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Abstract:  

Regenerative Leadership is a newly emerged leadership approach with a holistic 
worldview that is aiming to restore, preserve and enhance people, society and 
environment. It is a purposeful and empathic leadership that focuses on fostering 
partnerships between people and nature. In this research, we investigated application of 
this approach in work teams to promote collaboration and strategically contribute to 
Social Sustainability. By conducting several interviews with Regenerative Leadership 
practitioners and analyzing them doing qualitative content analysis, we found that 
Regenerative Leaders build team cultures that shift power and agency to the team as 
collective, the collaborative processes are centered around self-organization and inclusive 
decision-making. Building a culture of trust and encouraging learning, the leaders 
strengthen the adaptive capacities in the small social system of their work teams, thereby 
contributing to social sustainability. The way the interviewed leaders make decisions, how 
they choose the people in their team, what they value, how they act in a moment of 
misunderstanding in their team, what is their attitude towards the collective – all this is 
not only inspired by RL theory, but by the personal values and in particular by the 
spiritual convictions of the leaders. 

Even with the spiritual and personal perspectives of the interviewees, Regenerative 
Leadership strengthens all adaptive capacities of a work team as a social system. 
Moreover, this leadership paradigm offers a vision and values as a source of inspiration 
for the team members to collaborate Therefore, the approaches taken by leaders in this 
new and emergent field are effective ways to integrate the science-based principles of 
Social Sustainability into work teams. 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

The current world is facing many challenges, such as decline of resources, biodiversity loss, 
and rising population, which are interwoven with social injustices e.g. inequality and hunger. 
The urgency and complexity of the sustainability issues requires leadership, which is navigating 
teams for effective and cohesive transition towards shared sustainability goals (Broman et al. 
2016). This research builds on a science-based understanding of sustainability, the Framework 
for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), by examining regenerative leadership as a 
possible complement to the FSSD. 

We explore a new and emerging leadership paradigm called Regenerative Leadership, coined 
by Hardman (2009) and Storm and Hutchins (2019), to understand how it is applied in practice. 
Regenerative Leadership is aiming for a mutually beneficial interaction between organizations 
and the broader socio-ecological system, on the development of a collaborative organizational 
culture and on the personal development of the leader’s inner self.  

We define Regenerative Leaders as people holding leadership positions in organizations that 
state on their website how their vision, mission and actions contribute to living “in conscious 
alignment with living systems principles of wholeness, change, and relationship, as nature 
does” (Gibbons 2020, 3). In this research, we assess which kind of practices Regenerative 
Leaders employ to encourage team collaboration, and seek to understand ways by which 
Regenerative Leadership strategically contributes to Social Sustainability.  As a foundation to 
understand team collaboration, we chose to integrate two recently published frameworks that 
synthesize meta-studies on a range of factors that make teams work together towards shared 
goals (Hayes et al, 2022, Mathieu et al. 2019). To understand how team collaboration is 
promoted by Regenerative Leaders, we use the five aspects of adaptive capacity, on which are 
based the Social Sustainability Principles, part of the Framework of Strategic Sustainable 
Development (FSSD), which provides scientifically validated boundary conditions for Social 
and Environmental Sustainability. 

Research questions (RQ): 

RQ1: How do Regenerative Leadership processes influence the collaboration among team 
members in organizations?  

RQ2: How does Regenerative Leadership collaboration (in teams) contribute to Social 
Sustainability of organizations? 

We have chosen to focus on the team and members’ collaborations within an organization as 
the regenerative leadership approach advises the importance of collaboration between 
individuals for society’s resilience and thriving. As it is a novel field, not researched much yet, 
we are curious to investigate how the applied regenerative practices influence the collaboration 
within the team, as collaboration has an impact on individuals, the whole organization and its 
transition towards sustainability. 

We are aiming to understand how regenerative practices that are influencing team collaboration 
are contributing to a sustainable organization and society. As regenerative leadership is 
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“considered as the most effective approach to take society beyond sustainability” (Hardman 
2010, 272), we are interested to observe which practices are applied and how they are 
contributing to the Social Sustainability of organizations. 

