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We live in the decisive decade for climate action. Moreover, in 
recent years we’ve entered the disruptive decades: a period 
of time in which we find ourselves at a critical rupture point, 
oscillating between breakdown and breakthrough. A time of 
great turbulence and transformation, the outcomes of which 
will be determined not only by how well we’re able to leverage 
our technological capabilities to reduce emissions and tackle 
multiple environmental crises, but equally by how we transform 
society’s organizing systems. Whereas our technological 
capabilities determine the potential of a civilization, it’s the 
organizing systems -such as our economic, governance, and 
finance systems – which determine how close to this potential 
a society can get. 

The (so called) constructs and rules of the game 
that we have put in place for our economy and 
businesses, better known as Neoliberalism 
or capitalism – as well as colonialism, have in 
recent decades put us on a path of nurturing an 
accelerated model of ‘degenerative economics’. 
One that has led to a point where we are now 
facing multiple planetary and social crises, including 
climate breakdown, pollution, and biodiversity loss, 
while fueling deep social inequity. 

In parallel, the economic and financial wealth we generate is increasingly concentrated 
at the top in the hands of a minority rather than circulating broadly through the economy 
– in part the result of ‘trickle-up’ policies, which facilitate wealth accumulation by a small, 
privileged subset of the population. In the OECD, composed almost exclusively of higher-
income nations, income inequality is the highest it’s 
been in several decades, while worldwide a rising 
number of people struggle to retain access to basic 
services such as energy, clean water, and nutritious 
food. 

A major culprit is the way we have organized our 
current economic system. Built on a short-sighted 
and linear model of extraction and exploitation, 
whereby externalities remain mostly unaccounted 
for, today’s economy is fragile and deeply exposed 
to shocks—a model unfit for 10 billion people to 
thrive on the only planet we call home. 

WHY WE SHOULD AIM TO BRING ABOUT A REGENERATIVE ECONOMY

THERE IS “NO CREDIBLE 
PATHWAY TO 1.5C IN PLACE. 
ONLY A ROOT-AND-BRANCH 
TRANSFORMATION OF OUR 
ECONOMIES AND SOCIETIES 
CAN SAVE US FROM 
ACCELERATING CLIMATE 
DISASTER.”

— UNEP, 27 OCTOBER 2022

“REGENERATIVE ANYTHING 
REQUIRES MOVING AWAY 
FROM LINEAR BENCHMARKS, 
CERTAINTY AND KPIS TO 
AN ACKNOWLEDGMENT 
THAT THINGS AREN’T 
THAT SIMPLE. THE BASIC 
DESIGN PRINCIPLE, IF YOU 
LOOK AT REGENERATION, 
IS BIOMIMICRY – TRYING TO 
EMULATE NATURE”

— LOUISE KJELLERUP ROPER, 
CEO OF VOLANS 
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WHY WE SHOULD AIM TO BRING ABOUT A REGENERATIVE ECONOMY

Although exacerbated in the past 200 years by the 
views cultivated during the industrial revolution, 
a period in which many nations adopted a 
mechanistic worldview which considers human to 
be separate from their natural environment, and 
one in which nature in essence is viewed as a 
machine that can be understood and managed by 
reducing it to its parts, extractive economic models 
aren’t confined to the recent history of capitalism 
and preceding that, colonialism. 

The ‘age of extraction’ already started a few 
thousand years earlier, with even the Romans 
adopting a winner-take-all production system, 
concerned mainly with maximizing income from 
useful outputs for the center. Previous leading 
civilizations were often blind to the long-term 
effects of the system’s negative impacts in terms of 
the finite nature of resources and the human and 
social impacts of production. And they carried on 
until it was too late, prioritizing the short over the 
long-term and the narrow over the common interest.1 

This is the context for collapse. Even with the introduction 
of short-term fixes, perpetuating the current model will 
continue to diminish our capacity to recover. While the 
proximate cause leading to the eventual implosion is 
usually pandemics, war, social unrest, long periods of 
drought or environmental degradation, the context has 
been set far earlier: a civilization that has passed the limits 
within which it can sustain itself and has lost the ability to 
adapt at every level. The choice as such is stark: breakdown 
or breakthrough. 

