the agil-
ity or opportunism with which it addresses climate disruptions, a capability 
related more to the capacity for rapid and powerful collective learning than 
to the median income of its residents.

A regenerative approach shifts the focus of sustainable design from slow-
ing down entropy to building the capability of living communities to evolve 
toward greater value. This is a much needed new role for design profession-
als, whose training predisposes them to manage and integrate complexity. If 
they accept it, designers can help correct the imbalances created by material 
cultures that have become divorced from natural order.

A regenerative approach shifts the focus of sustainable design from 
slowing down entropy to building the capability of living communi-
ties to evolve toward greater value.

arcHitEcturE For cHangE

By now it should be apparent that an understanding of the ways that living 
systems evolve can be as relevant to urban design as it is to ecosystem man-
agement. The work of architect and urban theorist Teddy Cruz offers compel-
ling examples of the application of an evolutionary point of view to the needs 
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of impoverished communities. His project in partnership with Casa Familiar, a 
San Diego community development organization, is one of these.

Early in the new century, Casa Familiar and Cruz came together to pilot a 
new approach to neighborhood housing in San Ysidro, a border town whose 
median income was 60 percent lower than the rest of the county’s. The result, 
Living Rooms at the Border, was not only conceived as a new type of afford-
able housing, it was designed to stimulate political, economic, and social 
transformation. In the years since, the project has attracted broad acclaim 
and was selected for the Museum of Modern Art’s MOMA 2012 Small Scale Big 
Change exhibit.

Living Rooms at the Border calls for a whole new pattern of mixed-use devel-
opment that is flexible enough to adapt to the changing needs of the commu-
nities it serves, even as it occupies a small, high-density site. An abandoned 
church located in the center of the site was repurposed as a community cen-
ter and offices for Casa Familiar. A community garden and series of open-air 
rooms equipped with electricity and movable urban furniture enabled impro-
vised community activities. Two buildings on either side of the church offered 
affordable live/work studios for artists, starter housing for young couples or 
single parents and children, larger houses for extended families, and acces-
sory spaces adaptable for alternative housing as needs changed (Figure 1.6).

FigurE 1.6 Teddy Cruz’s renderings for Living Rooms at the Border show the 
 project’s emphasis on flexibility for the small, high-density site.
Copyright © Estudio Teddy Cruz/Living Rooms at the Border
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Cruz believes that housing density needs to be understood not in terms of 
number of units but “in relationship to the larger infrastructure of the city, 
which includes transportation, ecological networks, the politics and econom-
ics of land use, and particular cultural idiosyncrasies of place.”14 He began by 
seeking to understand the community’s living patterns. His research revealed 
that the formerly homogeneous suburban area had been transformed by a 
wide range of nonconforming, ad hoc land uses that freely mixed commer-
cial, cultural, and residential spaces. In a workshop series called Ysidro Sin 
Limites, Cruz and the Casa Familiar staff met monthly with local residents to 
discuss their ideas of the kinds of density, interaction, spatial use, and financ-
ing that would best serve the well-being of their community.

This led the partnership to expand the project into the policy arena. It became 
evident that it would be necessary to identify and legalize zoning rules that 
would accommodate the informal negotiation of boundaries and spaces that 
characterized the community. This would require new stakeholder collabora-
tions with San Diego officials. The project site was a small parcel, zoned for 
only three housing units. Rather than settle for a one-time rezoning, Cruz 
worked with the city and Casa Familiar to develop a new zoning category, the 
Affordable Housing Overlay Zone. This provided a framework for San Ysidro 
to evolve new kinds of housing and urban settlement patterns.

Cruz challenges some of the most fundamental assumptions about sustain-
ability and sustainable communities, calling for a redefinition of density, 
housing, infrastructure, the role of buildings and design, and the purview and 
purpose of architecture itself. His practice focuses on projects that “primarily 
engage the micro scale of the neighborhood, transforming it into the urban 
laboratory of the 21st century.”15

As inspiration, Cruz cites border towns like Tijuana, Mexico. Rather than limit 
himself to the characteristic architectural concerns of structure and space, Cruz 
studies these communities as living systems. He looks beneath their surface phe-
nomena to see the cultural and economic exchanges by which they adaptively 
meet changing conditions. He has seen residents rapidly transform generic 
neighborhoods of identical houses into complex, layered systems of private 
dwellings and communal spaces. One characteristic of this evolution is the weav-
ing of small, informal businesses throughout the fabric of the neighborhood.
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Where others see poverty, Cruz sees vibrant, creative communities. This has 
led him to predict that, “the best ideas for the shape of cities in the future will 
not come from any place of economic power and abundance, but in fact from 
sectors of conflict and scarcity from which an urgent imagination can inspire 
us to rethink urban growth today.”16 At the 2009 Creative Time Summit, Cruz 
challenged his peers to reimagine the purpose of urban design:

We need to redefine density, not as a series of objects thrown on the ter-
ritory but as a series of exchanges. We need to negotiate a new economy 
and micro-politics between the top-down economics and politics of devel-
opment and the bottom-up social activism of neighborhoods, creating out 
of these dynamics new micro-policies, micro-economies at the level of the 
neighborhood. . . . These dynamics need to redefine our tools, our practice. 
We as artists and architects can be the translators of [the] . . . intelligence 
embedded in these communities. . . . We can be the producers of new con-
ceptions of citizenship and the reorganizers of resources and collaborations 
across jurisdictions and communities. Finally we . . . could be the designers 
of political processes and alternative economic frameworks.17

Cruz’s practice illustrates the shift from design of buildings to design of sys-
tems that have the capacity to continue designing and adapting themselves. 
His discoveries are potentially useful to any community designer. Looked at 
from a regenerative perspective, they include four key ideas:

 1. Focus less on physical buildings and more on inhabitants’ social flows and 
exchanges. Sustainable density is not just about units per site but the 
number of social and economic exchanges that can occur within or flow 
through a site. Sustainable housing is not just affordable spaces; it is the 
systems of economic and cultural interactions that such spaces engender.

 2. Draw on the inherent design intelligence of the community and leave open 
the potential for that intelligence to source future evolution. For develop-
ment to be sustainable, it must be fundamentally inclusive.

 3. Stimulate collaborations that can engender new political processes and 
 economic frameworks. Designers have an important role to play as 
 mediators between the top-down economics and politics of develop-
ment and the social and creative activism of neighborhoods.
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 4. Design to grow value-generating capacity, “shifting neighborhoods from 
systems for consumption to producers of cultural and economic wealth.” 
Emphasize “the construction of synergies, allowing people to move to the 
next level in terms of jobs and forming communities.”18

tHE BrattlEBoro co-op

The first principle of regenerative development, design for evolution, is a 
reminder. It is easy to become enamored of structures—buildings, transpor-
tation networks, organizations—and their beauty. But structures are second-
ary. The real product of design is the work that these structures enable. For 
regenerative development, this work always includes the ability of people 
and communities to evolve to a new level of value-adding capability. In this 
way, regenerative projects become instruments of co-evolution in the places 
where they operate. (See Chapter 6 for more on value-adding.)

Here is an example that helps illustrate this point. Regenesis was asked to 
help the Brattleboro Food Co-op think about how to develop a new grocery 
store. In the process, the organization transformed its understanding of what 
it means to be a co-op and how to play an expanded role in the life of its 
community.

Formed in Brattleboro, Vermont, in 1975, the co-op started as a small buy-
ing club (Figure 1.7). Today, it occupies an entire city block, acts as an anchor 
business for the downtown, serves as a hub for the regional food system, 
promotes community accessibility to healthy local food, and supports local 
farmers (Figures 1.8 and 1.9). The four-story building was developed collab-
oratively by the co-op, the Windham and Windsor Housing Trust, and Hous-
ing Vermont. It includes a 14,580-square foot natural foods market and deli on 
the ground floor. The three floors above contain the co-op offices, a commis-
sary kitchen, a cooking classroom, and 24 residential apartments on the three 
floors above. There are solar panels on the roof, and the entire structure uses 
recycled heat from the store’s refrigerators. More important, the building has 
helped to regenerate the 6,000-member co-op’s commitment to community 
and local food.
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FigurE 1.7 The Brattleboro Food Co-op 
started in 1975 as a small buying club located 
near the center of downtown Brattleboro.
Copyright © Brattleboro Food Co-op

FigurE 1.8 The co-op’s new building, completed in 2012, 
is still located near the center of downtown, where it 
serves as an important anchor business. Its multipurpose 
design supports and helps to continuously renew the 
6,000-member co-op’s commitment to community build-
ing and a vital local food system.
Copyright © Brattleboro Food Co-op

FigurE 1.9 Welcome to the Brattleboro Food Co-op.
Copyright © Brattleboro Food Co-op
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The transformation from buying club to regional powerhouse represents 
an evolution of vision and action. It began in 2002 and took nearly a decade 
to complete. Reflecting on the changes, Mark Goehring, the co-op’s former 
board president said, “The most significant outcomes were the mind shifts 
that occurred, the changes in how we (the co-op board and management) 
think about things.” After years of working on the co-op’s internal structures 
and operations, “It was time to look outward. . . . No longer would the mission 
simply be about building and stocking a grocery store but rather taking a key 
role in creating a sustainable community.”19

The co-op’s growing business required new facilities. It had spent a number 
of years exploring its identity and articulating its values and wanted a build-
ing that reflected these. It had also explored whether to move to a new site, 
but had been persuaded by its members and town leaders that it had a nec-
essary role to play in the future of downtown Brattleboro.

During these early deliberations, the co-op’s board of directors became 
aware of the concept of regenerative development and asked Regenesis to 
help them think about how to shift the co-op’s role from grocery store to 
regenerative marketplace. The ambition was to deepen their practice of their 
values. They knew that a green building was a start, but their vision required 
more. They wanted to be a positive contributor to the community and region.

Regenesis helped the board identify three changing dynamics that posed key 
threats to the future viability of the co-op. First, there were rumors that Whole 
Foods had taken note of the co-op’s success and was considering opening a 
store in Brattleboro. Second, the co-op was vulnerable to disruption of supply 
lines. Like most food stores in the United States, almost all of the food on its 
shelves came from far away—1,500 miles on average. Third, what had once 
been a rich agricultural region around Brattleboro was degenerating due to 
depleted soils, urbanization, and an aging farmer population. The co-op was 
a committed community institution with deep roots in place, but also a store 
dependent on imported foods and vulnerable to crop failures, fuel prices, 
truckers’ strikes, and many other external variables.

It became clear that the co-op needed a strategy to avoid displacement by a 
large national chain. It was also clear that the co-op needed to look beyond 
the task that it had initially set for itself, to build a green store (Figure 1.10).
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The co-op developed a two-pronged strategy. First, it grounded itself in a 
profound awareness of place and its vanishing food heritage. It wasn’t lost 
on the board that the energy savings that its new building might achieve 
would be negligible compared to the energy that could be saved by short-
ening the transportation distance of the food it sold. By promoting local 
farming and food culture through its market, the co-op could simultane-
ously reduce its energy footprint while making itself non-displaceable in 
its region.

Second, it needed to expand its conception of co-operative work to include 
other local organizations, businesses, and food co-ops. It set to work building 
a resilient business network, aligned around a shared regenerative vision of 
place. This opened up the possibility of considerable cost savings by sharing 
information, facilities, and investments in new infrastructure.

Today, the Brattleboro Food Co-op employs 100 people, and more than 60 
percent of its products come from nearby farms. In partnership with local 
housing trusts, it provides mixed-income housing in the heart of downtown 
Brattleboro in an award-winning, highly energy efficient building. Indeed, the 
building is an energy generator and member of a local energy-generation 

FigurE 1.10 A primary purpose or role of the Brattleboro Food Co-op is to support 
the region’s farm economy and make local foods available to members.
Copyright © Brattleboro Food Co-op
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co-op. Perhaps most significantly, it has convened an association of coopera-
tives and other organizations as the first stage of its 100-year plan to grow a 
sustainable agriculture, community, and economy for the entire region.

guiDElinEs For applying tHE principlE

Designing for evolution doesn’t mean designing evolution. Evolution is an 
emergent process—one that arises out of multiple interactions among liv-
ing beings and their environments. We can’t design or predict specific out-
comes of evolution, but we can create evolution-friendly conditions that 
influence the trajectory and speed of change. The following criteria and 
guidelines can be used by designers to help communities steer their own 
evolution.

Designing for evolution doesn’t mean designing evolution.

Maintain the potential for evolution. The designer’s first task is to identify bar-
riers to evolution. Often these are obvious, arising from attempts to control 
change. For example, homeowners’ association rules, zoning restrictions, or 
building codes might have been developed for a world that no longer exists. 
But because they are hard to change, they continue to survive, even when 
they don’t make much sense.

Other barriers might be less obvious. Architectural programming, a process for 
evaluating a client’s needs and goals, has become increasingly sophisticated and 
inclusive. But it can be a barrier to future evolution if it perpetuates the “center out” 
approach, in which an individual or group designs a building for others to use.

For the Casa Familiar project, Teddy Cruz’s programming process focused 
more on life-enhancing social flows and transformative exchanges than on 
physical structures. He designed buildings that were easy to modify and 
expand, inviting the creative engagement of both present and future users. 
He also engaged local government to create alternative zoning categories 
and new economic frameworks in order to open the door to future innova-
tive, community-driven solutions.
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Align with the wisdom of nature. Nature is a master developer. The  “projects” 
through which the Earth structures itself—forests, meadows, reefs, 
 estuaries—are expressions of life-generating optimum conditions for itself. 
Living systems structure themselves in response to their environments. By 
studying these systems, we can create structures that are equally responsive. 
For example, through understanding how a given ecosystem manages water, 
we gain insight into how to manage water when living within that ecosystem.

In the same way, we can pattern design solutions on the cumulative intel-
ligence embedded in local cultures. In Tijuana, where others saw poverty 
and desperation, Teddy Cruz saw a vital system of micro-economies and 
social exchanges. Living Rooms at the Border tapped this scrappy spirit, dis-
covering indigenous patterns rather than replicating generic, middle-class 
neighborhoods.

Define projects by their roles. Typically, projects are thought about in terms of 
the services they deliver (for example, community center, sustainable housing, 
water treatment). By thinking of a project in terms of its role we locate it within 
a systemic context. This is because a role is always played in relationship to 
other actors or roles and needs to be adapted to respond appropriately.

When the Brattleboro Food Co-op shifted roles from grocery store to regen-
erative agent, it discovered a living system of partners and allies. Not only was 
it able to work on its own viability; it was now a value-generating member of 
the entire regional community.

Grow value-generating capacity. Built structures are primarily useful because 
they enable value-generating activities that would be difficult or impossible 
without them. Unfortunately, many in the Western world, especially those 
who are designers, have a strong bias toward the physical. It can be hard to 
shift focus from the structures we want to create to the processes those struc-
tures are intended to support.

But if the intention is to work with dynamic, evolving systems, then the pro-
cesses those systems use to generate value need to be the central concern: 
How can our projects improve the ability of everyone involved to generate 
more value? How can they become sources of community and economic 
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renewal? How can the forests, meadows, and watersheds we occupy become 
healthier and more productive because of our presence?

From its outset, the aim of Living Rooms at the Border was to “shift neighbor-
hoods from systems for consumption to producers of cultural and economic 
wealth.”20 It was intended to become a source of value generation for both 
residents of the housing development and their larger community. The proj-
ect integrated socioeconomic programs to address economic, cultural, and 
educational needs. At the same time, flexible structures and live/work studios 
were designed to support the creative entrepreneurial energies of residents, 
offering opportunities for informal markets and shared spaces for production.
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C h a p t e r  2
Understanding 
place

No one can make ecological good sense for the planet. Everyone can 
make ecological good sense locally, if the affection, the scale, the 

knowledge,  the tools, and the skills are right.1

Wendell Berry

Green-building innovations have moved steadily from the cutting edge to 
acceptance as best practices for the building industry. In a similar way, sustain-
able community development in locations around the world has generated a 
parallel list of best practices. Sustainability  practitioners are often asked how 
their approaches might offer prototypes for use in other places.

But what if this tendency toward best practices were not the solution? What if 
it were actually part of the problem?



34 part One Creating regenerative projects

The CommodifiCaTion of PlaCe

On the face of it, the promulgation of good practices and ideas seems 
 sensible. Yet adopting these practices as universal standards has the insidi-
ous effect of transforming living communities into commodities. It flattens 
reality, ironing out the diversity that makes the places of the world unique, 
interesting, and resilient.

From the beginning of the Industrial Age, communities everywhere have 
been losing their distinctiveness and their ability to maintain coherence and 
integrity as living systems. Their natural features are paved over, starved for 
water, and polluted. Vernacular architecture is replaced by imported styles 
and generic materials. Green space has been reduced to public parks, with the 
same swing sets, tennis courts, and ball fields that can be found in any nearby 
community. Local cuisine and the indigenous foods that inspire it are slowly 
displaced by chain restaurants and the products of industrial agriculture. The 
result is the development of an increasingly homogenized world in which, as 
James Kunstler puts it, “Every place is like no place in particular”2 (Figure 2.1).

figure 2.1 Tract housing exemplifies the replacement of distinctive cultural 
 features with imported styles and generic materials. 
Copyright © Condor 36/Shutterstock.com



Chapter 2 Understanding place 35

It needn’t be this way. In fact, no two places on the planet are the same. Local 
people know this. They can tell you the boundaries of their neighborhoods 
and point to the things that most truly reflect their authentic characters. This 
way of understanding place, as attenuated as it is becoming, is still alive in our 
human experience (Figure 2.2).

figure 2.2 Historic housing in the French Quarter of New Orleans, Louisiana, 
expresses the cultural legacy and vibrant daily life of the neighborhood. 
Copyright © Jorg Hackemann/Shutterstock.com

The special places on Earth, the ones that draw us to visit and write about 
them, have learned to sustain their integrity as living systems. The people 
who live in these places do this by celebrating and evolving their local 
cultures through successive generations. They adorn their buildings and 
streets, their clothing and food, to reflect their distinctive identities. This 
ongoing celebration reinforces the values that communities wish to per-
petuate. It sets the norms for economic and social practices and helps 
harmonize them with local ecosystems. The affection we hold for these 
places, where the relationships among people, nature, architecture, and 
culture are mutually reinforcing, helps protect them from the erosive 
forces of globalization.
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Love of place offers an antidote to the homogenization of towns, cities, and 
landscapes. For this reason, it is a critical piece of the sustainability puzzle 
because it offers the motivation needed to reintroduce regenerative prac-
tices into all of our endeavors.

This realization leads to a second basic premise of regenerative development: 
Co-evolution among humans and natural systems can only be undertaken in spe-
cific places, using approaches that are precisely fitted to them. If we wish to engage 
in co-evolutionary partnerships with nature, we must do so place by place, dis-
covering opportunities and solutions that are indigenous rather than generic.

Premise Two: Co-evolution among humans and natural systems can 
only be undertaken in specific places, using approaches that are 
 precisely fitted to them.

The age of industrialization has produced remarkable efficiencies in global 
production and consumption. But these efficiencies are mechanical rather 
than ecological, the result of oversimplified thinking about how nature and 
the world work. These efficiencies have come at the cost of rapidly degrading 
natural, social, and cultural wealth. John Lyle, one of the pioneers of regenera-
tive thinking, once wrote, “Where nature evolved an ever-varying, endlessly 
complex network of unique places adapted to local conditions . . . humans 
have designed readily manageable uniformity . . . [replacing] billions of years 
of evolution with a simpler, more direct, and immensely powerful design of 
human devising.”3

As a result, we have forgotten how to understand and live in “right relation-
ship” to our places.4 David Orr describes this phenomenon as becoming resi-
dents rather than inhabitants. Residency requires only cash and a map, while 
an inhabitant “dwells . . . in an intimate, organic, and mutually nurturing rela-
tionship with a place. Good inhabitance is an art requiring detailed knowledge 
of a place, the capacity for observation, and a sense of care and rootedness.”5

Place is one of those rare concepts in the English language that embraces both 
the human and natural worlds. It comprises all of the multitudinous interac-
tions among nature and culture, interactions that can be found in urban and 
rural settings alike. Every place is a living whole with its own  distinctive spirit. 
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The proliferation of places, each different from any other, represents a key 
strategy for the planet as a living system, a diversified portfolio of invest-
ments. The innovation and experimentation that this diversity enables is nec-
essary for the evolution of natural and cultural systems alike.

an aPProaCh To PlaCe

The ground for regenerative development is an understanding of place. 
What makes each place unique? What gives it vitality? Viability? What is the 
source of its potential and, therefore, of its capacity to evolve? With this under-
standing it becomes possible to tailor sustainable design strategies and pro-
cesses that are harmonious with the character of a specific place. The streets 
of Manhattan, the vineyards of Languedoc, the wilds of the Altiplano—these 
are very different places and their differences demand respect and apprecia-
tion. Each expresses a unique and dynamic interplay between humans and 
nature that designers and community leaders can creatively harness for the 
benefit of all.

Regenerative development returns place to its core position in human life, 
making it a touchstone of shared meaning and caring that can enable people 
to make common cause with one another and with nature. Real communities 
are, in the words of David Orr, “places in which the bonds between people 
and those between people and the natural world create a pattern of connect-
edness, responsibility, and mutual need.”6

TransformaTional leverage

In the context of regenerative development, the word place means far more 
than its customary usage in the fields of architecture, planning, or commu-
nity development. Although it encompasses local economies and food sys-
tems, vernacular architecture, wildlife, and native plant communities, it also 
includes subjective experience. Place is more than material reality; for many 
people it is also the holder of deep emotional attachment.

For this reason, place offers a context that is meaningful to people, one that 
they can comprehend and care about. It is the “right scale of whole” for  people 
to work on, providing an arena within which they can successfully take on the 
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challenges that we are facing together as a species. Thus it represents a power-
ful strategic leverage point for transforming the ways we live on Earth. This is 
why the second principle of regenerative development is to partner with place.

Principle Two: Partner with place.

Place serves as the laboratory and learning environment for developing 
community intelligence about how to live in harmony with natural systems. 
Regardless of the general principles governing ecosystems, agriculture, politi-
cal science, or forest and fisheries management, the particulars are always 
irreplaceably local. This is why, from the perspective of living harmoniously 
with the planet, it is such a serious loss when local or indigenous knowledge 
dies out. As Wendell Berry describes it:

The loss of local culture is, in part, a practical loss and an economic one. For 
one thing, such a culture contains, and conveys to succeeding generations, 
the history of the use of the place and the knowledge of how the place 
may be lived in and used. For another, the pattern of reminding implies 
affection for the place and respect for it, and so, finally, the local culture will 
carry the knowledge of how the place may be well and lovingly used, and 
also the implicit command to use it only well and lovingly. The only true 
and effective “operator’s manual for spaceship earth” is not a book that any 
human will ever write; it is hundreds of thousands of local cultures.7

Understanding place as a whole, encompassing all living beings, gives us 
an opportunity to heal our alienation. As Michael Jones has said, “A sense 
of place offers a unifying story that weaves together our relationship with 
nature, art, and community and inspires us to re-imagine, not only how we 
live and lead but the nature of the universe itself.”8 Scholars and philosophers 
like Ivan Illich, John Cameron, René Dubos, and Peter Berg have long argued 
that it is only in relationship to place that humans experience a sense of inti-
macy and responsibility with regard to the world. From this they make mean-
ingful identities and roles for themselves.

Crucially, place is a doorway into caring. People can and do care about their 
places. “Rootedness in a place,” wrote Simone Weil “is the most important and 
least recognized need of the human soul.” Love of place taps into the personal 
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and political will needed to make profound change. It can also unite people 
from across diverse ideological spectra because place is what all local people 
share. It is the commons that allows them to call themselves a  community. 
The imperative to conserve or restore what is precious in a shared place can 
provide the higher-order purpose and sense of direction that reconciles a 
host of differences.

BeComing ParTners

Partnering with place implies a relationship between living entities. We can 
be good stewards of the objects in our life—our house, car, clothing, etc. — 
using them well and maintaining them. But insofar as they are objects, we 
would never relate to them as partners. The first fundamental step to design-
ing projects that can partner with place is to understand that place is alive.

Partnership is relational rather than transactional. In her book, Tending the 
Wild, Kat Anderson captures the indigenous worldview of the native peoples 
of  California, who emphasize their necessary relatedness and participation 
with nature.

Wilderness is a negative label for land that has not been taken care of by 
humans for a long time. . . . California Indians believe that when humans 
are gone from an area long enough, they lose the practical knowledge 
about correct interaction, and the plants and animals retreat spiritually 
from the earth or hide from humans. When intimate interaction ceases, 
the continuity of knowledge passed down through generations, is 
 broken, and the land becomes “wilderness.”9

Because partnership is relational, it moves us beyond the paternalism of pro-
tection and preservation. Conservationist Peter Forbes has noted that:

. . . 42 percent of the private land in America is posted No Trespassing. 
And nearly 80 percent of land “protected” by private conservation orga-
nizations is posted No Trespassing. . . . Saving land while losing human 
understanding of the land, what lives there, why it needs to be part of 
our lives, what it has meant throughout history is to create conflict. . . . 
As a nation and as a movement, we’ve spent too much time separating 
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people and the land and precious little time being in dialogue about 
what defines a healthy relationship between the two.10

renewing The sourCe

The award-winning Springs Preserve in Las Vegas, Nevada, is an example of 
what can result when a design focus shifts from preserving to partnering. The 
preserve is a unique natural area located in the historic heart of Las Vegas, 
Nevada. It includes a Desert Living Center and Sustainability Gallery, the 
Nevada State Museum, Origen Museum, the University of Las Vegas DesertSol 
Solar House, a butterfly habitat, botanical and conservation gardens, a recre-
ated spring pool, and extensive trails. It also houses a reservoir and pumping 
station that delivers potable water to much of the metropolitan area. The site 
is important archaeologically, historically, and culturally (Figures 2.3 and 2.4).

An abundance of sustainable and appropriate technologies integrate the 
preserve into the hot dry climate of the Mojave Desert. Passive solar design, 
rammed earth and straw bale construction, biological wastewater treatment, 
grid-tied photovoltaics, protection of archaeological and biological resources, 
and native plant landscaping have all contributed to earning it a platinum cer-
tification from the U.S. Green Building Council’s LEED program. Equally impor-
tant, the project is locally beloved and has become one of the city’s most 
popular destinations. Las Vegas residents come to the preserve to learn how 
to incorporate water conservation and sustainable practices into their daily 
lives. In this way, it has positioned itself as an advocate, promoting conserva-
tion and appreciation of the desert environment as a special place to live.

The project was initially conceived as a fairly conventional demonstration site 
for desert gardening. A turning point came when the Las Vegas Valley Water 
Authority realized that it needed to shift its thinking from building a project 
that was in the desert to building one that was of the desert. With this shift 
in attitude and perspective the design team, led by the Las Vegas firm LGA, 
began to create something that would serve as a regenerative force.

An interdisciplinary design team that included architects, landscape archi-
tects, engineers, biologists, hydrologists, sustainability experts, and commu-
nity stakeholders worked together to realize this vision. Much of the leadership 
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was provided by Patricia Mulroy of the Las Vegas Valley Water Authority. 
Before accepting a position at the Brookings Institute, Mulroy had earned a 
national reputation as the “Water Witch of Las Vegas.” As manager of all the 
water resources for one of America’s fastest growing cities, she demonstrated a 

figure 2.3 An architectural rendering showing the layout of botanical and 
 conservation gardens at Springs Preserve in Las Vegas, Nevada.
Courtesy LGA
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 formidable grasp of the complexities and strategic challenges raised by intense 
dryland development in an age of climate change. Early on, she recognized that 
life in a world of water scarcity was going to require more than  technological 
solutions. It was going to require the emergence of a new culture.

Among the land holdings of Mulroy’s agency was a jewel hidden in plain 
sight—180 acres in the heart of the city. The site housed a well field, stor-
age tanks, and water treatment plant, and was surrounded by industrial 
neighborhoods. For generations it had served as a kind of open space, an 
unsupervised refuge for teenagers and young lovers. In the 1980s local pres-
ervationists had quietly worked with the water district to secure its historic 
status, but it remained dormant with regard to public engagement until the 
mid-1990s. The question was what to do with it.

The site contains a complex of artesian springs—a true oasis in the desert. 
Archaeological evidence indicates an Anasazi presence in the area, followed 
by the southern Paiute for whom the springs were a major water source. The 
Spanish encountered the lush grasslands of this oasis and gave the area its 
name, Las Vegas, which means the meadows. It was a major campsite on the 
Spanish trail, which provided an east-west link to the far-flung Spanish empire 

figure 2.4 The Desert Living Center and Sustainability Gallery at Springs Preserve.
Courtesy LGA
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in the American southwest. In the mid-nineteenth century, the Mormons set-
tled the area just downstream of the springs. Later, the site became an impor-
tant stop on the railroad that connected Salt Lake City to Los Angeles. At the 
beginning of the twentieth century, developers from Los Angeles, in connec-
tion with the railroads, finally established the city of Las Vegas (Figure 2.5).

figure 2.5 Botanical gardens at the Springs Preserve featuring local native plants.
Courtesy LGA

Recognizing that Las Vegas’ water use was shortsighted, Mulroy knew that 
this project needed to catalyze a shift in the city toward a culture of sustain-
ability. She encouraged the project team to engage in a planning process 
whose focus was community development rather than site development. 
She wanted to grow new capability within the water district, and that would 
require bringing together a larger than usual circle of stakeholders.

The team very quickly uncovered a profound conflict. Some wanted to pre-
serve the site and its wealth of archeological and biological resources, while 
others wanted to open it to visitors and provide them with interpretation of 
these resources. This conflict was eventually reconciled by highlighting the 
historical and cultural significance of the site to the region as a whole. All par-
ties agreed that the best way to preserve precious resources was to influence 
the way people live in this place.
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Anchoring the project in place, making it of the desert, eventually influenced the 
design and building of all of its components. Every one of them was prohibited 
by Las Vegas’ existing land use and building codes, but what was trying to come 
to be on the site was compelling and self-evidently appropriate. This led the vari-
ous government agencies involved to adopt new codes that allowed building to 
go forward. Subcontractors were so proud of their participation that they would 
often sneak their families onto the construction site after hours. They knew that 
they were not just building structures; they were building community. Even 
before ground was broken, the project began to earn public affection and enthu-
siasm because it brought people into partnership with their history and ecology.

When the Springs Preserve opened its doors in 2007, its features and loca-
tion attracted national attention. A visionary ecological project was so unlike 
the associations that most of the public have with Las Vegas—a neon play-
ground for nightlife and high-stakes gambling—that people couldn’t help but 
observe, “If it can happen here, it can happen anywhere!” This was one time 
when what happened in Las Vegas didn’t need to stay in Las Vegas (Figure 2.6).

figure 2.6 An aerial view of Springs Preserve in the construction phase, showing 
its location within the city in relation to the downtown strip.

Courtesy LGA
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PlaCe as living sysTem

Scientist and essayist René Dubos, author of the catchphrase “Think  Globally, 
Act Locally,” advocated that issues involving the environment must be 
addressed within their unique physical, climatic, and cultural contexts. “Each 
particular place,” noted Dubos, “is the continuously evolving expression of 
a highly complex set of forces—inanimate and living—which become inte-
grated into an organic whole.”11 In other words, places are dynamic and under-
standing them presents special challenges. Learning to recognize and read key 
patterns can greatly facilitate this work. The following three sets— patterns of 
nestedness, patterns of interaction, and essence patterns—are characteristic 
of living systems and enable insight into the uniqueness of places.

PaTTerns of nesTedness

All living systems are made of smaller systems nested within larger systems. 
For example, in a human body, a muscle cell is nested within a heart, which is 
nested within a circulatory system (Figure 2.7). All of these levels of system are 
whole and distinct from one another, and at the same time, they are dynami-
cally interdependent and inseparable.