Methods 

The Regenerative leaders we interviewed were a convenience sample found through word-of-
mouth recommendations and desktop research. Those leaders were filtered based on our 
definition of Regenerative Organizations. We sent out email invitations for interviews lasting 
60 minutes, conducted via zoom and recorded for transcription. The interviews were semi-
structured, which allowed for asking follow-up questions. This enabled an effective use of time, 
as we only had the opportunity to speak to each interviewee once.  

As our research aim is to understand what Regenerative Leaders do in practice to foster team 
collaboration, we conduct semi-structured interviews. This is allowing us to learn how those 
leaders act in the context of their particular organization and the tasks at hand. The interviews 
were analyzed using the method of Extractive Qualitative Content Analysis (Gläser and Laudel 
2019), which allows for the initial set of deductive codes to be amended with codes generated 
inductively, rather than those new codes replacing the initial ones (Gläser and Laudel 2019, 
12). This allows for contrasting the research findings with the theoretical frameworks. Doing 
so, we can make explicit in which ways the actions of Regenerative Leaders align both with 
research on effective team collaboration and with the five aspects of adaptive capacity, 
contributing to Social Sustainability. Our deductive codes are based on recent syntheses of 
meta-studies on team collaboration (Hayes et al. 2022, Mathieu et al. 2019) and on the five 
adaptive capacity aspects of social systems (Missimer 2016a) that are the foundation of the 
Social Sustainability Principles in the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 
(FSSD) (Robert and Broman (2017)). The inductive codes are generated from what the leaders 
mentioned to be their key guiding principles. Part of those codes were elements of the 
Regenerative theory and part of them were surprising findings. 

Results 

Our research indicates that in decision-making, Regenerative Leaders empower their team 
members to contribute through inclusive approaches. They use several types of processes to 
encourage pro-team behavior, such as continuously monitoring and re-invoking a culture of 
mutual trust and accountability to action. If team members lapse on agreed-upon behavior, 
leaders first have a compassionate attitude and only escalate consequences if needed, e.g. if a 
behavior hinders teamwork to a high extent. Their conflict resolution techniques focus on the 
shared values and purpose. Moreover, they find it important not to argue and resolve conflicts 
reactively, but to make time for pauses, reflective action, and meditation. 

The interviewed Regenerative Leaders organize team collaboration in a way that builds 
partnerships. Among team members, leaders do that by establishing flat hierarchies, 
empowering team members to take responsibility, by self-organizing e.g. through rotational 
leadership (See section 4.3.1). According to the interviewed leaders, those self-allocated roles 
enable the team members to proactively contribute ideas and actions. The leaders also build 
collaborative partnerships with stakeholders that have a direct relationship with their 
organization. In this context, the leader's attitude is key: their priority is to be a role model that 
empowers their team members to contribute by deep and attentive listening and encouragement. 
For the ongoing development of the organization, team and its members, learning is crucial. 
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This includes developing skills, but also adapting to changes by learning from failure. Learning 
from failure requires honesty and vulnerability, which is why leaders build a culture of trust 
and mutual support, in which team members feel comfortable to speak openly. They also 
encourage the bonding of their team members through having a shared purpose. To contribute 
to the organization, the interviewed leaders considered it important that their team members 
bring a diversity of personal backgrounds, skills and talents. Another insight from the interviews 
is that more trust is leading to increased innovation along with personal growth in the process 
once the team shifts into more self-organized space, following a given purpose. 

One of the key findings that correlates to the regenerative literature is the illusion of separation 
and connection to nature. The conviction that everything is connected is guiding Regenerative 
Leaders in their appreciation for humans and nature, aiming to make supportive contributions. 
Daily rituals and principles inspired from the functioning of natural systems, help them put 
theory into practice and make the environment favorable for people in the team to shine and 
reach all their potentials. 

Among our surprising findings is that regenerative leaders rely on their intuition when making 
decisions, they speak about love as a requirement in order to maintain the trust in the team, and 
about spirituality and consciousness, as evolutionary guidance and way of understanding the 
world, but also as a creative intelligence and connectedness. 