This is where the regenerative economy comes in. Now is the time to bring greater 
clarity to this transformative concept and move from theory to action. Just as 
humans have actively designed their separation from the natural world, we can aim to 
reverse design this back in. The climate crisis in that regard is part of a larger imperative 
for humankind to bring patterns of life back to a positive relationship with the earth. 
As we live through the chaos and uncertainty of a change in era, we have a unique 
opportunity to truly rethink the theoretical framework that guides humanity’s relationship 
with the natural world and each other.

Author: disnovation.org/shadowgrowth

1 For further reading, refer to “Rethinking Humanity”, https://www.rethinkx.com/humanity
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As we mentioned in the previous part, the climate crisis is 
part of a larger imperative for humanity to positively re-align 
patterns of life with our planetary systems and within that, 
with other living beings. One of the most essential aspects 
of moving to a regenerative economy is the adoption of a 
new worldview. The first step on the path to regeneration as 
such is not a change of techniques but a change of mind. 
This worldview is often called the living systems worldview, 
acknowledging that living systems are never static and that 
humans are inseparable from the natural world and its living 
systems. Humans are thus a nested living system within the 
planetary ecosystem. 

Every culture in history has (had) a worldview: a 
cultural story that explains reality and what it means 
to be human. These stories tell us things such 
as what is important in life, the nature of reality, 
how to understand the world, and other basic 
attitudes. Each era of social evolution has a basic 
story that cultures subscribe to, and within that, 
each individual culture holds their own particular 
worldview based on the larger story.

The regenerative or living systems worldview 
stands in stark contrast to the mechanistic 

worldview of the industrial era, adopted particularly by nations in the Global North. 
The industrial or ‘modern’ worldview tells a story of separate individuals and groups, 
competing for success in a mechanical and rational world. We understand this world 
through rational thought and scientific experimentation; and meaning is not derived from 
the communion with nature – or even the divine – but from achievement, success, and 
progress. Within this, bigger is better and the winners in the race to the top deserve the 
primary share of power. 

As we are coming to the end of the story of the industrial/
modern era and have entered an era of change, we 
increasingly find ourselves between stories – no longer at 
ease with the old story, but not fully embracing or living a 
new one yet. From this junction, we can head in multiple 
directions: populist and neo-nationalist views are on the 
rise as people seek alternative ways of explaining the 
world. A small but growing contingent however is starting 
to explore the regenerative worldview. BMW Foundation’s 
RESPOND program for example helps foster and inspire 

“LIFE CREATES CONDITIONS 
CONDUCIVE TO LIFE” , WHICH 
ELOQUENTLY EXPRESSES 
NATURE’S MOST IMPORTANT 
LESSON AND HUMANITY’S 
MAIN CREATIVE CHALLENGE 
FOR THE 21ST CENTURY 

—  JANINE BENYUS, CO-
FOUNDER OF THE BIOMIMICRY 
INSTITUTE

IT STARTS WITH MINDSET - ADOPTING A REGENERATIVE WORLDVIEW
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IT STARTS WITH MINDSET - ADOPTING A REGENERATIVE WORLDVIEW

Diagram source: Bill Reed and/or Regenesis Group, Inc., Santa Fe, NM, 2004. Reed, Bill (2007) ’Shifting from 
‘sustainability’ to regeneration’, Building Research & Information,35:6,674 — 680

REGENERATIVE 
WORLDVIEW

SUMMARY

The climate crisis is part of a 
larger imperative for humankind 
to bring patterns of life back to a 
positive relationship to the planet. 
Doing less harm is not enough. 
Every system should aim to have 
positive effects on all the others 
of which it is a part.

COLLABORATING WITH 
NATURAL SYSTEMS 

FRAGMENTING
NATURAL SYSTEMS 

REGENERATIVE 
SYSTEM 

DEGENERATING
SYSTEM 

more effectiveless effective

USE OF 
ENERGY

REGENERATIVE

Co-evolution: humans 
collaborating with 
nature

RESTORATIVE

Humans renewing 
damaged natural 
systems

SUSTAINABLE

No additional 
damage

GREEN

Relative 
improvement

EXTRACTIVE

Human-centered; 
minimal standards

WHEN TO USE IT?