Living systems are open; they interact and co-evolve (or co-devolve) with 
their environments. Nestedness implies that there is a mutuality of interest 
among their different levels, based on the energies they exchange. Although 
organisms are at once complete, independent, and autonomous, they are 
also interdependent with other life forms.

Nature depends upon connections through different levels of biological 
organization. There is an unbroken continuum from cell to organism to eco-
system to bioregion and ultimately to the whole planet. “Systemic health,” 
notes Daniel Wahl, “is a scale-linking, emergent property of healthy inter-
actions and relationships within complex dynamic systems. The health of 
human beings, societies, ecosystems and the planetary life support system 
is fundamentally interconnected and interdependent.”12 If the health of one 
level of system declines, it affects the health of the other levels. A problem 
in the heart can adversely affect the entire body. An illness in the body can 
impact the health of the heart.
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As living systems, places can be understood in terms of patterns of nested-
ness. A neighborhood or district might be nested within a city, which is nested 
within a watershed. As with the human body, these different levels of system 
are interdependent and inseparable. They don’t just influence one another. 
They can no more exist or change independently of one another than a heart 
and its body can.

figure 2.7 Living systems are made of smaller systems nested within 
larger systems. Within a human body, a muscle cell is nested within a heart, 
which is nested within a circulatory system. (The body, in turn, is nested 
within a family, a larger community, and an ecosystem.) 
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc. Illustration by David Grey and Kronosphere 
Design.
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Many cities exhibited this dynamic interdependence following the collapse 
of the housing market in 2008. An abandoned house would begin to affect 
property prices, foreclosures would spread, and formerly healthy neighbor-
hoods would begin to deteriorate. This would decrease income from prop-
erty taxes, jeopardizing city services and further advancing the cycle of decay.

Creating a project that is regenerative requires understanding its patterns of 
nestedness, precisely because it is the systems within which it is nested that it 
will regenerate. How one defines these systems depends on what it is work-
ing on. An urban school is likely to affect its neighborhood and therefore the 
larger community surrounding that neighborhood. A rural school might affect 
several small communities located within a watershed. Each school will play a 
different role, based on its integration within a unique set of nested systems.

PaTTerns of inTeraCTion

Living systems are sustained by a host of interactions among diverse forces. 
Places, for example, are undergirded by a slowly shifting geological substrate 
of rocks, soils, and the spaces between them. This substrate interacts with 
climatic forces that wear down mountains and build up deposits of soil. Soils 
are further developed through their interactions with microorganisms, fungi, 
plants, and animals. This builds their fertility and provides a matrix for ever-
increasing complexity of ecological expression, including the emergence of 
human habitat and culture.

These patterns of interactions can be traced backward and forward. The 
underlying basement of parent stone is still present even after it has been 
layered over with millions or even billions of years of accumulated materials. It 
continues to exert an influence, contributing its mineral imprint to the human 
communities that live above it. It helps determine the quality of the water 
they drink and the food they eat and, therefore, the way they live.

Virtually everything on Earth can be understood as the trace or a residue of 
some pattern of interaction. The Yucatan peninsula of Mexico is a great bar-
rier reef made by living organisms, carved into its present shape by a giant 
meteor, riddled through with subterranean channels and caverns, over-
laid by jungle and thousands of years of Mayan culture, and surging with 
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 underground  rivers that surface in the form of small freshwater lakes of enor-
mous depth. In spite of its placid surface, evidence of movement, growth, and 
hidden potential is everywhere.

essenCe PaTTerns

Essence can be defined as the true nature or distinctive character that makes 
something what it is; the permanent versus the accidental element of being. 
Architect Christopher Alexander calls it “the quality without a name . . . [the] 
central quality which is the root criterion of life and spirit in a man, a town, a 
building or a wilderness.”13 In a 2011 interview, Moshe Safde commented that, 
“As an architect, you have to understand the essence of a place and create a 
building that resonates with that.”14

Essence can seem abstruse and esoteric until we see it at work in a family or 
personal context. The more deeply we understand the essence of a child, for 
example, the better able we are to discern the conditions in which she is likely 
to thrive. When an appreciation of essence informs a friendship, it enables 
fuller realization of each person’s potential.

Places also have essences, identities, characters, and purposes. René Dubos 
described this phenomenon as, “spirit of place . . . the living ecological relation-
ship between a particular location and the persons who have derived from it 
and added to it the various aspects of their humanness.”15 Berlin could never be 
mistaken for Los Angeles, and neither could be confused with Istanbul, in spite 
of the superficial similarities shared by urban centers everywhere. In the same 
way, the qualities that make the great plains of Central Asia and the great plains 
of North America similar, only serve to underscore their profound differences.

Spirit has to do with essence, soul, defining attributes, life-giving principles, 
underlying animating structure. What gives a place its core and center of 
gravity? That which, if altered or taken away, would change the place funda-
mentally into something else. That which permeates and infuses place. What 
embodies place spirit? Represents or holds its essence? What stands for the 
physicality, materiality of place but its people and activity?16
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Although places may appear similar on the surface, in fact each has a unique 
and distinct being. Until this essence becomes known, it is easily confused 
with superficial appearances. Italianate villas in the hills of California or half-
timbered estates in Connecticut might sell well, but in those settings they 
are not necessarily authentic reflections of place. Edward Relph, author of 
the seminal work Place and Placelessness, condemned these inventions and 
manipulations as “exercises in duplicity. They are superficial acts of plagiarism 
that reveal a lack of confidence, a lack of originality, and uncertainty of any 
purpose except the one of making money.”17

It is possible to discover the ongoing and distinctive core patterns that orga-
nize the dynamics of a given place. These core patterns are the source of its 
recognizable character and nature—its essence. They influence the complex 
relationships that produce its activities, growth, and evolution. When seek-
ing to identify these core patterns, Regenesis asks three questions: How does 
this place organize and renew itself? What does it consistently pursue? What 
value does it generate as a result?

CreaTing an iCon

Central Park in McAllen, Texas, illustrates how discovering nestedness and 
essence of place can help shape a regenerative project. McAllen is a thriving, 
business-oriented city located in the Rio Grande estuary near the border with 
Mexico. City planners recently partnered with a developer to transform an 
abandoned, 67-acre reservoir located in the center of town next to a mixed-
use park and recreational center. Conceived as a keystone in the city’s effort to 
revitalize its urban core, the project was intended to reflect McAllen’s status 
and direction as a regional leader. It was also intended to re-awaken a con-
nection to the community’s cultural heritage.

The city had developed a list of goals, based on the notion of a new town 
center that included attracting visitors, providing entertainment that would 
appeal to wealthy residents, and raising gross receipts tax income from 
high-end restaurants, stores, and events. At the same time, nearly everyone 
involved wanted the project to be an “icon of the future of McAllen,” a reflec-
tion of its essence that would help strengthen its values and principles. Rather 
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than simply adopting goals that could have been set by any municipality 
seeking to grow its economy, the developer invited Regenesis to explore the 
essence of place as a basis for the park’s design.

disCovering essenCe

The Regenesis team interviewed city officials, naturalists, environmental sci-
entists and scholars, archeologists, anthropologists and cultural historians, 
respected elders, cultural and social activists, thought leaders, project stake-
holders, and many others, all of whom had a stake in “dreaming forward” the 
city and region as a whole. The team members also toured the city and visited 
sites where characteristic ecological patterns could be observed. This yielded an 
overview of dynamics and history, both human and natural. Of particular interest 
were those places where ecological and human patterns mirrored each other.

The team was initially puzzled by the fact that McAllen’s location is always 
officially described as the “Lower Rio Grande Valley,” in spite of its location in a 
delta. There was no valley anywhere in the region. Then they discovered that 
early settlers from Mexico felt that valley sounded more inviting to tourists 
and northern investors than delta.

Current residents, on the other hand, describe themselves and McAllen as 
nested in the “Rioplex,” the delta area that extends north and south of the 
Rio Grande and encompasses the drainage area on both sides of the border. 
Many feel more affinity with the Mexican city Reynosa, just a few miles from 
them, than they do with Brownsville, located an hour away (Figure 2.8) on the 
Texas side of the border. This integrative quality, which ignores the arbitrary 
divisions of state and national boundaries, is core to the character of this place. 
McAllen, the Regenesis team proposed, exhibits a “Spirit of Non-apartness.”

As the research progressed, three core patterns appeared. Together they 
pointed to essence, as reflected in McAllen’s geological, biological, and 
human histories. The team named these patterns “dynamic flowing,” “stabi-
lizing nets,” and “living mosaic.”

Dynamic flowing is how the Rioplex renews itself. Unlike a valley, which has 
two distinct sides, a delta is essentially a floodplain, a weave of channels 
and side channels, which change from season to season and year to year. In 
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MEXICO

figure 2.8 The location of McAllen, Texas, on the Rio Grande estuary at the Gulf of Mexico.
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc. Illustration by David Grey and Kronosphere Design.

the Rio Grande Delta, it is difficult to tell where the international border lies 
because the location of the river changes frequently. In the same way, it is 
hard to say where the water ends and the land begins. Monsoon rains drive 
periodic cycles of downstream flooding. Hurricanes drive water upstream 
from the Gulf.

Seasonal migrations of animals, birds, and fish cross and re-cross the land-
scape in pulses that mimic the water surging through this fluid terrain. These 
natural pulses are mirrored in the human history of the region. At times the 
back-and-forth flow of different human populations has influenced and even 
redefined McAllen’s social, political, and economic landscapes. Immigrants 
and invasions periodically moved across the area, spreading out and inter-
weaving with previous cultures. Like the waters of the river, each human flood 
left behind new resources and cultural richness, just as deposits from the 
floodwaters enriched the soils. This interweaving is reflected in a city where 
hard divides and divisiveness are antithetical to the way of life.



52 part One Creating regenerative projects

Stabilizing nets enable communities to thrive in this place of dynamic flows and 
floods. As the waters of the Rio Grande surge through the delta, the response 
of plant life is to form webs of roots, which slow and spread the water, allow-
ing suspended soils and nutrients to settle and nourish the ecosystem. Even 
the land itself is organized in a web-like pattern of hummocks, shoals, and 
braiding channels, all of which together act as a brake on the erosive force of 
floodwater.

Human communities in and near the Rioplex have themselves responded to 
the pulses of change in conserving and renewing ways. They have formed 
stabilizing social networks to allow their cultures and livelihoods to thrive 
rather than be swept away in periods of war, human migration, and isolation. 
These adaptive, family-like connections have sustained a resilient community. 
Local people reported that they treasure McAllen’s “slow, intimate, small 
hometown feel,” its culture of cross-generational cooperation and traditions 
of volunteer activism. Even McAllen’s settlement pattern is web-like, compris-
ing a network of centers or “downtowns,” each with its own unique qualities 
and distinctive importance.

Living mosaic is the pattern through which this place integrates diversity 
and creates wealth within what could otherwise be a chaotic environment. 
The Rioplex is an oasis, a lush multistoried jungle bounded to the north and 
south by deserts. It sits in one of the most biodiverse regions in the United 
States and contains a rich mosaic of soils that have been distributed across 
the landscape. Each of these soils sustains its own distinct biological com-
munity. In the same way, a diverse mosaic of cultures has formed in the area. 
The juxtaposition and blending of these variegated elements are the source 
of the variety and vibrancy of exchanges that enrich the community. When 
asked what truly characterizes his city, McAllen’s mayor responded, “We trea-
sure difference, diversity.”

a healing role

The Central Park developer had asked a New Urbanist design team led by Jeff 
Speck to conduct a five-day master planning workshop. The three core patterns 
were presented, and community members were asked if they were true to their 
experience. They responded with stories, describing the ways these patterns 
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had played out in their own lives and the lives of their parents and grandparents. 
From these, the planning team extracted a set of guiding concepts.

•	 Welcome all ages, incomes, cultures, and languages.
•	 Build adaptable, well-defined spaces for a variety of uses and users.
•	 Make transitions between spaces gradual; avoid abrupt edges.
•	 Foster entrepreneurial and cultural talent.
•	 Reflect living water, farming heritage, ecology, and diverse cultures of the 

region.
•	 Educate and inspire; make the community’s underlying values explicit.
•	 Integrate the global and local, the unique and the branded.

The town of McAllen has always organized itself to work like a delta, enabling 
exchanges among its economically and culturally diverse constituencies and 
visitors. Although the people of McAllen might have been expected to develop 
a closed, barricaded approach to these intrusions, the opposite seemed to be 
true. McAllen’s residents liked to say, “You can get closer quicker here.” The city 
had welcomed successive generations of newcomers into its family-like net-
works, creating a wealth of social capital and resilience in the face of change.

But this pattern had been disrupted on multiple fronts. The proposed border 
wall to separate the United States and Mexico posed significant challenges. 
Efforts to protect communities from flooding were upsetting the delta’s eco-
logical balance and severing the deep historical connection to the river. And 
the social porosity that had made the place work in the past was threatened 
as increasing numbers of gated communities sprang up, walling off exclusive 
areas from the rest of the town. Ironically, these efforts to protect the region 
against the dynamic flows that had shaped it were undermining its sources of 
renewal and regeneration.

Based on these insights, a role for the Central Park began to emerge. It needed 
to shed light on the underlying patterns of place and be an embodiment of 
the democratic exchanges that made it work. Instead of the original vision of 
an Epcot-like entertainment and retail center, a new design was proposed, 
one that would attract all segments of society, whether they had money or 
not. Its organizing idea was to bring people from all walks of life back into 
contact with water and each other (Figures 2.9 and 2.10).
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figure 2.9 The organizing idea for Central Park was to bring people from all walks of life 
into contact with water and each other.
Copyright © James Wassell/Speck & Associates LLC and DPZ Latin America

figure 2.10 Water became a central element of the proposed plan.
Copyright © James Wassell/Speck & Associates LLC and DPZ Latin America
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Design features included a water park, river walk, and biological water 
treatment system. Everything from fine dining to free water play to down-
town apartments would be available, in order to encourage the mixing 
that was essential to the vitality of the town. By encouraging a diversity 
of economic and social transactions, the city would be able to achieve its 
high-end entertainment and tax revenue goals without undermining its 
core character. Not coincidentally, the pattern represented by this alterna-
tive vision for Central Park was of immediate interest to the city’s powerful 
neighborhood associations. They could see the relevance of this planning 
approach as an antidote to the problem with gated communities that they 
were facing.

Because the project was place-sourced rather than just another trendy 
downtown redevelopment, it had a clear role that it could play well. As an 
icon for the future McAllen, it reconnected people to the rich legacy that 
had always been the source of strength and success for the town and its 
region.

guidelines for aPPlying The PrinCiPle

Discovering the key patterns that can facilitate understanding a place as a 
living whole requires synthesizing diverse kinds of information. This work 
can be greatly facilitated by three somewhat unusual questions. “How big 
is here?” looks at place through the lens of nested systems. “How does here 
work?” relates to patterns of interaction. “What kind of here is this?” brings in 
the aspect of essence.

how Big is here?

It can be tricky to find the right nested systems for a project. One needs to 
identify the appropriate scale within which it can have a meaningful  influence. 
As a starting point, Regenesis uses a relatively simple framework that shows 
three levels (Figure 2.11).
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In the framework, the inner ring represents the project, which could be as 
limited as a single building or piece of infrastructure or as large as a regional 
planning effort.

The next ring is the proximate whole. This is a living system in close relationship 
to the project, one that is coherent and bounded by natural features of the 
landscape and/or cultural agreement. It is usually possible to see direct effects 
and exchanges between the project and its proximate whole or to imagine 
them occurring in the future. Some examples are the neighborhood in which 
a building is sited or the watershed within which a township is located.

The third ring, or greater whole, is the next higher level of system, within which 
the proximate whole plays a role. If the project is a building, and a neighbor-
hood is the proximate whole, then the district or city is the greater whole.

Humans draw boundaries to define and give form to whatever they wish to 
work on. This makes it possible to navigate in a world where “everything is con-
nected to everything.” However, it is important to hold in mind  Buckminster 

figure 2.11 Every project is nested within its place (its proximate 
whole), which is nested within a greater whole.
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc. Illustration by David Grey and 
 Kronosphere Design
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Fuller’s reported admonition that “every boundary is a useful bit of fiction.” 
Identifying boundaries to define a project’s nested wholes is a process of dis-
cernment; a series of refinements that will change as understanding grows 
and deepens.

how does here work?

Part of the art and discipline of holistic thinking is the ability to scan disci-
plines and sources of information in order to bring them together in a way 
that generates meaning. This is sometimes referred to as pattern literacy. It is 
the ability to see the underlying patterns that link and make sense of dispa-
rate forms of information.

For example, looking at political or economic boundaries rarely reveals how 
a living system actually works. Looking at place from a pattern perspective 
yields a very different picture.

Patterns of geophysical organizing

Looking at how the physical landscape is structured often provides clues about 
the dynamic operations that are at work in a place. For example, the Rio Grande 
has been structuring the delta where McAllen, Texas, is located for thousands 
of years, and this has exerted a subtle but pervasive influence on the region. 
Even landscapes that have been radically altered by humans, such as densely 
populated urban centers, continue to be shaped by geophysical organizing.

Patterns of Biological organizing

Biological systems (for example, a forest ecosystem) generally organize them-
selves to moderate or take advantage of underlying geophysical conditions 
(although, of course, this process can be disrupted by human interventions). 
Interactions among climate, soils, and hydrology shape local biological 
communities. To learn more about this aspect of a place, it can be useful to 
seek out an ecological history. This can provide a sense of the ways these 
communities have responded to changing conditions.

Patterns of human organizing

Place-sourced human culture arises in response to geophysical and biological 
organization. For example, whether a landscape is forested or open, coastal 
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or mountainous, will have a profound influence on how people provide for 
themselves, shelter themselves, and transact with each other and the world 
at large. At the same time, humans also contribute to making places what 
they are.

whaT kind of here is This?

Regenerative development gains much of its power from the ability of design 
practitioners to discern the essences of places by observing and engaging 
with the people who live in them. Here are three different approaches to this 
delicate work. They are a good way to begin, but they are by no means an 
exhaustive list.

how do local People describe Place?

Though we may not be aware of it, we often talk and think about the places 
where we live in a nested way. If someone asks us where we live, we might 
answer with the name of the state or region. Pressed for more details, we 
would name our city or district or neighborhood or street. Depending on our 
shared level of local knowledge, we might offer landmarks (“across the river”) 
or even historical references (“next to where the grocery store used to be, 
before it burned down”). This layered approach is commonly used to contex-
tualize all kinds of relationships.

Locational definitions are often reflected in the way newspapers or television 
broadcasts characterize their areas: serving “the tri-county area” or “the upper 
valley.” Local people know exactly what these phrases mean, along with a 
host of others that capture the larger and smaller contexts of place. One can 
begin to develop an understanding of a place and a sense of the boundaries 
between proximate and greater wholes by inviting local people to share how 
they think about where they live.

how do local People express Place?

A highly informative way to gain insight about the character of place is to 
notice how people celebrate it. This can take the form of fairs or parades or 
community days. It can be reflected in the way people spruce up their streets, 
especially when the sprucing is done by neighborhood residents rather than 
government agencies or business boosters. These are indicators of what 
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 people take pride in and how they express it. The task is to see through what 
is presented externally to the message behind it.

Clues to the essence of a place can be found in all kinds of interesting sources. 
Very often, even small communities will have a cookbook of local recipes. 
Along with local variations on regional cuisines and foodstuffs, these can offer 
glimpses into local lives and histories. Some communities are lucky enough 
to have published oral histories, which not only flesh out the understanding 
of past events and local mores, but also allow the reader to discern the inflec-
tion and the spirit of residents. Local literature and art can also be rich sources 
of insight. Novels, paintings, and music that successfully capture feelings and 
values of residents can provide windows into the lived experience of place 
that data simply doesn’t offer.

what do local People love about Their Place?

Almost all conversations with people about the places where they live ulti-
mately lead back to the heart of the matter, which is why they live there 
in the first place. What is it that they love? What is it that they want other 
people to experience because it is so dear to them? When people get in 
touch with the genuine affection and caring they feel for their places, they 
enable others to contact the deeper, inner realities at work in them. Often 
these deeper sources of caring are diminished or even forgotten in the 
course of day-to-day living. Eliciting from people what they love about 
where they live not only reveals its essence; it regenerates their sense of 
connection to it.
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C h a p t e r  3
Discovering 
Collective Vocation

Where your talents and the needs of the world cross,  
there lies your vocation. 

Attributed to Aristotle

When a community awakens to its uniqueness, it taps into a potency that 
comes from operating authentically, from the core of who it is. This potency 
can be drained away by conventional planning efforts, which tend to destroy 
wholeness by breaking problems into their component parts in order to solve 
them. This is as true of sustainability planning, with its model projects and 
rating systems, as it is of economic development efforts or infrastructure 
overhauls. Most of the time, these efforts fail to pay sufficient attention to the 
living systems in which the parts are embedded.
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Improving the many parts and pieces that make up a complex modern com-
munity is a good thing. However, focusing solely at the level of individual 
elements is fundamentally incompatible with the way nature works. For 
example, from a living systems perspective, a sustainable building is a mean-
ingless idea. The point is not to sustain buildings; the point is to make benefi-
cial contributions to the future of life on Earth.

How does one begin to shift collective attention from mechanical parts to 
living wholes? From piecemeal solutions to system regeneration? From best 
practices to authentic, place-sourced creativity?

SuStainability iS a byproduct

Sustainability is actually a byproduct of growing the value that living systems 
create. Sustainability becomes possible when a person, forest, or river is in a 
reciprocally developmental relationship with the proximate whole it inhabits. 
The smaller system contributes to the larger system’s development and, in turn, 
receives nourishment for its own. This relationship is described as “adding value.”

The premise that arises from this insight may be stated as: the sustainability of 
a living system is tied directly to its beneficial integration into a larger system. For 
humans, the desire to contribute to something larger is inherent and may be 
a trait that has allowed us to co-evolve with our planet and with one another. 
This contribution doesn’t just make life more meaningful; it is also the only 
path to a sustainable way of living. One of the implications of this idea is that, 
in order to be regenerative, one must develop the ability to take direction 
from a higher-level system.

Premise Three: The sustainability of a living system is tied directly to 
its beneficial integration into a larger system.

the idea of Vocation

In regenerative development, taking direction does not mean taking orders 
or following instructions. Rather, it is a pulling or a calling forth, in other words, 
a vocation. Vocation is the trail to which a person is especially drawn because 
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she knows that it is hers to blaze. Every member of a living system is known, 
in part, by the contribution to which it is called.

For human beings, vocation is a source of meaning. When a person responds 
to a calling, her life is enriched by a sense of direction. This is true for not 
only individuals, but also their communities and places. Smaller systems gain 
meaning from the beneficial contributions that larger systems call forth from 
them.

Within human communities, a collective vocation enables people to work 
intentionally, independently, and in diverse ways toward a common aim. Put 
another way, a collective vocation provides a context within which people are 
able to discover their individual vocations. By eliciting a collective vocation, a 
regenerative project can help a community coalesce around its shared pur-
pose, inspiring will and action, and illuminating a path to sustainability suited 
to the unique character of a place.

Jaime Lerner, the renowned former mayor of Curitiba, Brazil, has said that 
every great city has a vocation. This visionary calling is the means by which 
a city makes its distinctive, significant contribution to the world. Like an 
individual’s vocation, a vocation of place can be seen as an expression of 
essence in the form of new life that will allow both the place and its world 
to evolve.

Like an individual’s vocation, a vocation of place can be seen as an 
expression of essence in the form of new life that will allow both the 
place and its world to evolve.

For example, a degraded watershed is calling to be restored to health. 
When a community accepts this responsibility, it organizes its talents and 
resources to restore not only the watershed’s hydrological function but 
its unique—and, for some people, sacred—place in the order of things. 
This action and the challenges it presents have the potential to regener-
ate not only the watershed, but the community as well, renewing its life 
and sense of collective identity. In this way, the watershed and community 
are engaged in a reciprocally developmental relationship that increases 
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the vitality and viability of both. This pattern of mutuality informs all truly 
regenerative projects.

Thus, the third principle of regenerative development is to call forth a collec-
tive vocation.

Principle Three: Call forth a collective vocation.

curitiba

Curitiba, a provincial capital of approximately 2.5 million people, is located in 
southeastern Brazil1 (Figure 3.1). It has no exceptional landmarks, no beaches 
or vistas, and it rains a lot. In the last century, large numbers of migrants began 
arriving from the surrounding countryside, slums and shanty towns sprang 
up around the city’s edges, and resources dwindled. Yet, rather than succumb 
to poverty, unemployment, inequity, and pollution, Curitiba’s citizens have 
brought about continuous improvement in their quality of life.

figure 3.1 Aerial view of Curitiba, Brazil.

Copyright © Tupungato/Shutterstock.com
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In fact, Curitiba is regularly held up as one of the world’s leading models for 
ecological urban development and planning. The statistics show why:

•	 The amount of green space per capita in the city has risen in the past  
30 years from a dismal half square meter per inhabitant to more than  
50 square meters. Nearly one-fifth of the city is now parkland.

•	 Volunteers have planted more than 1.5 million trees along streets and 
avenues.

•	 Curitiba’s fast and efficient bus system carries more passengers per week-
day than New York City’s and runs with an 89 percent approval rating.

•	 Auto traffic has declined by more than 30 percent since 1974, even though 
the city’s population doubled during that time and there are more car 
owners per capita in Curitiba than anywhere else in Brazil.

•	 A larger percentage of people in Curitiba recycle than anywhere else in 
the world. As much as 70 percent of the city’s trash is now recycled.

•	 Curitiba’s 30-year economic growth rate was 7.1 percent higher than the 
national average, resulting in a per capita income that is now 66 percent 
higher than the Brazilian average.2

What makes these accomplishments even more impressive is that they have 
been accomplished despite a severely limited civic budget. Many of Curitiba’s 
programs are designed to help pay for themselves, address multiple civic 
issues at once, and enable the work of other programs.

Civic spirit and pride has risen dramatically during the last 50 years. In sur-
veys conducted in the 1990s, more than 99 percent of Curitibans told poll-
sters that, if they could choose to live anywhere in the world, they would stay 
in Curitiba. In similar polls conducted in New York City, 60 percent said they 
would rather live somewhere else. In Sao Paulo, 70 percent said they would 
rather live in Curitiba.3

Much of this transformation can be attributed to the leadership of Jaime 
Lerner and his core development team, who have been particularly articu-
late about the need for a collective vocation. It starts, Lerner observed, “from 
knowing and loving your village—interpreting its collective dream.”4 In the 
years before 1970, when Lerner was elected mayor, he and his associates in 
the architecture and planning departments of the local branch of the federal 
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university would gather mornings at a local coffee house. Their conversations 
centered on the city they had grown up in and loved, and their vision of what 
it could become.

After he was elected, Lerner continued this practice of visioning Curitiba’s 
future. His team’s living-systems approach helped Curitiba successfully inte-
grate the powerful forces of change that were devastating urban centers in 
developing nations around the world. Every morning, they would meet in a 
log cabin retreat in the middle of a forested city park, where they worked only 
“on what [was] fundamental, on what would affect a large number of people 
and could create change for the better.” In the afternoon, they would return 
to city hall to meet with their constituents and to deal with the city’s day-to-
day needs.5

School of ecological urbaniSm

Out of this daily interweaving of large-scale planning and engagement with 
the needs and hopes of the people, a vision emerged of a city whose voca-
tion was to function as a school of ecological urbanism. Drawing from the 
theme of ecological urbanism, the team began to develop a set of guidelines 
for their engagement with the community, which would shape the myriad 
creative solutions through which Curitiba has developed itself over the last 
40 years.6

One of the team’s core beliefs was that the city is a living system. “The city 
is an organic entity, and as such it imitates nature.”7 Curitiba “is an organic 
whole. Public administration is compelled to understand this and to go 
along with its natural evolution.”8 According to Lerner, “Every city has its hid-
den designs—old roads, old streetcar ways. You’re not going to invent a new 
city. Instead, you’re doing a strange archeology, trying to enhance the old, 
hidden design.”9

In Curitiba, this “strange archeology” required understanding more than just 
historical settlement patterns. It also extended to local ecosystems. Curitiba 
lies on a forested flood plain where multiple rivers intersect and the great-
est diversity of life is concentrated along the river corridors. When humans 
settled the plain, first as indigenous peoples and later as European and other 
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immigrant groups, they set up transportation corridors that ran alongside 
and tended to mirror the river corridors. This flow of commerce and human 
exchange matched the flow of biological exchange and led to the develop-
ment of many of the major roads that run through Curitiba today.

These patterns led Lerner and his core team to the realization that the tra-
ditional radial model of cities—a densely populated center surrounded by 
increasingly less dense areas—did not match the way life worked in Curitiba. 
From this, they developed the core concept of “linear city with structural arter-
ies,” with concentration of commercial and residential use along the major 
corridors of transportation. The tallest buildings, the majority of commercial 
activity, and the greatest intensity of public transportation routes occur along 
these corridors, which makes Curitiba’s groundbreaking transit system both 
effective and affordable. At the same time, the lands around the biological 
corridors (the rivers and riparian systems) were purchased by the city and 
developed into linear parks, running parallel along the densely populated 
urban transportation corridors. As one leader put it, this helped to “keep the 
rivers flowing naturally”10 (Figures 3.2 and 3.3).

figure 3.2 Lands around Curitiba’s rivers and riparian systems were purchased by 
the city and developed into linear parks, running parallel along densely populated 
urban transportation corridors.

Copyright © Paulo Marcel Coelho Aragão/flickr.com Creative Commons



68 part One Creating regenerative projects

leVeraging Will

In addition to orienting the work of the planning team, Curitiba’s vocation 
as a school of ecological urbanism provided the basis for creating solidarity 
among its citizens and political will to take on ever larger challenges. The team 
emphasized the importance of taking human well-being into account while 
considering environmental responsibility. “Man is not merely an observer of 
nature. He is a part of nature. All environmental actions must take him into 
account.” At the same time, “The zeal for ecological legacy is not just the con-
cern of public powers. On the contrary, it is a whole community’s task.”11

Programs and projects were developed in partnership with citizens as a way 
to create what city leaders called an “equation of co-responsibility.”12 As  Cassio 
Taniguchi, another of the city’s mayors, put it, “No matter how well run we 
are, we still would not have all the resources we need. We can only get those 
resources by mobilizing more people to participate and take co-responsibility 
for devising solutions.”13

figure 3.3 Curitiba Botanical Garden is also located in a densely populated area 
within the city.
Copyright © Hugo Brizard/Shutterstock.com
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Every major initiative undertaken by the city engaged key stakeholders (both 
public and private) in dialogues to find co-responsible solutions.14 In one par-
ticularly famous example, the city was faced with an emerging public health 
crisis. There were no streets in the informal settlements, or favelas, that were 
sprouting up around the city, and city workers couldn’t get in to remove 
garbage. Lerner’s team proposed to residents that, in exchange for trash, they 
would receive tokens that could be used to buy produce in the local farm-
ers markets or rides on public transit. The program was wildly successful. Not 
only did it address the immediate trash problem, it also provided the city’s 
poorest citizens with access to nutritious food and transportation. In addi-
tion, it helped underwrite local agriculture. It did all this in a way that showed 
respect for the self-organizing capacity of favela residents.

All over the world, people dream up ecologically inspired ideas every day, but 
very few communities have the political will to carry them out. In Curitiba, 
the significance of innovation wasn’t the ideas themselves. It was the process 
through which they emerged slowly and consistently as coherent responses 
to the city’s collective vocation. As this vocation became embedded in the 
culture of the city, innovations bubbled up from multiple sources within city 
government and the community at large, becoming the basis for creative 
partnering.