Discussion 

In this discussion, we review how Regenerative Leaders foster team collaboration, and we 
examine how they advance Social Sustainability. We also discuss the surprisingly vague 
convictions guiding their leadership and we give recommendations to future research. In 
encouraging collaboration among their team members, the interviewees particularly 
emphasized the importance of building a team culture. There is a focus on engaging members 
with similar values for a shared purpose, the leaders strengthen mutual trust, and they empower 
members to contribute through flat hierarchies and inclusive decision-making. Compared to 
those aspects of team culture, the leaders give lesser significance to establishing clearly defined 
processes. Those processes monitor if individuals keep contributing and behaving in favor of 
the team, if conflicts are resolved and if consequences are drawn (when needed). For example, 
the selection of team members with personal values aligning with the organizations’ purpose is 
of high importance to leaders, which we also acknowledge as a potential bias as it could create 
a tunnel vision and limit the perspectives in the team. On the other hand, the aligning of 
individual and collective purposes have been proven to be contributing to successful team 
collaboration (Hayes et al. 2022). However, the interviewed Regenerative Leaders do not have 
clearly defined conflict resolution mechanisms, and primarily rely on meditative and reflective 
approaches, which are highly subjective. This shows that Regenerative Leadership seems to 
work best if people already collaborate well, however if obstacles arise, leaders’ coping 
practices do not appear as developed. 

The actions of Regenerative Leaders cover all five essential elements of complex adaptive 
social systems, therefore making contributions to all Social Sustainability Principles. The 
interviewees’ emphasis on an organizational purpose that aligns the individual members’ 
personal values. It is an example of explicitly making-meaning as a group, therefore removing 
structural obstacles to it. They are creating a culture of trust that allows people to speak openly 
and vulnerably, which helps decrease structural obstacles to (mental) health and to influence. 
The leaders also promote mental health by inspiring their members to take on practices such as 
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mediation and earthing. Regenerative Leaders create conditions for the members’ self-
organization in flat hierarchies, which are further reducing structural obstacles to influence. 
Explicitly welcoming people with a diversity of backgrounds into the team, especially including 
people from underrepresented societal groups, is an example of lowering structural obstacles to 
impartiality and increasing their influence. Moreover, actively encouraging people to contribute 
knowledge from their diverse stories also creates conditions in which people can improve their 
competencies by learning from one another. Promoting learning from past failures and mistakes 
further decreases structural obstacles to members acquiring competences. 

Overall, Regenerative Leaders reduce structural obstacles to influence, competence, 
impartiality and meaning-making in particular by strengthening the elements of complex 
adaptive social systems. Their actions aim to support team members’ well-being, contributing 
to decrease structural obstacles to (mental) health. 

The interviewed Regenerative Leaders have mentioned a variety of broad concepts that 
influence their leadership of their teams. While the concepts are too vague and too contested 
for assessing how they contribute to team collaboration and Social Sustainability, we still want 
to acknowledge them. Those rather surprising convictions guide the interviewees in their 
actions. Some of their approaches originate in Regenerative Leadership theory, others are 
personal beliefs of the leaders. Using time in nature and the way natural systems are organized 
as sources for inspiration, are key elements in Regenerative Leadership theory that guide many 
of the interviewees. For example, one of the interviewees uses role allocation in beehives as an 
inspiration for cross-sector collaboration in municipal contexts. Many of the leaders believe 
everything to be connected, some understand on a systemic level as in the Regenerative 
Leadership theory, others have a more spiritual conceptualization. Surprisingly many leaders 
spoke about their spiritual beliefs, about raising consciousness in and beyond their teams, and 
the importance of the leader as a role model that brings love into their team. Related to 
consciousness, many leaders also spoke about using their intuition as a key source of 
information when making decisions. 

When fostering collaboration among their team, the interviewed Regenerative Leaders focus 
on bringing the values they care about into the interactions with the people they work with. 
They are aiming to lead by being appreciative, empowering and vulnerable, building a culture 
based on trust and shared values, and actively supporting the team members in their 
contributions to the shared effort.  