To reframe long-term ambition 
towards the abundance of 
regenerative futures that serve 
people, planet and prosperity 
(rather than a competition 
between economy and 
environment).

BENEFITS 

• Orients change towards 
potential, rather than problems
• Aims for regenerative systems 
so we can harness positive 
returns for change
• Unifies thinking across social 
and ecological systems
• Frames vision and ambition 
for Horizon 3, when using Three 
Horizons
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IT STARTS WITH MINDSET - ADOPTING A REGENERATIVE WORLDVIEW

deep discussion and connection around the 
potential of a regenerative economy and within 
it, the role of innovative entrepreneurs, in order to 
jointly start reimagining our shared future.

Within this view, humans are autonomous 
yet related as individuals and groups, while 
participating in a dynamic, complex, and 
intelligent whole. Humans may in fact be the 
self-reflexive lens of a meaningful, intelligent 
universe. Collaboration and cooperation are 
primary values, while we understand the world 
by combining science with systems thinking and 
other modes of knowing. The meaning of our 
lives reveals itself as part of a larger whole. As 
mankind, we aren’t merely concerned about the 
good of the parts but equally that of the whole. 
As we leverage resources and the natural world 
for our wellbeing, we aim for a size and scope 
that reflect a balance between efficiency and 
effectiveness, while retaining resilience – also 
known as (thriving within) the window of vitality. 

When we consider this in the context of the 
economic system, we can understand a 
regenerative economy as one which “applies 
nature’s laws and patterns of systemic health, 
self-organization, self-renewal, and regenerative 
vitality to socio-economic systems”2. Behind this 
sits the idea of holism, in which individual actions 
cannot be understood without considering 
their influence on the whole. Shifting one’s 
understanding of the world by seeing and feeling 
the interconnections between all living things, 
including humans, is therefore the first step 
before the real work can start.

“WE ENVISION A NEW INCLUSIVE 
LEADERSHIP PARADIGM, IN WHICH 
LEADERS ACROSS THE WORLD ENABLE THE 
TRANSFORMATION TOWARD A PEACEFUL, 
JUST AND REGENERATIVE FUTURE.”

The BMW Foundation promotes 
responsible leadership and inspires 
leaders worldwide to work towards 
a peaceful, just, and regenerative 
future. We convene leaders from 
diverse sectors in leadership 
formats and catalyze organizations, 
communities, and movements with 
the Responsible Leaders Network. 
Through our programs, we aim 
to lead by example: investing, 
amplifying, and supporting the 
implementation of innovative 
solutions that advance the UN 
2030 Agenda.

2 This definition was derived from the “Introduction to Regenerative Economics” course by John Fullerton, Capital 
Institute. For more information, refer to https://capitalinstitute.org/course-introduction-regenerative-economics/

https://bmw-foundation.org/en/
https://capitalinstitute.org/course-introduction-regenerative-economics/
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HOW THIS IS RELEVANT TO THE CLIMATE CRISIS AND HUMANITY’S 
SURVIVAL

We are living in a time marked by great upheaval and change, 
where the gradual breakdown of our global systems has 
become almost impossible to ignore. Leaders – both political 
and business – are being forced to cope with a rising and 
dazzling array of challenges, from pandemics to major supply 
chain disruptions, from unpredictable climate patterns to 
political extremism. 
Nonetheless, the world’s decision makers have by and large, until 
now, considered and managed many of the world’s sustainability 
challenges in isolation from one another. Environmental and social 
issues are generally being treated as separate domains; and even 
environmental crises – such as climate and biodiversity loss - tend 
to be dealt with in relative silos, as exemplified by having their own 
dedicated conference of parties (COP). 

This is in part rooted in in the earlier mentioned paradigm of the world 
as a machine, where problems are best solved by breaking them 
down into smaller parts. Although this may work well for addressing 
singular issues and causes, this approach doesn’t lend itself too 
well for addressing complex, interrelated sustainable development 
challenges. Today’s major issues despite having their own set of 
causes and effects have strong interlinkages with each other.