As Curitiba’s vocation became embedded in the culture of the city, 
innovations bubbled up from multiple sources within city govern-
ment and the community at large, becoming the basis for creative 
partnering

Sourcing direction

Vocations orient decision makers and provide guidance for action. As such, 
they are sources of direction. Every design project, and in fact every complex 
activity, is guided by a set of values or principles (often unconscious) that 
keep it headed in its intended direction.

The choice of direction has consequences that can be seen all around us. 
For example, infinite diversity is the direction that guides nature’s design 



70 part One Creating regenerative projects

processes. Yet, for more than a century, manageable uniformity has guided 
the design of human communities. Referring to the often degenerative 
consequences of manageable uniformity, Aldo Leopold wrote, “We are 
remodeling the Alhambra with a steam-shovel, and we are proud of our 
yardage.”15

Maximum yield, another example of direction, has had devastating impacts. 
For example, fisheries have long been managed by setting maximum 
catches for individual species, while ignoring the complex interdependent 
dynamics of ocean ecosystems. In contrast, Ecosystem-Based Fishery Man-
agement is guided by optimal yield, a more holistic source of direction that 
emphasizes the biodiversity required to sustain the health of every level 
of ecosystem, from small niches to large ocean regions. Its decisions are 
based on emerging information about the interplay of social and ecological 
systems.

Manageable uniformity and maximum yield arise from mechanistic think-
ing. They assume that the world is composed of separate parts that can be 
studied, manipulated, and managed in isolated and linear ways. As sources of 
direction they almost always lead to actions that conflict with the working of 
complex ecological and social systems.

On the other hand, infinite diversity and optimal yield take into account the 
ways that species and ecosystems are embedded within and interdependent 
upon each other and how this shapes the dynamics of evolution. As sources of 
direction, they require accountability for the consequences of actions across 
systems and through time. Thus, they enable projects to produce wealth—
defined as the conditions for well-being—for the integrated whole of the sys-
tems within which they work.

Vocation of place

A regenerative project takes direction from the vocation of its place. This is 
because it seeks to remain present and relevant—continually influencing 
the evolution of larger systems—long beyond its design and implementa-
tion phases.
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Vocation of place provides direction for everyone in the community, 
including the project team, and therefore it is the basis for enduring, 
co-creative partnerships. A project guided by this vocation is capable of 
aligning its activities with what is needed by the nested systems it serves, 
and thus it may become a perpetual contributor to their vitality and 
viability.

Perhaps most important, vocation of place enables the integration of two pro-
cesses that are essential to all regenerative projects: organizing with ordering.

organizing

Organizing has to do with bringing activities and materials together in ways 
that are effective and efficient. It enables a project to stay on track, meet 
benchmarks, and use time and resources well. When people are organized, 
they know where they’re going and why.

Organizing a project around vocation of place provides it with a polestar that 
helps make choices practical, consistent, coherent, and in harmony with the 
systems that the project is serving. A vocation maintains the integrity of work 
and keeps the project connected to the living, dynamic processes that it is 
trying to produce in its place.

For example, working to become a school of ecological urbanism enabled 
the Curitiba team to discern which actions were most likely to manifest a 
vibrant future for their city. Jaime Lerner often speaks of the importance of 
moving quickly, which produced powerful results in Curitiba. But in other 
times and places, quick action has had the opposite effect. What made the 
difference in Curitiba was using vocation of place to provide a context for 
organizing work. This ensured that quick actions were also systemically 
beneficial.

Still, however connected organizing is to vocation of place, it cannot enable 
regeneration by itself. It doesn’t call people to elevate their capability or rei-
magine how they work. In an evolving world, a project that aspires to deliver 
only the same level of excellence and value that it started from is caught with 
Alice in the Red Queen’s dilemma, “here we must run as fast as we can, just 



72 part One Creating regenerative projects

to stay in place. And if you wish to go anywhere you must run twice as fast 
as that.”16

ordering

In addition to organizing how we work, vocation must be a source for order-
ing, moving work up to higher levels. A regenerative project aims to elicit new 
expressions of essence. As it works to realize its place’s potential, it also grows 
the value-generating capability of those who carry it out.

Vocation of place provides a touchstone that helps people sustain a connec-
tion to the deeper meaning and significance of their work. It evokes new spirit 
and inspires people to be the best they can be as they work. It invites higher 
levels of consciousness and creativity, and offers opportunities for personal 
transformation. In the midst of deadlines, benchmarks, budgets, and sched-
ules, recalling vocation of place keeps people connected to what they most 
care about.

neSted VocationS

With a compelling, collective vocation, a community becomes capable of 
inspiring its members to take on collaborative and integrative efforts. This 
is the development of nested vocations, where individual vocations become 
aligned with larger, shared vocations.

For example, Curitiba’s taxi drivers strongly opposed plans to revolutionize 
the city’s public transit system. But when they were invited into a dialogue 
with planners about the city’s vocation and future, they were able to identify 
an entirely new role for themselves. Rather than see themselves as transpor-
tation providers, they began to envision themselves as docents, interpreting 
the accomplishments that made their city unique. They became knowledge-
able tour guides, offering residents and visitors insight into the evolving life of 
the community. This enabled them to flourish as an industry while becoming 
champions for Curitiba’s visionary aspirations.

As nested vocations become increasingly conscious and aligned, they recon-
cile the apparent conflict between thinking globally and working locally. 
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Stakeholders look beyond their work to see its effect in their socioeco-
logical communities. Communities begin to realize new potential through 
the roles they play within larger, bioregional systems. Regional identi-
ties are reframed around the unique value that they bring to the global 
community.

In making vocation of place their sources of direction, projects also take 
on new significance and meaning. This enables project team members to 
explore their own vocations and discover ways that their personal potential 
can  contribute to the places where they live and work.

giVing Voice to Vocation

The first challenge to tapping the power of vocation is eliciting or uncovering 
it. Unlike Curitiba, few communities are aware enough of their vocation to 
speak about it. The following describes how one designer helped make voca-
tion of place explicit.

la palmilla

Architect Raul de Villafranca approached the Regenesis team for help in 
thinking about El Jobo, his mixed-use development project in the Rio 
Bobos watershed of Veracruz, Mexico. Villafranca is a leader in the Latin 
American biomimicry community, where he is known as a practitioner 
who applies biologically derived principles to design. On this project he 
was also a co-developer. He was committed to working exclusively from 
regenerative principles because he cared passionately about the com-
munity and had dedicated much of his professional life to protecting the 
watershed.

El Jobo lies near the river in an area called La Palmilla, nested in a region rich in 
history, natural and cultural diversity, and tradition. This is the northern limit 
of Latin America’s tropical forests and the place of origin for the orchid whose 
seedpod is the vanilla bean. Nearby villages are known for their unique local 
foods, although the land now mostly lies fallow due to the economic pres-
sures of globalization (Figure 3.4).
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Villafranca held a vision of what La Palmilla could become, given its heritage 
and biodiversity. He wanted to catalyze an agroforestry economy as the basis 
for a sustainable watershed culture. The system he proposed would integrate 
wild, native plants with traditionally cultivated ones. He talked with Regenesis 
about reestablishing local food crops and artisanal products for local use. In 
addition, an export economy would focus on crops that represent the distinc-
tive character of the place (high-quality vanilla beans, for example). Agricul-
tural and ecological tourism would be included in the mix, as well as housing 
for urban refugees seeking a more peaceful rural life.

figure 3.4 La Palmilla, an area of the Rio Bobos watershed of 
Veracruz, Mexico.
Copyright © Raul Villafranca
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Villafranca argued that to increase vitality in the region would require cre-
ating livelihoods that local people could take pride in. Growing its viability 
would require a functioning economic system based on non-displaceable 
products and services. The region’s capacity for evolution would be increased 
by integrating its economy across multiple industries—for example, ecotour-
ism, agriculture, research, and education (Figure 3.5).

figure 3.5 Recently discovered ruins in La Palmilla, partially excavated and devel-
oped for tourism.
Copyright © Raul Villafranca

Villafranca imagined a residential community within a productive agro-
forestry landscape. An on-site nursery would supply local farmers with the 
plants needed to create their own agroforests; a farm would demonstrate the 
economic validity of the concept; and a boutique hotel would feature local 
foods and crafts. As part of its overall strategy, the project would support the 
reestablishment of a mercado in the adjoining village. Villafranca’s concept 
was to showcase local culture and products in a way that enabled local peo-
ple to see the true value in what they had—a strategy very similar to the one 
pursued by Italy’s slow food movement.
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people and place, WoVen together

Villafranca’s vision clearly called for something more than the standard design 
and development process. The project needed to connect to a vocation for La 
Pamilla that would inspire key stakeholders to get involved and invite them to 
step up to new and creative ways of working together.

For almost a thousand years the region’s culture had sustained a relationship of 
respect and caring between humans and nature, and both had thrived. However, 
over the last century the culture had steadily deteriorated under the forces of 
modernization and industry. Still, the sense of place held deep resonance for local 
people. Reawakened, it would be a powerful source of coalescence. Based on 
this, Villafranca intuited that Palmilla’s vocation was reweaving people with place. 

He tested this statement to develop a sense of its likely effect. He could see 
that evoking this vocation would help the project team remember to direct its 
efforts at more than just inventing an agroforestry industry. Their work must 
also support the seamless integration of people and nature. Without a clearly 
articulated statement of vocation, he acknowledged, it would be all too easy 
to become sidetracked, chasing financial profits that made no contribution to 
furthering the goal of integration (Figure 3.6).

figure 3.6 The El Jobo project master plan, developed in the conceptual phase.
Copyright © Raul Villafranca
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guidelineS for applying the principle

Ideally, a statement of vocation flows from an integrative process that engages 
people with the unique potential of their place and what it is called to become. 
As images emerge, intuiting a statement of vocation requires openness and 
sensitivity and the elimination of attachment to preexisting ideas.

Some communities discover their vocation when they attempt to brand them-
selves. But when branding is used indiscriminately (for example, to attract 
tourism and new industries that have no relationship with the essence of a 
place), it can have unanticipated side effects. For example, in 1990, Glasgow, 
Scotland, sought and was awarded the title “European Capital of Culture.” The 
city launched the campaign to win the title with the aim of revitalizing its 
economically depressed region. But when it used the title to hide its working-
class heritage and socialist history, it evoked resentment and hostility. Many 
residents felt that their contributions were devalued or dismissed.17

When discovery of vocation is approached with humility and appreciation, as 
an exercise in deep listening, it is a powerful opportunity to begin coalescing 
will among different stakeholders. If the experience begins to feel arduous or 
unwieldy, people have probably dropped out of the process and are trying to 
think vocation into existence.

diScoVering Vocation

Eliciting vocation of place is an iterative process that requires both reflec-
tive dialogue and research. Because every place is unique, there is no one 
right way to discover vocation. Below are four distinct but complementary 
approaches that can help to reveal the vocation of a place.

See a trajectory. One way to begin the process is by imagining a place within 
a stream of time. What value is this place continually working to create for its 
region—and for its watershed, nation, and the world? What would a higher 
expression of that value look like? What changes would need to occur to make 
it possible to pursue this higher expression?

For El Jobo, vocation of place first emerged from seeing the relationship of 
caring between humans and nature that made La Palmilla thrive for centuries. 
Later an image of the value that regenerating this relationship could bring 
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to surrounding regions moved Raul de Villafranca to articulate La Palmilla’s 
vocation as reweaving people with place.

Draw on legacies. The cultural, spiritual, and philosophical foundations of a 
place can become sources of new spirit. Is there a legacy that may have faded 
but still has resonance for people? If it was reawakened, what would it inspire? 
What does this tell us about what this place has to offer? What does that con-
tribute to a larger system?

Through an agroforesty system, the El Jobo project seeks to regenerate a cul-
ture in which humans and nature are seen as seamlessly integrated. Although 
the region’s communities have been overrun by modernization and global-
ization, their cultural roots are still meaningful to many. Reweaving the sense 
of connection enables this community to heal a rift that has undermined the 
integrity of an entire region.

Identify iconic events and people. Significant events or people can also point 
to a place’s vocation. What stories do people tell that exemplify the place 
when it is most truly being itself and therefore most able to make a unique 
 contribution?

La Palmilla is famous for a tree that towers over the surrounding landscape. 
For centuries it was sacred to the indigenous peoples of the region, and it is 
still revered today. This iconic being is a profound expression of the essence of 
this place and an important reminder of the harmony that is possible between 
humans and nature.

Take inspiration from the future. In places where rapid growth and a highly 
mobile society have created a melange of old and new aspirations, the 
source of vocation may be in the future. How will this place serve the lives of 
future generations? What about this place’s unique character will enable it 
to serve future generations? What contribution must the community make 
to enable their children and grandchildren to thrive here?

employing Vocation aS a Source of direction

Once a candidate vocation has emerged, testing and upgrading it provide 
opportunities to deepen people’s understanding and connection. Following 
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are some criteria that a vocation of place must meet if it is to exert the evolu-
tionary pull required for regeneration.

•	 It is grounded in a deep, pattern-based understanding of the local web of 
life.

•	 It depicts the place’s potential within its region and beyond in a way that 
local people experience as authentic, meaningful, and significant.

•	 It is integrative and holistic in ways that bridge cultures, classes, and 
generations.

•	 It can be translated into personal aims and principles that people find 
relevant in their own lives and work.

•	 It is capable of serving as the regenerative source of direction for a project, 
reminding everyone on the team of their larger purpose.

A vocation of place is a powerful instrument for inspiring people to come 
together around a common purpose. It helps stakeholders order and organize 
their efforts toward a larger purpose. And it provides both the project and the 
community with a basis for developing principles for holistic decision making.
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C h a p t e r  4
the Guilded age

Each one of us can make a difference, together we make change.1

Senator Barbara Mikulski

Designers experience a kind of magic when a great project hits its groove 
and the team starts firing off brilliant ideas. Stakeholders show up and get 
excited. Political leaders endorse what’s happening on the ground. Social 
media begins to buzz.

What’s not often talked about, though, is what happens after a project gets built or 
implemented. When that initial rush of energy has elapsed and the various project 
team members have packed up and moved on, it’s up to the project’s immediate 
stakeholders—its inhabitants, neighbors, and the larger community—to sustain 
not only the project’s functional effectiveness but also its aspirations.

Many architects have designed high-performing buildings whose features are 
never truly mastered by their users. Every seasoned ecological restoration profes-
sional has had the experience of returning to a restored site years later to find it 
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degraded again. Some healthy ecological processes may have taken root, but the 
human activities that led to degradation in the first place may still be going on.

Co-Evolving MutualisM

One of the characteristics of regenerative development is that its influence on 
place continues to unfold long after a project is “completed.” A project by itself 
cannot supply the resources and energy needed to achieve the full potential of this 
ongoing regenerative effect. Rather, it must call into existence a system of mutu-
ally beneficial stakeholder relationships. This is where the power lies to extend 
the project’s contribution through widening spheres of influence and time.

Thus, a fourth basic premise of regenerative development is that projects should 
be vehicles for catalyzing the cooperative enterprises required to enable evolution.

Premise Four: Projects should be vehicles for catalyzing the coopera-
tive enterprises required to enable evolution.

To enable evolution, humans need to relearn how to be as necessary to the 
expression of ecological potential as bees are to the flowers they pollinate. 
This necessary relationship can be described as co-evolving mutualism, a pro-
gressive and mutually beneficial harmonization of human and natural systems.

Bees and flowers co-evolved over millions of years. In a similar way, New 
World ecosystems co-evolved with human management practices over many 
millennia. The result was the deep soils of the North American prairies and 
the rainforests of the Amazon Basin. Skillful use of fire and other tools coaxed 
these ecosystems to the high levels of diversity and productivity that humans 
prefer, and at the same time benefited a host of other species.

Co-evolving mutualism is a process that cannot be predicted but can be con-
tinually planned and managed toward. For example, restoring riparian areas 
in urban settings can reestablish wildlife corridors, leading to interactions 
between city dwellers and wild animals. This requires adjustments, including 
respecting and learning how to behave toward unexpected creatures that 
show up in the neighborhood. But it also makes possible the experience of con-
nection to nature that is missing in many urban centers (Figures 4.1 and 4.2).
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FigurE 4.1 A restored stretch of the Rio Grande in Albuquerque, the 
 largest metropolitan area in New Mexico.
Copyright © Kronosphere Design

FigurE 4.2 When wildlife corridors are restored, wild animals can 
show up unexpectedly in urban neighborhoods. This requires some 
adjustment but also reconnects residents with nature.

Copyright © Guy J. Sagi/Shutterstock.com
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As instruments for co-evolving mutualism, regenerative projects bring 
together stakeholders—people and groups with a stake in growing the 
potential of their places. For this reason, the fourth principle of regenerative 
development is to actualize stakeholder systems toward co-evolving mutualism.

Principle Four: Actualize stakeholder systems toward co-evolving 
mutualism.

Stuart Kauffman, who coined the phrase co-evolving mutualism, has pioneered 
the application of complexity theory to biological processes. He notes that, 
“Species live in the niches afforded by other species.” Water, wind, and other 
energies shape geology to create niches that invite life—plants, animals, 
microorganisms. These life forms further shape their niches, and influence 
geologic and hydrologic forms and flows. Humans participate in this dance, 
shaping and being shaped by nature to produce the places we know today. 
Intentionally catalyzing systems of co-evolving mutualism requires seeing 
people and nature as “co-creators of the enormous web of emerging com-
plexity that is the evolving biosphere and human economics and culture.”2

These intentional systems pattern themselves after healthy ecosystems. They 
strive to be self-creating, self-managing, and self-regenerating through recip-
rocal relationships among their parts and with their larger environment. They 
are modeled on ecological principles, and grow organically out of the spe-
cific character and essence of a place. Just as ecosystems create cooperative 
enterprises to advance whole communities, humans can translate ecosystem 
understanding into concrete, place-specific strategies for cooperation.

To engage flexibly and creatively with the unpredictable outcomes and require-
ments of co-evolving mutualism, these stakeholder systems need to grow their 
intelligence about place. They must deepen their understanding of where they 
live and discover new opportunities for growing its vitality and viability.

Sociologist Robert Putnam has observed that from this deep understand-
ing grows a feeling of connection to place, which nurtures a web of recip-
rocal benefits and obligations.3 This web, which represents a very powerful 
form of social capital, enables a community to detect changes in its environ-
ment, come to a shared interpretation of them, and respond in a coordinated 
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 manner. The social and economic health of a community inevitably benefits 
from this steadily growing capacity.

CapE Flats naturE

Launched in 2002 as a radical new approach to conservation in Cape Town, 
South Africa, Cape Flats Nature (CFN) was dismantled just eight years later, 
having accomplished what it set out to do. The founders recognized from 
the outset that what needed to be sustained through time was the process 
they were introducing, not a structure called CFN. They could see that they 
would need to move away from the centralized, top-down pattern of tradi-
tional conservation efforts and toward a living network of community-level 
cooperative systems (Figure 4.3).

FigurE 4.3 View of Cape Town, South Africa, from Table Mountain.
Copyright © Marisa Estivill/Shutterstock.com

a History oF FragMEntation and sEparation

South Africa’s Western Cape, a UNESCO Natural World Heritage Site, has been 
described as more botanically diverse than the Amazon rainforest. Cape Town 
is the largest population center within the cape. It is also South Africa’s fastest- 
growing city, due to an explosion of economic migrants moving into Cape 
Flats, an expansive, low-lying area southeast of the central business district.
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This once unbroken landscape of dunes and wetlands has become a scat-
tering of 270 fragments of biodiverse habitat, interspersed among a densely 
populated mosaic of townships and informal settlements. Many of these are 
marked by high rates of poverty, gangs, substance abuse, and violent crime. 
Not surprisingly, Cape Flats has the world’s highest rate of plant extinction. It 
also presents a nightmarish challenge to traditional conservation practices.

Historically, conservation has focused on preserving prominent natural sys-
tems, protecting them from uncaring and destructive humans. In Africa, this 
approach has only served to reinforce patterns of colonialism, as landscapes 
deemed ecologically sensitive were fenced off with little consideration for 
local communities or displaced populations. Early Cape Town conserva-
tion efforts focused primarily on the fynbos (shrub-land) of Table Mountain, 
engaging nearby wealthy white communities while largely ignoring the com-
munities of color found in the flats.

By the 1990s, conservationists were aware that practices based on conflict 
and separation would ultimately fail in Cape Flats, regardless of how many 
resources and regulations they brought to bear. As CFN Project Manager 
Tanya Layne noted, “We won’t find support for conservation in the Cape Flats 
by fencing people out.”4

MainstrEaMing BiodivErsity

The search for an alternative led to adoption of the city’s Integrated  Metropolitan 
Environment Policy (IMEP) in 2001. It proclaimed, “There doesn’t need to be a 
choice between environment and people.” The following year, CFN was launched 
with the mandate to demonstrate that community needs could be addressed 
through conservation. By partnering with local communities in ways that ben-
efited them, the city would be better able to manage biologically important sites.

Formally titled “mainstreaming biodiversity,” the CFN approach shifted the 
focus of conservation from protection to creating “a constituency for con-
servation among citizens who understand themselves to be living as part 
of natural systems.”5 They set to work, “building the meaning and relevance 
of biodiversity in the everyday lives of ordinary people living around nature 
reserves, contributing to what was important to local people, and doing it in a 
way that strengthened local community structures and processes.”6
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The CFN project began with four demonstration sites, selected on the basis 
of their vegetation, size, and proximity to disadvantaged communities. CFN 
spent the first three months listening to the stories of people who were 
familiar with the sites. This enabled them to map the patterns in each site’s 
neighboring social system.

The CFN team then invited local champions to help move the process 
 forward. Young black graduates of conservation programs, preferably from 
the  communities in which the project worked, were hired as nature conser-
vation managers. Their jobs included both on-the-ground management and 
staff support to the newly forming local stakeholder partnerships.

CFN made no promises to communities. It simply offered itself as “a space 
for people, together, to imagine what was possible.”7 Individuals and people 
in local organizations contributed their own time to the partnership. Their 
focus was on building community, weaving together “social and environmen-
tal fabrics through engagement, not just a delivery of services to a passive 
citizenry.”8 Thus CFN played a strictly catalytic role, never directly managing 
the sites or implementing activities itself. Instead, it helped local community 
partners identify, plan, and attract support for site activities.

From its inception, CFN was based on partnering and capability development. 
The project grew out of a partnership among the city, community groups, and 
conservation organizations. The work began by bringing together the stakehold-
ers who were relevant for given sites—biologists, neighbors, social service orga-
nizations, teachers, and students. The precise makeup of each group depended 
on local conditions. Just three years into the project, 16 community organiza-
tions were actively involved in conservation projects at the various sites.9

Capability building took many forms, but two learning forums were key to 
sustaining it as a living, evolving process. In 2003, at the request of local stake-
holders, a forum was set up to enable champions from different sites to share 
experiences and learn together.

At the same time, the project’s core team provided extensive developmental 
support to local conservation managers. This set a pattern of mentorship that 
continued into the city departments that subsequently hired them. “We paid 
as much attention to nurturing the development of our team as we did to 
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nurturing community partnerships,” noted Layne. “This may be the real magic: 
the work of the project out there in the world was nurtured through the work we 
did  internally. We transformed our external reality through our internal practice.”

Once the demonstration sites had been successfully established, CFN shifted 
to creating institutional collaborations that would ensure that its approach 
would deepen, spread, and continue to evolve. Writing three years after the 
project ended, Layne noted the success of this phase. “New projects that 
focus very explicitly on reaching biodiversity targets also include elements 
designed to maximize socioeconomic benefits and engage community 
stakeholders. At all levels of biodiversity management in the city, we now see 
the fingerprint of Cape Flats Nature.”10

During its brief but effective life span, CFN showed how it is possible to 
include people as part of “living landscapes.” This approach has continued 
long after project completion, sustained by active stakeholders and ongoing 
capability development.

guilds

In regenerative development, stakeholder systems are organized as guilds, a 
concept that comes from the ecological design system of permaculture. A guild 
is a web of exchanges among a diverse range of entities, which together create 
the whole that sustains them. Guilds are examples of complex reciprocity, in 
which exchanges are often indirect and equivalent value is hard to measure.

Guilds are examples of complex reciprocity, in which exchanges are 
often indirect and equivalent value is hard to measure.

In nature, a guild might be a small community of bacteria, fungi, plants, and 
animals that provide for one another, the smallest knot of relationship within 
the living web of an ecosystem. A guild is not a wheel with a central hub 
through which all exchanges pass. Instead, it is a multidirectional network. 
One member may benefit from two or three others and, in turn, provide ben-
efits to three or four completely different members. These reciprocal relation-
ships do not need to be simple. The network’s diversity helps to ensure that 
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all needs are met. In a common guild found in the American Southwest, a 
juniper tree shelters a young piñon pine and in return gains fertility from the 
droppings of the animals attracted by the piñon nuts (Figure 4.4).

FigurE 4.4 A guild is a web of exchanges among a diverse range 
of entities, which together create the world that sustains them.
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc.

The concept of guild applies to human systems as well. A guild of businesses, 
individuals, or organizations can foster reciprocal benefits among its mem-
bers, supporting their capacity to invest in and be valued by the system. For 
example, a clothing retailer or a bookstore might benefit from contiguity 
and cooperation with a nearby museum, neighboring restaurants, a florist, 
a branch bank, professional offices, a park, and local transit. Such a strategy 
grows consciousness about mutuality of interest, which stimulates creativity 
with regard to realizing it.

In a natural guild, each species earns its welcome by contributing to the con-
ditions that favor other members and the ongoing health and evolution of 
the whole. Similarly, in human systems a guild prospers to the degree that 
each stakeholder is aware of and invested in the continued well-being and 
resilience of all other stakeholders. In other words, each member sees itself as 
an investor in the whole.
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Guilds form around organizing cores—for example a key element like an oak 
tree that can generate and support large numbers of reciprocal relationships 
(Figure 4.5). In human systems, guilds form around overarching purposes that 
benefit the broader health and viability of the community, place, or field of 
endeavor that guild members depend upon. In a regenerative project, the 
vocation of place provides a larger purpose around which a guild of stake-
holder investors can form.

FigurE 4.5 A natural guild in a southwestern U.S. desert ecosystem, whose key 
element is a species of juniper tree.

Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc./Illustration by David Grey and Kronosphere Design
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guilds and rEgEnEration

A coherent system of stakeholders working to grow the common wealth in a 
community is a powerful way to ensure that the regeneration initiated by a 
project will continue over time. Guilds extend the reach of a project. Through 
partnerships within a guild, a project is able to leverage resources and influ-
ence without added expenditures. For projects with high aspirations, this 
leverage is critical. Without it they will inevitably attempt to accomplish 
too much on their own. Participation in guilds of mutual benefit shifts this 
 equation.

At the same time, catalyzing a stakeholder system should never be under-
taken as a public relations exercise. Project developers and teams often mis-
understand this key point, since they are strongly conditioned to view their 
relationships with communities through a transactional lens. “I’ll do this for 
my community, and in return it will support me in getting the approvals 
and buy-in I need to carry out my (spectacularly wonderful, beautiful, and 
 beneficial!) project.”

Not only does this attitude undermine the goodwill that a project has care-
fully cultivated; it misses the real point. A project only becomes regenera-
tive when it fosters awareness and ongoing commitment to realizing the 
potential within a community. With regard to that larger goal, a project is 
one stakeholder among many others, with an obligation to stand side by side 
with them as a peer. A project is regenerative when it works as a node in a 
network, rather than as a partner to a transaction. As a member of a guild, 
its contribution to the genuine wealth of its place will increase its own value.

A project is regenerative when it works as a node in a network, rather 
than as a partner to a transaction.

A good example is Prairie Crossing, a community of high-performance homes 
in Lake County, Illinois. When local building codes were proving to be more 
hindrance than help, the developer turned to local stakeholders for assistance. 
They responded, “We see your problem and the benefits of your approach. 
How about writing it up as a performance-based code alternative?”
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The result was Section 326, the “Advanced Energy Efficient and Resource Effi-
cient Single Family Residence Code,” which gave Prairie Crossing builders the 
option to implement advanced building strategies, if they adopted all strate-
gies at once. The developer benefited, and as a consequence, so did all the 
other members of the guild, including contractors, construction workers, ven-
dors, homeowners, and the community at large.

FroM transaCtional to rElational

To activate a stakeholder system toward co-evolving mutualism requires an 
understanding of what a stakeholder is and what it means to have a stake. 
Stakeholders are usually defined as those who have some influence over a 
project and will be affected, positively or negatively, by its outcomes. As a 
result, stakeholder engagement is generally transactional in nature, depend-
ing on an exchange of perceived value. Building and community develop-
ment projects usually address stakeholder concerns in one-time events, often 
as part of negotiations for development rights. Examples include donating a 
portion of the site to community purposes, granting neighbors special access 
to facilities, or donating percentages of transfer fees to community projects.

In regenerative development, stakeholder engagement is relational. Stake-
holders are those who have a stake in what could be—the greater potential 
that a regenerative project brings to their place. They are seen as co-creators 
and co-investors, working together to move a project, community, and place 
up to a higher order of expression. Rather than engaging stakeholders sepa-
rately, a regenerative project seeks to bring them together as a guild, with a 
shared purpose that connects them to one another and their place.

An example is the diverse stakeholder guild that has grown up around Quig-
ley Farm and Conservation Community, a project in the Wood River Valley of 
Idaho. All of the members of this guild share an interest in the health of their 
valley and citizenry. Hikers and mountain bikers seek to maintain and improve 
access to the surrounding national forests and parks. Local food advocates 
wish to strengthen local agriculture. Environmentalists want to improve the 
quality of habitat, especially in streams polluted as a result of the region’s 
history of mining. Social service providers want to ensure access to good 
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quality and affordable housing, education, and healthcare for all community 
members (Figure 4.6).

The Quigley Farm design and development team sees the project as a par-
ticipant in this diverse community of interest. The site concept integrates 
many elements that are relevant to local stakeholders—public trail systems, a 
health clinic, a school that emphasizes ecological literacy for students, mixed-
use housing and commercial space, ecological restoration and preservation, 
and a working farm—and the developers see these elements as contributing 
to the desirability of the project to its market.

At the same time, Quigley Farm is explicitly partnering with community mem-
bers to ensure that these benefits are not limited to the site, but begin to 
be integrated into the fabric of the community and watershed. Toward this 
end, revenues from the project will be used to endow a foundation whose 
purpose is to leverage the efforts of local nonprofit organizations and com-
munity activists for the benefit of the whole valley.

stakEHoldErs as invEstor partnErs

Stakeholders provide the creativity and participation required to sustain 
regeneration. A project alone cannot generate a systemic change. Rather, the 
effort toward, investment in, and ownership of change are shared among all 
those who come to see the project as a natural ally, a co-investor in what they 
are trying to accomplish. This frees the design team to focus on what it needs 
to do to create a successful project, knowing that responsibility for the larger 
effect is now shared.

Mariposa started with the vision of an ecological village—a semi-rural neigh-
borhood that would demonstrate ways to live sustainably in the high, dry 
prairies of West Texas. The original plan was to transform a badly degraded 
sand and gravel quarry into a live/work community centered within a com-
mon greenspace. But when the design team looked more deeply into its 
motivation, it became clear that the project was really about education.

The team reframed the project as a school and formed partnerships with 
nearby colleges and universities to create a campus for field learning. Their 
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aim was to provide a place where students could practice the design, con-
struction, and ongoing management of a regenerative community, educat-
ing themselves, as well as the neighboring city of Amarillo.

The project’s mission to provide earth-based education has attracted a grow-
ing circle of stakeholder partners, including civic organizations, financial 
investors, environmental groups, and community advocates. By shifting from 
housing development to campus, the project has pulled together a diverse 
stakeholder guild. They share an interest in transforming the site and com-
municating what gets learned to other communities in the region.

