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abstRact
Regenerative development is a systemic approach that sees, for example, global challenges as the 
climate change hypotheses, as an opportunity to develop co-agency among several cultures and fields, 
toward a shared purpose that can reconcile the fragmented relationship of human and natural systems 
and multiple problems within a place. from this point of view, human systems (business, education, 
food and building industries, etc.) and natural systems (watersheds, rivers, forests, ocean, etc.) are aal 
seen as living systems. projects can be designed and redesigned as change agents that have the capac-
ity to influence and develop the vitality and capacity for evolution of these living systems as a whole. 
Resilience and sustainability become by-products of a strong and better structured whole system. this 
is a review paper that aims to uncover the patterns that emerge from different fields of human endeav-
ours were the Regenerative approach is being applied such as business, supply chains, agriculture, 
building industry and others. the intention is to bring concrete examples that can reveal the differences 
between regenerative and conventional sustainable approaches.
Keywords: Evolutionary Systems Thinking, regeneration, regenerative development, sustainability.

1 intRoduction
sustainability is becoming a very ambiguous term. an article revealed that until 2007 there 
were an estimated three hundred definitions of ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ 
exist broadly within the domain of environmental management and the associated disciplines 
which link with it, either directly or indirectly [1].

the architect bill Reed claims that “sustainability is not deliverable. sustainability is not a 
thing. sustainability is not simply about efficient technologies and techniques. it is about life 
– a process by which living things such as forests, neighbourhoods, people, businesses, mush-
rooms, and polar bears ensure their viability. it is a process of reciprocal relationship – a process 
by which living things support and are supported by a larger whole” [2]. for example a very 
high energy efficient building can’t be considered sustainable, because it doesn’t sustain life.”

although the good intentions of sustainability goals to reduce impact and increase effi-
ciency and effectiveness on the use of resources, these goals are a poor response considering 
that human population and ecological footprint are increasing at an exponential rate [3]. most 
sustainable solutions aim to solve problems, but usually when we solve a problem others 
emerge.

for example in 2015 the increased heat and drought in california cause dams to run out of 
water. the solution was to fill the surface with floating black balls to stop the evaporation. 
instead of going to the source of the problem, this mechanical way of solving problems gen-
erates unintended consequences. for example, in 2017, after nine years, these balls had to be 
removed from a reservoir in silver lake, la, because its water became undrinkable [4].

2 What is RegeneRation
in biology, regeneration is the process of renewal, restoration, and growth that, makes genomes, 
cells, organisms, and ecosystems resilient to natural fluctuations or events that cause distur-
bance or damage [5]. the biologist Richard J. goss argued that regeneration is a primary 
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attribute of all living system, without which could be no life. to understand how nature sustains 
life, we need to move from biology to ecology, because sustained life is a property of an eco-
system rather than a single organism or species. over billions of years of evolution, the earth’s 
ecosystems have evolved certain principles of organization to sustain the web of life [6].

2.1 introduction to living systems

the concept explored in this paper is based in the perspective of a particular living systems 
thinking, school of thought. the dictionary of etymology argue that systems is a word that 
came from the greek word “systema”, that means an organized whole, a whole compounded 
of parts. living system is here defined as a self-organized whole.

but as pamela mang argue – from a regenerative perspective “…natural systems and 
human systems, … are all living systems” [7]. in the field of systems thinking, James grier 
miller defines living systems as a special subset of concrete systems. they can be composed 
of the moneres, protists, fungi, plants, animals, groups, organizations, societies, and suprana-
tional systems. living systems are open systems that exchange matter-energy and information 
with its environment; they maintain a steady state of negentropy even trough entropic changes; 
they have more than a certain minimum degree of complexity; descended from some primor-
dial dna (deoxyribonucleic acid) common to all life, or have a charter; they are constitute of 
organic compounds, and in some cases, nonliving components; they have a decider system that 
enable the interaction of components and subsystems; they subsystems are integrated together 
to form actively self-regulating, developing, unitary systems with purposes and goals [8].