To meaningfully transition through the present times towards a 
new paradigm of thriving – rather than one of merely surviving, 
which is where we’re currently heading – leaders must take a more 
systemic perspective that recognises the true complexity of, and the 
interactions between, the challenges faced by our world today. Moreover, solving the 
climate crisis won’t suffice for humanity to have a viable future. We need to address 
an increasingly long list of crises and calamities, while fundamentally changing our 
worldview, in order to stand a good chance at moving to a state of planetary and societal 
well being. This also means that we have – and can - learn to thrive within our planetary 
boundaries, seeing them not so much as something that curtails our freedom, but rather 

consider them ‘enabling constraints’, providing us with the 
context – also known as the “safe operating space” for 
humanity - within which we can create abundance for all.3  

As the old systems and structures are slowly starting to 
break down, we can witness pioneers all over the world 
exploring novel and re-imagining contemporary solutions to 
live, govern and conduct business in ways that contribute to 
rather than degrade life on earth. At the same time, we see 
many governments, as well as individuals, become stuck 

“THE TRUTH IS, WE HAVE 
BEEN POOR CUSTODIANS 
OF OUR FRAGILE WORLD. 
TODAY, THE EARTH IS FACING 
A TRIPLE PLANETARY CRISIS: 
CLIMATE DISRUPTION, 
NATURE AND BIODIVERSITY 
LOSS, POLLUTION AND 
WASTE. THE TRIPLE CRISIS 
IS THREATENING THE WELL-
BEING AND SURVIVAL 
OF MILLIONS OF PEOPLE 
AROUND THE WORLD… 
PUTTING THE SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT GOALS IN 
JEOPARDY.”

— UN SECRETARY-GENERAL 
ANTONIO GUTERRES

3 Refer to the work of Kate Raworth (Doughnut Economics) and Daniel Christian Wahl (Designing 
Regenerative Cultures) to read more about thriving within the safe operating space for humanity
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in a type of narrow-sighted climate paralysis, 
whereby instead of truly analyzing how to initiate 
broad systems impact, there is a tendency to 
jump on the solutions right in front of us. The 
larger intent and underlying problem get lost 
amidst red tape and a suite of multi-year policy 
processes, that aren’t necessarily designed to be 
in close alignment with each other or to address 
the challenges in a holistic manner.

There certainly is a need for immediate action, 
even though our current predicament has been 
brewing for a long time. The scale of required 
intervention however necessitates change in 
broader systems; systems that often tend to 
move slowly due to the intricacies and workings 
of our existing bureaucracies. Systems that still 
represent the dominant way of ‘how things are 
done here’ and despite their lack of fit for the 
future, help enable the status quo; just as there 
are many people who will choose to ignore the 
evidence of crises around them till it noticeably 
starts to impact their lives. Not through malicious 
intent, but because of the way we’ve become 
hard-wired as humans through a few hundred 
thousand years of evolution, in which a focus on 
near-term problems as they present themselves 
has till this day often been our dominant modus 
operandi for survival. 

This means we have to learn how to work 
with existing systems that are breaking down, 
while nurturing the conditions for a new system 
to emerge. And in doing so, we have to step 
outside the silos that are so entrenched into our 
daily and professional lives and aim for close 
collaboration and co-creation, as no one entity 
has the answer to the challenges we’re facing. 
These dynamics are well presented in the 
Three Horizons model, in which the first horizon 
represents the way things are currently done, 
which show signs of strain and are no longer 
fit for purpose; the third horizon shows how we 
want things to be in the future (the vision), while 
the second horizon is an arena of transition, 
where innovations get established to help make 
our desired future a reality.4  

“WE ARE AT A CRITICAL TIME IN OUR 
HISTORY. IT’S NO LONGER ABOUT IF WE 
RESPOND, BUT HOW WE RESPOND.”

BMW Foundation’s RESPOND 
program empowers start-up 
founders and changemakers 
to drive the transformation of 
our economic system through 
regenerative business models and 
Responsible Leadership.

The RESPOND Accelerator 
is an international 6-month 
startup accelerator program that 
systematically advances how 
entrepreneurs lead, grow, and scale 
sustainable businesses. It is the first 
accelerator program that promotes 
both responsible leadership and 
sustainable business models in line 
with the UN 2030 Agenda. 

With the RESPOND Insights, BMW 
Foundation aims to contribute 
to the transformation by adding 
data-points and insights at the 
intersection of sustainability, 
business, and innovation. A current 
focus area is to explore the role 
of innovation for a  regenerative 
economy.