Regenerative development reveals potential investors who would ordinarily 
go unrecognized. Conventional projects tend to view investment through the 
narrow lens of money. Recognizing the full range of stakeholders and the diver-
sity of contributions they are capable of making transforms investment from 
a purely transactional process to one that integrates multiple forms of capital. 
This awareness provides a new perspective on the exchanges that a project 
engages in, and opens doors to positive, collaborative community change.

Regenerative development reveals potential investors who would 
ordinarily go unrecognized.

WEaltH rEdEFinEd

Regenerative development grows new resources and new conditions for well-
being—new wealth. It concentrates on investment rather than conservation 
and seeks to create instruments for growing the “commonwealth” of a place.

When Playa Viva set out to regenerate the estuaries along its borders, it 
wasn’t only reviving a critical element in the lifecycles of fish and other 
marine  animals. It was also planting a powerfully effective carbon sink that 
will continue to perform and expand for generations to come. Such an estu-
ary is a good example of commonwealth because it improves local fisheries, 
improves water quality, stabilizes the land, and protects the local community 
from storm surges.
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More and more, cultures are tending to define wealth narrowly, in terms 
of financial capital. Yet most people intuitively know that wealth is based 
on more than money. In fact, most economists recognize that, unlike other 
forms of capital, financial capital has no intrinsic value. As environmental 
activists like to say, “when the last tree dies, the last river is poisoned, and the 
last fish is caught, then we’ll realize that we can’t eat money.”11 Regenerative 
development, borrowing a term from economist Mark Anielski, seeks to cre-
ate “genuine wealth,” which is defined as all of the conditions of well-being 
or quality of life that sustain vibrant, prosperous, resilient, and sustainable 
projects, ecologies, communities, and economies in harmony with each 
other.12

“Genuine wealth” is defined as all of the conditions of well-being or 
quality of life that sustain vibrant, prosperous, resilient, and sustain-
able projects, ecologies, communities, and economies in harmony 
with each other.

Mark Anielski

Genuine wealth is grown from the simultaneous development of multiple 
forms of capital, which work together as a dynamic system (Figure 4.6). 
 Economic theorist Neva Goodwin has articulated her vision of this system as 
a set of five capitals:

•	 Social capital—the capacities to foster cooperation, trust, and mutual ben-
efit among people and groups whose interdependent efforts are needed 
to achieve common goals

•	 Natural capital—the web of living systems that generate, provide suste-
nance for, and enable the evolution of life

•	 Produced capital—assets, such as buildings, tools, and infrastructure, that 
enable the flow of goods or services

•	 Human capital—the health and capacity of individuals, which can be 
grown through education, training, development, and experience

•	 Financial capital—money invested to provide goods and services or to 
produce other forms of capital return.13
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The creation of genuine wealth depends upon the balanced development of 
all five forms of capital. Financial capital contributes to increasing community 
wealth when it is invested to grow human, social, natural, or built capital, as 
well as new financial capital to reinvest in these purposes.

The idea of five capitals is gaining currency among economists and now 
shows up in United Nations economic development initiatives. The frame-
work makes it easier for communities to become conscious of the systemic 
effects of decisions and actions. This enables them to design for solution 

FigurE 4.6 Genuine wealth is grown from the simultaneous development of multiple forms 
of capital, which work together as a dynamic system.
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc./Illustration by David Grey
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multipliers, leveraged actions or interventions that grow multiple forms of 
capital simultaneously. It also helps to avoid the pernicious habit of external-
izing the negative effects of narrow financial decisions.

CrEating a guild at El JoBo

Chapter Three introduced Raul de Villafranca, a Mexico City–based architect 
and practitioner of regenerative development. His El Jobo project, located 
in La Palmilla in Veracruz, was conceived as a catalyst for initiating an eco-
logical agro-forestry industry in order to revitalize the region’s economy 
and provide a bulwark against recent incursions by destructive, extractive 
industries. The project didn’t have the financial resources to make this hap-
pen on its own, so Villafranca set to work figuring out how to attract a criti-
cal mass of key players and resources. What follows is the description of a 
planning exercise carried out by Villafranca and Regenesis to address this 
critical question.

Villafranca had spent decades working in the Rio Bobos watershed to protect 
its archaeological and biological resources. In the process he had built a net-
work that includes local residents and activists, academics and researchers, 
and policy makers at the highest levels of government. This earned him the 
respect and credibility needed to call together key stakeholders to form a 
viable guild. In order to define this nascent guild, Villafranca used the five cap-
itals framework to identify individuals and groups with a mutual interest in 
establishing a heritage agro-forestry system. In particular, he looked for those 
that would be key to developing the kind of regional infrastructure required 
for the success of such a system.

He began by creating a movie in his mind of the ecological agro-forestry 
industry as if it already existed. Next, he described the different classes of 
stakeholder he thought this guild would need to include: local campesino 
groups, regional food processors and distributors, local tourism businesses, 
regional research institutions working on agricultural innovation, and agen-
cies charged with managing the ecological preserve surrounding the river. 
To make his thinking more concrete, he then named specific people within 
each of the stakeholder classes who he believed could contribute to growing 
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the appropriate industry infrastructure. As a way of seeing the role they could 
play as co-investors, he used the list of five capitals to identify what they had 
to invest and what they would be looking for in return.

For social capital he identified a couple of campesino leaders, along with the 
head of a historic society who was engaged in the preservation and enhance-
ment of local culture. For natural capital he identified officials responsible for 
protecting the wild areas and river. He also had close ties to local environmen-
tal groups and spoke of a river guide who was passionate about regenerating 
the local culture of land stewardship. For produced capital he identified an 
underutilized warehouse, and processing facilities and equipment in the area. 
He also mentioned several local hotels that would be natural stakeholders in 
an eco-tourism initiative.

For human capital he mentioned a colleague at the technical university in 
Jalapa, who had a strong interest in training farmers in the skills needed to 
manage a complex agro-forestry production system. He also identified a 
couple of international conservation organizations with expertise in mar-
keting ecologically produced products and eco-tourism. For financial capi-
tal he felt an established agricultural distribution company might invest in 
the development of high-value specialty products. The local tourism office 
might invest in marketing the region as an eco-tourism destination. And, of 
course, a key financial stakeholder would be the people willing to buy or 
build houses in Villafranca’s project, along with consumers of the region’s 
products.

He then tested his thinking by making a quick sketch of the probable, 
mutually beneficial relationships that could be established among these 
 stakeholders. The campesinos would benefit from training provided by the 
university. The distributors would benefit from the higher-value products 
that the campesinos would then be able to grow (Figure 4.7).  Conservationists 
had an interest in the ecological land management practices of agro-forestry. 
Eco-tourism companies had a stake in the work of conservationists. Hotels 
or warehouses would benefit from putting their facilities to better use. 
 Purchasers of homes and businesses banked on the increased desirability of 
a regenerated community.
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Just as with a guild in nature, the returns were not always direct; instead they 
grew out of the development of a system involving the investment and rein-
vestment of all five capitals. The exercise helped Villafranca generate a very 
clear and concrete picture of potential stakeholder investors. In addition, he 

FigurE 4.7 The campesinos who would be members of the El 
Jobo project’s stakeholder guild would benefit from agricultural 
training provided by the university. In turn they would provide a 
benefit to distributors in the form of higher-value farm  products.
Copyright © Raul Villafranca
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could see that by enlarging the circle of participation in his planning process 
and designing an effective engagement process, he didn’t have to wait to 
start growing a guild. He could move toward that benchmark as a part of the 
planning work that he had already committed to.

guidElinEs For applying tHE prinCiplE

Attracting a guild of stakeholder investors is an essential component of all 
truly regenerative projects. It is a process with four steps.

Anchor thinking to the future. Rather than dwell in what exists today, bring into 
mind the larger purpose of your project. What particular future is it intended 
to create for its place? Envision this future in concrete images, as if it was pres-
ent today and the project was up and running, carrying out its role as an inte-
gral part of its place. It is most productive to do this as a conversation, starting 
within but not limited to the design team.

This future serves as the initial parameter for identifying potential guild 
members. Without a connection to a shared end state, it is easy for a guild to 
become an instrument for the mutual benefit of its members, yet fail to sup-
port co-evolving mutualism with their place.

Start general, then go to specifics. With the image of a particular future as con-
text, use the five forms of capital to map out the kinds of stakeholder that 
will be necessary contributors. Will you need funders?  Workers?  Scientists, 
historians, or business leaders? Once you have sketched these roles in general 
terms, identify specific individuals and groups that could take them on and 
would probably want to be involved, given what they are working on.

Test the wholeness of the map by asking if the envisioned guild will contrib-
ute to genuine wealth by helping to grow all five capitals.

Map relationships. Map the mutually beneficial relationships that could be 
established among these stakeholders. Starting with your own project, iden-
tify what capitals each will be able to invest and what they would be looking 
for in return. Map the web of relationships as it emerges to create a concrete 
image of the guild that you are seeking to bring into being.
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Catalyze the guild. A stakeholder guild should grow the resources, energy, and 
creativity available to its members and the project. Look for a strategic oppor-
tunity that would catalyze a group of key stakeholders and potential cham-
pions, one that could simultaneously move the project and the guild forward 
by providing them with the experience of working together co-creatively.
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P a r t  two
Creating 
regenerative 
ProCesses

Designers use their training to improve everything from shoes to subway systems. 
But they don’t often bring this same expertise to the design process itself. Design 
thinking has helped reorient the process from products to users. The next step is to 
redefine the concept of user to include the networked complexity of a living world.

Designing the design process is critically important because, in a mostly uncon-
scious way, the process sets limits to what gets created. If we are to become regen-
erative, how must we evolve our thinking about design? What will be necessary for 
coevolution?  
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Design is not about artifacts anymore but about a process . . . (it) is not a 
noun but a verb.  The myth of the lonely genius is an old model.

Manuel Großman and Martin Jordan1

In 2012, Metro Vancouver, the water authority for the multiple municipali-
ties that make up Vancouver, British Columbia, was on a tight schedule to 
build an urgently needed sewage plant. The project, Lions Gate Secondary 
Wastewater Treatment Plant, was required to meet ambitious environmen-
tal and sustainability goals, and it was almost guaranteed to attract oppo-
sition to increased utility rates from a variety of community organizations 
(Figure D.1).

Figure D.1 Location in British Columbia of Metro Vancouver’s Lions Gate Secondary 
Wastewater Treatment Plant.
Copyright © The Miller Hull Partnership

John Boecker, a member of 7group, and Bill Reed were asked to facilitate a 
process to reconcile the competing interests and agendas that could sink the 
project. Boecker and Reed, sustainable design pioneers, knew that a radically 
different outcome would require a radically different design process. This 
project offered a rare opportunity to take a new approach.

Boecker and Reed had frequently argued that the processes we use deter-
mine what we work on and how we work. They committed to hold firm to a 
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process that could deliver transformative results, knowing full well that they 
would get pushback from both the design team and Metro Vancouver.

The project contract spelled out approximately 320 distinct deliverables, all 
of which had to be completed within 18 months. In the face of this pressure, 
Boecker and Reed made the bold decision to rein in the designers and slow 
down the process. Under their leadership, the team invested four months in a 
deep exploration of the project’s real potential. Very early in the process, one 
of the project architects had the realization, “We’re not doing sewage treat-
ment, we’re sourcing freshwater!”

With this image as an anchor, the team was able to articulate a common 
purpose. They explored the ecological and social dynamics that made the 
site unique and created shared principles that were later embedded in the 
design. Out of this intense effort came nine evocative “themes” that inspired 
the design team to develop nine entirely new approaches to municipal waste-
water treatment.

Each of the themes described an approach that was simultaneously prag-
matic, holistic, creatively stimulating, and compelling to local stakeholders. 
For example, one theme, Ant Colony, emphasized the potential for synthe-
sizing ecology and industry on the site. The idea was to provide “social and 
technical resources that [would] . . . support an entrepreneurial and inter-
dependent business district.”2 Another theme, Urban Garden, described the 
potential for a highly productive site that would make the nutrients in sewage 
available for agricultural uses “in a manner that is inspiring, educational and 
behavior-changing.”3 The ultimate goal was to merge all nine themes into 
one synergistic and unified concept.

While this preliminary work was going on, the engineers had been chomping at 
the bit. Treatment technologies were well known to them and they could see no 
reason to over think obvious solutions. But they astonished themselves. By the 
end of the process, they had come up with nine new engineering approaches, 
each responding to one of the larger themes. Although earlier they had ques-
tioned the usefulness of the process, they were now fully on board.

On the face of it, Boecker and Reed’s initial decision to slow down seemed 
counterintuitive. But they knew that the predesign phase was critical, if the 
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team was to break out of the box that its high-level professional experience 
had created. Their insistence paid off. In the end, the process yielded on-time 
delivery of a massive and complex project, with almost none of the anticipated 
change orders, and rare unanimous approval by the Metro Vancouver board.

This was possible, in part, because the client team understood that this plant 
needed to be more than a conventional industrial site, surrounded by a gray 
concrete-brick wall, crowned with concertina wire, and emitting offensive 
odors.  They envisioned a beautiful object, a building perhaps.  Eventually, the 
design process helped them see the plant as a node, an active and dynamic 
member of the community with an important role to play.

Along with the designers, the client team wrestled with how to make the plant 
a source of freshwater for the nearby creek and an island of green within the 
surrounding industrial zone. They wanted it to provide useful raw materials. 
Little by little, they developed the image of an attractor point, a place where 
people would come together to learn, interact, and build community. One of 
the designers joked that the sewage plant should be a place where couples 
would come to get married. “Why not?” responded other members of the 
team, “It’s a worthy standard to hold ourselves to!” (Figure D.2).

Figure D.2 One designer joked that the Lion’s Gate water treatment plant should be a place 
where couples would come to get married. “Why not?” responded others, and the team 
made it a design standard.
Copyright © The Miller Hull Partnership
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Through its visionary sense of purpose, especially as portrayed through the 
themes, the project helped align 21 diverse but interrelated communities. It 
created a shared direction that allowed them to work together, while orient-
ing them to how the plant could be much more than simply a functional way 
to process waste. At the same time, the project’s vision was supported by 
sophisticated metrics that demonstrated its ability to deliver both quantita-
tive and qualitative value.

As a result, the community engagement process generated far less conflict 
and controversy than would otherwise have been the case. For example, 
some citizen watchdog groups that had been strongly skeptical of the cost/
benefit ratio, came to see the plant as a multifaceted community asset. As 
a result, permitting and community approvals were completed 18 months 
ahead of schedule.

The project purpose also created alignment among the design and client 
teams’ diverse members, most of whom were accustomed to carrying out 
their tasks within their professional silos.  For example, the engineers had 
seen this as a mechanical problem, while the architects saw it in terms of aes-
thetics and design. This fragmentation, which is characteristic of the develop-
ment industry, was the reason why the contract had originally spelled out 320 
distinct deliverables.

By organizing the planning process around a series of workshops, as well as 
a carefully constructed work plan, the team was able to leverage its efforts. 
The architects and engineers together set such high standards that they had 
no choice but to join forces in order to achieve them. This level of integration 
across disciplines ended up significantly reducing the number of deliverables 
(by at least 50 percent), while increasing the project’s overall coherence and 
intelligibility.

Such a powerful process inevitably had an impact on participants, many of 
whom were transformed. One of the project managers, an engineer, had 
always measured success in terms of “getting things done.” But by the fourth 
workshop she was holding people accountable for the quality of their concep-
tual thinking. She had come to see the power of moving thinking upstream in 
order to create better design downstream.
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The board of Metro Vancouver had always worked through proxies, taking a 
hands-off approach to the design and execution of projects.  “Show us the 
design and we’ll let you know if we approve of it,” had been the management 
philosophy. Boecker and Reed tried mightily to break this pattern by inviting 
the board to work with them in order to evolve its aims and visions for Lions 
Gate. They were soundly rejected, but by the time the project was completed, 
the board had evolved its governance and become more participatory.

One of the project’s most powerful effects occurred within Metro Vancou-
ver’s Public Information Department (PID). Because large public infrastructure 
projects often generate controversy, PID had traditionally managed public 
engagement very tightly. Communities were invited to comment on designs 
after the fact, and information was shared on a need-to-know basis.

Boecker and Reed, on the other hand, saw public engagement as an oppor-
tunity to grow collective intelligence about the potential that this project 
could realize. In the first public meeting, they laid out the purpose that the 
team had developed for the project and the process by which they hoped 
to accomplish it. Community members were disarmed by this transparency, 
and expressed relief and excitement that they were invited into the dialogue.  
After the session was over, Boecker and Reed were told in no uncertain terms 
that they would be leading no more community meetings. They had inadver-
tently violated every rule for working with communities and created a situa-
tion that felt to PID abnormal and inappropriate.

However, their inadvertent error also made it difficult for PID to go back to 
business as usual. The community had been invited and there was no way to 
uninvite it. Project architects and PID stepped up and engaged in an unfold-
ing process that included the public in a series of open meetings. Together 
they explored community needs and potential. This developmental approach 
built overwhelming public support, an effect that was not lost on PID. As a 
result, it changed its policies to embrace transparent public involvement in all 
future projects (Figure D.3).

Perhaps the most enduring changes occurred within the design team mem-
bers themselves. The importance of the project had attracted professionals 
of international stature, including Miller Hull and space2place, who led the 
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Figure D.3 Metro Vancouver’s public engagement process for the Lions Gate project built 
overwhelming public support, resulting in a decision to embrace transparent public involve-
ment in all future projects.
Copyright © The Miller Hull Partnership
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Architecture & Community Integration team, along with AECOM and CH2M-
Hill, who led the Engineering team. These designers said later that this was 
the greatest project they had ever worked on. It engaged them in profoundly 
meaningful collaboration with one another, which gave them more strength 
and creativity than they could possibly have had individually. A number of 
them have continued to pursue a regenerative approach to development and 
have themselves become pioneers in the field.

Building a world that is different from the one we’ve built so far calls for a dif-
ferent approach. This is why designing the design process is as important a 
responsibility as designing the project itself. The principles laid out in the fol-
lowing chapters and the stories that illustrate them are intended to spark a new 
way of thinking about design and provide a basis for the evolution of regenera-
tive design processes.

Note
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C h a p t e r  5
Start from 
potential

If the doors of perception were cleansed everything  
would appear to man as it is, infinite.1

William Blake

Design is often defined as creative problem solving. Problems attract energy 
and attention, and the more serious and widely recognized they are the eas-
ier it is to gather resources to work on them. Sustainability and environmen-
talism emerged from the recognition of the problems created by modern 
economic, industrial, and land-use practices. Focusing attention on these has 
yielded major technical and social advances, and it is now possible that we 
have the technologies required to eliminate the waste, depletion, and toxicity 
created by human activities.
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Thus, it is not surprising that most sustainability work continues to respond 
to problems. Many new opportunities arise from attempts to solve a prob-
lem. For example, much of the market for energy- or water-saving technolo-
gies has grown out of the desire to reduce spending on scarce and costly 
resources.

There is a hidden downside to this approach, because it dictates a future 
based on past and present problems rather than entire ranges of possibility. 
Humans are wildly creative, but our solutions orientation keeps us working 
within a far too restrictive frame.

Starting Well

The philosopher Plato once noted that, “The beginning is the most impor-
tant part of the work.” A generally accepted assumption is that the first 
phase of a design project is discovery. A team explores and refines its ideas, 
testing to determine how the project should proceed. This phase—which 
can include research, due diligence, feasibility studies, site assessments, 
programming, and often much more—establishes most of the parameters 
within which the design unfolds. In this way, it frames the thinking that will 
follow.

For example, someone might have the idea to open a new grocery store in 
order to fill a gap in the local market. She will explore neighborhood demo-
graphics, pedestrian and vehicular traffic, land costs, and city ordinances. This 
will help her determine the feasibility of her idea and the ways she may need 
to adapt it.

New standards and access to “big data” have increased the sophistication 
of the discovery phase. Designers can do very fine-grained analyses of buy-
ing patterns, soil profiles, or housing absorption rates to test and refine their 
ideas. But they rarely examine the source of the initial idea, and although it 
determines everything that follows, the generative process that originates an 
idea is rarely analyzed or thought about.

For regenerative development, the real beginning of a project is in the 
nature of thinking—the DNA—that gave birth to the initial idea. Does it 
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arise from the need to address a problem, to fix or improve what exists? 
In the case of a grocery store, is it bringing a proven solution to an under-
served community? Or does it come from the desire for new ways to gener-
ate life and health? In other words, is it defined by existence or potential? 
Either can contribute to a more sustainable world, but only potential leads 
to regeneration.

When approaching these questions regeneratively, one sets aside the fixed 
idea of grocery store and looks first at the phenomena. What is the character 
of this neighborhood, and what prevents it from living out its potential? Does 
it need a grocery store or something else entirely, such as a farmers market or 
a robust community garden program? To be an agent of positive transforma-
tion, what kind of grocery store would it be? How would it be laid out? How 
big would it be? What products and services would it offer? These questions 
lead to a very different kind of result than do attempts to shoehorn an exist-
ing business model into a new locale.

Regenerative development is about growing the capability of living beings—
humans, communities, ecosystems—to co-evolve toward ever higher orders 
of diversity, complexity, creativity, and life. In other words, regeneration is the 
process by which potential gets moved into existence. It’s not that existing prob-
lems aren’t important. It’s just that starting from the potential that we see in 
a situation provides a completely different context for how we address those 
problems.

For example, highway construction near a small lake in a mountain valley 
above Mexico City was exacerbating an already existing water pollution prob-
lem. The state government wanted to address the problem through biological 
wastewater treatment, pond aeration, rain gardens for runoff, and reforesta-
tion in the upper catchment. Though these methods offered an appropriate 
and effective solution, a team of Mexico City–based regenerative practitio-
ners could see far more potential in the situation.

The lake lay within an ejido, the traditional land base of an indigenous tribe. 
Through this rural place, the highway was expected to carry traffic of a mil-
lion people a day. Restoration of the lake and its catchment offered travelers 
a rare and inspiring example of ecological design that was at the same time 
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consistent with the traditional land stewardship values of the ejido. The team 
proposed developing the entire valley as an ethno-eco-tourism destination, 
creating an educational and recreational resource in close proximity to Mex-
ico’s largest population center. This would also improve the ejido’s economic 
base and bolster the tribe’s culture and values. The process for cleaning up 
the lake remained the same, but it became nested within a larger process of 
realizing its true potential.

Beyond ProBlem Solving

A problem-solving orientation causes us to look backward while the world 
evolves forward. Systems theorist and professor of organizational change 
Russell Ackoff described most planning as riding “ into the future facing the 
past. It’s like trying to drive a train from its caboose.”2

Focusing on problems may eliminate what we don’t want, at least for a 
while, but there’s no guarantee that it will bring about the systemic changes 
required to sustain the quality of life that we do want. Fertilizer, for exam-
ple, is used to “solve” the problem of soils depleted by overuse and mono-
cropping. But fertilizer often creates its own cascade of problems in natural 
systems, including water pollution and further depletion of soils. By shifting 
focus away from the need to supply nutrients to impoverished soil and onto 
the potential for a healthy biotic community, we open space for a radical 
shift. Farming could become the means for creating vibrant living systems. 
For example, many perennial agriculture systems are specifically designed 
to enable plants to do the work of improving soil fertility, while simultane-
ously improving habitat health, stabilizing watersheds, and sequestering 
carbon.

Starting with “the problem” can inhibit our ability to work systemically and 
holistically. Focusing on a problem is inherently reductionist. It brings a sin-
gle broken fragment to the foreground and fails to account for the context 
or system within which the problem is a symptom. For example, environ-
mental activists in an agricultural valley at the foot of the Grand Tetons in 
Montana opposed a development project proposed for former farmland, 
objecting that it would reduce open agricultural space. The activists saw 
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development as a problem, and naturally enough, the developer saw the 
activists as a problem.

Focusing on a problem is inherently reductionist. It brings a single 
broken fragment to the foreground and fails to account for the con-
text or system within which the problem is a symptom.

Rather than react, the developer sought the deeper potential in the situa-
tion. With help from Regenesis, he discovered that the land he had chosen 
to develop had long ago been leveled and graded to create fields. In the 
process, a whole series of seasonal streams had been buried, fragmenting 
both the watershed and the habitat. Because the climate made farming such 
a marginal activity in the region, the fields had been abandoned. In other 
words, this “open agricultural space” that the activists were working to pro-
tect was manifesting only a fraction of its former ecological health. The devel-
oper proposed that his project would restore these streams and their riparian 
corridors, thereby improving habitat and hydrology, the scenic qualities of 
the valley, and the desirability of his project as a place to live. This was a major 
upgrade to his original eco-resort concept.

Creating a meCCa of SuStainaBility

Portland, Oregon, has become a mecca for people interested in sustainability 
at a city scale. Rather than planning for fragments, the city has worked to 
evolve a complete urban ecosystem. In the process, it has improved residents’ 
engagement with the place where they live.

It was not always this way. A city report described Portland in the 1960s as 
follows:

Traditional residential neighborhoods adjacent to downtown had been 
torn up to make room for high rises and highways, and other housing 
throughout the central city was threatened with demolition (Figure 5.1). 
Increasingly, downtown Portland was becoming a 9 to 5, Monday 
through Friday place with little human activity in the evenings and on 
weekends. Even its role as the regional employment center was in jeop-
ardy as businesses looked for more competitive locations.3
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Additionally, the air quality was bad, exceeding federal safety standards one 
out of every three days. Roads and highways in and out of downtown were 
congested, and property owners were responding to complaints about inade-
quate parking by tearing down historic buildings and replacing them with park-
ing lots. “Downtown was losing its character, its charm and its economic base.”4

This was a common story in the 1950s and 1960s, repeated throughout 
the United States. Cities struggled to retain vital downtowns in the face of 
increased migration to suburbs, with their large shopping malls and acres of 
free parking. Many cities resorted to widespread demolition and reconstruc-
tion. To catalyze redevelopment, their planning commissions encouraged 
large projects, such as sports and shopping complexes or dining and enter-
tainment centers. In the words of activist and critic Bill Adams, new devel-
opment was “typically offset by demolition of urban fabric and removal of 
industrial, commercial, and lower income housing uses, replaced only by park-
ing or vacant lots.”5 Patchworks of new construction replaced once-integrated 
urban wholes.

For Portland, the turning point came in 1970, when strong opposition arose 
to the proposed demolition of the South Stadium neighborhood in order to 

figure 5.1 Downtown Portland, Oregon. In the 1960s adjacent residential 
neighborhoods were torn up to make room for highways and high rises. 
Copyright © Jeff Gunn/flickr.com Common Commons
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make room for an interstate highway and high-rise apartments. When a major 
retailer proposed building a 12-story parking garage on one of the most his-
toric sites in downtown Portland, unprecedented public outcry caused a 
stunned city government to kill the project. Residents demanded a voice at 
the table in all future negotiations about the development of this area.

Shortly after, a diverse group of activists and professionals formed the Citi-
zens Advisory Committee to generate a vision of what the downtown could 
be. They proposed a set of planning goals that became known as the Down-
town Plan. This shifted attention off of the current problems—congested 
streets, housing needs, and inadequate parking—and onto the potential of a 
regenerated urban core for the city as a whole.

A range of innovative and collaborative efforts were launched. Multiple down-
town landowners traded property with the city to better match locations 
with uses (for example, parking garages on the perimeter, commercial build-
ings in the center). A new transit system brought people in without adding to 
congestion and saved two department stores from moving to the suburbs. 
Old Portland was connected by tree-lined walkways to newer districts and 
the river, and young people and families began to move back to the district.

The Downtown Plan brought together citizens, businesses, and professional 
planners. This broad participation laid the foundation for ongoing public 
involvement and the development of capabilities that continue to shape the 
way Portland does business today. By orienting to the inherent potential of 
its historic center, Portland was able to pivot from the devolution and deple-
tion that was threatening the extinction of its unique identity to a revitalized 
downtown. This seeded the regeneration of the entire metropolitan area, 
including its suburbs. Perhaps most remarkable, the plan continues to be a 
living document, evolving as the city evolves, and continuing to inspire new 
levels of innovative stewardship.

thinking Big enough for evolution

The New Oxford American Dictionary defines problem as “a matter or situation 
regarded as unwelcome or harmful, needing to be dealt with and overcome.” 
Potential, on the other hand, is the “latent qualities or abilities that may be 
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developed and lead to future success or usefulness; having or showing the 
capacity to become or develop into something in the future.” Synonyms 
for the word problem (difficulty, trouble, worry, complication) speak to cur-
rent existence, while synonyms for potential (possibility, prospect) are future 
oriented.

Designing for regeneration always starts from potential—specifically, the 
potential for future evolution. This is based on the premise that potential 
comes from evolving the value-generating capacity of a system in order to make 
unique contributions to the evolution of larger systems. Potential in the abstract 
is an inherent ability or capacity for growth, development, or coming into 
being that has not yet been manifested. In more practical terms, it is a way of 
conceptualizing the gap between what something is and what it could be, if it 
fully realized its purpose.

Premise Five: Potential comes from evolving the value-generating 
capacity of a system to make unique contributions to the evolution 
of larger systems.

The potential of a neighborhood park lies in its contribution to the health and 
well-being of the human and natural communities that it may benefit and the 
social bonds that it fosters. As the neighborhood evolves, a well-designed 
park evolves with it. This implies that a park is more than its physical elements 
(playgrounds, benches, trees, fountains). From a living systems perspective, 
it also includes the processes by which it is used, maintained, improved, and 
celebrated over the years.

Working from potential doesn’t mean ignoring problems. Any design pro-
cess needs to solve problems as it creates something new and meaningful. 
The question is where design thinking begins. By starting from evolutionary 
potential, a designer creates a new context for working on problems, which 
are solved as the byproduct of new creative energy. For example, a lot of 
people think of teenagers as a problem, and in large part our educational 
system is designed to manage them by discouraging or containing their typi-
cal behaviors. And yet, if we think of teenagers as highly energetic, idealistic, 
and adaptive people who are looking for meaningful places to belong, then 
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we have the basis for designing a new educational system whose purpose is 
to access and nurture these culturally useful traits.

As a rule, solving problems severely limits the energies available for creating 
what we really value. When problems command our attention, we easily for-
get what we actually want to bring about. We lose connection with the over-
all purpose and meaning of our efforts, and that makes it difficult to maintain 
commitment. By starting from potential, we focus our attention on what we 
value and seek ways to evolve systems to new orders of value generation.

For this reason, the fifth fundamental principle of regenerative development 
is, work from potential, not problems.

Principle Five: Work from potential, not problems.

rain SaverS

Here’s a classic example of this difference in mindset. Stormwater runoff 
has long been labeled a problem. Cities around the world spend billions on 
highly engineered infrastructure to get rid of it as quickly as possible. But 
recently this has begun to shift. Water, after all, is essential for life, and more 
and more communities are shifting their orientation from stormwater prob-
lem to stormwater potential. Designers are integrating elegant technologies 
into their projects—everything from artful cisterns to bioswales to complex 
pond and wetland systems. These in turn are serving as powerful pedagogical 
instruments for connecting citizens to this fundamental source of life, awak-
ening an understanding and stewardship that water restrictions and low-flow 
toilet campaigns rarely achieve.