2.2 Regeneration in the context of sustainability

in the context of the field of sustainability, the term regenerative emerged for the first time 
connected with agriculture practice, in the paper submitted by the Rodale institute with the 
title – potential for regenerative agriculture in developing world [9]. in 1994 John tillman 
lyle introduce the term “regenerative design” as an approach to the design of urban land-
scapes which enables them to regenerate lost ecosystems [10].

most approaches to sustainability focus on social and environmental health using tradi-
tional reductionist to solve problems by applying best practices. Regeneration aim to building 
healthy human and natural networks, drawing on universal principles and patterns, in which 
“sustainability” and resilience is a byproduct of systemic health [11]. is not just about reduc-
ing impact or doing good things to nature, it is about recognizing that we are part of nature 
and that our activities need to be designed and integrated in a way it contribute and add to the 
whole, instead of just extract.

Regeneration is different form restoration, because life evolves and is not static, we can 
never restore a living system to its original condition. When we speak of restoration (of a 
woodland, a riparian system, a wetland) we are speaking of restoring a system’s capability to 
continuously self-organize and evolve [12]. Regeneration is a concept that aims to develop 
will and invite people to take care of our life support system (earth systems).

2.3 three possible aims of regeneration

a regenerative project or initiative always comes from an organization (company, non-gov-
ernmental organization, etc.). a regenerative organization is authentic, is purposeful, it really 
wants to exist to make their communities (human and natural), more viable and vital.
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1. Regenerative solutions (inside the limits of propriety) – are related to concrete so-
lutions that are applied to agriculture, agroforest, landscape, urban design, etc. When 
applied in context with the unique characteristics of a place, these techniques can im-
prove the quality of the soil, retention of water, increase of biodiversity, like for example 
regenerative agriculture. these are great and necessary solutions, but if we design only 
from a solution point of view we can still design our projects as islands close to limits of 
the project or propriety.

2. Systemic Regeneration of place (around the project) – a project can be seen as a dy-
namic piece that will move the system in a way it can regenerate our degenerate several 
other systems to which it is connected. before starting a design process is necessary to 
understand the existing web of relationships and see how the project can work with them. 
if well designed and implemented, a project or initiative can contribute to increasing the 
vitality and capacity for evolution of human and natural systems.

3. Systemic Regeneration of field of endeavour (in the world) – at this level, an organi-
zation may aim to push or regenerate how a particular field of endeavour is done in the 
world. for example, the Regenesis group is an organization that is “dedicated to regenerat-
ing the way human beings develop and inhabit ecosystems”.

several projects work on just one of the above three aims. others, like the playa viva 
example, work on all three together.

3 RegeneRative development
this concept was proposed in 1995 by the Regenesis group a north american collaborative, 
composed of a multidisciplinary team. the practice process of Regenerative development is 
based on the living system school of thought originally developed by charles Krone, to 
enable thinking about organizations as living systems – what organizes and orders them, how 
they are structured, how they evolve, etc. it uses systemic frameworks and developmental 
processes to consciously improve the capacity to apply systems thinking to the evolution of 
human or social and natural living systems [13].

in the framework levels of work developed by Krone, Regenerate or Regeneration is a level 
of work that addresses the unrealized potential inherent in the relationship between a given 
system and the larger systems within which it is nested [2].

to ”regenerate” include three key ideas: a radical change for the better; creation of a new 
spirit; returning energy to the source [14]. the organization working from evolutionary sys-
tems thinking sees its primary purpose as regenerating the field “they/we” all exist in and 
seeking to harmonize toward where the field seems to be unfolding [15].

3.1 main actors on the field of Regenerative development

according to Raymond cole, and other main actors on the field of sustainability, Regenesis 
group has provided by far the most significant contribution to defining the scope, emphasis 
and key principles of regenerative development [16]. the Regenesis school of thought has 
also inspired the development of a number of tools, such as Regen, a regenerative design 
framework developed by architectural firm berkebile nelson immenschuh mcdowell 
(bnim) for the us green building council; and lenses, a facilitation tool developed by 
the institute for the built environment at colorado state university [7].

this paper will consider the definitions provide by the Regenesis group to continue explor-
ing what Regenerative development aim to accomplish and explore some of the thinking that 
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is behind. in this paper the implications of Regenerative design are not going to be addresses 
superficially, although they are an important part of the Regenesis approach.