HOW THIS IS RELEVANT TO THE CLIMATE CRISIS AND HUMANITY’S 
SURVIVAL

4 Read more about Three Horizons at International Futures Forum, www.iffpraxis.com/three-horizons

https://respond-accelerator.com
https://respond-accelerator.com
https://respond-accelerator.com/startups/
https://respond-accelerator.com/events/regenerative-economy/
https://www.iffpraxis.com/three-horizons


13

HOW THIS IS RELEVANT TO THE CLIMATE CRISIS AND HUMANITY’S 
SURVIVAL

Within this second horizon, we can in fact distinguish between innovations which, even if 
helpful in the short term, are unlikely to bring about the deep change we’re after and are 
mainly improvements on the current ways of working, as well as those innovations that 
can be considered transformative and may bring forth the 
new vision in the third horizon. RESPOND aims to operate 
within the latter window, to help accelerate the transition to 
the third horizon by creating an enabling environment for 
ambitious impact-driven entrepreneurs to thrive. The world 
however needs many more as well as a broad diversity of 
regenerative initiatives if we are to transition onto the third 
horizon before our current first horizon path takes us on a 
free fall to a point of no return.

Diagram source: https://climatechampions.unfccc.int/10-tools-for-systems-change-to-a-zero-carbon-world/

THREE HORIZONS

WHEN TO USE IT

To bring different stakeholders onto the same 
page, to create a map of your area of concern that 
includes the current challenges you face (H1), your 
vision(s) of the future (H3) and the innovation
and action you can focus on to get there (H2).

TIME

  HORIZON 1

Business as usual is losing 
its fits for purpose worth 
conserving
H1 is the dominant way 
things are done now, which 
shows signs of strain and 
lack of fit to the future.

  HORIZON 2

Innovation towards
H2 is an arena of transition, 
where innovations get 
established to help make our 
desired future a reality.

  HORIZON 3

Viable future
H3 is how we want things 
to be in the future (the vision 
we re working towards).

PA
T

T
ER

N

H2

H3

H1

https://climatechampions.unfccc.int/10-tools-for-systems-change-to-a-zero-carbon-world/
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4.1 TAKING A REGENERATIVE 
VIEW ON CLIMATE MITIGATION 
AND ADAPTATION
Although humanity’s impact on the planet has resulted in 
degeneration for many decades, it is mostly recent generations 
which have started to become more and more confronted 
with the results of our collective actions. Now that we are at 
a crucial point in history as a civilization, we are beginning to 
learn the hard lesson that on a densely populated planet and 
faced with multiple converging crises, even those who seem to 
win in the short term will lose in the mid to long term if we do 
not regenerate vital ecosystem functions and create conditions 
where all of life can thrive.

In its sixth assessment report, released in April 
2022, the IPCC for the first time made specific 
reference to how “historical and ongoing patterns 
of inequity such as colonialism” are a driver of 
vulnerability to climate change for both ecosystems 
and people. And indeed, many of the attitudes 
and ideas that have dominated much of the Global 
North for the past few hundred years are still woven 
into the very fabric of our globalized world. 

This means that climate action itself becomes 
vulnerable to being designed from a viewpoint 
strongly informed by the dominant although 
increasingly outdated paradigms and worldviews 
in place in industrialized countries today. Climate 
policies have as such been criticized by some for 
being predominantly technical and free market 
focused, without also addressing the underlying 
patterns that led to and sustain environmental 
degradation in the first place. 

By narrowing the focus of climate action to 
one mainly revolving around carbon emission 
reductions – versus broader systems change–, the 
question of the commons becomes subordinated, 

BRINGING IT FULL CIRCLE – WHAT THIS MEANS FOR CLIMATE ACTION

WHY WE NEED REGENERATIVE CO-
EVOLUTION IN CLIMATE ACTION

Within the field of climate action, there are two 
main established strands of work, being climate 
mitigation, which is essentially a global issue, 
and climate adaptation, which is largely a local 
issue. In addition, loss and damage is emerging, 
thereby acknowledging the inevitable nature of 
some of the climate impacts we’re facing. 