According to the theory, and convictions of our interviewees, a Regenerative Leader is one who 
sees in a room full of people - humans, not just roles and rank, a compassionate leader who will 
show how connected people are and set an example of a caring and inclusive attitude. The 
overall findings from this research show that Regenerative Leaders are aiming to uplift people 
in order to unfold their true potential and help them grow, while bringing value to the team, 
rather than just use them as a workforce for the purpose of the organization. Regenerative 
Leaders report to understand how to create a strong collective and enhance each member’s 
qualities. When applying regenerative approaches in the team, collaboration between the team 
members seems to be effective and based on trust. Leaders aim to create a team with members 
thriving in their roles, while working to achieve a common purpose and bring value to the whole 
ecosystem. The interviewed leaders do not strongly focus on clearly defined processes for 
monitoring the behavior of team members or for conflict resolution. Therefore, results from this 
research are not definitive enough to draw a firm conclusion on the exact impacts regenerative 
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approaches have and that is why we suggest, as further investigation, to observe concrete teams 
and Regenerative Leaders in action.   

The limitations of our research include the small number of leaders who agreed to be 
interviewed, the short time for the interviews, which limited the number of questions to ask, 
and the scope of the research, which focused only on the regenerative leader’s perspective and 
didn’t include the voice of the team members as those who undergo the new regenerative 
practices. As the field is still novel and evolving, the research could not capture long-term 
impacts of regenerative leadership. We acknowledge that the interviewed leaders might be 
biased on the topic, which could limit the amount of gathered data that is showing possible 
negative aspects of the approach. That is why we would like to give recommendations for future 
research, as follows. 

We discovered some areas that deserve a closer look and we believe there is much more to be 
found there. It would be very interesting to observe closely how a particular team is affected by 
the regenerative leadership practices chosen by the respective leader. Conducting interviews 
with both leaders and team members would be beneficial as less biased results could be gathered 
from people who experience regenerative leadership as receivers rather than applicants. 
Moreover, on-spot observation of the team collaboration and team members’ reactions to the 
regenerative practices could bring more clarity on the application and impacts. The way 
regenerative approaches are perceived is quite interesting from a leadership point of view as it 
could validate the choice of one method over another and help practitioners in their future 
decision-making processes. 

Conclusion 

We found that the approaches Regenerative Leaders take to encourage team collaboration build 
a strong team culture, yet they do not focus as much on ensuring pro-team behavior. However, 
those approaches strengthen all elements of the adaptive capacity in social systems and 
therefore fulfill the principles of Strategic Social Sustainability in an integrated manner. The 
perspective of the Framework of Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) and of 
Regenerative Leadership can complement each other when advancing Social Sustainability in 
work teams. The FSSD as a scientifically proven framework offers the Sustainability Principles 
as strategic tools for actions, but it purposefully does not include a vision and guidelines for 
interaction, so it can be universally applicable. Regenerative Leadership offers new approaches 
of going beyond sustainability by taking actions inspired from natural systems, which can be 
used as a motivational force. The way Regenerative Leaders guide the interaction in their teams 
towards a shared purpose is a way to effectively put the Social Sustainability Principles into 
practice. 
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1. Introduction  

The current world is facing many challenges, such as decline of resources, biodiversity loss, 
and rising population, which are interwoven with social injustices e.g. inequality and hunger. 
As we reach tipping points, solutions are desperately needed. The ‘planetary boundaries’ 
framework explores the safe space in which humanity can operate on planet earth. Research 
results show that we have “already transgressed three boundaries (climate change, the rate of 
biodiversity loss, and the rate of interference with the nitrogen cycle). There is significant 
uncertainty surrounding the duration over which boundaries can be transgressed before causing 
unacceptable environmental change and before triggering feedbacks that may result in crossing 
of thresholds that drastically reduce the ability to return within safe levels” (Rockström et al. 
2009).  These results show the need for sustainable development. 