Regenerative development is define by Regenesis as “a system of technologies and strate-
gies for generating the patterned whole-system understanding of a place, and developing the 
strategic systemic thinking capacities and the self-organizing and self-evolving stakeholder 
engagement/commitment required to ensure regenerative design processes to achieve maxi-
mal systemic leverage and support” [17].

sarah Jenkin and maibritt pedersen Zari write that regenerative development “investigates 
how humans can participate in ecosystems through development, to create optimum health 
for both human communities (physically, psychologically, socially, culturally and economi-
cally) and other living organisms and systems” [18].

3.2 Regenerative development in practice

it seems that Regenesis makes the translation from theory to practice of fridjot capra state-
ment: “the living world evolution cannot be limited to the adaptation of organisms to their 
environment, because the environment itself is shaped by a network of living systems capable 
of adaptation and creativity. they co-evolve. the evolution of living organisms is connected 
with the evolution of their environment that together they constitute a single evolutionary 
process.” the shift is from evolution to co-evolution [19].

in the book Regenerative design and development, the authors argue that in order to com-
prehend regenerative development is necessary to introduce three key ideas:

Regeneration as enabler of evolution – Regeneration 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.

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 qualities 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 partnerships with nature, we have to do so place by place, discovering oppor-
tunities and solutions that are indigenous to specific locations rather than generic to everywhere.

Developmental processes – a regenerative development project leaves behind more than 
physical structures; it does more than benefit the surrounding natural and social communities. 
it also grows new capability and capacity in the people that it touches. this is accomplished 
by including human development in every aspect of a project [2].

3.3 Regenerative development criteria

table 1 expresses the criteria to be considered in the work of regenerative development. this 
content was taken of a presentation that ben haggard made in the commonwealth workshop 
in 2017 [20].

this table illustrates that to intervene in complex living systems it is necessary to move 
from a reductionist approach to a holistic one. it’s important to underline that problem solv-
ing, standard and best practices are appropriated to address complicated systems (like cars or 
planes). but when applied to living systems a problem solving approach generates inefficient 
and ineffective solutions/designs that may generate degenerative change in the whole system.

the following definitions were draw from a document presented in the Regenerative sum-
mit and event organized by carol sanford. she is a regenerative practitioner with several 
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decades of experience, using exactly the same living systems school of thought, but applied 
to the field of economy, business, entrepreneurship, etc.

carol sanford argues that, Regeneration is found only in the world of living systems. it 
offers us a paradigm for understanding life. machine and other non-living metaphors cause 
us to conceive inaccurately. living systems offer us a set of first criteria that allow us to 
understand the world as alive and “at work”. a regenerative approach can be accessed through 
these seven foundational criteria [21].

first criteria
Whole – systems, businesses, industries are living wholes. We tend to work on the parts as 
problems with considering the effects on the whole that we want to regenerate.

Essence – by honour and work from the singular characteristics of a being (person, com-
pany or place) we are able to discern the conditions in which a being is likely to thrive.

Potential – instead of looking to solve problems by applying best practices or imported 
ideas, projects are designed from the potential, or what could be but is not yet manifested.

Reciprocity – reciprocity aim to establish relationships of mutual benefit that benefit the 
system health with care for contributions and outcomes for all.

Nested Systems – embedded within greater and lesser systems, each playing a core role in 
the success of the whole and other nested wholes.

Nodal – seeking points for intervention that evoke systemic beneficial effects that have 
significance to the system. similar to acupuncture, where a single point or set of points are 
recognized as most effective for systemic regeneration.

Development – instead of trying to control, regeneration seeks to grow and develop capac-
ity and capability in each and all entities to realize their essence.

Regeneration is not about technology or solutions. Regeneration is a way of thinking and 
a way of being in the world. solutions are part of the equation but they only start to become 
concrete in a late phase of the design process.