An increasing number of climate experts are 
coming to the conclusion that neither mitigation 
at current levels, nor ‘passive’ adaptation, 
which refers to trying to ‘fit into’ predetermined 
conditions as they will present themselves to 
us, will suffice to prevent some of the most dire 
environmental and human catastrophes in the 
coming decades. 

What is needed is that we learn to co-evolve 
with our changing climate, using regenerative 
practices to co-create, experiment, and respond 
in a dynamic and part unpredictable process of 
co-evolutionary (community) development, in 
which progress and well-being is very much a 
two-way street.
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as there is a risk that the development and deployment of commercially viable carbon 
reduction technologies at the same time helps facilitate wealthy nations and consumers 
to maintain ‘Business as Usual’ levels of (linear) make-take-waste consumption. This 
calls to mind the “rebound effect”, referring to how resource efficient technologies can 
lead to an actual increase in consumption due to behavioural responses. The inequality 
in consumption patterns and the lack of differentiation between lifestyle and lifeline use 
of resource therewith poses a considerable obstacle for tackling the climate crisis. 

Truly acknowledging the need for equitable transition in the climate debate, including 
equitable consumption patterns, can help change the conversation from one 
predominantly focused on emission reductions (with a secondary role for adaptation, as 
well as loss and damage) to one that places regenerative practices to serve basic local 
needs such as food, clothing and housing at its heart.

This entails looking well beyond a goal of net-zero emissions by 2050 and setting 
eyes on nurturing a positive relationship with our planetary ecosystems. A regenerative 
worldview thus views the goal of net-zero carbon emissions as one stop-off on the 
longer journey to co-evolve and create the conditions for life to flourish, thrive and renew 
into perpetuity. 

BRINGING IT FULL CIRCLE – WHAT THIS MEANS FOR CLIMATE ACTION

THE OPPORTUNITY FOR CLIMATE 
FINANCE TO BRIDGE THE 
REGENERATIVE FUNDING GAP

Our current economic system often facilitates 
a funnel of ever greater accumulated wealth 
towards the top, leading to a reduction in flow. 
Rather than broadly recirculating financial gains 
throughout the economy, the bulk of corporate 
profits are being locked up in dividends and 
stock buy-backs. 

Regenerative Finance (ReFi) on the other hand 
centers on circulation. Money is seen as a tool 
through which to address systemic pro¬blems, 
supporting the creation of systems that restore 
and preserve our natural resources and the 
communities living alongside. This is finance in 
service of life. ReFi helps build and regenerate 
communities and ecosystems by applying 
different definition of values, reimagining models 
of ownership, and re-centering the importance of 
local value creation. 

ReFi is thereby anchored in decentralized 
finance, referring to an alternative financial 
system focused on the democratization of 
financial goods and services. As such it also 

points to a much more relationship-based form of 
finance, rather than a transactional one. The rapid 
emergence of ReFi can therefore be considered a 
call to action, galvanized by the need to address the 
failure of traditional markets to account for negative 
externalities as well as the inefficient allocation of 
resources. 

This is also where climate finance can play an 
important role, supporting innovative entrepreneurs 
and small businesses to build out an offering 
based on or to transition to regenerative practices. 
After all, not only do many local business owners 
such as smallholder farmers find themselves on 
the frontlines of climate change, but dominant 
systems also often get disrupted from the edges 
rather than by its incumbents. Too often however, 
SMEs are unable to access the necessary financing 
to realize their potential, with traditional finance 
systems viewing the transaction costs and/or risks 
of providing loans to such parties as too high. The 
unpredictability of future climate events can further 
exacerbate their challenges of obtaining access 
to finance. New systems however don’t come 
about without taking risk, becoming comfortable 
with uncertainty, and foremost high levels of 
experimentation.
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BRINGING IT FULL CIRCLE – WHAT THIS MEANS FOR CLIMATE ACTION

4.2 CULTIVATING OUR INNER 
AND OUTER GAME TO BECOME 
REGENERATIVE TRAIL 
BLAZERS
For millennia, humans have evolved at a relatively slow and 
steady pace; a pace increasingly out of sync with the rapid 
changes we’re currently grappling with. To meaningfully 
address climate change, we need to upgrade the way we lead, 
govern, and collaborate. Solving society’s pressing challenges 
will require unprecedented levels of collaboration and co-
creation across divides, borders, sectors, and communities, 
including with those who view the world very differently. 