For water harvesting expert Brad Lancaster, rain has never been a prob-
lem. Over the years, he has converted his once barren neighborhood of 
Dunbar/Spring in Tucson, Arizona, into a leafy refuge from the hot desert sun 
(Figures 5.2A and B). Beginning with his own property, Lancaster diverted 
street and sidewalk runoff into swales planted with food-bearing, native trees 
(Figure 5.3). The results were so impressive that his neighbors soon followed 
suit. As a result, the neighborhood created a new identity for itself. From a 
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sketchy reputation as a formerly segregated and then downtrodden and 
crime-ridden place, it was transformed to a proud example of how to live well 
in the desert southwest.

figure 5.2a A street in the Dunbar/Spring neighborhood of 
Tucson, Arizona, in 1994, before swales were dug and food-
bearing trees were planted. 
Copyright © Brad Lancaster. Reproduced with permission from 
Rainwater Harvesting for Drylands and Beyond by Brad Lancaster.

figure 5.2B The same street in 2006—a representative image 
of transformation throughout the neighborhood. 
Copyright © Brad Lancaster. Reproduced with permission from 
 Rainwater Harvesting for Drylands and Beyond by Brad Lancaster.
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As Lancaster recalls:

The tree planting enabled the people of the neighborhood to come 
together—new and old residents, alike—around a shared and worthy 
purpose. What made it significant is that we emphasized water harvest-
ing before tree planting. That set us apart. Lots of communities are plant-
ing trees, but the rainwater piece took it to another level because we 
weren’t contributing to the extraction of groundwater. Then we began 
to host an annual festival that featured native foods harvested from the 
trees right here in the neighborhood (Figures 5.4 and 5.5). This attracted 
a lot of visitors and set an example for the city, which started to embrace 
our pioneering innovations as public policy.6

When the neighborhood was awarded a half-million-dollar improvement 
grant, residents decided to dedicate the funds to water harvesting, traffic 
calming, tree planting, and public art that told their story. Money for resources 
and labor enabled elderly people and others to participate. What had been 
an exciting but cutting-edge project had now become the neighborhood 
norm, deeply embedded into its identity.7

figure 5.3 In the Dunbar/Spring neighborhood, a newly 
constructed water-harvesting chicane (basin) along a bicycle 
boulevard is filled with rainwater after a summer storm. 

Copyright © Brad Lancaster. Reproduced with permission from 
Rainwater Harvesting for Drylands and Beyond by Brad Lancaster.
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figure 5.4 A mobile hammermill grinds neighborhood-grown-and-harvested 
mesquite pods into edible flour. 
Copyright © Brad Lancaster. Reproduced with permission from 
 Rainwater Harvesting for Drylands and Beyond by Brad Lancaster.

figure 5.5 Everyone is invited to participate in the neighborhood prickly 
pear harvest! 
Copyright © Brad Lancaster. Reproduced with permission from 
 Rainwater Harvesting for Drylands and Beyond by Brad Lancaster.
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Potential iS inherent

One way to characterize living systems is that each is distinctive, with an 
essence that is the source of its uniqueness. This perspective can be applied 
at any scale, whether the living system is a tree or a forest, a person or a city. 
Regenerative potential arises from this distinctive core character.

Potential is often confused with possibility, which is not necessarily connected 
to essence. Possibility has to do with what one can make something do. For 
example, a design team might see the possibility to build a shopping center 
on a hillside without asking if that is what this particular piece of land wants 
to be. Or a parent might dream of his child becoming a lawyer, when in fact 
she is at heart a writer.

We discover inherent potential by recognizing the essence of an entity and 
then seeing how that essence can be uniquely value-adding within its con-
text. For example, as young people discover their own unique qualities, they 
begin to look for meaningful opportunities to express them. The more they 
can find and invest in, the better they understand their world and the more 
likely they are to find the fit between what the world needs and what they 
have to offer. This generates excitement and will.

We discover inherent potential by recognizing the essence of an 
entity and then seeing how that essence can be uniquely value-
adding within its context.

The story of choreographer Gillian Lynne nicely illustrates this point. In the 
1930s, when Gillian was a child in London, her school warned her mother that 
she was a disruptive influence and probably learning disabled, if not mentally 
ill. Luckily, her mother took her to a remarkably insightful specialist.

After meeting with Gillian and her mother and discussing the situation 
at some length, the specialist said that he needed to talk to the mother 
in private. As the two left the room, he turned on the radio and closed 
the door. He then invited Gillian’s mother to stand outside and observe. 
Within minutes, Gillian was dancing around the room. Your daughter, he 
informed the mother, is not sick. She is a dancer and needs to be in a 
dance school.
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In the context of a conventional educational system, Gillian was a problem. By 
envisioning her in the world of dance, the specialist helped her mother recog-
nize her potential and design a path for manifesting it. The goals for Gillian’s 
education shifted from the usual generic ones that would have ensured fail-
ure, to ones uniquely suited to her nature. She was soon enrolled in the Royal 
Ballet School. Later in life she described this moment as entering a world filled 
with people like her who needed to move in order to think. From there she 
went on to become an influential dancer and choreographer.

diStinguiShing eSSenCe from talent

It can be easy to mistake uniqueness for talent. Talent is what an individual 
or entity is good at, but uniqueness determines what that talent is directed 
toward. For example, a gifted young mathematician had a particular ability to 
visualize multidimensional geometries. For some years he had placed these 
gifts in service to extending the field of quantum physics as a researcher. But 
his essence was connected to helping people understand the universe. He was 
most alive and purposeful when awakening students to the total awesome-
ness of the universe and sharing the joy of using mathematics to explore it.

Each of us has gifts, just as each of us is unique. And so, each of us is at peril of 
being pigeonholed, coming to lean so heavily on our strengths that we never 
develop the whole of ourselves in order to live out our essence and potential. 
Thus, this young man’s skills as a researcher could easily have overshadowed his 
calling as a teacher. His exciting creative challenge was to reconcile his gifts and 
his uniqueness through finding the right role within his academic environment.

These same dynamics can be seen with regard to place. A coastal commu-
nity may be gifted with extraordinary views, causing it to be pigeonholed as 
one more attractive tourist destination among thousands. But that may have 
nothing to do with its essence. Such a community must discover the unique 
contribution called from it by the world if it is to endure the rigors of develop-
ment without losing its soul.

Qualitative differences—when they are discovered and sensitively devel-
oped—offer nearly unlimited opportunities for communities to prosper. 
When a community is able to draw on and enhance what makes it unique in 
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the world, it is able to offer something distinctive that no one else can. This is 
the path of greatest potential. By contrast, generic offerings produce results 
with relatively low potential that tend to peter out over time.

For example, as Carol Sanford points out in her book The Responsible Business, 
call centers have come to represent a generic service activity. A community 
that builds its economy around a call center finds itself in a commodity mar-
ket, competing on the basis of cost with communities from around the world. 
That tends to erode not only the local economy, but also the very qualities 
that could enable the community to distinguish itself.8

huBBell trading PoSt

The Hubbell Trading Post National Historic Site offers yet another example of 
the potential that can be realized by integrating a project into the emerging 
aspirations of its place (Figures 5.6 and 5.7). The oldest operating trading post 
on the Navajo Nation, Hubbell had served the small agricultural community of 
Ganado, Arizona, since 1878. When the Bureau of Land Management agreed to 

figure 5.6 The original stone building at the Hubbell Trading Post National Historic Site 
now houses the traditional jewelry room and grocery, a curator’s office, wareroom, and 
storage room. A two-story stone barn is visible behind the main building. 

Copyright © Ron Cogswell/flickr.com Creative Commons
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figure 5.7 Stone hogans are traditional Navajo dwellings, often homes for 
extended families. This modified version (windows added) was originally used as a 
guest house. 
Copyright © Finetooth/Wikimedia.com Creative Commons 

reconstruct the valley’s long-dysfunctional irrigation system, the National Park 
Service saw an opportunity to add traditional agriculture to the interpretive 
offerings at the site. The project aimed to restore the long-neglected 100-acre 
farm that had once supplied fresh produce to the Trading Post’s customers.

The National Park Service asked Regenesis to create a farm master plan and 
a business plan for the project, consistent with supporting the health of the 
local community. Typically, a project like this would have focused on a histori-
cal re-creation within the bounds of the site. In this case, due to Park Service 
budget constraints, it would be necessary to lease the farm to a local agrarian. 
Thus, it needed to be an economically viable business. To address this need, 
the Park Service had proposed a generic solution: Produce alfalfa hay and 
market it to local ranchers.

Conversations with community members quickly revealed a renaissance 
occurring in the valley, as residents sought to restore agriculture after 40 years 
without irrigation (Figure 5.8). There was a desire to discover economically, 
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ecologically, and culturally appropriate agricultural practices, part of a larger 
movement within the Navajo Nation to improve health by reintroducing 
native foods. A number of initiatives had sprung up. An anti-diabetes project 
at the local hospital featured gardening, cooking classes, and a farmers mar-
ket. Local activists promoted traditional crops. At the high school, the Future 
Farmers of America were reviving the threatened Churro Sheep, bred over 
centuries for its superior wool, meat, and ability to survive in harsh conditions.

figure 5.8 Outbuildings and fenced pasture at Hubbell Trading Post.
Copyright © Dan Kunz/flickr.com Creative Commons

The Hubbell Farm plan invited these partners to manage the farm collab-
oratively as a community resource. Instead of only growing alfalfa, the farm 
would provide irrigated pastures for the FFA students’ Churro sheep and 
healthy, native vegetables and herbs for the hospital diabetes program. The 
flock produced wool that commanded a good price with spinners and weav-
ers, high-value breeding stock, and lamb for a regional foods restaurant in 
Winslow, Arizona (Figure 5.9). Between pastures, hedgerows were planted 
with traditional medicinal and dye plants. As an educational center, the farm 
demonstrated sustainable, culturally appropriate methods to local farmers. It 
was designed to support generational exchanges, as older farmers passed on 
their wisdom and skills to younger people.
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Potential and SyStemS

The potential of a place arises from what makes it unique, but it manifests 
only when this uniqueness contributes new value to its region or some other 
larger system. The potential of a project manifests when it helps its place step 
up to this new value-adding role.

Originally the Hubble Farm was seen as an addition to the trading post’s 
exhibits, but it needed to be operated and maintained in a way that created 
no financial drain. The Park Service saw this as a problem that they, alone, 
were responsible for solving. Thus, they could only envision a minimal farm 
operation: one farmer, one crop, one customer.

Envisioning the farm in systemic relationship with its place revealed its regen-
erative potential. This opened the door to a whole range of reciprocal rela-
tionships that could bring in new energy and resources. It positioned the 
trading post as a participant within a living system, and thus pointed to a new 
role that the Park Service could play in locations throughout the United States 
(Figure 5.10).

figure 5.9 Churro sheep are a foundation of the traditional 
Navajo herding life, essential sources of food, clothing, and 
furnishings. 
Copyright © Chuck Coker/flickr.com Creative Commons
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the neStedneSS of Potential

In order to make projects regenerative, it is important to think in terms of at 
least three levels of system: the potential of a project, the potential of place, 
the contribution to a larger whole. This nestedness of potential is part of the 
reason for the ripple effect that regenerative projects can have. Many projects 
fail to achieve a regenerative effect because the potential they target is too 
limited, focused on an element or a problem without seeing its systemic con-
nections.

A client of Regenesis had purchased a retreat center in northern California on 
a splendid site in a beautiful river valley. The river, which ran through the cen-
ter of the property, was threatened by development for tourism. This client 
wanted to protect the ecosystem, but was challenged by the need to attract 
a clientele in order to keep the retreat center open and viable as a business.

Rather than working on this as a marketing problem, the client worked on 
it by thinking in concrete images about the life of the river and the valley. 
The river had once supported major salmon runs. The salmon fed the valley, 
even as the valley enabled them to thrive (Figure 5.11). But the annual run had 
diminished every year and the salmon were at risk of dying out.

figure 5.10 Nested wholes of Hubbell National Historic Site. 
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc.
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So she asked herself, “What contribution could my small business make to the 
regeneration of the river and the salmon that it once supported?” Little by 
little she began to envision ways that the retreat center could bring together 
stakeholders from up and down the valley in a unified effort to restore the 
river. Suddenly she was able to see her business with new eyes. As a member 
of a community of local river keepers, the center could help create an increas-
ingly vital place to live and work. At the same time, it could attract, inspire, 
and educate guests from outside the valley.

figure 5.11 Salmon fed the valley, even as the valley enabled 
them to thrive. 
Copyright © Lee Shoal/flickr.com Creative Commons
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guidelineS for aPPlying the PrinCiPle

The following are process suggestions to help design teams engage with the 
potential of their projects.

Stay oriented to Potential

A team that seeks to create regenerative projects must learn to orient to poten-
tial rather than to problems. This can require overcoming deeply engrained 
habits of thinking and practice, and thus it may be desirable to build agree-
ment from the outset that this is a shared intention. Four guidelines can help 
a team live out this intention.

Remember what’s essential. The project, the place, the key stakeholders, each 
of these bring something essential to the table that needs to be understood 
and integrated. Rather than becoming distracted by “presenting symptoms,” 
always come back to essence. The essence of Gillian Lynne needed to be 
expressed in dance, but her teachers were only able to see behavioral prob-
lems. Had her mother chosen to work on those problems, the dancer might 
never have been discovered.

Remember the context. Keeping in mind a larger systemic context opens up a 
range of creative opportunities and resources for a project. At Hubbell Trad-
ing Post, a generic solution would have been to plant alfalfa. But this was 
an institution in deep relationship with the indigenous sheepherding culture. 
By seeking to nurture the well-being of the community, the resulting plan 
was more innovative, compelling to local stakeholders, and meaningful to 
national park visitors.

Value the restraints. Reframing problems as restraints allows them to become 
sources of creative energy. The design challenge is to discover the value a 
restraint is bringing to the mix. This often requires shifting to a larger context 
than the one within which the problem appears to be a problem. Brad Lancast-
er’s neighborhood tree project was all about enabling water to do its proper 
work in a desert environment. By preventing rainwater from soaking into the 
ground, asphalt streets increased Tucson’s flooding problems when it rained 
and its drought problems when it was dry. Lancaster turned the streets into a 
water collection system for his trees, and the problem became a solution.
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Map the emerging pattern of relationships. Most sustainability projects start by 
defining measurable performance targets. However, potential is a systemic 
phenomenon, emerging out of new relationships among different levels of 
system. Moving too quickly to targets can fragment the mind’s ability to hold 
onto those systemic relationships.

Regenerative development articulates the pattern of relationships that will 
replace the existing pattern when potential is realized. This pattern can be 
mapped in order to clarify the specific shifts in capacity, capability, and per-
formance that will need to be developed in and among the relevant systems. 
Having a map helps a team maintain its orientation to potential, even as it 
works into successively finer levels of detail. For example, the retreat center 
owner who saw new potential in becoming a river-keeper was able to ground 
her understanding by mapping the relationships she wanted to develop with 
her neighbors, her staff, and her retreatants.

find the right level of Potential

One of the challenges for a regenerative development project is to pursue 
the right level of potential. Work on individual elements aims too low, but 
too ambitious a scale of change effort can cause a project to collapse before 
it starts. Using the nested wholes framework to graph alternative sets of sys-
temic relationships enables a project’s team and stakeholders to assess dif-
ferent levels of potential in order to find the “stretch” that is inspiring but not 
overwhelming. This taps the creativity and good will of participants. Instead 
of focusing on problem solving, conflict resolution, and negotiations over 
project details, stakeholders come to see themselves as investors in the col-
lective potential that needs to be evolved.

harneSS the energy of Potential

Seeing new potential can be exhilarating and powerfully attractive, but exhil-
aration is temporary and can quickly dissipate. This spirit and energy need to 
be harnessed if they are to sustain motivation through time. Otherwise, peo-
ple can become disillusioned as they watch exciting visions come to nothing. 
For this reason, the moment of seeing potential is a particularly important 
hinge point in a project. Many regenerative initiatives have died unrealized 
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at just this juncture. The next chapter explores the critical question of how to 
harness the energy created by seeing potential, drawing on it as a sustaining 
source for a project.
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C h a p t e r  6
Value-adding roles

The sustainability revolution is nothing less than a rethinking and 
remaking of our role in the natural world.1

David Orr

Seeing new potential is often described as a flash of insight, of things knit-
ting together, suddenly making sense. Work comes alive and takes on added 
meaning and significance. When people connect with the potential of place, 
they become aware of previously unimagined possibilities. Their will is awak-
ened and they feel a powerful urge to do something with what they’ve seen.

Ironically, this will to take action can become one of the biggest barriers to 
realizing regenerative potential. There is nothing wrong with will or with 
action—they are both necessary—but often the way we organize action by 
setting goals is degenerative.
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Functional Goals

Goals are an almost universally accepted tool for project management. Want 
to energize a visioning meeting? Set specific, achievable goals so that every-
one knows what they are trying to accomplish. Need to convince funders or 
policy makers that you know what you’re doing? Set goals that are measur-
able and time bounded. Want to assure stakeholders that you understand 
and are aligned with them? Set goals that are clearly relevant to their interests 
and concerns. Add in good systems for tracking progress, and what could 
go wrong? A lot, as it turns out, if your goals define project success in purely 
functional terms.

The generally accepted criteria for “good” goals—specific, measurable, 
achievable, relevant, and time bounded—can be traced back to the 
 theories of Edwin Locke.2 Beginning in the 1960s, Locke and his colleagues 
spent 25  years studying human behavior in the workplace. They sought 
to understand the nature of goals that led to improved task performance. 
Their  studies were conducted primarily in industrial settings at a time when 
workers were not expected to care about, let alone engage with, anything 
beyond their immediate functions.

Locke’s criteria can be useful for organizing tasks, where the effect one is try-
ing to produce is the direct outcome of an activity. In a regenerative process, 
on the other hand, the value of a project is related to how it contributes to a 
larger system’s evolution. The effects are systemic and, thus, the relationship 
between any given activity and an overall improvement in systemic capacity 
can be indirect.

Outside of a systemic context, the default mode is to set purely functional 
goals. Designed to be measurable and time bounded, these tend to assess 
value in terms of efficiency: Increase the output from this farm; reduce the 
energy used in that industrial process; eliminate material waste in local com-
munities. On their own terms, these may be desirable outcomes. But they may 
have little or nothing to do with the improved health of a larger living system.

A project can meet or exceed every sustainable performance benchmark 
without contributing to the viability and vitality of surrounding communities. 
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For example, a new sports arena might be state of the art and net-zero, with 
green roofs and biological wastewater treatment, and still be at odds with 
its neighborhood. If it creates dynamics that are out of harmony with local 
patterns, such as increased traffic or off-hour activities, it may even become a 
source of degeneration.

Functional goals have their place in living systems and in regenerative devel-
opment. They enable the completion of necessary tasks. However, regener-
ative goals organize work around the evolution of a system, providing the 
context within which functional goals make sense.

ReGeneRative Goals

Regenerative goals are open-ended and alive. They don’t just get checked 
off the list when a project is completed. Setting this nature of goal requires a 
perspective and approach that is inherently systemic. This is where the idea 
of role comes in. A role is different than a function. An entity’s function has to 
do with what it does. Its role, on the other hand, is what it needs to be in order 
to bring more life into a system. Every entity secures its place by finding a role 
that is distinctive and necessary for a system to thrive.

An entity’s role is what it needs to be in order to bring more life into 
a system.

For example, one can think of parenting in terms of its functions—providing 
food, shelter, clothing, education, protection, and discipline. This is accurate, 
but not particularly inspiring. By contrast, one can think of parenting as a role, 
“creating the conditions to enable children to develop their unique charac-
ters, well-being, and potential in order to ensure a healthy future for society.” 
The functions of a parent may change dramatically as a child moves from tod-
dler to teenager and beyond, but the role is continuous.

Viewed as a role, parenting requires constant interaction with a host of dif-
ferent players and forces in the environment. The saying, “It takes a village to 
raise a child,” points to the system that comes into being around this activ-
ity and its connection to the future. When a father consciously lives out a 
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parenting role, he is generating and supporting patterns of relationship that 
help others live out their roles—teachers, family members, other children, 
neighbors, the “village” that a child requires.

A focus on function is narrow and can create disadvantages in a diverse or 
changing environment, but a role can be expressed across many functions. 
For example, a worker who is skilled at a particular manufacturing task, such 
as operating a specific machine, is always at risk of being replaced by mecha-
nization or new technologies. As an alternative, the same worker might adopt 
the role of “improver of the quality of a product.” Such a role requires an 
understanding not only of the machines involved, but also of how operators 
are using them, the materials that go into the product, and the uses to which 
the product will be put. This is creative work. It invites a worker to develop 
herself holistically and builds the adaptability needed to take on new, more 
demanding tasks.

It is possible to think concretely about a role only when it is understood 
within a system, a set of interconnected elements working together toward a 
purpose. Each element in the system has a distinctive role to play in pursuing 
this purpose, which makes it both a valued and value-generating member. 
When the elements are playing their roles, the system gains what it needs to 
successfully manage the evolutionary transitions demanded by a changing 
world. The continuing health of living systems depends on each member living 
out its distinctive role.

Premise Six: The continuing health of living systems depends on each 
member living out its distinctive role.

value-addinG Roles

Typically, designers think about projects in terms of their functions or 
the services they deliver. For example, a community center is a place to 
gather; affordable housing provides shelter to underserved populations; 
and a treatment plant delivers potable water. But projects can also be 
thought about in terms of their roles within systems. Using the same exam-
ples, a community center might play the role of intercultural connector; 
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affordable housing the role of safe haven; and a wastewater treatment 
plant the role of producer of health. Regenerative goals orient a design 
process toward the capabilities and qualities required by a project’s envi-
sioned value-adding role.

While all roles play out within a system, not all roles are value-adding. Value-
adding is a concept originally developed by Charles Krone as a way to 
understand businesses as open systems. It names a way of working in which 
products, the processes used to make them, and the value-generating capa-
bility of producers are improving over time, based on customers’ desires (or 
aspirations) to increase their own abilities. In contrast, the popular term “value 
added” refers to one-time events, such as converting apples to applesauce. 
Value-adding is ongoing and “defines life giving processes and behavior for 
the system and all of its members.”3

The role of a gardener might be described in terms of coaxing the aesthetic 
and productive potential from the land. When a gardener purchases a shovel 
in order to improve her ability to play her role, she counts on a shovel manu-
facturer to design a product that will give her the best possible results. She 
might look for qualities such as balance, sharpness, a specific shape of blade, 
and durability. Most gardeners have little interest in the process by which 
their tools are manufactured. What they value is the effect that the tool 
delivers.

The shovel manufacturer, on the other hand, should take a very active interest 
in the gardener’s process and how it evolves through time. This will ensure 
that the shovel continues to provide the desired effect in a powerful and 
reliable way and that the manufacturer continues to add value to the life of 
the gardener. Of course, to accomplish this the manufacturer will also need 
to engage its workers, suppliers, distributors, and other stakeholders in the 
value-adding quest, building their capabilities alongside its own.

For regenerative development, place is the equivalent of the gardener. 
As living systems, places pursue the development of their own contribu-
tions to a constantly changing world. Projects seek to play roles within the 
unfolding lives of places, just as shovel manufacturers seek to play roles in 
the unfolding lives of gardeners. The quality of a project’s role is directly 
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related to the level of systemic potential it can see and therefore pursue. 
The project becomes value-adding when its role is co-creative and co-
evolutionary, enabling its stakeholders and its place to bring new value 
into the world.

Thus, starting with the predesign phase, regenerative practitioners seek to 
discover and illuminate the value-adding roles of all the nested systems that 
will be engaged in the project, including their team, the stakeholders, the 
project, the community, the place, and the larger wholes served by the place. 
As part of this process, a practitioner necessarily discovers his own role. For 
this reason, the sixth fundamental principle of regenerative development is 
find your distinctive, value-adding role.

Principle Six: Find your distinctive, value-adding role.

The good news is that finding a value-adding role is great for spirit and cre-
ativity. All of a sudden, a team or community group’s tasks become charged 
with meaning because their relevance and importance is apparent. For all 
stakeholders, this means that will can be sustained to ensure that a project 
lives up to its potential.

Roles in natuRal systems

The story of the return of wolves to Yellowstone National Park provides a 
dramatic demonstration of the importance of one species when it is able to 
fulfill its value-adding role. In 1995, gray wolves were reintroduced in Yellow-
stone National Park after a 70-year absence.4 Their eradication by hunters in 
the early 1900s had created a chain of degenerative impacts. As wolves dis-
appeared, the elk population boomed. Unthreatened by predators, they lin-
gered in open areas along rivers and wetlands. This led to overgrazing, loss of 
riverbank vegetation, erosion, and compromised aquatic habitats. As willow 
trees disappeared in many areas, so did beavers, deprived of food and build-
ing materials. With them went the rich habitats that their dams had created 
and maintained.

Within a surprisingly short time after wolves were reintroduced, this cascade 
of negative effects began to reverse. Hunted again by wolves, elk avoided 
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grazing in open areas. Cottonwood, aspen, and willow forests recolonized val-
leys. In some areas trees quintupled in height in fewer than six years. Popula-
tions of songbirds multiplied with the increase of habitat and food. As plants 
and small trees grew, soil erosion slowed down. Even the physical geography 
and behavior of the river changed, opening niches for more life. Beavers reap-
peared as forests returned, and took up their role as eco-engineers, creating 
productive wetlands that could support growing populations of fish, snakes, 
turtles, frogs, and birds. Following the beavers, muskrats harvested aquatic 
plants for food and to clear sites for their dens, creating open water for ducks 
and geese5 (Figure 6.1).

FiGuRe 6.1 When wolves like these were reintroduced into Yellowstone Na-
tional Park, degraded natural systems rebounded and became vibrant again. 
Doug Smith/U.S. National Park Service [Public Domain]

The wolves “caused” these changes, not in a linear way and not by “cooper-
ating” with the elk in the way that humans usually think of cooperation. By 
living out their role as the keystone predator within the Yellowstone ecosys-
tem, they enabled other species to play their proper roles.6 Being hunted by 
wolves shifted the ways the elk related to the landscape and vegetation, not 
only with regard to where they grazed, but also how long they stayed in one 
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place. They became pruners, stimulating new growth rather than preventing 
it, and fertilizers of the land instead of destroyers.

A healthy landscape is able to play its role and contribute to larger systems, 
whereas an unhealthy landscape loses this capability. Reintroducing wolves 
enabled Yellowstone Park’s landscapes to regain their health, and play their 
roles in a variety of larger systems, not only the larger ecological region, but 
also the national park system and the field of recreation. The impact of wolves 
is local, but it ripples out through nested systems.

When a living entity plays a value-adding role within a system, reciprocity 
is the result. It secures its own viability by contributing value. The system 
evolves to accommodate and incorporate it. In another example, several 
species of leaf-eating insects have co-evolved with California oaks. The 
oaks are a keystone species that provides a superabundance of protein 
and other nutrients to the other inhabitants of its ecosystems. The leaf-
eating insects play the role of leaf surface manager. In periods of drought, 
they reduce the amount of leaf surface available for evapotranspiration 
and slow the growth of the oaks, which enables them to conserve water. 
During wet periods, the trees are able to produce foliage rapidly, staying 
ahead of the insects. The oaks and the insects have “evolved toward” one 
another, so that leaf pruning benefits both and ripples out to benefit the 
entire ecosystem.

ReGeneRative concepts

A regenerative role may be expressed as a concept. In architecture, concept 
is used to describe the structural depiction of a set of physical relationships. 
In contrast, a regenerative concept is an idea that conveys the energy and 
potential of the role that a project intends to play.

Here is a simple example. An everyday item such as paper might be physically 
described as a thin material produced by pressing together moist fibers— 
typically cellulose pulp derived from wood, rags, or grasses—and drying them 
into flexible sheets. Described conceptually, paper is a means for recording 
thoughts so that they can be made permanent, reflected upon, and trans-
mitted. Conceptualizing in this way enables one to discover and  articulate 
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a regenerative role. It shifts the orientation from things to processes, and 
addresses dynamics, systemic relationships, and purposes.

A regenerative project concept brings something to life for us by indicating 
what it generates rather than what it is made of and looks like. A concept 
evokes an image of what is manifesting in a particular setting. Without a 
concept, one can be sensitive to appearances and structures, but still not able 
to hold in mind a dynamic living system and the myriad patterns of relation-
ship that make it up. A regenerative concept provides a kind of shorthand 
that enables a team to maintain systems consciousness across disciplines and 
throughout time.

A regenerative concept provides a kind of shorthand that enables 
a team to maintain systems consciousness across disciplines and 
throughout time.

Regenerative developer Anthony Sblendorio asked Regenesis to help him 
conceptualize a small housing project in Westchester, New York. In spite 
of the fact that the area was sloping terrain, it had been used for several 
hundred years for subsistence farming. This meant that the forests had 
been cleared and much of the relatively thin soils lost. When farmers were 
replaced by artists seeking rural getaways from New York City, the forests 
re-sprouted, but the soils had yet to recover. This meant that the entire sys-
tem was rocky and prone to flash flooding, with little capacity to accept new 
development.

The project team envisioned a different state for this place, one in which 
everyone in the area knew how to foster the health of the forest and its soils, 
thus producing stronger trees and cleaner water, and eliminating erosion 
and flooding. The team saw a role for the project to enable suburban home-
owners within the development to become good foresters and, beyond this, 
to teach forestry skills to other homeowners in the area. They named this 
The Foresters to describe the physical and social qualities that they wanted 
to build into the project and which they believed would make it attractive 
to buyers.
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Houses were clustered, with views and access oriented to foster interac-
tion with the forest. Runoff and sewage were biologically processed on 
site, and the water was used to irrigate plantings of new trees. The forest 
was seen as a key amenity, and the majority of the site was held in com-
mon, to be maintained by residents under the guidance of an ecological 
management plan. The project aimed to grow the next generation of local 
land stewards. Toward this end, it sited a common house at the boundary 
of the property, designed to host not only residents but also members of 
the larger community who wished to learn about ecological forestry on 
private land.

end-state thinkinG

Discovering a project’s regenerative potential, role, and concept requires a 
particular nature of systems thinking. End-state thinking projects the mind to 
some future evolution of the system that the project is working toward. It 
asks, “Given their unique qualities, what ends do a project and its place need 
to be able to pursue? What state do we need to create in order to pursue 
those ends?”

For example, people often intuitively engage in this nature of thinking when 
deciding whether to move into a neighborhood. They think about who they 
are (a young artist, let’s say), their pattern of life (bohemian and sociable), and 
the pattern of life and conditions in the neighborhood (a cool artists’ enclave 
with low rents). They think about their state of existence if they were living 
there (totally creative). And they think about the ends that they could pursue 
as a result (world fame and good parties!)—ends that they couldn’t pursue 
where they live now (Mom’s house, are you kidding?) or in other neighbor-
hoods (gotta get out of the suburbs).

An end state is an image of what something could be and the ends that it 
could be pursuing as a result. When collaboratively developed, it becomes a 
pattern generator for everyone involved—team members and stakeholders 
alike. They become able to set their own courses, while staying in alignment 
with the overall goals of the larger system.
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middle kyle canyon, nevada

In order to play a role that is value-adding, a project needs to be conceptu-
alized in terms of the desired state it is trying to produce within its nested 
systems. Nevada’s Middle Kyle Canyon, in the Spring Mountains National 
Recreation Area (SMNRA), offers an example. Located just 30 minutes from 
downtown Las Vegas, Nevada, the SMNRA encompasses more than 316,000 
acres of remarkable beauty, and ecological and geological diversity, including 
several sites sacred to the Southern Paiute people. A few years ago, the U.S. 
Forest Service decided to develop a recreation-information-transportation 
and administrative hub in Middle Kyle Canyon on a strategic site within the 
forest and selected the Las Vegas–based architectural firm LGA to assist them 
(Figure 6.2).

FiGuRe 6.2 Gateway to the Spring Mountains. Forest Service 
Visitor Center, Middle Kyle Canyon. 
Copyright © Ken Gutmaker Architectural Photography

By the time a design team was assembled, the Forest Service had already 
generated 115 pages outlining the project’s design guidelines and the ele-
ments that were to be part of the hub. These included an amphitheater, plaza 
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area, interpretative displays, group picnic area, play space, educational facil-
ity, reconstructed ponds for wildlife and fishing, interpretive trails, day-use 
facilities, campgrounds, new trails, extensive parking, and buildings to house 
forest service administration and staff residences.