Steffen et al (2015) correlate the rise of GDP with variables of unsustainable development, such 
as surface temperature, nitrous oxide, paper production and much more to the rise in GDP. “In 
2010 the OECD countries accounted for 74% of global GDP but only 18% of the global 
population. Insofar as the imprint on the Earth System scales with consumption, most of the 
human imprint on the Earth System is coming from the OECD world” (Steffen et al 2015, 91). 
As companies produce the goods and services consumed, they also contribute to the current 
pathway of unsustainable development. 

Because of the urgency for sustainable development, practitioners of regenerative sustainability 
argue that reducing the harm and managing the impact of corporations on environment and 
society is not enough, companies actually need to proactively contribute to increasing the 
capacities of socio-ecological systems (Hahn and Tampe 2017). Our research looks at a new 
and emerging leadership paradigm that aims to steer businesses and organizations towards the 
ideal of regeneration. “Regenerative Leadership”, particularly coined by Hardman (2009) and 
Storm and Hutchins (2019), emerges from practice in the fields of regenerative sustainability, 
organizational development, and business sustainability consulting. The leadership paradigm 
focuses on a mutually beneficial interaction between the business and the broader socio-
ecological system, on the development of a collaborative organizational culture and on the 
personal development of the leader’s inner self. 

Leaders have a strong impact on changing and shaping their organizations “primarily through 
the processes of articulating a vision and to a lesser extent through the setting of expectations” 
(Belias and Koustelios 2014, 2). In this research we assess which kind of practices 
“Regenerative Leaders” employ, and seek to understand ways by which Regenerative 
leadership strategically contributes to sustainable development. 

We focus on the scale of work teams as a unit, as the team leader could directly influence the 
team members’ actions and observe closely their results. To understand what Regenerative 
Leaders do in practice, we conducted interviews with some of them, checking their personal 
preferences in engaging their teams. That allowed us to learn how those leaders act in the 
context of their particular organization and the tasks at hand.  

To this end, the paper is structured as follows. In the subsequent background section, the theory 
behind sustainable development and regeneration, the translation of these concepts into 
Corporate Sustainability and regenerative strategies, and the principles of Regenerative 
Leadership are explained. The second section is about the method of qualitative content 
analysis, the Sustainability Principles as deductive codes, and inductive codes. The third section 
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shows the patterns we found in applied Regenerative Leadership, the fourth section discusses 
those results in relation to Strategic Sustainability. The thesis ends with a final conclusion and 
recommendations for further research and practice. 
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2. Background literature 

2.1. Sustainability 

According to the famous definition of the Brundtland report, sustainability is “meeting the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs (World Commission on Environment and Development 1987, 16)” As broad as this 
definition is, we are not able to comprehend the boundaries in which society needs to move in 
order to achieve this objective. Conventional sustainability implies continuity, a possibility to 
keep on the same track without exhaustion of resources, by “setting net-zero impact as an 
appropriate goal for building environmental performance” (Robinson and Cole 2015, 134). It 
also puts humans in the center of the equation – focus on economic growth and the continuing 
satisfaction of humans’ needs, leaving the care for the ecosystem as a whole aside (Gibbons 
2020). That conventional sustainability and the above-mentioned definition that represents it 
are not specifying our exact duty regarding the environment and that is leaving room for 
speculations and free interpretations, but also is giving a chance for many human-centered ideas 
to be presented as sustainable. 

2.1.1. Strategic Sustainability 

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) is encompassing a “unifying 
and operational definition of sustainability, and a systematic approach to planning and acting 
for the fulfillment of it“ (Göran and Broman 2017, 17)., aiming to be a foundation and shared 
language for collaboration across sectors and disciplines. The framework has been developed 
and refined for more than 25 years in a process that both included scientists and practitioners.  
The authors communicate the need for sustainable development is communicated using the 
metaphor of a funnel with closing walls, which are representing the “systematic decline of the 
ecological and social systems' potential to support the fulfillment of human needs, in 
combination with the growing population” (Göran and Broman 2017, 21). To move human 
society out of this “funnel”, the framework uses an understanding of sustainability based on 
science-derived ecological and social principles.  