This calls for an ability of current and future leaders to navigate 
such differences, but equally be comfortable with great uncertainty 
while holding a strong compass. We will have to adopt radically new 
mindsets, and nurture our capabilities to effectively respond to sudden 
changes and shifts. That also means being ‘ready to be ready’ to 
act on windows of opportunity as they swiftly emerge – windows 
that have been occurring in rapid order in recent years, whether it’s 
pandemics, war, (energy) supply challenges, or extreme weather 
events which demand a response from society and its leaders. 

This is no easy feat: the decision makers of today and tomorrow will 
have to evolve their regenerative and responsible leadership muscle 
fast. As with exercise however, this muscle will grow with each change 
or action. Even then, it’s crucial to be aware that we both play an inner 
and an outer game. Our ‘outer game’ — our knowledge, skills and 
technical expertise is a dimension that we spend much of our lives 
honing to keep up with this fast-changing world and its demands. 

It’s also the one that we typically focus 
on when it comes to transforming our 
countries and companies to a net zero 
emission future. 

Our ‘inner game’ on the other hand determines what 
really drives us, how we identify, and what we believe. It’s 
basically our compass to make sense of the world around us, 
informing how we view and act. Yet our inner game runs our 

“WE AND ALL LIVING 
BEINGS THRIVE BY BEING 
ACTORS IN THE PLANET’S 
REGENERATION. WE 
PRACTICED DEGENERATION 
AS A SPECIES AND IT 
BROUGHT US TO THE 
THRESHOLD OF AN 
UNIMAGINABLE CRISIS. TO 
REVERSE GLOBAL WARMING, 
WE NEED TO REVERSE 
GLOBAL DEGENERATION.”

—  PAUL HAWKEN, 
“REGENERATION: ENDING 
THE CLIMATE CRISIS IN ONE 
GENERATION.”
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outer game. And it’s those ‘inner game’ qualities that we need to nurture and scale if we 
are going to step up to the challenges humanity is facing. After all, to center regeneration 
at the heart of our efforts to transform, an immense shift in mindset is needed such that 
we do not continue to repeat the same mistakes and failures of the past. 

Winston Churchill famously said “those that fail to learn from history are doomed to 
repeat it”. And history tells us that moving to a new paradigm has always represented a 
formidable challenge for incumbent civilizations finding themselves at a similar breaking 
point as we do today. Throughout time, civilizations have tended to look backwards 
when threatened with collapse, attempting to recapture the good old days by patching 

up and doubling down on their existing systems 
rather than reinventing them. 

The solution is clearly not to fantasize about 
turning back the clock, seeking comfort 
in certainty and craving the status quo. 
Nonetheless, the resistance to fundamental 
change is strong as our current organizing 
system is deeply entrenched and the idea that 
the core concepts underpinning it could radically 
change seems inconceivable to many. Looking 
back in time however tells us that organizing 
systems are variables, rather than constants; and 
as the civilizations underpinning them crumble, 
these systems can and will change rapidly and 
fundamentally. Transform we will; the main 
question now is how. 

A truly regenerative economy as such will require us to move from rigid to flexible; from 
prescriptive to inquisitive; from exclusive and extractive to inclusive and replenishing; and 
from command and control to involving and empowering. And above all, an economy 
that is attuned with the dynamics of living systems and which in its actions is constantly 
life affirming. Only then may we transmute from a species highly adept at surviving to 
one that embodies thriving. 

“ONLY A CRISIS — ACTUAL 
OR PERCEIVED — PRODUCES 
REAL CHANGE. WHEN THAT 
CRISIS OCCURS, THE ACTIONS 
THAT ARE TAKEN DEPEND ON 
THE IDEAS THAT ARE LYING 
AROUND. THAT, I BELIEVE, 
IS OUR BASIC FUNCTION: TO 
DEVELOP ALTERNATIVES TO 
EXISTING POLICIES, TO KEEP 
THEM ALIVE AND AVAILABLE 
UNTIL THE POLITICALLY 
IMPOSSIBLE BECOMES THE 
POLITICALLY INEVITABLE.”