Using a comprehensive narrative of place to create context, Regenesis helped 
the design team see through this long list and associated guidelines to the 
real role of the project. From this the team was able to articulate a project 
concept that could guide its design. The Forest Service’s mandate was to 
promote more public use while protecting the integrity of the many fragile 
ecosystems and sacred sites that made the Spring Mountains special. As the 
team began its work, it became clear that a primary value-adding role was to 
help visitors from the nearby urban areas make an appropriate transition to 
the area’s natural environment (Figures 6.3 and 6.4).

FiGuRe 6.3 The project mandate is to promote more public use while protecting 
the integrity of the many fragile ecosystems and sacred sites that make the Spring 
Mountains special. 

Copyright © Ken Gutmaker Architectural Photography



Chapter 6 Value-adding roles 147

Rather than think of Middle Kyle Canyon as a hub, the team conceptualized it 
as a gateway to the Spring Mountains, offering a series of consciously designed 
transitions, starting from the moment visitors drove into the canyon (Figure 6.5). 
With each transition, they would shed a bit more of their urban perspective, 
gradually becoming attuned to the ecological and spiritual qualities of the 
place. The ultimate goal was to cultivate a sense of respect, appreciation, and 
stewardship within each of the park’s visitors and employees, enabling them 
to become ambassadors for the Spring Mountains and their ecosystems.

FiGuRe 6.4 A primary value-adding role is to help visitors from 
the nearby urban areas make an appropriate transition to the 
area’s natural environment. 
Copyright © Ken Gutmaker Architectural Photography
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Not surprisingly, given their extensive design brief, the Forest Service’s repre-
sentatives struggled to let go of the ideas they had started with. But over time 
the group was able to shift its attention from expensive “hard” features— 
such as buildings, parking lots, and permanent displays—to the “soft” dimen-
sions of the user experience. This led to an explosion of ideas, all deriving 
from the image of gateway.

What if, instead of elaborate structures, visitors were greeted by young Pai-
ute docents, who would introduce them to the cultural significance of the 
place and its plants and wildlife? What if, instead of acres of parking, a shuttle 
from the valley up to the mountains gave visitors a chance to slow down and 
get oriented? What if, instead of passive recreation, a stewardship program 
allowed young people and their families from around the region to learn eco-
logical restoration and management? The more the team members explored 
the concept of gateway, the more possibilities they could see.

FiGuRe 6.5 A site plan for the Spring Mountains Visitor Gateway illustrates the project’s 
change in concept from “administrative hub” to “gateway,” fostering gradual attunement to 
the area’s ecological and spiritual values. 
 Copyright © SMVG5—Site Plan.png
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This regenerative thinking enabled the design team to develop a plan that 
was low impact, low cost, low maintenance, acceptable and even inspiring 
to tribal members, and designed to build a strong sense of connection and 
investment among multiple stakeholder groups.

ReGeneRative Goals FoR middle kyle canyon

In general, the goals of a regenerative project flow from the value-adding 
role it is called to play and the system of reciprocal roles it calls into being. 
Conceptualizing the role of the Middle Kyle Canyon project as gateway rather 
than hub elicited completely new thinking about what needed to be brought 
together and how. This enabled the Forest Service and the Southern Paiute 
people to focus the effort, setting goals that would advance only what was 
critical to enable the project to play its role. At the same time, it enabled the 
tribe, its members, and the Forest Service to discover value-adding roles for 
themselves.

The Forest Service came to interpret the project as a gateway for partnering—
partnering the public with the land, partnering the forest service with the 
tribe, partnering communities with their government land stewards. They set 
a goal to co-create with the residents of Las Vegas a new relationship that 
would foster a strong sense of public ownership and stewardship for the 
health of the land. This represented a substantial shift from what currently 
existed, a limited understanding of the site as a place for recreation and the 
Forest Service as the guardian of the park’s recreation value.

The Paiute participants came to interpret the project as a gateway for regen-
erating heaven, an image that had special meaning for them. Their goals 
included reintroducing their people, particularly youths, to the mountains as 
a way to regenerate the tribe. Toward this end, they also had a goal to use the 
project landscape as a cultural teaching instrument.

Achieving goals like these requires the participation of key stakeholders 
woven together into a mutually beneficial system of roles, and thus these 
stakeholders must be included in goal setting. One of the profound bene-
fits of this approach is that a project doesn’t have to spend a lot of time and 
resources convincing people of its value. The value, which they have helped 
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to envision, is self-evident from the earliest stages. In fact, projects that are 
organized around a systemically regenerative role regularly garner strong, 
even unheard of support from local communities.

Guidelines FoR applyinG the pRinciple

Design teams are skilled at thinking imagistically, conceptually, and in terms 
of multiple interacting relationships among elements. Regenerative develop-
ment invites them to extend this practice into conceptualizing living, dynamic 
processes within open webs of relationship in order to express potential. This 
way of thinking requires subjective engagement in questions of meaning and 
purpose. It also requires adaptability, because it assumes that the goals of a 
project and the means for achieving them will emerge and evolve from an 
ongoing discovery process. This can be frustrating at first, especially for profes-
sionals who are accustomed to following a pre-established, “proven” method.

Following are some additional guidelines to assist a design team as it seeks to 
shift to a more regenerative design process.

Develop the capacity for imaging. Imaging is the ability to place ourselves 
mentally within someone or something else, to experience what is different 
from us, as it lives and works, in concrete images. It is a focused effort to sense 
something accurately from the inside, as it really is. Think of a great actor envi-
sioning his role within a drama. To bring it to life, he must image his charac-
ter as a living, breathing being interacting with other living beings. Imaging 
makes things dynamic, vivid, and energizing.

Engage “being thinking” as the context for “function thinking.” Function think-
ing and being thinking have distinctive but complementary roles. Function 
thinking uses the senses to gather data for analysis, breaking things into their 
separate parts in order to know them. It deals with how things function and 
what they need to do, and then sets patterns to guide the doing. It produces 
knowledge, but it cannot produce understanding. For example, a beekeeper 
checks her hives to assess the vigor of the brood and the quantity of honey. 
This lets her know whether she needs to correct any problems that might be 
affecting the health of the hive.
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Being thinking produces understanding, which requires empathy, the ability 
to stand in the shoes of another person or entity. Rather than sense things, 
literally, being thinking uses imaging to experience what it’s like to be some-
one or something else, as a whole with as yet unexpressed potential. An 
experienced beekeeper is aware of distinct, qualitative differences in the per-
sonalities of her hives. She is able thus to discern whether there is a good fit 
between a specific hive and the garden it occupies and whether their rela-
tionship allows for each to better express its potential.

Once understanding is gained, function thinking allows one to lay out a 
course of action for the expression of potential. But without the understand-
ing produced by being thinking, function thinking causes fragmentation, and 
that is always the enemy of living systems.

See everything in motion. Living systems are always moving, either evolving or 
devolving; sustainability is not and never can be a static state. Regeneration is 
an instrument of evolution. A regenerative practitioner looks to where a place 
has been historically in order to better understand the trajectory that it is cur-
rently on. This opens the way to discern the trajectory it could be on and the 
contribution a project could make to that evolution. Understanding the his-
torical origins of the ecological degeneration of Yellowstone Park enabled its 
stewards to intervene in a way that put the park on an entirely new trajectory.

Don’t work on the project from the level of the project. First, work to understand 
the living place in which a project is nested. From this it becomes possible to 
define the project’s contribution in terms of the distinctive value-adding role 
that it could play. Integrated goals can then define what the project needs to 
deliver and how it needs to operate.

Set goals that address both existence and potential. Differentiate between goals 
that belong to different levels and the different natures of thinking that they 
require. Goals that deal with operational efficiency or with maintaining resil-
ience in a changing environment enable improvement in the function of 
what is already in existence. Goals that regenerate and improve whole sys-
tems bring forth new being by manifesting inherent potential. In regenerative 
design, short-term, functional goals always support the goals of long-term 
systems evolution.  At Middle Kyle Canyon, the original, entirely functional 
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project goals filled a document 115 pages long. By discovering the potential 
for partnering based on the gateway concept, the Forest Service was able to 
discern a much shorter list of essential functional goals and dispose of the rest.
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C h a p t e r  7
transformational 
Leverage

Almost always, it is a spark that sets off a current that begins to spread. 
This is what I call good acupuncture . . . true urban acupuncture.1

Jaime Lerner

“Everything is connected to everything,” declared ecologist and activist Barry 
Commoner, introducing what has become an environmental mantra.2 Com-
moner, dubbed the “Paul Revere of ecology” by Time Magazine in 1970, helped 
move ecological science out of academic classrooms and into the world as an 
influential political and social force.3 His formulation popularized the idea that 
human actions can have enormous impacts that we may not be aware of.

It can be both empowering and terrifying to realize that everything we do has 
a systemic impact. This interconnectedness is one of the reasons for the law of 
unintended consequences, which states basically that our actions always have 
effects that we didn’t anticipate or intend. Multiply these effects by the billions of 
people who share our planet, and the unintended consequences become global.
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The environmental and sustainability movements have urged people to hunker 
down and reduce their impacts. Their well-publicized imperatives, most of them 
very good ideas, have deeply influenced policy in countries around the world: 
reduce or eliminate waste and pollution; recycle or upcycle products that have 
outlived their usefulness; densify cities to reduce their ecological footprints; 
encourage mass transit and pedestrian use; and improve gas mileage in cars. 
Altogether, they are a creative response to the call to reduce human impacts.

Meanwhile, regenerative development asks the opposite question: How do 
we increase human impacts, but in ways that are consciously beneficial? In 
other words, how can humans serve as sources of healing and regeneration 
for every living system they affect?

Regenerative development asks the question: How do we increase 
human impacts in ways that are consciously beneficial?

The ReplicabiliTy Fallacy

More than two millennia ago, Archimedes famously said, “Give me a lever and 
a place to stand and I will move the earth.” An echo of this evocative image 
can be heard in the modern question: “How do we leverage our efforts to get 
greater return from them?” Over the last three centuries the idea of leverage 
has fueled a stunningly rapid development of tools and technologies. It has 
largely been pursued through the practice of replicability—find a good solu-
tion and reproduce it over and over again.

Too often, the gains from this approach have come at great cost to Earth and 
its inhabitants. We may be able to mass-produce everything from mouse traps 
to skyscrapers, but the effect has been a steady erosion of biological and cul-
tural diversity. Mass production has transformed raw materials, products, and 
even communities into commodities. Although standards of living have risen 
in the process, many people are beginning to ask whether the resulting eco-
logical and spiritual losses are a fair exchange.

With costs threatening to outrun benefits, communities are now urgently faced 
with the same question: How can we leverage the impact of sustainability 
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efforts beyond the incremental, yet insufficient, improvements that have been 
made to date? Unfortunately the response has followed the pattern laid down 
by industrialism—find good solutions and scale them up through replication.

Replicability made sense in a mechanical age, when progress and better 
living were thought to depend upon making “machines” work better, and 
machines included everything from the human body to cities to forests and 
farms. To do this well, we trained ourselves to focus on basic building blocks 
or parts. Even in ecological restoration and green building, for example, we 
looked at the key components of successful projects, analyzed how they were 
arranged, and then replicated them elsewhere.

But when projects are replicated outside of the contexts in which they arise, 
they tend to be resource intensive in their creation and resource consumptive 
in their operation. Built on imported models, they fail to reflect the cultural, 
economic, and ecological systems of place. Most important, by imposing pre-
determined solutions, they fail to tap the creative potential of local people to 
design, build, and manage them (Figure 7.1).

FiguRe 7.1 Replication made sense in a mechanical age, but it fails to reflect the 
cultural, economic, and ecological systems of place. 
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc. Illustration by David Grey and Kronosphere Design

leveRaging beneFicial impacTs

As our understanding and appreciation of the living world grows, it is over-
turning the ways we are used to thinking about change and doing good. The 
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efficacy of regenerative work comes from making small but powerful inter-
ventions whose beneficial influence ripples across systems and up and down 
scales. Framed as a premise, one might say, small conscious and conscientious 
interventions in the right place can create beneficial, system-wide effects.

Premise Seven: Small conscious and conscientious interventions in 
the right place can create beneficial, system-wide effects.

The reintroduction of wolves into Yellowstone National Park created a pro-
found systemic response entirely out of proportion to the investment in the 
intervention. In the same way, the introduction of the right intervention in 
an urban system can create social and economic transformation. To borrow a 
phrase from Jaime Lerner, what’s needed is urban acupuncture—and, for that 
matter, rural, regional, watershed, and national acupunctures.

So where does one begin? The answer lies in understanding not only that 
everything is connected to everything, but how. This requires apprehending 
the patterns by which things are connected in reciprocal, value-adding rela-
tionships, and then using this insight to become more strategic in how we 
design for and measure impact.

living neTwoRks

The idea that everything is connected to everything else is not new. For 
centuries, the term “web of life” has been a poetic and mystical metaphor 
for conveying the interwoven interdependence of all phenomena. In the 
1920s the emerging science of ecology proposed a scientific basis for the 
metaphor by introducing the concept of the food web, a network of feeding 
relationships by which life organized itself into ecological communities. Ini-
tially used to describe a relatively simple web of relationships among crea-
tures that fed on or were food for each other, the web metaphor has been 
extended. Now systems thinkers across multiple disciplines use it to encom-
pass all of the networks of interdependence by which species create habitat 
for one another. This interdependence enables them to maintain, repair, and 
evolve themselves. Fritjof Capra describes these networks as the “unifying 
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set of patterns of organization that goes through all life, at all levels and in all 
its manifestations.”4 He concludes, “Wherever we see life, we see networks.”5

The networks that Capra describes are, in a sense, metabolic patterns. They 
organize the flows and exchanges of energy, material, and information that 
enable life. For example, a river supports the gallery forest that grows in its 
floodplain by providing water, sediments, nutrients, and beneficial distur-
bance. In turn, a forest provides stabilization, shade, and groundwater pump-
ing to prevent concentration of mineral salts at the soil surface. The forest’s 
vegetation creates shelter and habitat for numerous animal species, which 
pollinate, cultivate, fertilize, and restructure both forest and river. The sun 
provides energy for photosynthesis and evapotranspiration, as well as the 
larger climatic cycles that replenish the river’s water. These and many other 
elements are woven together through their patterns of exchange (Figure 7.2). 
The significance of pattern, whether in a landscape, organization, or body, 
is that it can provide designers with a framework for understanding what is 
sourcing life in a particular place.

FiguRe 7.2 In a gallery forest, as in all natural systems, a set of unifying patterns 
organize the continuing flow and transformative exchanges of energy, material, 
and information that enable life to be self-generating. 

Copyright © U.S. Bureau of Land Management/flickr.com Creative Commons
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Living networks are metabolic patterns that organize flows and 
exchanges of energy, material, and information.

Flows and nodes

In the 1970s, under UNESCO sponsorship, the “Man and the Biosphere Pro-
gram” launched an international effort to investigate cities as organisms “with 
quantifiable flows of energy, materials and information.”6 More than 100 stud-
ies, supporting the work of what became known as the urban metabolism 
school, provided quantitative evidence of the extent to which cities, and the 
built environment generally, were disrupting natural flows. This evidence 
underscored the need to reintegrate natural processes with urban activities. 
In a later development, urban ecology approached cities as ecosystems rather 
than organisms. Like urban metabolism, it focused on the growing imbalance 
between cities and the larger systems from which they draw resource inputs 
(such as fuel and food) and into which they deliver waste outputs (such as 
air pollution and refuse). It identified this imbalance as the primary source 
of environmental degradation caused by the built environment and offered 
strategies for more efficient resource use as the solution.

Today, growing interest in net positive design is stimulating exploration into 
how cities can simply reduce these inputs and outputs. This raises the ques-
tion of how the built environment can “engage in . . . resource flows such that 
when resources are returned [to the system from which they were drawn], 
they support the maintenance of ecosystem functions to enable them to pro-
vide necessary services.”7 For example, instead of sending sludge from sew-
age treatment centers to landfills, it can be used to fertilize tree plantings.

Flows, however, are only one aspect of how a network organizes itself. Flows, after 
all, are only movement. Nodes also play an important role. They are the points in 
a network where flows of energy, material, and information intersect, the loca-
tions where exchanges are carried out and transformations occur. The hazard of 
focusing narrowly on flows, without regard to nodes, is that we come to think 
of networks as little more than plumbing and imagine ourselves as plumbers 
keeping them in good working order. For designers, nodes create opportunities 
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to work across media, flows, and systems and to manage the interfaces between 
systems. This is where leveraged interventions become possible.

For designers, nodes create opportunities to work across media, flows, 
and systems and to manage the interfaces between systems. This is 
where leveraged interventions become possible.

A beaver dam creates a node, a convergence point, where the habitats for 
beavers, other small mammals, birds, amphibians, fish, bugs, and plants over-
lap. This increases the quantity, quality, and diversity of exchanges that are 
possible. In addition, the dam moderates seasonal water flows, traps sedi-
ment, improves water quality, and replenishes groundwater. For this reason, 
reintroducing beavers is a highly leveraged and cost-effect way (given the 
beaver’s fabled industriousness) to improve both hydrology and habitat.

In an urban example, farmers markets have long created nodes. They bring 
together farmers, citizens, artisans, musicians, and chefs to exchange pro-
duce, plants, and artisanal products for economic and social benefit. They 
can be formal or casual, spontaneous or highly managed, but they are 
always intended to foster a productive interaction among distinct natures 
of flow. Farmers markets, wrote former Missoula mayor Daniel Kemmis, play 
a “gathering role,” one that “enables people to come away from the market 
more whole than when they arrived.”8  When skillfully sited and managed, 
farmers markets can revitalize entire neighborhoods and industries, often 
through the ripples of increased exchange that occur as a byproduct of 
their presence.

Looking at the dynamics among nodes and flows reveals a system at work. 
This offers clues about the best places and ways to intervene in order to pro-
duce the greatest systemic leverage. For this reason, the seventh principle of 
regenerative development is, leverage systemic regeneration by making nodal 
interventions.

Principle Seven: Leverage systemic regeneration by making nodal 
interventions.
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Recognizing nodes

Natural systems are full of already formed nodes, ripe for our observation 
and appreciation. Some are geological in nature, others biological. A key to 
recognizing nodes is shifting from seeing a landscape (whether natural or 
social) as a collection of objects to an interrelated set of dynamic processes.

edges aRe nodes

Often, these nodes occur at the edges between two systems—geological, 
hydrological, ecological, or cultural (Figures 7.3A through 7.3D). The place 
in the broad landscape where the slopes of mountains or foothills meet 
the relatively flat plains is an example of what is called the “keyline.” At this 
point, fast-moving water from the mountains slows down and deposits detri-
tus that accumulates in the flatlands. As they build up over time, deposited 
soils are capable of absorbing more and more water. As water flows onto 
and is absorbed into these deposited soils, its chemistry, temperature, and 
underlying hydrology may all change. In other words, a change in steepness 
creates a node where flows slow and gather, offering an occasion for a host of 
new exchanges to occur.

The possibilities for exchange at a geological node such as a keyline can be 
greatly elaborated by biotic communities. The edges between mountain and 
plains ecosystems (or among terrestrial and marine ecosystems) are generally 
bountiful. Humans, who tend to be attracted to edges, have often colonized 
these zones because they recognized their inherent capacity for  supporting 
exchange. Here they could utilize the upland forests, cultivate the lowland 
soils, and harness the energy of fast-moving water for milling and other 
 purposes.

At their best, humans have elaborated these edges to improve the qual-
ity of exchange between systems. For example, early indigenous settlers 
around the Chesapeake Bay lit cool fires to burn away underbrush in the 
upland forests. This improved habitat for game animals and conditions for 
highly productive trees like oak and chestnut. It also subtly improved the 
quality of water by reducing its acidity as it moved through the carbon-rich 
soils. More alkaline water helped foster development of the oyster reefs that 
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FiguRe 7.3 A through D Some “edges” that as nodes include 
the permeable surfaces of human bodies, market places, 
 geological keylines, and beaver dams. 
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc. Composited by Kronosphere Design.
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once surrounded the bay, making it one of the richest estuarine ecosystems 
in the world. By seeing the edge between land and sea, freshwater and 
saltwater, as a node, modern residents of the Chesapeake Bay could also 
discover ways to foster the conditions for an explosion of life in its waters 
and watersheds.

living oRganisms aRe nodes

English and many other modern languages have embedded in them a bias 
that causes us to conceive of living organisms as things, rather than as 
processes. Yet an organism is a nexus of the multiple flows that continu-
ously move through it. For example, like other mammals, humans need 
material flows like oxygen, water, food, light, and heat to sustain us. We 
also require flows of other kinds, such as companionship, livelihood, and 
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a sense of meaning. Each of us is, in a sense, a knot where these flows 
come together and are temporarily organized into a form that we call 
“self.” These flows then pass back into the larger surround in the form of 
outbreath, body heat, sloughed off skin cells, affection, communication, 
and generative energy.

For this reason, every living organism is a node in some larger system. It brings 
together and organizes exchanges among multiple flows and exerts some 
influence on its environment as a result. Guilds, or functional associations of 
species, accomplish this at even larger scales. Even a single-celled organism 
is a knot in flows, although these flows might be quite small. However, simple 
organisms can exert enormous influence when they work in concert with 
one another. Think, for example, of how critical intestinal flora are to human 
digestion.

TRansFoRming balTimoRe haRboR

The Baltimore Harbor is a powerful node, sheltered within the Chesapeake Bay 
at an intersection between saltwater and freshwater systems. Still one of the 
most important seaports in the United States, it was the historic center for the 
tobacco trade and a major transit point for immigrants into the country. Since 
the mid-twentieth century, the harbor has seen a concentration of investment 
and development, which has made it Maryland’s most significant tourist des-
tination. It is a place where multiple ecological, social, and economic resources 
naturally concentrate and enable exchange. But it has been severely impacted 
by urban development, suffering from pollution, loss of wetlands, and the col-
lapse of native fisheries.

The Waterfront Partnership of Baltimore invited ecological design specialists 
Biohabitats to develop a sustainability plan for the harbor waterfront park. 
The brief was to introduce green technologies, such as LED lighting and recy-
cled park benches. However, Biohabitats saw far greater potential in the situ-
ation and came back with a proposal built around sustaining the life of the 
Chesapeake Bay itself. “What if,” they asked, “the metric by which we measure 
success is a swimmable and fishable harbor?” This image became the orga-
nizing theme for a Healthy Harbor Initiative, intended to create an engaging 
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waterfront landscape. Its purpose was to educate visitors about the ecologi-
cal problems affecting the bay and thus the cultural and economic prosperity 
that it had historically provided.

The Biohabitats team launched the process with a wildly creative project that 
was at once functional, artful, and conceptually amusing. It addressed the 
constant presence of trash that was a continual source of embarrassment and 
an impediment to the city’s efforts to attract visitors. The Waterfront Part-
nership purchased an innovative water wheel system that captured floatable 
trash from the Jones Falls River at the mouth of the harbor. Plastic bottles, 
washed from streets into storm drains, were intercepted by the wheel. Bio-
habitats then teamed up with Living Classrooms to translate these materials 
into opportunities for participatory education. City youth were taught how 
to bundle plastic bottles into floating platforms, on which they built living 
wetlands (Figures 7.4 and 7.5).

FiguRe 7.4 Students planting wetlands seedlings in floating 
platforms constructed in part from plastic bottles retrieved from 
Baltimore’s storm drains. 
Copyright © Biohabitats
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These floating wetlands became nodes within the bay, enabling a number of 
important exchanges. There were only a few intact natural wetlands along 
the harbor’s urban shorelines, and thus the floating islands met a critical eco-
logical need. They transformed nutrient pollution into biomass, and at the 
same time, their roots supported a habitat for microorganisms that fed on 
pollution. Crabs, mussels, eels, and other aquatic life colonized the root sys-
tems, and fish used them for refuge. Waterfowl took advantage of the reap-
pearance of food and shelter. Even better, these hard-working, multitasking, 
manmade ecosystems ran on nothing but sunlight (Figures 7.6 and 7.7).

FiguRe 7.5 Students prepare to float platforms, Earth Day 2012. 
Copyright © Biohabitats

FiguRe 7.6 Platforms soon become nodes in a thriving wetlands 
system. 
Copyright © Biohabitats
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FiguRe 7.7 Crabs, mussels, eels, and other aquatic life colonize the 
floating wetlands’ root systems; waterfowl take advantage of the 
reappearance of food and shelter. 

 Copyright © Biohabitats

The project made an intervention to reverse biological degradation in a new, 
appealing, and entertaining way. In partnership with several local institu-
tions, including the National Aquarium, Baltimore’s floating wetlands quickly 
became a well-publicized, major art installation and an important educa-
tional resource for the city.

Biohabitats also developed a concept to transform a dilapidated wharf into 
a living pier to clean polluted water, provide wildlife habitat, and attract visi-
tors. Designed, tested, and now awaiting funding, the upper level of the pier 
will become a constructed tidal wetland. Harbor water will be pumped to 
the wetland, where microbial organisms will transform and filter pollutants. 
Waterfalls, powered by solar pumps, will cascade over the perimeter of the 
pier, adding oxygen to improve the water quality for aquatic life. The entire 
operation will be powered by solar and wind energy.

The pier will serve not only as a node where biological systems can interact 
with the tidal flows of the bay. It will also become a node for human exchanges 
in the form of a thoughtfully designed public gathering place, educational 
opportunities, and inspiring technologies patterned on the intelligence of 
nature.



166 part two Creating regenerative processes

Biohabitats founder Keith Bowers later observed that the research for this 
project led his team into unexpected territory. For example, his company’s 
analysis of the relationship between water quality issues and poverty was a 
major eye opener. Low-income, mostly black communities were unintention-
ally but consistently overlooked when it came to investments in ecological 
restoration. This was despite the fact that the areas where they lived suffered 
from the most severe water problems. Bowers was confirmed in his belief 
that environmental and social issues are best addressed simultaneously. Truly 
regenerative, ecological projects, when designed with this intention in mind, 
can help restore social systems as well as natural systems. From the outset, 
the floating islands project was designed to enable low-income kids to play 
a key and celebrated role in the ecological renewal of the harbor and, at the 
same time, to benefit from the educational opportunity.

nodal inTeRvenTions

The work that takes place at a node, the exchanges that it supports, can either 
generate or deplete the life-giving capacity of a landscape or neighborhood. 
In other words, nodes are often the best places to intervene in order to create 
systemic change.

The strategy of nodal interventions was core to Jaime Lerner’s success in 
transforming Curitiba, Brazil. He wrote:

I believe that some medicinal “magic” can and should be applied to 
cities, as many are sick and some nearly terminal. . . . [T]he notion of 
restoring the vital signs of an ailing spot with a simple healing touch has 
everything to do with revitalizing not only that specific place but also the 
entire area that surrounds it. . . . Intervention is all about  revitalization, an 
indispensable way of making an organism function and change.9

The goal of nodal interventions is to create ripple effects. For example, the 
Curitiba design team’s first and most famous intervention was the creation 
of a pedestrian mall in the downtown district, one of the city’s most impor-
tant nodes. When they closed off the streets and made minor structural 
changes, people returned to the center of the city and immediately adopted 
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the new gathering place. This relatively small, inexpensive change revitalized 
social, economic, and cultural interactions. At the same time, it generated the 
energy and stakeholder involvement that would allow the team to take on 
much larger challenges.10

leveRaging gRassRooTs movemenTs

Urban acupuncture, as Lerner refers to this art, has taken off and become a 
movement. “Pinpricks of change” that flash out through a neighborhood and 
beyond is a strongly appealing idea.11 It has become an increasingly popular 
metaphor for planners and designers looking for alternatives to costly, top-
down projects that characterize much of urban renewal.

At the same time, tactical urbanism has pioneered local and hyperlocal 
interventions, such as guerrilla gardening, environmental art, and pop-up 
community spaces. Thus it is becoming more and more focused on design 
interventions that are spontaneous, democratic, creative, and grassroots. 
Depave, which started in Portland, Oregon, is a great example of this kind 
of ground-up effort to improve life in cities. The group removes asphalt and 
concrete in abandoned lots and converts them into gardens. Like the Green 
Guerrilla movement in Manhattan in the early 1980s, today’s “depavers” are 
improving the quality of habitat where they live.

However, as tactical urbanism becomes more popular, what gets over-
looked is the emphasis of urban acupuncture on the strategic revitaliza-
tion of larger systems. As inspiring and life-enhancing as many of these 
grassroots projects are, their primary aim is usually to improve life in their 
immediate areas rather than to transform a system. For this reason, from 
the perspective of nodal intervention, they are singular events with lim-
ited overall influence.

The seemingly “simple healing touches” of a trained acupuncturist are effec-
tive because they draw on a complex, highly sophisticated medical protocol 
for understanding, diagnosing, and treating the body as an energy system. 
In a similar way, it is important that grassroots interventions reconnect to a 
theoretical base. This will allow the creative energy expended to be leveraged 
in order to realize the greatest community and ecological benefits.
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sysTemic leveRage

Designers who understand the patterns of dynamic interplay among nodes 
and flows are able to transform smaller systems in ways that benefit much 
larger ones. They have shifted from seeing nodes as things to seeing them as 
knots in flows—systems of energy exchange and transformation. A beaver 
dam or farmers market is a structured whole, but its structure is far less impor-
tant than the processes it enables.

Designers who understand the patterns of dynamic interplay among 
nodes and flows are able to transform smaller systems in ways that 
benefit much larger ones.

In the same way, buildings appear to be stable and static, but they too are 
knots, where flows of energy, people, materials, and ideas come together. 
Making a building is the intervention in a web of interconnected dynamic 
processes that ties this knot. This intervention can disconnect these systems 
from their context or it can allow them to more fully manifest their potential 
than they would otherwise.

For example, a primary school building that harvests rain from its roof, 
generates energy from solar panels, grows its own lunches, and composts 
its waste, is not only integrated within these energy flows; it also can help 
teachers, students, staff, and parents integrate with them. Seeing the con-
text of a project as an energy system rather than as a collection of things 
(slopes, drainages, roads, buildings, families, school district) shifts the 
emphasis from a building as product to the role a building plays in enabling 
sustainable patterns of living.

The shift from seeing discrete things to seeing an energy system is chal-
lenging in an object-oriented culture. Yet it is crucial if we are to develop 
the pattern understanding of how energy flows shape places. This under-
standing is the basis for developing mental maps of the points in a system 
where even a single building can become the opportunity for significant 
leverage.
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sequencing change

Because interventions of this sort are intended to produce changes in state 
within systems, they must be conceptualized as more than simple actions. 
Designers must learn to imagine a sequence of transformations rather than a 
sequence of activities. Once a node has been discovered, there is an oppor-
tunity to develop a strategy, an action that will launch this sequence of 
transformation.

A simple example of this is the difference between how engineers and per-
maculture designers think about and employ gabions. Gabions are used in 
civil engineering as a relatively inexpensive way to stabilize soil and prevent 
erosion. They are essentially leaky dams, wire baskets filled with stone. Per-
maculture designers have long used them to heal eroded landscapes and, 
ideally, reverse desertification. They initiate a sequence of changes in the 
degraded state of a drylands system.