Using scientific findings as a basis to define conditions for sustainable development allows for 
having a universally agreeable foundation for organizations to make strategic choices. In many 
contexts the underlying understanding of sustainable development is not clear and operational. 
To use the context of corporate sustainability as an example, Willard (2011, 11) describes the 
development of a truly sustainable company in five stages. Stage four describes a company that 
fully integrates sustainability into its core business. In the fifth stage, the same is true, but it is 
done from a perspective of seeing sustainability as an intrinsic value, not as a business 
advantage. The full integration of sustainability into the core business can be achieved once a 
corporation is already doing more than required by law (stage three). On the journey towards a 
fully sustainable company, the author suggests first improving the supply chain including 
working conditions and eco-efficiencies, then designing new products and services and finding 
new markets, and then improving the corporate governance e.g. to be more inclusive. In stage 
five, the same things are done as in stage four but from an intrinsic motivation (Willard 
2011,11). 
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Similar to Willard's (2011) stage five business, Dyllick and Muff (2016, 165) see a “truly 
sustainable” corporation as one that sees business as a tool to “contribute with its products and 
services to resolve pressing sustainability issues in their societies”. Dyllick and Muff (2016, 
163) reach their aim of a sustainable organization in two steps: in the first step, sustainability 
efforts are tied to the efforts creating shareholder value; then a wider range of stakeholders is 
considered when taking sustainability decisions. 

The examples of corporate sustainability offer visions of sustainability in the corporate context, 
and steps to move the organization towards that vision, yet they do not state what they mean by 
sustainability. In contrast, the principled definition of the FSSD provides a clear understanding 
based on principles that any organization should check their efforts when moving towards 
sustainability. Those principles can be used as an underlying substance for framing visions and 
procedures, as e.g. the ones described above. The principled definition of sustainability builds 
on two major elements:  first, human societies need to operate within ecological carrying 
capacities. Second, within these ecological capacities, the ability of human societies to adapt to 
changing circumstances is not to be infringed.  

It is important to note those Sustainability Principles focus on the systematic increase e.g. 
environmental degradation is seen as unsustainable in the FSSD, not the degradation per se. For 
social sustainability, it is the structural obstacles e.g. to impartiality, not a random case of partial 
treatment. The general nature of those principles allows for their application in any sector. They 
act as boundary conditions to build organizational visions, and they can be used as a tool to 
check to which extent a chosen action has the potential to contribute to ecological and social 
sustainability. Knowing what principles to consider allows for choosing actions more 
strategically when moving organizations towards sustainability. 

For human societies to continue operating in ecological capacities, there are three ecological 
sustainability principles in the FSSD definition of sustainability. These principles state that 
there should be no systematic increase of the extraction of substances from the earth’s crust. 
An example of violating this principle would be the ongoing increase in drilling for crude 
oil…the input of chemicals into the biosphere, and the degradation of the biosphere using 
physical means (Broman and Robert 2017). Our research aims to investigate how Regenerative 
Leaders foster team collaboration and whether this kind of collaboration is strategically 
advancing social sustainability. Due to the social nature of team collaboration and leadership 
we zoom in on the way Social Sustainability understood within the FSSD. Broman and Robert 
(2017) describe the following principles defining Social Sustainability:   

● …health. An example violating this principle would be working conditions that systematically undermine 
people’s possibilities to avoid illness or injuries 

● …influence. Systematic suppression of the freedom of expression or speech would be violating this  principle, 
for example. 
● …competence. This principle is violated e.g. by systematically by hindering females to participate in the 
education system 
● …impartiality. Any form of structural discrimination is a way to violate this principle. 
● …meaning-making. A violation of this principle would be hindering people to create shared meaning e.g. as 
members of a religion or culture or by building purposeful organizations. 
 