4 tWo eXamples of apply RegeneRative development fRameWoRKs

4.1 Regenerative development to reverse climate change

the commonwealth and the cloudburst foundation organized the Workshop “Regenerative 
development to Reverse climate change” in london from 28 to 29 november 2016 to 

table 1: [seven criteria of regenerative development – ben haggard, presentation to RdRcc, 
may-18th-2017]

Moves Away From Moves Toward

parts and fragments living wholes
commonality and averages essence, fostering differentiation 
problems and ideals inherent, specific potential 
Quid pro quo and transactional systemic reciprocity among all life
isolated and independent entities nested systems 
shotgun approaches nodal interventions for systemic effects 
command and control development of capacities & capabilities



320 B. D. Dias, Int. J. of Design & Nature and Ecodynamics. Vol. 13, No. 3 (2018) 

launch a process to develop a viable, comprehensive and effective program for regenerative 
development. from around the world, a group of over 50 leading experts from multiple fields 
came together to share and discuss ideas on policy, technology and best practice. this notion 
of cooperation or collaboration fosters another way of seeing sustainability, which is grounded 
in the mind-set to reduce or mitigate the impacts we generate.

hopefully, Regenerative development has the potential to realize and exceed the paris 
agreement on climate change, and the sustainable development goals to end poverty and 
hunger, boost economic growth, reduce inequality and maintain peace and stability. it is a 
re-thinking of the way we live with our land, forests, cities and oceans. it is based on the idea 
that we can rebuild ecological health, socio-cultural vitality, economic value and human 
potential in an integrated and reciprocal way [22].

as ben haggard argue “the technologies and strategies we are talking about need to be 
undertaken in consultation with local people. this is key to the idea of regeneration. What we 
are really up to here is building new capacity into every community, nation and ecosystem 
where these strategies are applied. so it is not just the strategies, it’s also the capacity that is 
being built into the systems surrounding those strategies. this is how reversing climate 
change also becomes an engine for social and economic regeneration” [22].

Case study conclusion
Regenerative development is an integrative and inclusive concept by nature. it has the ability 
to look at the uniqueness of a situation or project and merge other tools and concepts, not 
because is on a check list, but because they are appropriated and can add value in a particular 
context.

4.2 example – playa viva eco-resort

this eco-resort was implemented in a   86 hectares plot located in Zihiuatanejo, baja 
california, mexico. the master plan includes 60 casitas, 13 single lots, a town square 
and a boutique hotel.

initially, with a sustainable mind set, the main goals were to produce all the energy 
on site from renewable sources, use eco-friendly building materials and local building 
techniques.

after engaged in a systemic regenerative thinking approach the master plan of the resort 
took a different direction [2].

Regenesis developed a tree part process that is flexible and adaptable to the particularities 
of each project. this case study will be framed in this three part process although in reality 
the process is much more complex and organic.

Research Phase – Understand place
before the design process begin is important to “understand the site and its community in 
relationship to place, through the dynamics, patterns, relationships and potential inherent in 
that specific place; and to conceptualize how, through right relationship, the project can be a 
regenerative force” [7].

some of the things that emerged were: that property and the adjacent land were ecologi-
cally degraded after 80 years of intensive palm oil farming. the young population was leaving 
this rural area for lack of work. the resort beach was a turtle nesting area. local people dug 
up, sold and consumed turtle eggs (illegally) which lead to the decline of the turtle popula-
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tion. one of the slopes on the property was the remaining structure of a pre-columbian 
pyramid. that area had been a trading centre of the aztec empire.

after having a notion of the particularities of the whole system, gradually began to realize 
how could integrate the project of the resort in this natural and human system [23].

Design phase – Designing for harmony
the aim is to harmonize the buildings or infrastructure with the patterns of the land and its 
cultural and ecological systems, to improve all, including the inhabitants of the place [24].

the design team and the developer try to understand what could be the role of the project 
in this place, that lead to the development of the master plan and several programs and 
initiatives:

The “Viva Praia Reserve” – a program was started with the aim of regenerating 73 hec-
tares of the property, the coastal forest and the mangrove. they built a nursery of native and 
ornamental plants, controlled invasive species such as acacia, cleaning and restoration of 
rivers and streams, and improved water quality so that shrimp and other native bird species 
returned to the area [13].

