Reinventing Sustainability
Creating Net Positive and Regenerative Futures

What if every act of design
and development made the
world a better place?
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Introduction
When aspiring to create positive
change, it’s important to have access to
frameworks that can contextualise our
thinking and focus our efforts.
As Einstein said, you can’t solve a problem with the same level
of thinking that created it. Therefore, what does it mean to
mindfully elevate the quality of our thinking on sustainability?
This paper provides such a framework. Our aim is to provide
change makers and sustainability practitioners with a simple
guide for elevating their thinking and more carefully selecting
their practices.
Our findings have been developed through extensive
interdisciplinary research, drawing on industry leading practices
and is presented in a way that supports a wide range of
applications.
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Today’s common sustainability practices can be broadly grouped into 4
different paradigms – Compliance, Efficiency, Net Positive and Regeneration.
Each of these paradigms represents a step change in thinking and practice.
They tend to be universal, i.e. they can be used at a product, development or
organisational level.
What’s important to acknowledge is that each of these practice paradigms
offers unique value – and has a context sensitive role to play in shaping a better
future.
Over the following pages, we explore each of these practice paradigms in
more detail, and look at how each of them can play a valuable role when
responding to today’s global challenges.
1 Image informed by Bill Reeds Trajectory of Environmentally Responsible Design (2006)

Compliance
Meeting societies minimum standards for
environmental and social protection.
This paradigm includes complying with laws, regulations and
building codes. These practices are generally used to protect
society and the environment from bad practice as well as to
raise our benchmarks more generally.
Compliance practices tend to be prescriptive and rule based,
with penalties for non-compliance. This makes them suitable
for conditions of low complexity as they become difficult to
define and enforce in highly complex situations. They also tend
to be insufficient for addressing the deeper systemic sources of
our social and environmental challenges.

A way to visualise this paradigm is that it’s like
a band-aid approach to environmental and
social protection. It’s our first line of defence
against bad practice.
An example of Compliance practices is a building code that sets
energy efficiency minimums for the design and construction of
new homes.
Compliance practices tend to be appropriate when seeking
to set universal standards for society and environmental
protection.

Efficiency
Voluntarily going beyond societies
minimum benchmarks to do less harm.
This paradigm includes concepts such as Corporate Social
Responsibility, Environmental Social Governance and Green
Building Ratings (e.g. Green Star & LEED).
Predominantly driven by technology, rating systems and
business strategy, these practices show an important step
forward in thinking - from compliance to efficiency. This
typically includes incremental reductions in energy and water
usage, improved waste management and smarter transport
options.
However, these practices have also been criticised for
encouraging an end-game of harm reduction. They tend to
overly focus on mitigating the things we want to avoid, rather
than promoting the things we actually want. While important,
the best result from this paradigm is delaying the inevitable
collapse of our global ecosystems.

It can be useful to think about the efficency
paradigm as being akin to minimising our
negative environmental and social footprints.
An example of Efficiency practices is a business that persues an
opportunity to reduce its energy and water consumption, but
at its core, continues to negatively impact society and global
ecosystems.
Efficiency practices tend to be appropriate when seeking to ‘do
less harm’.

Net Positive
Making an overall positive contribution to
society, the environment, and the global
economy.
This paradigm includes concepts such as Net Positive, Benefit
Corporations, Living Building’s and Design for Social Innovation.
In their simplest form, these concepts stand to make the
world a better place. The world should be better off with the
organisations and developments that use these practices, than
without them.

Net Positive practices question what ‘good’
looks like, rather than only being ‘less bad’.
They work to make a positive handprint that is
greater than their negative footprint.
This paradigm tends to use participatory practices to prototype
and co-create innovative initiatives. This may include initiatives
to improve health and wellbeing, promote social justice,
restore local ecosystems and foster more resilient economies.
It typically requires organisations and developments to act
outside their traditional boundaries to create whole system
change.
An example of Net Positive is an organisation who put’s more
into their communities, local environment and local economies
than they take out.
Net Positive practices tend to be appropriate when seeking to
be a force for good.