— MILTON FRIEDMAN, 
NEOLIBERAL ECONOMIST

BRINGING IT FULL CIRCLE – WHAT THIS MEANS FOR CLIMATE ACTION
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5 PREPARING THE 
GROUND FOR A

REGENERATIVE 
FUTURE
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Transformation happens as the emergent result of everything 
that’s going on in the world, whether through conscious intent 
or unintentional consequence. Just as we won’t be able to 
solve the climate crisis in isolation, no one actor has the power 
let alone ability to bring about a regenerative economy. The 
manifold challenges we face are so intertwined and complex 
that they require not merely systemic solutions but equally 
deeply collective efforts. Innovative entrepreneurs such as 
those supported by RESPOND aren’t lonely north stars to 
look up to for guidance. Rather they should be considered 

embedded ecosystem actors – similar to 
ambitious policy makers, corporate CEOs, 
and activist youth exploring regeneration - 
who each offer important early blueprints 
for moving our economy, and with it our 
society, towards a regenerative, just, and 
resilient future. 

One that will only come about through a transformative process of reimagination, 
innovation, and experimentation, which will allow us to move from the established 
patterns of our ‘first horizon’ (industrial era) to the emergence of fundamentally new 
patterns in the third horizon (regenerative paradigm). This is not a pipe dream – evidence 
of this future exists right now, and can be amplified by each of us. In this section we set 
out five practical recommendations, which every actor, regardless of their position, the 
role, and sector they’re in, can start practicing. After all, “future consciousness will not 
bring the future under control, but allows us to develop our capacity for transformational 
response to its possibilities.”5

The Earth Charter clearly states6: “when basic needs have 
been met, human development is primarily about being more, 
not having more”. Consciously cultivate a change of mind 

and heart, adopting and embracing a regenerative and future-
fit worldview because once we alter and evolve our inner ‘being’, 
this will be expressed in our outer ‘doing’, or in other words in our 
actions;

PREPARING THE GROUND FOR A REGENERATIVE FUTURE

5 Quote by Bill Sharpe, pioneer of the Three Horizons approach
6 Refer to the Earth Charter website: https://earthcharter.org/

1

https://earthcharter.org/
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Hone your ability to see interconnections and handle 
complexity. This means we need to reject siloed approaches 
aiming to serve narrow, topic-specific objectives and instead 

open our eyes to the interconnected nature of the issues we face 
and subsequently design solutions that efficiently help solve 
multiple challenges;

Put experimentation and reimagination at the centre of 
your approach to creating uptake and impact. If we aim to 
turn the implausible into plausible, we will have to embrace 

experimentation and innovation – and above all: an open mind! - 
to explore, build trust, and generate evidence regarding the design 
and implementation of novel approaches. Systems change after all 
is not linear, it’s a messy process and one that’s deeply explorative;

Evidence alone cannot change the world. The best way to 
achieve change is not by merely evidencing it. Instead, we 
should “seek to actively close [..] the ‘salience deficit’, 

where the public or power-holders do not think the issue is 
important or see it through a different frame, and the ‘power 
deficit’, where the people wanting change are not in positions of 
power or have limited influence on those who are”7; 

Deliberately identify ‘acupressure’ or leverage points in 
the system you’re looking to influence. Leverage points8  
are interventions, which are perceived as key to foster a 

change in paradigm and to propagate new ways of thinking and 
doing, unlocking a cascade of self-reinforcing changes. Just as 
neoliberalism didn’t just come out of nowhere, but on the contrary 
was the product of a carefully cultivated and well-funded 30 year 
effort, bringing about a regenerative paradigm requires us to 
strategically intervene in the current system.

Read more about respond’s work on 
regenerative economy here.

PREPARING THE GROUND FOR A REGENERATIVE FUTURE

7 Read more in the IPPR report on movement building “Making Change, What Works”,   
at https://www.ippr.org/research/publications/making-change-what-works 

8 Refer to Donella Meadows’ work on “Leverage Points: Places to Intervene in a System”,  
at https://donellameadows.org/archives/leverage-points-places-to-intervene-in-a-system/

2

3

4

5

https://respond-accelerator.com/events/regenerative-economy/
https://www.ippr.org/research/publications/making-change-what-works 
https://donellameadows.org/archives/leverage-points-places-to-intervene-in-a-system/
https://earthcharter.org/
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