Living beach Turtle Sanctuary – after understanding the importance of turtles to the eco-
logical system, a program was created that was of local interest. it was made a maternity of 
turtles, the turtle hunters were hired by the resort to unearth and incubate the turtles. these 
program is an intersection of tourism and conservation, the aim is to increase the turtle pop-
ulation and also transformed the hunters in protectors [25].

Relationship with the community – instead of the resort being thought to be an entertain-
ment island, closed to the local community, the resort become the support for local 
development promoting social, natural and economic vitality. at one point local authorities 
offered the developer the possibility of make a direct access from the motorway that passed 
outside the local village. an offer that the developer refused because he realized that the 
community and the visitors could benefit each other from their passage inside the village [7].

Operational phase – Co-evolution
a regenerative project aims to set conditions in place which will ensure ongoing co-evolution 
and mutually beneficial integration of human and natural systems [25].

playa viva resort opened in november 2009 using a living systems framework of adaptive, 
co-evolutionary growth. it made considerable changes at the economic environmental and 
social development of the community. the aim was to continue to develop the community in 
sustainability education, like permaculture design and recycle workshops. a co-op of salt 
emerged from the interaction of the resort and local producers, to ensure quality and fair 
trade. the resort started some actions with the local community. together with the local 
schools they set up cleaning days to keep the village, forest and rivers cleaner, and explained 
the benefits of waste separation. do agriculture actions and plant trees outside and inside the 
resort. they supported and provided school and medical supplies to the population, the resort 
offered organic farming programs to locals, who subsequently began to provide organic food 
to the hotel and local markets [7].

Transformative experience for visitors – in addition to the experience of releasing turtles, 
tourists have the possibility of contacting stakeholders who regenerate natural systems,  
participate in local ecological projects, and participate in initiatives within schools.

Regenerative resorts – this is the latest project lead by david leventhal (playa viva 
owner). this project aims to build a collaborative of resorts that can expand the impact 
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investment community. this illustrates the systemic Regeneration of the field of endeav-
our, this project aim to make significant changes on what can be the role of a resort in a 
particular place [26].

Case study conclusion
there is a long list of projects and programs that are being develop by the Resort. What is 
present here is the culture of, what can we do more? how can we evolve the capacity of the 
systems that we are interdependent with?

even the concept of success was redefined. bill Reed one of the element of the project 
team stated that “the greatest success of this project can be seen by the return of young people 
to their village, increased biodiversity, economic and social vitality of the village, changing 
farming practices, egg hunters who became guardians of the turtles, etc.” in another words 
the success is measured outside the limits of the project.

instead of this project being thought to extract value from visitors and local communities 
the focus is to generate value in local human and natural systems, knowing that this will con-
tribute to the viability of the Resort in such a way that it has become vital and nondispensable 
for the area.

playa viva is a purposeful business that acts as a change agent were social responsibility 
and innovation are weave together and connected with the well-being of social and natural 
communities.

5 conclusion
only a few decades ago “civilized man” started to understand the complexity of the world 
and the impact that human activities have on the systems that support life. until now we 
develop a extractive and passive mind-set, we take what we can without giving back. to make 
real changes our role must shift to become active in developing relationships of mutual recip-
rocal benefits between human and natural communities.

the practice of Regenerative development aims to take people and their endeavours from 
their assigned boxes, to open the possibilities of what a project or business can do for all the 
stakeholders involved.

Regenerative development is a change process that aims to reconcile and harmonize how 
human/social systems work with natural systems. it’s a systemic approach that aims to build 
in projects, business and communities the capacity to regenerate the whole system. any pro-
ject or business can be the entry point to address the health of the whole system, if people can 
leave there assign and unassigned list boxes and open to the possibilities of the role that each 
person and organization can bring to place that inhabit.
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