Regeneration
Catalysing systemic transformations that
radically elevates our relationship with the
entire web of life.
This includes practices such as Regenerative Development,
Transition Design & Deliberately Developmental Organisations.
More than making the world a better place, these practices
stand to fundamentally transform the way we inhabit the
earth. This paradigm asks: what are the seeds of potential that
want to be actualised? How can we go beyond what ‘is’ — and
become what ‘could be’? How can we collectively catalyse
the mutual co-evolution of our communities, organisations
and ecosystems? How can we transform the quality of our
relationships with the entire web of life - with ourselves, others,
nature and the future?

A handy metaphor for visualising
transformation is thinking about how a
caterpillar transforms into a butterfly.
This paradigm recognises that everything is interconnected
and interdependent, and its practices focus on creating the
conditions for emergent and self-organising outcomes.
An example of regeneration is a new innovation hub that
enables local businesses and communities to transform the
economic, social and ecological health of their city.
This paradigm is appropriate when you want to promote radical
social and environmental change.
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Let’s take another look at the spectrum. Which paradigms do you typically
draw on? Which ones are unfamiliar but sparked your interest?
In the world today, it can be suggested that many organisations and
communities overly focus on one, or perhaps two, of these paradigms and fail
to acknowledge the potential of taking a more comprehensive approach. They
tend to stick to the familiar paradigms of ‘compliance’ and ‘efficiency’, limiting
their capacity for making meaningful change.
What this framework does is it enables organisations and communities to ask
better questions, become more mindful of their opportunities and reimagine
what’s possible.

CASE STUDY

The Willow School
A great example of a comprehensive response is the Willow
School in Gladstone, New Jersey by regenerative practitioners
Regenesis.
The project aspired to create a school that combined academic
excellence, the joy of learning, and the wonder of the natural
world. The school integrates environmental stewardship as
one of its core teaching objectives, making the site a living
classroom.
The Willow School works at multiple levels:
-- Compliance – Meeting societies minimum benchmarks
for the design and construction of the new school.
-- Efficiency – Using locally sourced materials and
sustainable technologies to minimise the footprint of the
new building.
-- Net Positive – developing the site to be the highest
potential expression of a living watershed. This includes
a wetland for wastewater treatment, use of permeable
paving, living roofs and bio swales - creating a rich
ecosystem for life to thrive.
-- Regenerative – Facilitating a transformative partnership
between the school, community and local forest creating a culture of mutual co-evolution.
By taking a comprehensive approach, the Willow School
benefits students, local communities and local ecosystems in
mutually-beneficial ways.

The Business Case
“Every single social and global issue of our
day is a business opportunity in disguise.”
— Peter Drucker
Simply put, sustainability makes good personal, good business
and good planetary sense.
-- On a personal level; it is linked with improved health,
wellbeing and productivity1 .
-- For businesses; it’s been shown to improve bottom line
performance2, increase resilience in times of financial
hardship and enhance attractiveness to potential
partners3
-- On a global scale; Net Positive4 and Regenerative5
approaches have the potential to genuinely increase the
life carrying capacity of our planet.
This research highlights why sustainability is best thought of,
not as something a business should feel obliged to do, but as a
smart business strategy.

1 Health, Wellbeing &Productivity by World Green Building Council (2014)
2 The Business Case for Saving the Planet by Sustaina (2014)
3 The Surprising Competitive Advantage of the B Corp by Shane Paul Neil (2016)
4 Net Positive: A New Way of Doing Business by Forum for the Future (2014)
5 Designing for Hope by Dominique Hes and Chrisna Du Plessis (2014)

Final Thoughts
It’s time to move beyond ‘doing less harm’
and co-create the world we want to live in.
There is a simple truth we need to face. The quality of results we
create is directly related to the quality of our thinking and the
breadth of practices we use.
If we want to make the world a better place, we best use a
comprehensive spread of practices that appropriately address the
challenges and opportunities we face.
In this paper, we have provided a simple framework that change
makers and sustainability practitioners can use to mindfully
reimagine what is possible.
We hope you found this paper useful, and wish you the very best
at creating enduring social and environmental change.
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