When gabions are placed in an arroyo or eroded channel, they cause floodwa-
ters to back up and deposit organic material and sediment in the stream bed, 
where they act as a giant sponge. As the sponge becomes saturated, it allows 
water to gradually seep into the surrounding landscape rather than run off 
or be evaporated by hot sun. In the best cases, soil builds up behind gabions 
and erases the scars left by erosion, while the concentration of water helps 
to reestablish native grasses, shrubs, and trees. Once the plant communities 
have rebounded, wildlife also returns. A civil engineering intervention is a 
single action that resolves a local problem. As a permaculture nodal interven-
tion, gabions initiate a series of transformations that can heal and regenerate 
an entire landscape. The physical instrument is the same. The difference is the 
mind of the designer.

Rio sabinal

The state of Chiapas invited a planning group from Mexico City to help rede-
velop several miles of the Rio Sabinal, which runs through the heart of the city 
of Tuxtla Gutiérrez (Figure 7.8). The project focused on an urban reach of the 
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river and was originally intended to address flooding and water quality con-
cerns. It also included the creation of a park system and pedestrian corridor in 
the city center (Figure 7.9).

FiguRe 7.8 Tuxtla Gutiérrez in the Rio Sabinal watershed of Mexico. 
Copyright © Rio Sabinal 2 Copy jpg

FiguRe 7.9 A stretch of the Rio Sabinal showing bank erosion and stabilization. 
Copyright © Rio Sabinal 4.jpg

With the project team, Regenesis explored the longstanding historical, cul-
tural, and spiritual significance of the river. This led to conceptualizing the 
project as a collar de flores, a reference to flower necklaces used by the local 
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indigenous people in celebratory and sacred ceremonies. The flowers would 
be parks, strung along the necklace of the river (Figure 7.10). Each would be 
a node unto itself, dedicated to a sacred flower, and each would be associ-
ated with a poza, a confluence of the river with a smaller tributary stream 
that creates a natural swimming hole. In living memory, people gathered 
and played at the pozas, but in recent decades they had been abandoned 
because of urbanization, flooding, and pollution. In other words, the parks 
would regenerate existing nodes.

FiguRe 7.10 Collar de flores, a concept for the Rio Sabinal 
 restoration project: Parks are strung along the river like a 
 “necklace of flowers,” each a node in the larger riverine system, 
and each featuring a different sacred flower. 
Copyright © SOP—Rio Sabinal 

concepto del proyecto conceptual project

Regenesis helped the project team realize that questions of flooding and 
water quality could be addressed by interventions organized around the 
nodes. They extended their concept for the parks, envisioning them as neigh-
borhood centers that would promote education and active community 
engagement with each of the smaller tributaries. As neighborhoods restored 
integrity to the fabric of the watershed within their own sub-watersheds, the 
flooding hazards in the main trunk of the river would diminish (Figure 7.11).



172 part two Creating regenerative processes

The parks were also conceived as demonstration and training centers for eco-
nomic activities, such as food production, that were directly connected to the 
health of the river. In this way, river restoration was based on both community 
identity and culture, and the potential for new livelihoods for many of the 
city’s impoverished citizens.

guidelines FoR applying The pRinciple

All designers work with nodes and flows, whether or not they use this termi-
nology. A building is a node where flows of people, energy, water, food, infor-
mation, and a host of other phenomena intersect and interact to generate 
new phenomena. The task of an architect is to facilitate and harmonize these 
interactions in ways that enable the best possible expression of life’s meaning 
and purpose for inhabitants. Regenerative development invites designers to 

FiguRe 7.11 Rendering of a walkway in a collar de flores park. Each park is also a node 
within a neighborhood system, a center to promote education and active community 
engagement with smaller river tributaries. 
Copyright © Rio Sabinal.jpg



Chapter 7 transformational Leverage 173

extend their vision to the ways that projects such as buildings can be used to 
create beneficial change in larger systems.

An effective nodal intervention restores connections that have been broken 
or creates new ones in order to move a system to its next level of health. 
Ideally, these connections facilitate existing flows of energy and resources, 
making them available for new purposes. For example, transit-oriented 
development seeks to concentrate new residences and commercial build-
ings in close proximity to transportation nodes. This reduces traffic and 
creates pedestrian-friendly districts, and at the same time it generates the 
housing density and foot traffic that allow commerce and cultural interac-
tions to flourish.

The following suggestions are meant to help a design team think about their 
projects in terms of nodes.

Map the nodes. A designer who wishes to influence a particular system, for 
example a neighborhood, needs to assess the flows and exchanges occurring 
there. She will look first at what flows through, that is, at how the neighbor-
hood is itself a node in a larger system. She will then focus down to a finer 
scale to understand what occurs within the neighborhood, identifying where 
linkages can be restored or created to lift it to a higher expression of its poten-
tial. This analysis is intended to reveal the nodes where a strategic interven-
tion can be made. The nature of the node and the kind of intervention that 
it calls for then determines the characteristics that will need to be built into 
her project. If many different flows pass through the neighborhood, there will 
be a lot of energy to work with and the potential to influence a much larger 
arena or system.

Identify the right node for the intervention you want to make. Scale of flow is 
an important consideration with regard to both the volume of flows mov-
ing through a particular location and the potential influence they might exert 
within larger systems. People can easily be blinded by their own aspirations 
and enthusiasm. They will dedicate themselves to creating a small neighbor-
hood park, imagine that it has the potential to leverage a whole city, and then 
wonder why they are having trouble attracting stakeholders from the larger 
system—when in fact their natural stakeholders are strictly local.
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A regenerative practitioner will accurately assess the true relationship 
between a project and its larger environment and then tune his project’s 
concept and strategies accordingly. A shop on a high-traffic pedestrian ave-
nue offers other opportunities than one on a small backstreet. These are 
different kinds of nodes, and they speak to different audiences. To be both 
successful and transformative, a project needs to take each of them fully 
into account.

Choose the appropriate relationship with a node. It is also important to bear 
in mind that a high volume of flow is not always beneficial or benign. It can 
also be destructive. Think of the effects of a massive freeway system cutting 
through an old neighborhood or a flood moving through a minor river sys-
tem. One important nodal effect is modulating a flow, slowing and distribut-
ing it or concentrating and intensifying it. In addition to preventing harm, this 
also creates opportunities for value-adding exchange.

Vibrant, artistic urban neighborhoods are almost never located in the 
high-rise financial and commercial centers of cities. They are found nearby, 
often in neighborhoods whose purposes have changed (for example, 
South of Market in San Francisco or Chelsea in Manhattan). A strong arti-
san community benefits from proximity to a major commercial center, but 
the centers themselves operate at too rapid a volume of exchange (and 
therefore too high a cost of real estate) to provide a hospitable environ-
ment for artists.

This phenomenon can also be seen in natural systems. In the late 1990s, 
Regenesis helped a couple plan a residence in the mountains of northern Ari-
zona. The couple had identified what seemed to be the most dramatic and 
compelling place on their property and intended to locate their home there. 
The Regenesis team helped them see that this was a node in the landscape 
where the flows of wind, water, fire, cold air drainage, and wildlife traffic were 
concentrated. It was exciting to be sure, but not an ideal place to put a house. 
The couple ended up relocating the building site to a gentle slope within 
sight of their original choice. Two years later, when a devastating forest fire 
followed by monsoonal flooding destroyed all of the surrounding homes in 
the area, their home was completely unscathed.
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C h a p t e r  8
Developmental Work

Development is not a matter of how much one has  
but how much one can do with whatever one has.1

Russell Ackoff

Conventional projects start with a concept and ask how to manifest it within a 
system. Regenerative development projects start from the system’s potential 
and use this as a basis for conceptualizing a project. This simple reversal carries 
with it a powerful implication: A project begins only when a community has 
engaged in dialogue about its own potential. From this dialogue, a field of 
caring can be generated, and within this field of caring, a project is able to 
step into a regenerative role.

A spirit of connection and caring is critical if diverse constituencies are to find a 
way to work together constructively. Without it, they can become entrenched 
and reactionary, even fighting to prevent changes that are beneficial for the 
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community as a whole. Within a field of caring, diversity and disagreement 
can be assets, so long as they are informed by a sense of will and purpose.

This leads us to the premise that a project can only create systemic benefit 
within a field of caring, co-creativity, and co-responsibility.

Premise Eight: A project can only create systemic benefit within a 
field of caring, co-creativity, and co-responsibility.

AvoidAnce Breeds reActivity

Developers who set out to “do good” are often shocked to encounter opposi-
tion from their communities. Yet it happens all the time. Much has been writ-
ten about the Not-In-My-Backyard reaction of activists who organize to stop 
development in their neighborhoods. Whether NIMBY is seen as selfish and 
anti-progress or courageous depends on circumstance and perspective. Activ-
ists trying to prevent fracking or mining in their watershed might be viewed as 
environmental champions; or they might be accused of being impediments to 
a stable economy. Similarly, activists organizing to stop a homeless shelter from 
going into their neighborhood might seem selfish to some, pragmatic to others.

From a regenerative development perspective, the NIMBY problem doesn’t 
arise from the motivations of activists. It comes from the fact that they are 
pushed into a posture of reactivity. In other words, they are almost always 
reacting to what appears to be an intrusion—for example, a developer with 
his own idea of what should be done with a particular piece of land. Even 
when the developer is also a member of the community, neighborhood 
residents often feel as if they are being pressured from the “outside.”

While developers may blame this reactivity on activists, the fact is that 
conventional design processes are carefully managed to minimize any chance 
for proactive community involvement. While planning authorities generally 
require neighborhood notification and public input as a prerequisite for 
approval, developers often strive to limit community input as much as 
possible. When input is solicited, it usually takes the form of laying out a 
finished concept in the hopes of selling the community on it.
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Even where community issues don’t shut down a project outright, they tend 
to get resolved through negotiation and compromise rather than creative 
collaboration. This can erode the vision and viability of a project. For example, 
reducing densities can increase costs per unit, thus pricing out lower-income 
residents.

A clAssic lose-lose

In 2015, a city council meeting in Santa Fe, New Mexico, turned into a painful, 
six-hour ordeal. A team of local developers with a reputation for successful 
green and community-minded projects had come before the council to 
present its newest plan, unintentionally stirring up a firestorm of protest in 
the process.

Santa Fe is an attractive and culturally vibrant small city, but its steadily 
rising property values combined with low availability of rental housing have 
pushed younger and low- to middle-income families out. Although the city 
continues to attract the young artists and creatives that it needs to maintain 
its cachet as an art center, these transplants struggle to find a foothold and 
frequently move on to settle elsewhere. Local conversations about making 
the city more livable for young residents had been recurring for more than 
a decade, spinning off a variety of successful projects in arenas ranging from 
entrepreneurship to the music venues. Now, these developers were taking on 
another missing piece of the puzzle: affordable housing.

The developers proposed a residential complex geared toward young people 
seeking affordable living spaces to rent. It offered a mix of market-rate and 
subsidized units. In addition, the project embraced high sustainability aspira-
tions. It was centrally located within the city, directly adjacent to the Santa 
Fe River along an established bus route and a planned extension to the city’s 
growing network of bike paths. It included rainwater catchment, graywater 
reuse, community gardens, edible landscaping, river trail access, super-low 
energy use, and a pair of electric vehicles on site for a resident car-share. Not 
only was the development team addressing a serious, documented, and 
much-talked-about need in the community; it was aiming to do so in a way 
that embodied the city’s progressive values and sustainability aspirations.
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The team had asked for a zoning variance because the objective of provid-
ing affordable rents required higher density than was currently allowed. 
They considered this a reasonable request because the increase was modest, 
and moderate densification would bring certain community benefits. How-
ever, upon learning that the project would increase density, the neighbor-
hood erupted, organizing the city’s network of neighborhood associations to 
oppose the project.

Although the project site was in the center of town, less than a quarter-mile 
from the city’s largest commercial corridor, it had once been a thriving agri-
cultural area and still had a strong identity as such. In addition to single-family 
residences, the area was home to a native-plants nursery and a community 
farm. The development site, itself, had formerly been a center for teaching 
sustainable agriculture.

Many of the families in the area had been there for generations. The neigh-
boring village, which had been inhabited continuously since the mid-1600s, 
was designated a Traditional Historic Community. Although current zoning 
would have allowed a complex of almost the same density that the develop-
ers were proposing, the city’s General Plan, which had been developed with 
strong neighborhood input over 15 years, stated the intention that the area 
maintains its semi-rural character, with a density of one unit per acre. This 
gray area between what the current zoning allowed—or almost allowed—
and what the community preferred became a breeding ground for intense 
frustration and debate.

The council meeting had a powerfully polarizing effect. Neighborhood 
groups from around the city spoke out against a project that was so strongly 
opposed by its neighbors, arguing that it would disrupt local identity. They 
warned against setting a dangerous precedent in a city with a strong legacy 
of protecting and celebrating its historic roots. Advocates for efforts to retain 
young people argued that a rejection of the project would only continue to 
push development further and further out of the city’s core. Their point was 
that the critical needs of the city as a whole should matter more than the con-
cerns of just one neighborhood. Public testimony on both sides was heated, 
personal, and polarized around age differences.
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In the end, after more than six hours of input and just past midnight, the 
council voted unanimously to reject the project. In general, the governing 
body agreed that such a project was critically needed, but that to allow it to 
be developed in this particular location would be a violation of the commu-
nity’s trust. In doing so, they were left facing a tangle of questions about how 
to grow the city in a way that meets the needs of all of its residents without 
undermining its core character. Additionally, many of those who came to the 
public input session left feeling strongly alienated from the civic process.

The developers were taken aback by the opposition they encountered. They 
had worked for years in good faith to address a real and acknowledged com-
munity need. They had attempted to balance the costs of the land with 
design solutions that would meet the needs of renters while being accept-
able to the community. They had engaged in a campaign to share their vision 
with the neighborhood, reached out to community leaders, and worked hard 
to inspire the young people who would benefit from the project. In the end, 
they had invested so much of their own capital to bring the project to this 
stage, that when it was rejected they chose to abandon it rather than risk 
more. It was a classic case of lose-lose.

ProActive versus co-creAtive

When developers do attempt to engage communities proactively, they 
usually end up with a tangle of opinions and issues that stifle their ability 
to be creative themselves. Activities like group visioning and brainstorming 
often yield long laundry lists of likes and dislikes, wants and dreams, opin-
ions and beliefs. These incoherent collections of contradictory viewpoints are 
rarely useful. Developers struggle to find the relevance of this input to their 
projects, and more often than not it ends up on a shelf somewhere, leaving 
residents feeling dissatisfied or even betrayed by the process.

The problem is that stakeholders are not invited into an authentic co-creative 
process. Thinking creatively as an individual is not the same as engaging 
with others to think together. Co-creative work requires a structured process 
that is oriented in a common direction. Unlike brainstorming, which scatters 
thinking, it brings focus and discipline to group process.
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When community members engage co-creatively, they develop a real stake in 
the outcome of a project. In other words, they become co-responsible for the proj-
ect’s success. As responsible agents, they show up. A developer with the option to 
engage a collaborative community rather than convince hostile neighbors, seek 
endorsements, and rally special-interest groups is much more likely to succeed.

develoPmentAl Processes

Regenerative development is not about finding a magic formula that will 
solve the world’s problems. Rather, it enables communities to evolve beyond 
current conditions by growing capabilities that they don’t already possess. 
Put another way, regenerative development is developmental. It builds the 
capability of the systems it affects (such as organizations, communities, and 
watersheds) to serve as catalysts for continuing co-evolution.

The successful completion of a regenerative project is actually a beginning, not 
an end. It launches an ongoing process that requires local players to be both 
able and willing to continue collaborating into the future. It is only through 
such ongoing collaboration that the full potential of the project is realized. A 
foundation for growing the necessary understanding, skills, and capabilities 
is laid in the design process. This is why regenerative development gives as 
much attention to the design of the process as to the product it delivers.

A developmental design process works directly on growing meaning and will. 
It starts with building strong relationships among stakeholders (including the 
members of the project team) around a shared identity and future. It contin-
ues by helping stakeholders envision the roles they are called to play in order 
to bring this future into being. It supports the relationships, new capabilities, 
and self-accountability that these roles will require.

The work of a designer is to create a process that invites everyone into this 
co-learning culture. Project teams seek to develop their capability to think 
and act more systemically. Local stakeholders are invited into a field of 
commitment and caring where they can step forward as co-designers and 
ongoing stewards. Local institutions and ecosystems are seen as project 
beneficiaries, and improving their ability to do their work is an explicit project 
goal.
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Thus, the eighth fundamental principle of regenerative development is to 
design the design process to be developmental for all stakeholders.

Principle Eight: Design the design process to be developmental.

AlBuquerque’s internAtionAl district

Albuquerque’s east mesa forms a high alluvial plain that overlooks the city’s 
historic downtown, located along the Rio Grande. The mesa’s dry grasslands 
were used mostly for grazing during the city’s first 200 years. Near the turn 
of the twentieth century, homesteaders ventured into the area, followed by 
settlers in the years following World War II. Among these settlers were black 
homesteaders who developed the city’s first suburban neighborhood to 
welcome black and other non-white families.

America’s storied highway, Route 66, ran right through the middle of the 
east mesa. In the mid-twentieth century it sprouted a vibrant commercial 
strip to serve the throngs of tourists and travelers who began to explore 
the American West. By 1970, Interstate 40 had replaced the old US 66, and 
three nearby military air bases had merged and developed on-base housing 
for personnel. East Mesa residential populations decreased, businesses and 
motels were abandoned, empty houses torn down, and weeds overgrew 
the vacant lots.

Into this underutilized district a new wave of immigrants began to settle. 
They included refugees from Asia, Africa, and Latin America, fleeing war or 
violence in their countries of origin, who were moved into the neighborhood 
by the city. Cheap housing also attracted drug traffickers, which brought in 
other unstable populations, including gang members, and raised the neigh-
borhood crime rate. The cultural mix was lively (more than 30 languages were 
spoken in the local schools) but also volatile, and the poverty of the district 
helped fuel an extended period of violent crime. The neighborhood became 
known by the tabloid title “The War Zone.”

In the late 1980s a group of local advocates stood up for the neighborhood 
and carried out a courageous campaign to rid it of its crime and the hated 
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nickname. They organized themselves across neighborhoods, primarily 
through neighborhood associations, and in 2009, after many years of effort, 
successfully petitioned city, county, and state officials to designate them 
the International District. The intention was to help alter perceptions of the 
area by celebrating its unique assets, including a host of international res-
taurants, shops, and cultural venues that could serve as a destination for 
people around the state. Yet, despite these efforts, the community contin-
ued to struggle with internal and external perceptions that it is a war zone.

In local discussions, many hard questions arose. What is required to alter the 
general perception of a place? What would it mean to further “live into” this 
place as the International District? What changes would have to be made? 
How could the new perception be passed on to younger generations? How 
could it be written into the landscape and built environment?

In 2011, Nicholas Mang and Christy Snyder from the Story of Place Institute (SOPI) 
began to work with International District community members. Together with the 
University of New Mexico School of Architecture and Planning, Littleglobe (a New 
Mexico–based nonprofit committed to interdisciplinary collaborative art projects), 
the City of Albuquerque’s Cultural Services Department, and the Albuquerque 
Metropolitan Arroyo Flood Control Authority, they began to work with residents

. . . in a collaborative process of storytelling, art and design toward 
the ultimate goals of (1) building positive perception and identity, (2) 
transforming outdoor spaces through creative placemaking projects, 
and (3) nurturing cross-sector community relationships and catalyzing 
community-led development efforts.2

Although their overarching objective was to find leveraged projects that 
would advance their goals, they had no preconceptions about what these 
projects would be. Instead, to reveal them they relied on a process for evoking 
the collective intelligence of the community.

SOPI launched the project with research that explored the natural and social 
history of the district, including its current dynamics and aspirations. The team 
walked the area with community members and held in-depth conversations 
with residents, natural scientists, urban planners, and local historians. This 
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interview process represented a “kind of total immersion in the social and 
ecological systems at play.” To carry out this purpose, Christy Snyder moved 
into the neighborhood and lived there for three months.

SOPI shared what it was learning as it went along, promoting a collective 
exploration of the character of the district and its potential—“what it is at its 
best”—as reflected in residents’ dreams for its future. Community members 
were invited into a conscious articulation of the stake they held in their place 
and awakened to a sense of purpose that felt worthy to them.

From here it became possible to convene local gatherings to share findings and 
explore ways to light a few sparks in order to energize the whole system. SOPI’s 
first effort was a street festival, called ID LIVE!, which celebrated the neighbor-
hood’s diverse cultural wealth (Figures 8.1 through 8.3). Then the team went on 
to explore more ambitious and enduring projects. One idea was an international 
market with a flexible, “pop-up” infrastructure to allow for mobile food trucks 
and vendor kiosks, which would enable local small entrepreneurs to participate.

Figure 8.1 A local crowd gathers at the ID LIVE! festival. 

Copyright © Story of Place Institute, Inc.
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Figure 8.2 Residents converse at the ID LIVE! festival.
Copyright © Story of Place Institute, Inc.

Figure 8.3 Street performance at the ID LIVE! festival. 
Copyright © Story of Place Institute, Inc.
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A second was to restart an existing community land trust to manage the many 
abandoned properties still found in the district. Chartered to use the spaces 
flexibly, the trust serves to establish temporary or portable micro-housing for 
new immigrants, for example, or create community gardens or more perma-
nent housing. Its role is to act as a bridge to assist low-income families, includ-
ing many refugee families, in their efforts to become established members of 
the community.

A third idea led to a “story curation” program, in partnership with the New 
Mexico Humanities Council. It collected the cultural history of the district in 
the form of residents’ stories for the purpose of countering the negative asso-
ciations of the “war zone.” SOPI had discovered that many local champions, 
even those most committed to shifting public perceptions, still unconsciously 
framed their stories in terms of war. The team sought a more well-rounded 
narrative, one that could reconnect local people to their “historical cultural, 
ecological, and economic patterns of place, and from this basis develop 
a shared vision for the future that . . . lifts people’s spirits and gives them 
renewed hope for developing a better, healthier life for themselves, their chil-
dren and grandchildren.”3

The fourth idea was a “Story Plaza Garden,” where this narrative could be 
expressed. Collectively designed by neighborhood residents, the garden 
would be a gathering place for festivals, markets, and outdoor concerts; the 
garden would also be designed to host dynamic, rotating story “exhibits” and 
public art installations to support ongoing creative expression. Upon comple-
tion, it would serve as a new anchor and gateway for the district, one of a 
string of such neighborhood centers along Albuquerque’s Route 66.

uPgrAding the Predesign Process

The International District shares qualities with many other creative place-
making projects. Essentially, these projects avoid the developer-community 
polarization by enabling communities to charter their own development. 
They start with a predesign process that invites residents to think about 
and celebrate their community’s potential before jumping into land-use 
decisions.
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Private development projects can upgrade their predesign processes by bor-
rowing this page from the creative place-making book. While predesign is 
usually dedicated to due diligence, it would be better used to build stake-
holder alignment. This reframes the purpose of public conversation. Instead 
of putting the project at the center, which invites reactivity, it puts the com-
mon wealth of place and community at the center. Shared purpose, articu-
lated before any design work begins, creates a field of energy that is entirely 
different from the public brawls that many development projects encounter. 
When the time comes to design the project, a stakeholder alliance is already 
in place.

Predesign can be used to establish several important patterns that will 
influence or carry through all subsequent phases of the project. For exam-
ple, the work to discover the potential and identify the vocation of a place 
establishes a strong collaborative bond with key stakeholders. This work 
is inherently challenging, for project team and community members alike, 
and requires a high degree of introspection, authenticity, reflective engage-
ment, and capacity for integration and synthesis. In other words, it requires 
a working atmosphere that is almost the opposite of a politically divisive 
public hearing.

 A public hearing fosters reactivity because it frames the relationship between 
project and community in terms of separation. Members of the public are 
essentially invited to contribute narrow and self-interested opinions. By con-
trast, a developmental process purposefully engages the aspirations of the 
participants, inviting the kind of genuine listening and understanding from 
which relationships of mutual respect can develop.

As a result of this process, it becomes possible to identify and recruit the 
members of the guild, which will further the larger systemic changes that are 
desired. Each member enters the process with the understanding that the 
guild, collectively, is trying to accomplish something that hasn’t been done 
before and will require that she develop herself, personally. The integration of 
personal and collective development helps grow a culture of mutual support, 
accountability, and forbearance. The more ambitious the calling, the more 
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committed the partners, the greater the opportunity for profound transfor-
mation at all levels of the system.

lAs sAlinAs, viñA del mAr, chile

Viña del Mar is a garden city located on the Pacific Coast of Chile. Once a 
thriving port and a jewel of enlightened urban design, in the late twentieth 
century it experienced decades of decline and disinvestment. Yet buried in 
the collective memory of the community was a strong sense of what it had 
been (Figures 8.4 through 8.6).

For the past 10 years, a real estate group called Las Salinas had been master 
planning a new campus of residential high rises on a 40-acre brownfield site, a 
former oil tank farm in the southwestern part of the city. Las Salinas is a small 
division within one of the largest corporations in Chile, a conglomerate with 
businesses in gasoline, forestry, and fishing. The corporation was strongly dis-
liked by Viña del Mar community groups, who universally referred to it as “the 
enemy.”

Figure 8.4 A view of the horizon in Viña del Mar, Chile. 
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc. Photo by Tim Murphy.
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Figure 8.5 Street art in Viña del Mar, Chile. 
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc. Photo by Tim Murphy.

Figure 8.6 A panoramic view of a park in Viña del Mar, Chile. 
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc. Photo by Tim Murphy.

Las Salinas could see that even if it submitted a master plan for the project, 
it was likely facing 15 years of lawsuits that would carry it all the way to the 
Chilean Supreme Court. There was no assurance that the company would 
win, and Las Salinas’ CEO thought it wasn’t a good bet. Sasaki Associates, the 
lead architectural planners for the project, was aware of Regenesis and its 
work on community reconciliation. The planning team mentioned the idea 
of reconciliation to the owners, and it caught their attention. They brought in 
Regenesis to help with community engagement.

In its first visit, the Regenesis team met with the firm responsible for public 
relations with all of the activist groups. The meeting unrolled like a war room 
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strategy session. “How are we going to placate this group? What can we do to 
reduce the influence of that group?” The Regenesis team pulled the CEO aside 
and asked him, “Why are you involved in this project?”

He replied, “Although real estate development is not our core business, we 
care about this community. We’ve been given much by our country and we 
want to give something back to this town.” When it was pointed out that this 
sounded more like a campaign for battle than a gift, he responded, “Yeah, I 
guess we need to change how we’re going about this.”

One by one, Regenesis met the local activist groups, who would invariably 
open by saying, “Oh, so you are with the enemy.” “Yes,” the team answered, 
“but our focus is on the city.” This response disarmed the activists, who will-
ingly shared their perspectives on what the city had been and what it could 
be again. The result was magical. In the first three weeks of engagement, 
18 key groups shifted from extreme opposition to neutrality or strong sup-
port for the project. In group after group a sense of participation and poten-
tial had been awakened.

Activists realized, with some relief, that they had been fighting over one small 
piece of land, only because they had given up hope. In their minds, this was 
the game they could play, for the rest of the city was already dead. When they 
saw that they could use their considerable energies to shift the direction of 
the city as a whole and that they could partner with the project to accomplish 
this, they responded with enthusiasm. Speaking on behalf of his group, one 
stakeholder commented, “We want to be part of this. It’s the first time we’ve 
been able to dream in thirty years.”

At the same time, Regenesis was at work with the project team. In a parallel 
process, Las Salinas also became aware of the potential to restore the vitality 
of Viña del Mar. Suddenly, at the end of three weeks, the developers and the 
local communities discovered themselves in a totally unexpected relation-
ship of shared aspiration and strong commitment. At the moment of epiph-
any, the project manager recognized that he had been asked to move from a 
transactional relationship with the community to one of reciprocity. Viña del 
Mar was already transformed, and the project had not even broken ground.
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Building from this strong beginning, the next steps in the process have been 
to work with the activist groups to envision the future they want to pursue. 
Regenesis co-generated principles with them to help overcome their history 
of divisiveness and guide their future work together. Most recently, the Regen-
esis team has introduced developmental frameworks to help them become 
more systemic and strategic in their thinking.

As an interesting side note, Regenesis had to learn culturally appropriate 
ways of communicating with both the citizens of Viña del Mar and the 
Chilean project team. Chile is sometimes called the “Switzerland of Latin 
America.” Chileans can be procedural to a fault: Nothing exists unless it has 
been documented. For the community activists, the Regenesis team laid 
out a comprehensive roadmap for the design process—how it was going 
to work, what it was going to accomplish, and how that intersected with 
their dreams of a regenerated city—a form of transparency that they found 
deeply meaningful.

For the Las Salinas team, Regenesis created a graph that showed the start-
ing position of each of the stakeholder groups and where they had pro-
gressed, ranging from neutral to strongly supportive. Seeing this shift in 
graph form powerfully communicated to the Chilean managers, in a way 
that anecdotal stories never could have, that the approach was effective 
and worth continuing.

limitAtions oF conventionAl APProAches

Designers and developers have become understandably protective of their 
planning efforts. They operate in a hostile battle zone of environmental activ-
ists, adversarial regulators, and angry neighborhood watchdog groups. Fear 
of disruption, loss of control, and excess costs lead many project managers 
to focus primarily on keeping the process efficient. Inviting the public in is 
tantamount to inviting a fox into the chicken coop. Public input is generally 
seen as a nuisance, to be integrated into the final plan based on a calculus of 
how badly it will impact the project and how great the threat of opposition 
actually is.
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Not surprisingly, this protectiveness gets interpreted as secretiveness and ill 
intent, with the end result of increased hostility because it prevents or inhibits 
public involvement. It also encourages excessive dependence on specialist 
expertise to justify a project’s existence. Still, development professionals find 
it difficult to move off of this embattled terrain for fear that trying something 
new will only make the situation more costly in terms of time and money.

Writing about his work in the International District, Nicholas Mang points out 
that:

When planning’s overriding goal is one of functioning efficiency, there 
is a tendency to seek to eliminate perturbations to the process. We want 
the process to go as smoothly as possible, which is understandable. The 
danger, however, is when this desire leads to highly controlled, non-
participatory processes that engage civic stakeholders in only a token 
fashion, thus creating buffers to authentic engagement and co-creation 
in the community. This leads to a process that is too constrictive and 
top down, thereby diminishing the potential for creative, holistic solu-
tions. It also tends to lead to an increasingly disenfranchised populace 
who feel less and less a sense of ownership and stewarding role in their 
community.4

Shifting from a limited and closely managed process to one that is genuinely 
participatory is challenging. But the challenges tend to be personal, rather 
than technical. As Barbara Batshalom, founder of the Sustainable Perfor-
mance Institute, points out, “The difficulty of this process is that it challenges 
people’s ability to go outside of their comfort zone, do things differently, 
and refine their personal skills when encountering resistance and conflict.”5 
Working regeneratively requires alignment and strong commitment from the 
entire project team, as well as periodic reinforcement to keep that alignment 
and commitment alive.

Still, this is where the professional disciplines, planning, and design, are 
headed. In his book The Art of City Making, Charles Landry predicts that:

Planning is about to be different from what it used to be—it is set to 
be a more holistic process. . . . The shift from “participation in planning” 
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where you merely consult to “participatory planning” where you involve 
will get us beyond the knee-jerk consultation processes so common yet 
unempowering. The planning professions should see this moment as an 
opportunity for them.6

guidelines For APPlying the PrinciPle

The following guidelines can help a design team find its sea legs when it 
comes to working with local stakeholders developmentally.

Start with a collective process to discover potential. The principle work from 
potential not problems is particularly critical in the predesign process. The 
Santa Fe developers started with a community-wide problem (lack of afford-
able housing) and invested enormous resources in laying out their solution 
to it. Failure to engage the neighborhood in a dialogue about its own poten-
tial created an atmosphere of reactivity rather than a field of mutual caring. 
This reinforced the perception that the project was an outsider with its own 
agenda. In a sense, the developers were blinded by their own good intentions 
and thus doomed from the start.

