
Living Systems only pay attention to 
what is meaningful to them here and now
In a living system, we need to articulate why things matter.  If 
we want employees to actively support the larger purpose of 
the organization, we need to answer these questions: 

•  Why does this matter to the individual employee?
•  Why does this matter to the organization?
•  Why does this matter to the larger society? 

Living Systems cannot be steered or 
controlled – only nudged and attracted
Being interdependent and connected by feedback loops means 
that organizations behave more like networks than hierarchies. 
Networks inherently resist control. Living systems can only be 
attracted or nudged to gain the active cooperation of people.

Living systems become more diverse 
as they evolve
Growing diversity is characteristic of a living system and a sign 
of evolution. Our organizations are filled with diversity of 
perspectives, viewpoints, functions, ages, ethnicities, 
experiences, talents, gender and gifts. How can we leverage 
diversity to help our organization evolve into a generous 
system? Focus on what we can contribute rather than consume.

Living systems are filled with feedback 
loops that facilitates evolution
Nature is filled with feedback loops that reinforce certain 
behaviors and discourage others. This is how the living 
system thrives over time. Some feedback loops reinforce 
behavior to encourage more of the same behavior and other 
feedback loops balance the system by discouraging behavior. 

Systems only accept solutions that the 
system helps to create
When people are actively engaged in co-creating change, 
there isn’t a reason to resist change. We can take this a step 
further and say that, like all living systems, people support 
what they help to create.

Living systems are in constant change
Once we begin internalizing the notion of interdependence, 
it’s important to know that everything we’re connected to is 
always changing. This of course means we are too. Adapting 
is a fundamental principle of nature and human beings.

Waste is never wasted
•    Nature uses waste to fuel new life. In nature waste is recycled or upcycled. Can we say 

the same for our organizations?

Nature runs on sunlight
•   What is an organization’s version of sunlight? Sunlight is a free, constant, resource that 

fuels all life on this planet and requires photosynthesis to translate the sun’s energy 
into something that supports life. What is an organization’s version of photosynthesis?

Rewards cooperation
•    Nature teaches us that cooperation is essential in any interdependent system. What  

are the conditions in organizations or communities that are conducive to cooperation?

Banks on diversity
•   Systems become more diverse as they evolve.
•   Less diversity creates less resilience.

Curbs excess from within
•   Nature uses feedback loops to curb excess.

Taps the power of limits
•   Nature thrives within limits of temperature, moisture, soil conditions, location, etc. 

Organizations rarely embrace limits and see limits as challenges to overcome. What is 
the value of recognizing limits in our organization?  

•   How does innovation increase by tapping the power of limits? 

Solutions disappear into the system by leading from a living 
system mindset
•   Traditionally we add new organizational initiatives, like strategic planning, on top of 

current workloads. When nature adds things, the interventions disappear into the 
system. What would strategic plans look like if they were robust enough and 
designed in a way that totally integrated it into the organization without adding work? 

Depends on local expertise and self-organization
•   Nature tells us that context matters, so solutions that work in one place don’t work in another. 
•   What if we assumed that each person and place and organization was unique? 
•   How would that impact our assumptions of universal design or one solution fits all situations?

Fits form to function 
•   Nature constantly adapts form to fit function. A mountain stream will take on many  

different forms on its way to reach sea level. Why are human organizations so focused 
on form over function? 

•   How might an organization be structured to allow for the letting go of form to align 
with function? How is letting go of form connected to innovation and adaptation?
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Living Systems
Living systems are interdependent– change in one part of 
the system influences other parts of the system in expected 
and unexpected ways.
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The Regenerative Design Framework

Regenerative *
•  Design as nature
•  Lead with living systems 

mindset
•  Optimizes self organization

Restorative 
Design for Rapid Recovery

Sustainable 
Do no harm to future 
generations.

Green 
Relative improvement

Conventional 
Practice & Mindset
Compliance to avoid legal actions

Regenerative Systems:
Leading with Living Systems and Designs with Nature’s Lessons.

•  Living Systems approach guides design & innovation

•  Collaboration creates generous systems

•  Creates conditions conductive to life

Regenerative System

Regenerative approach 
Decreases energy use

•  Creating Degenerative conditions

•  Competition create scarcity

•  Fragmented approach to design, leadership, innovation, 
and management.

Adapted from Designing Regenerative Culture by Daniel Christian Wahl (2016)

Degenerating System

Exploitative approach 
Increases energy use

*Requires Reintegration of Humans as an Integral part of Nature