Create an “equation of co-responsibility.” This requires extending the purview 
of a project so that it can actually affect whole systems, because it is around 
these that it is appropriate to ask stakeholders to take responsibility. Participa-
tory design is often mistaken for asking the public to comment on or make 
suggestions about a project. But, in fact, it is participation in the design of 
the public sphere. When stakeholders are aligned around a common purpose 
that is large enough in scope to bind them all together, then the project can 
join with them, shoulder to shoulder, as an ally in that purpose. Relationships 
become collegial, each stakeholder contributing to the collective, systemic 
understanding of the potential of place and then applying that understand-
ing in their own work.

Approach design as a reciprocal developmental process. Preconceived solutions 
have no place in regeneration. It is the spirit of a place that we seek to regen-
erate. This requires a truly open process on the part of the design and devel-
opment team, one in which expertise has the humility to place itself in service 
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to inquiry. Vision and planning grow out of the understanding that comes 
from ongoing community dialogue.

Make the core values of the project explicit and shared, and use them as a source 
of creativity. Many of the conflicts that arise around projects come from lock-
ing down on elements that are “non-negotiable.” This is a clear indication that 
thinking has become rigid and creativity has stopped. At this point it is neces-
sary to return to the core values that are the source of inspiration and partner-
ship among participants, and use them as the basis for reconciliation. This lifts 
the work of both the project team and the community stakeholders to higher 
levels of creativity.

Employ new measures of success. Regenerative goals redefine what’s at 
stake from protecting what is to pursuing what could be. This provides a 
basis for developing a shared sense of what success means and therefore 
how it should be measured. For example, a primary indicator might be 
how well a community is able to balance the development of all five forms 
of capital. (See Chapter 4, page 95.)

Identify or invent the portfolio of design tools and technologies that are appro-
priate to the unique character of a place. One of the most common questions 
people ask when presented with a new approach is, “Can you show me a 
place where this has worked?” At the same time, communities are often skep-
tical of approaches brought in from the outside, and it is equally common 
to hear, “Well, that might have worked in Albany (or Missoula or Bogota) but 
we’re different. It won’t work here.”

What this expresses is a nearly universal desire to be seen and respected as 
individual and unique. No one really wants to be a statistic. The resolution 
of this contradiction is to co-invent an approach that is native to the soil of a 
place. This requires using the credibility and expertise earned through pro-
fessional experience to privilege not knowing over knowing. It can be hard as 
seasoned professionals to give up having all the right answers, but that is the 
only way to discover new answers.

A significant side benefit of the development of unique, place-specific solu-
tions and practices is the enrichment it brings to the sustainability field. 
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Monocultures of thought and technology are just as brittle in the face of envi-
ronmental disturbance as monocultures of corn in a farm field. As leading 
sustainability thinker Wolfgang Sachs has observed, “After all, it is only from 
places that variety crops up, because it is in places that people weave the 
present into their particular thread of history.”7
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P a r t  three
Becoming a 
regenerative 
change agent

To be agents of transformation, designers must transform themselves. They must 
redesign their own thinking and ways of being. In other words, regenerative 
development requires inner work. Over time, a regenerative practitioner learns to 
observe herself and manage her state of being in service to the causes she cares 
about. She develops the ability to work creatively with ambiguity and uncertainty, 
which enables her to welcome the complexity of natural systems and the diversity 
of perspective that characterizes living communities. Thus, she becomes a systems 
actualizer. The benefits accrue not only to her professional practice but also to her 
personal life.
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The most meaningful activity in which a human being can be engaged is 
one that is directly related to human evolution.1

Jonas Salk

Beatrice Benne, a Bay Area–based community development practitioner, has a 
passionate interest in complexity science and living systems theory (Figure E.1).  
Her work has spanned organizational development, business education, 
and urban development, all of which she sees as integral to the evolution 
of healthy communities. She became interested in regenerative work as the 
result of the realization that organizations, networks, and communities are 
all living systems. This transformed her understanding of the world and her 
sense of who she would need to become in order to have a beneficial impact.

Figure e.1 Beatrice Benne is a Bay Area–based community 
developer with a regenerative practice.

She recognized early in her career that evolving social and organizational sys-
tems would require evolving herself and the people she encounters in her 
work. As she puts it:

In order to evolve systems we need to develop the people within those 
systems.  The two go together; they are totally integrated.  To meet the 
challenges facing us at this time in history, we need to increase the ability 
of the systems that we create to deal with complexity. As we do that, we 
also need to develop our capacity to embrace more complexity so that 
we can operate these complex systems effectively. It’s not development 
in the abstract, but through the work itself.
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After some years of testing different aspects of the theory, Benne had an 
opportunity to facilitate a regenerative planning process in a small commu-
nity in Brittany, France—a place she described as “crying out for healing.” 
Located in an especially beautiful region, with a high concentration of mega-
lithic sites, the community had experienced several generations of decline. 
Houses stood vacant, alcoholism was rampant, and the village had become 
little more than a residential outpost of larger, nearby towns (Figure E.2).

Figure e.2 A coastal view in Brittany, France.

Into this situation, a native resident had envisioned a redevelopment process, 
regenerating small-scale agriculture and artisanal businesses, linked to a net-
work of ecological villages throughout France. For this purpose, a group of 
design practitioners had gathered to explore the potential for his project, and 
to help him understand the larger systems it could beneficially affect (Figure E.3).

Figure e.3 Participants at the workshop facilitated by 
Beatrice Benne.
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Benne was astonished at how powerfully inspirational the process was for 
participants, and how quickly they were able to grasp and utilize complex liv-
ing frameworks. More important, she was able to observe what was required 
in herself to enable this nature of community process. As she reported later:

Finally, I figured out that my own state of being was critical to creating 
the right environment for breakthroughs. I needed to be open and car-
ing and grounded, and I needed to invite the group into the same space. 
I had to hold in mind the potential that lay behind this little village. That 
changed the tone of the entire interaction.

For me, this work is fundamentally spiritual, although we don’t speak 
much about that dimension. I was carried through the process in Brit-
tany, as though there were some purpose beyond me.  My challenge 
was to surrender and let go. The strategies didn’t come from me or from 
the group I was working with. They came from the profound need and 
possibility of the place. Of course, that meant setting our egos aside 
and listening deeply to what wanted to come into the world. And that 
requires total commitment to personal development.

A vast literature has grown up around the subject of human development, 
encompassing psychology, philosophy, and spirituality. One could say that 
growing ourselves into the people we aspire to be is what defines us as human 
beings. The following chapter introduces a few simple ideas that may be espe-
cially useful to someone who chooses to become a regenerative practitioner. 
The ideas are built around the notion that designers can be systems actualizers, 
and that this is a powerful context within which to grow oneself.

Note
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C h a p t e r  9
Systems actualizing

Sustainability is an inside job . . .1

Kathia Laszlo

Regenerative development cultivates evolutionary capacity in projects and 
living communities. This creates outcomes that are harmonious with the liv-
ingness of the world, but it also means that regenerative development can’t 
be reduced to a recipe or formula. It must be reinvented for each new project 
and for each new situation.

This places high demands on regenerative practitioners, who can never settle 
into the comfort of having “the answers.” The state of “not knowing” that is 
necessary for true innovation requires steadiness of being and clarity of pur-
pose. In a world that demands certainty, regenerative practitioners must 
break old habits of thought. In other words, just as regenerative development 
invites communities to change themselves, it invites designers to change 
themselves as well.
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Inner Work

Regenerative development is grounded in a belief that we cannot make the 
outer transformations we envision for the world without making inner trans-
formations in how we think and who we are able to be. The focus of this inner 
work is to evolve ourselves. It emphasizes the necessary growth in thinking 
and being that is required to successfully undertake regenerative projects.

Inner work is personal, energized by the innate human drive to grow and 
develop. It addresses an inner landscape of being, rather than outer land-
scapes of place. For this reason, it is often overlooked, discounted, or pursued 
for personal enrichment rather than as part of professional practice. It is rarely 
integrated into the workplace. Yet evolving what we design and how we col-
laborate depends ultimately on who we are as we work.

Self and SyStemS actualIzIng

Inner work is often equated with psychologist Abraham Maslow’s concept of 
self-actualization, which he defined as “the desire for self-fulfillment” and the 
drive “to become everything that one is capable of becoming.”2

Prior to Maslow’s formulation, psychology was primarily focused on helping 
people deal with mental disorders. In other words, it was a problem-solving 
approach. Humanistic psychology brought holism to human development, 
based on the premise that there is no inherent limit to human potential. Its 
goal was a “fully growing and self-fulfilling human being . . . in whom all his 
potentialities are coming to full development, the one whose inner nature 
expresses itself freely.”3

From a regenerative development perspective, self-actualization is a critical 
aspect of inner work. However, it is not—and cannot be—the goal. In fact, 
emphasis on self alone can isolate us from the larger living systems we are 
part of and the value-adding role we have to play within them. As Nicholas 
Mang writes, “Without this larger systems awareness, we act and perceive 
as independent entities without an inner appreciation or caring for the col-
lective living systems that source us and bind us together.”4 Or, in the words 
of James Hillman, “We’re working on our relationships constantly, and our 
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feelings and reflections, but look what’s left out of that. . . . What’s left out is a 
deteriorating world.”5

In order to anchor self-actualizing work in a way that serves the world outside us, 
we must incorporate an additional layer, the psychology of what might be called 
systems actualization. As individuals, we live in a world of systems. Although we 
are often unconscious of their influence, we work with them, on them, and in 
them. Every “self” is nested within a system and is dependent upon developing 
some level of reciprocal nurturance with that system. Failure to take this reci-
procity into account can profoundly constrain our efforts to self-actualize.

This leads to the ninth fundamental premise of regenerative development: 
The actualization of a self requires the simultaneous development of the systems 
of which it is a part.

Premise Nine: The actualization of a self requires the simultaneous 
development of the systems of which it is a part.

Developing a system goes beyond setting it up or even maintaining it. Rather, 
development unveils the inherent potential in a system and moves it toward 
actualization in an ongoing, evolutionary way. In a living, regenerating world, 
the self we need to actualize is a systems-actualizing self.

For this reason, the ninth principle of regenerative development is to become 
a systems actualizer.

Principle Nine: Become a systems actualizer.

BecomIng a SyStemS actualIzer

A regenerative practitioner looks beyond her own actualization in order to 
understand the systems that support life where she lives and discover her 
value-adding role in nurturing their ongoing capacity to grow and evolve. 
This work does not replace self-actualizing; it extends it. Just as we cannot 
think about self-actualizing outside of the context of systems, working on sys-
tems actualization requires that we become self-actualizing individuals.
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Just as we cannot think about self-actualizing outside of the con-
text of systems, working on systems actualization requires that we 
become self-actualizing individuals.

Becoming a steward for the evolution of a whole provides a practitioner with 
an enlarged context for expressing her unique potential and offers guidance 
for what she must develop to fully realize that potential. It requires capabilities 
beyond those traditionally taught in educational institutions or professional 
development programs. These include the will to cross the boundaries that 
prevent innovation, the dexterity of thinking needed to integrate increasingly 
complex systems within our purview, and the ability to manage our state as we 
work. Setting developmental aims is one way to grow these meta-capabilities.

developmental aImS

An aim helps us to hold an internal pattern through time so that we are able 
to maintain an appropriate state of being and quality of thinking, regardless 
of changing circumstances. The art of archery demonstrates the concept of 
aim. An archer has a goal, the target that she wants her arrow to strike. To hit 
that mark, she needs to hold the right pattern of relationships in her mind and 
body. These include how she employs her muscles, how tightly she stretches 
the bowstring, where she points the bow, and how she manages her breath 
and mental state. Mastering each of these requires years of practice and expe-
rience. The totality of these carefully developed relationships, their internal 
pattern, is her aim.

An aim defines what we are seeking to become in order to accomplish our 
goals. The importance of creating an aim comes from the recognition that 
who we are able to be in a given situation has an important influence on what 
we can create and, therefore, it helps determine what is possible.

By means of an aim, we stabilize our state of being so that we are less likely to 
become a victim of circumstance and more likely to hit the targets that we are 
shooting for. The ability to self-manage—to avoid collapsing into counterpro-
ductive states of being and habits of thinking—is a necessary prerequisite to 
becoming a systems actualizer.
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The following aims lay out an inner path for anyone who wishes to become a 
regenerative practitioner. They are open ended, reflecting the lifelong devel-
opmental nature of this work. They are also invitations into ways of being 
that can have a profound influence on the nature of work that we are able to 
pursue and the collaborations that we are able to sustain.

aIm one: aWaken carIng

Anyone who has worked on generating new patterns of behavior for himself 
knows that will, when it is present, can be a powerful ally. Antoine de Saint-
Exupéry beautifully conveyed this thought when he wrote, “If you want to 
build a ship, don’t herd people together to collect wood and don’t assign 
them tasks and work, but rather teach them to long for the endless immensity 
of the sea.”6 People have always celebrated in songs and stories those heroes 
who demonstrated the will to overcome great challenges in order to make a 
difference in the world. These stories remind us that human will, when con-
nected to an important purpose, is an inexhaustible source of energy and cre-
ativity. Tapping this source, for ourselves and for the communities we serve, 
is essential if we are to become systems actualizers. The key to doing so is to 
awaken caring.

fields of caring

Many change efforts are mobilized in response to an impending crisis, but die 
away once the problem is solved. Systems actualization, by contrast, is fueled 
by seeing new potential and feeling called to bring it into being, to care 
enough to make it real. Because potential has no inherent limit, the changes 
that result from realizing one level will always reveal further levels that are yet 
to be realized.

Creating an energy field that evokes caring requires the inner capacity to see 
through existing circumstances to the potential reality that lies behind them. 
It then requires the faith that this deeper reality, in spite of all evidence to the 
contrary, is what longs to become manifest. As designers, it takes humility 
and ruthless honesty to engage in the deep listening that will reveal what is 
true about a place, rather than be seduced by fantasies of what it could be. 
Tapping into true potential is what gives us the ability to generate a field of 
caring, an energy field that can awaken an entire community.
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energy fields

Fields of energy are all around us and, depending on the situation, might be 
characterized as uplifting or depressing, coalescing or fragmenting. One way 
to grasp what is meant by “energy field” is to consider the atmosphere in a 
restaurant. Restaurants can be cozy, elegant, bright, lively, subdued, cheesy, 
hip, creepy. Successful restaurateurs do a lot of thinking about how to cre-
ate the right field for the kind of customers and eating patterns that fit their 
business models (fast turnover versus leisurely dining, for example). Depend-
ing on their skill, they are able to sustain these fields through the ways they 
translate their overall intentions into the menu, the décor, the acoustics of the 
space, or the attitude of the staff.

Some fields are generated by physical energies such as wind, water, sunshine, 
or traffic. Sociological fields arise from cultural phenomena such as the colors 
people wear and whether or not there are pedestrians thronging the streets 
of a town. Fields can be vitalizing or devitalizing, depending on how well they 
lift the spirit of a community and what this spirit is directed toward. Taken 
together, these fields shape our experience and set limits to what it is possible 
to pursue.

If we are unconscious of their effects, energy fields manage us. Without our 
realizing it, they influence how we think, what we think about, and even what 
we value. By learning to consciously observe and reshape fields, we become 
able to take charge of our individual and collective destinies. One could say 
that regeneration begins when a field of vitalizing energy is intentionally 
introduced as the context for an activity. We experience this as a feeling of 
aliveness, a sense of hope that something meaningful can be created, and 
a commitment to participating in this creation. This is important because 
changing how we inhabit Earth is going to require significant shifts in think-
ing and behavior on the part of communities around the globe. Exhortations 
and regulations are the least efficient and, ultimately, most spirit-killing ways 
to create change.

One could say that regeneration begins when a field of vitalizing 
energy is intentionally introduced as the context for an activity.
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A field of caring is inherently vitalizing. When it is present, it isn’t necessary 
to cajole people to get them to cooperate. Instead, they see their destinies as 
linked to evolving health and potential for the whole. By working intention-
ally on creating the right field, a systems actualizer enhances the effective-
ness of other sustainability and community development efforts. This is how 
communities generate the will to take charge of their own evolutions.

aIm tWo: Honor complexIty

Much of the Western scientific and intellectual tradition has been built around 
the idea of atomization. If we can discover the smallest particle, then we can 
understand how the universe is built. If we can break problems into their 
component and, by implication, simpler parts, then we can more easily solve 
them. If we can isolate an object of study, limiting any variables that might 
influence it from the outside, then we can come to know it.

This atomizing bias makes Western cultures poorly equipped to comprehend 
living systems. Working with complex wholes is simply not part of the way 
we’ve been educated. Paula Underwood Spencer, a Native American and 
keeper of the Oneida tradition, offers an alternative possibility.

The distinction that I want to make between Western science and the 
approach to science which my tradition, and perhaps other Native tradi-
tions, have found useful . . . is that first you look at the Forest . . . and then 
you look at the Path. . . . you first acquire an intuitive, whole understand-
ing, and then you focus on a Specificity and examine it, and then you 
always put it back into the Whole.7

Living systems tend to become increasingly complex through time. When 
humans simplify nature to better manage it (for example, with monoculture 
farms), we betray not only reality but our own creative possibilities. Becoming 
a systems actualizer requires the opposite, embracing complexity rather than 
fighting it.

Living systems tend to become increasingly complex through time. 
When humans simplify nature . . . we betray not only reality but our 
own creative possibilities.
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culturally determined Seeing

Honoring complexity as a source of life and creativity calls for adopting a 
new way of thinking, which includes shifting between foreground and back-
ground as needed. This ability, it turns out, is limited by cultural patterns, as 
demonstrated by experimental psychologist Richard Nisbett in research that 
he describes in The Geography of Thought. Working with 50 graduate students, 
half born in the United States, the other half raised in China, he conducted 
tests using a device for tracking eye movement.

Each student was shown a series of pictures on a computer. The pictures all 
featured a large foreground object, such as a tiger or a car, against a fairly 
complex, realistic background. Students were shown an image for three sec-
onds, and then asked to refocus on a small cross on a white screen.

A consistent pattern emerged. The American students’ eyes went imme-
diately to the foreground image, which they spent most of the time 
studying. In contrast, the Chinese usually went first to the background—
a meadow or forest, for example—exploring it and only briefly glancing 
at the foreground image. Asked to recall what they had seen, the Ameri-
cans more readily remembered the foreground objects, while the Chinese 
often forgot what was in the foreground but could recall the background 
in detail.

The contrast between these two thought patterns is significant for designers 
seeking to work with complexity. The “narrow gazing” of the Western per-
spective not only discounts the contextual relationships out of which change 
emerges, it reinforces the Cartesian bias that the world is a collection of mea-
surable parts.

The Western tendency to be object or foreground oriented is not prima 
facie better or worse than the East Asian tendency to be context or back-
ground oriented. Each has strengths and weaknesses, depending on 
what one is working on. These habits become detrimental only when 
we are blind to them and, therefore, unable to direct our consciousness 
intentionally. “You might think you’re thinking your own thoughts,” 
Krishnamurti said some years ago, but “you’re not. You’re thinking your 
culture’s thoughts.”8
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pattern literacy

Nisbett went on to develop his research further. He hypothesized that the 
Americans’ focus on a central object meant that they were more likely to 
notice changes in objects but less likely to see changes in context, where it 
would be the opposite for the Chinese. He designed a second set of experi-
ments, using short film clips to test where and how Westerners and East 
Asian students looked for and perceived change. Again, the conclusions were 
striking. Where Westerners were more likely to see changes in the focal, fore-
ground objects, the East Asians noticed many more background differences 
and many more relationship differences.

Commenting on this research, Joshua Ramo said, “When it comes to the envi-
ronment, Americans are almost completely change blind.”9 He advocated 
pursuing what, in Chinese philosophy, is often praised as the highest form of 
wisdom, mastery of incipience. As he described it, mastery of incipience is the 
ability to read context in order to know when change is going to begin. Regen-
erative development takes this thought further: It is also important to be able 
to see where change is coming from, and to understand what is sourcing it. The 
cognitive capability of “reading for change” is known as pattern literacy.

It is also important to be able to see where change is coming from, 
and to understand what is sourcing it. The cognitive capability of 
“reading for change” is known as pattern literacy.

Pattern literacy was a core aspect of how indigenous people learned to under-
stand the complexity of their world without simplifying it. Paula Underwood 
Spencer describes it this way:

As a part of the Native American training I received from my father, one 
of the aspects of perception that I was asked to understand was the dis-
tinction between Hawk and Eagle, between the way Hawk perceives 
and the way Eagle perceives. In the shamanic tradition, you gain that 
appreciation by what is considered to be direct experience. However, 
the distinction—once learned—is easily translated into Western logical 
sequential language structure.
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When hunting, Hawk sees Mouse . . . and dives directly for it.

When hunting, Eagle sees the whole pattern . . . sees movement in the 
general pattern . . . and dives for the movement, learning only later that 
it is a mouse.

What we are talking about here is Specificity and Wholeness.10

In his book, Pattern Mind, Joel Glanzberg points out the essential relationship 
between pattern literacy and the ancient art of animal tracking.

What is unseen is more powerful than what we see. Understanding 
requires seeing beneath the surface. This is not only true of abstractions 
like dignity and justice or the invisible genetic codes that determine so 
much of our lives, but also of these thoughts that you are reading right 
now, as if by magic through the visible letters on this page. Though, like 
a wild animal, my thoughts are long past, reading the tracks they left, 
you are watching them now, moving in your mind’s eye.

Perceiving the deeper meanings behind all of the things we see in the 
physical world is the essence of tracking. It is about seeing not just the 
elements of the world, but the patterns of life. Tracking has taught me 
to see everything . . . as the lasting impressions left by the movements 
of life. . . . I have learned to look behind these lasting tracks that I can see 
so easily with my eyes to read the patterns of movement that left them.

Tracking patterns is always a matter of tracing trajectories—where 
things have come from (their source) and where they are headed (their 
goal). This is the only way to find where and how to intersect with living 
systems and to shift their trajectories.11

An ability to discern the patterns around us is key to honoring and working 
with complexity. “Western culture has spent decades drawing lines and boxes 
around interconnected phenomena,” notes systems thinker Meg Wheatley, 
but “our safety and our future depend upon whether each of us can step 
outside our boxes and participate intelligently in a complex world of inter-
connections.”12 It is this way of seeing that enables us to engage with a world 
that is becoming.
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aIm tHree: Be a Work In progreSS

Thoughts and emotions are strongly influenced by cultural conditioning and 
the energy fields within which they arise. Unless we engage consciously with 
our own thinking processes, we run on tracks that have been laid down for us 
by our individual and collective pasts. The good news, as Mohandas Gandhi 
pointed out, is that “As human beings, our greatness lies not so much in being 
able to remake the world . . . as in being able to remake ourselves.”13

Quantum physicist David Bohm often talked about how thought creates 
the world and then covers its tracks, allowing us to remain unconscious of 
our participation in shaping reality.14 Unexamined systems of thought (our 
assumptions and values) shape our perceptions, reactions, and decisions, 
essentially creating a box within which our lives unfold. Psychologist R. D. 
Laing described the challenge this way: “The range of what we think and do is 
limited by what we fail to notice. And because we fail to notice what we fail to 
notice, there is little we can do to change; until we notice how failing to notice 
shapes our thoughts and deeds.”15

Changing thinking is not like changing clothing—it is not a one-time event. 
It requires a practice of reflection. First, one must learn to see the process by 
which a thought is being shaped, even as the thought is forming. Observing 
one’s own thinking as it is happening is a challenge that calls for discipline in the 
form of continuous engagement. Second, one must learn to manage being; 
and in order to manage being, one needs to conceptualize the existence of a 
self that is more than the sum of one’s thoughts and feelings. We must become 
intentional with regard to the being we are producing in any given situation.

Self-observing and Self-remembering

One can improve the management of one’s being through the interrelated 
practices of self-observing and self-remembering. Together, these practices 
help one avoid reactivity, which can so easily obscure what is actually impor-
tant in a particular situation.

When self-observing, one maintains consciousness of three things: one’s state, 
how it is being created, and the influence it is having on one’s behavior and 
environment. The idea is to observe the extent to which unconscious habits 
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or mechanical patterns are dictating behavior. Sustaining this consciousness, 
or regaining it when it has been lost, requires will and mental discipline.

When self-remembering, one holds in mind who one wants to be in a given 
situation, the self that is required to generate a higher order result. Humans 
are enormously flexible. We have far greater range for expression than we 
generally realize or are willing to admit. We can consciously choose to take 
on a role that is specific to our context and purpose, and play it in order to 
help realize the potential that we see. For this reason, members of Regenesis 
regularly prepare for a meeting or engagement by asking, “Who do I need to 
be in this situation?”

Self-observing and self-remembering require differentiating the self into three 
levels: the doer, the observer, and the self that sets an aim. By separating out an 
observing self (“I” in Figure 9.1), one can observe the patterns of doing and how 
those patterns relate to the effect being generated. The work of the observ-
ing self provides information that the aim-generating self—the “me” that one 
seeks to become—can draw on to actualize the value one is trying to create.

fIgure 9.1 Self-observing and self-remembering 
requires differentiating the self into three levels. 
Copyright © Regenesis Group, Inc.

Doing

Me

I

Learning to sustain self-observing and self-remembering takes time and 
discipline. It is easy to get caught up in the drama of the moment and lose track 
of oneself. With practice, it becomes more and more a natural part of one’s work. 
The key is to have patience and compassion, observing without judgment.
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an InvItatIon

The role of human beings on Earth needs to shift. We must transform from 
despoilers to co-evolvers. This will require profound changes in the ways we 
inhabit our planet, our interactions with its material and spiritual resources. 
Equally, it will require profound changes in who we are as individuals. We 
must relearn how to think like natural systems and then act accordingly. In 
other words, our outer and inner work must advance together, each support-
ing the other.

In this book, regenerative development has been consistently presented as 
having an outer and inner dimension. The outer development of urban and 
rural places must always be matched by an inner development of those who 
will inhabit them. At the same time, the outwardly oriented work of planners 
and developers must be matched by inner reflection and commitment to true 
understanding.

In this book, regenerative development has been consistently pre-
sented as having an outer and inner dimension.

For those who wish to practice the art of regenerative development, the need 
is especially compelling. We have committed ourselves to a catalytic role, 
sparking the processes of transformation. This requires foresight, patience, 
tolerance for ambiguity, and sensitivity to unseen patterns. It asks that  
we become humble listeners and co-creators, and also fierce advocates for 
the unexpressed potential of every person, community, and living system 
that we encounter. Most of all, it requires us to manage ourselves—to main-
tain faith, steadiness, and a willingness to serve as instruments for a better 
future for every living being. We must learn to take sustenance from the pro-
cesses of change because the products of what we seek to create may take 
generations to realize.

In the age of the Anthropocene, we are invited to regenerate our-
selves as integrated, creative participants in the community of Earth.
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In the age of the Anthropocene, we are invited to regenerate ourselves as 
integrated, creative participants in the community of Earth.16 We must bring 
our whole selves to the task. Our sciences, intuitions, arts, disciplines, expe-
riences, natures, and capacity for dreams—all will be needed if we are to 
answer the calling we’ve been given.
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Epilogue

Another world is not only possible, she’s on her way, and on a quiet day, 
if you listen very carefully, you can hear her breathing.1

Arundhati Roy

We have set our common home on fire and to move forward we must first put 
out the flames. But this is only a first step. In and of itself it will not mark the 
arrival of a new world. It will not change the mindsets that have used Earth’s 
abundance to strip away her biocultural diversity. It will not restore the basis 
of life’s creativity. And it will not seed the new role for humans that a new 
world requires.

Happily, these changes are the topic of a quiet but ubiquitous conversation. It 
has been unfolding for some time, not in the media spotlight but in millions 
of neighborhoods, communities, and grassroots projects around the world. It 
is happening locally, wherever people are joining together to redesign how 
they work and live.

Blessed Unrest

Paul Hawken captured the global scale of this conversation in his 2008 book 
Blessed Unrest. He called it the largest social movement in all of human history, 
involving “tens of millions of people dedicated to change.”2 It is a movement 
without a leader, arising from the bottom up, with each project or organiza-
tion formed around the particulars of a place.

At the heart of regenerative development is the belief that we must work from 
place. From this perspective, the main theme of this book is not particularly 
complicated—know your place and know who you are. The power to create a 
new world comes from putting these two together. And this requires radically 
new thinking and language.
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As the movement that Hawken described matures, it is moving away from 
its early isolationist tendencies, which were an understandable reaction 
to the perceived threat of global monocultures. It is reinventing localism, 
re-conceptualizing places as nodes within open networks of exchange. 
 Wolfgang Sachs called this cosmopolitan localism, localism that “seeks to 
amplify the richness of a place while keeping in mind the rights of a multifac-
eted world. It cherishes a particular place, yet at the same time knows about 
the relativity of all places.”3 

Cosmopolitan localism understands that real wealth comes from exchanges 
between places whose inhabitants nurture and evolve their distinctive quali-
ties. It recognizes that places are co-creations of humans and nature. To quote 
Sachs again:

The pursuit of space-centered unity is turning into the search for 
place-centered diversity. After all, it is only from places that variety crops up, 
because it is in places that people weave the present into their particular 
thread of history. Thus, native languages are beginning to be revalued, tra-
ditional knowledge systems rediscovered, and local economics revitalized.4

The search for place-centered diversity provides an unprecedented oppor-
tunity to create a new story about what it means to live sustainably. Place 
offers a source of collective meaning, identity, and wellbeing. Within this con-
text, the requirements of sustainable inhabitance can converge to create new 
practices and a new culture.

A new role for design

In the past, design has been thought of primarily as a problem-solving pro-
cess. But design also plays the role of making meaning. Historian Victor Mar-
golin describes the work of design as “the social construction of meaning.”5

Design strategist Ezio Manzini argues, “Design is concerned with making 
sense of things—how they ought to be in order to create new meaningful 
entities.”6 This assigns to designers the critical role of enabling a new culture 
of sustainability rooted in place. As futurist Erich Jantsch puts it, “The act of 
design is an evolution of norms.”7
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One of the implications of the new localism is that people from all walks of life 
are coming together to reinvent their work and their places. They are becom-
ing citizen designers. For design professionals, this opens up opportunities to 
place their skills in service to a host of disciplines and community aspirations.

Even more critical to the evolution of a new culture is the shaping of what 
artists Helen and Newton Harrison call “conversational drift.” This is co-design 
as social conversation, developing distributed intelligence out of a deepen-
ing understanding of place. Such discourse creates a field within which guilds 
and nodal interventions can emerge, leveraging the influence of designers far 
beyond their direct involvement.

The starting thesis of this book was that there are three active design agents 
that can be employed in evolving a new culture:

•	 Design products, which continue to shape their environments
•	 Design processes, which evolve the thinking and values of direct partici-

pants while generating larger fields of influence
•	 Designers, who develop the inner capabilities required for emergent and 

co-creative processes

Within the context of regenerative development, designers evolve beyond 
problem solvers. They become resources for reconnecting places and people 
to their inherent potential. As such, they facilitate learning and develop the 
capacity of local citizen designers. By collaborating in the creation of shared 
images and stories, they help make tangible what sustainable well-being is 
in specific places. When they are most successful, their radical insights can 
evolve the questions people are asking and the goals they are pursuing. In 
short, regenerative practitioners are conscious and highly skilled agents of 
systems transformation.

This book has provided the most basic premises and principles of regenerative 
development. In order to bring them alive, it is necessary to integrate them into 
the design and implementation of place-sourced projects. Those who take on 
this work become contributors to the development of methodologies based 
in the principles of living systems. Their reward is the development of the skills 
and intelligence needed to address the most urgent issues of our time.
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