Missimer (2016a) describes society as a complex adaptive system, characterized by change, 
uncertainty, change and surprise.  If the principles of social sustainability are not upheld, the 
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social system’s ability to adapt to change are degraded.  Missimer (2016a) found these five 
elements to comprise the adaptive capacity of social systems: 

 Trust, as humans need to rely on one another in their ability to impact the entire system 
 Self-organization to be able to respond to sudden change without depending on centralized control 
 Learning, on a collective level, to respond to change in  new ways 
 Common-meaning as characteristic of the human species that enables connections 
 Diversity, as variety in the system enhances its resilience  

 
In  our research, we understand organizational teams as small-scale social complex adaptive 
system.  We will analyze how Regenerative Leaders activities in engaging team collaboration 
relate those elements adaptive capacities, how are they contributing to reducing obstacles to the 
social sustainability 

2.1.2. Regenerative Sustainability  

The holistic worldview of Regeneration comes with a new perception of our role as humankind 
on the way towards sustainability, adding up to the common understanding of sustainable 
transition as an extra layer of ecosystem care through restorative and regenerative actions. This 
new vision of Regeneration is beneficial for the whole ecosystem. It is a concept of whole and 
living system design (Mang and Reed 2012), that is providing a set of decisive restorative 
actions in all aspects of our lives (Muñoz and Branzei 2021), which will transform humanity’s 
goals from meeting the needs to enriching the ecosystem and bring back the balance in it. 

The graphic below (Figure 2.1.) shows the evolution from Conventional to Regenerative 
systems design and the scale of positive effect on the living systems, which puts Sustainable in 
a neutral position in the middle, while the more holistic actions that enhance all living systems 
grow further first with restoration and then with regeneration as the highest level. 

 

Figure 2.1. Contrast of Technical System Design and Living System Design (Mang and Reed 
2012, 10) 

The term regenerative has been used in the context of agriculture since 1970. Regenerative 
agriculture is usually described as a concept of “maintaining and improving resources through 
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continuous organic renewal of the complex living system” (Morseletto 2020, 764). Later on, it 
spread as an application of restorative practices in architecture, landscape ecology and planning, 
in different types of farming, but also in the business sector as a way of compensating for and 
an attempt to fix the destruction effect corporations have on the environment (Mang and Reed 
2012). 

Regenerative is seen as the new wave of sustainability with higher aims for whole living 
systems’ thriving (Gibbons 2020). One might wonder why there is a need for regeneration, 
when there is already sustainability. What the scholars of this field of study argue is that the 
term sustainability often is used in a meaning of ‘doing less harm’, especially in corporations. 
In that sense regeneration goes even further, beyond the concept of reducing the negative impact 
(Mehmood 2019), by actually aiming to have a positive impact, by doing good for the 
environment and helping the system to flourish. “Regenerative organizations are not only 
ecologically embedded by design but also designed to purposefully restore and regenerate 
degraded living ecosystems and deliberately build resilience in and improve the well-being of 
the communities relying on such ecosystems” (Muñoz and Branzei 2021, 510). 

Regeneration can be comprehended as a deeper understanding and application of sustainability 
that aims to restore the connection humans have with our environment in a most natural way. 
The transition towards sustainable regenerative cultures is happening in two layers called outer 
and inner sustainability (see Figure 2.2. below). The outer represents all the operational 
mechanisms leading to sustainability such as policy, technology and finance, and the inner 
includes intangible components of a healthy collective within a healthy ecosystem – the health 
and wellbeing, the creativity, play, art and senses, as well as compassion and consciousness 
(Hutchins and Storm 2019). 

  

Figure 2.2. Outer and Inner Sustainability (Storm  and Hutchins 2019, 21) 

All those new aspects of sustainability presented above, that regeneration is bringing, are 
expanding our understanding of what is a resilient system and how to achieve it. The notion of 
making the ecosystem well again, which restoration brings, is upgraded by regeneration, which 
is aiming to make the ecosystem better than its original conditions (Morseletto 2020). In 
regenerative sustainability, the holistic perspective that is leading to transformational change 
for nourishing all living systems is recognized (Gibbons 2020). This new concept comprises 
the idea of the natural and social systems co-evolving and introduces the net-positive approach 
to sustainability (Robinson and Cole 2015). In FSSD terms that means not only stopping the 
walls of the funnel from closing, but focusing on reopening them and bringing positive impact. 
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Regenerative sustainability combines the inner and outer sustainability realms, focusing on the 
relationships within all living systems and aiming for their flourishing (Gibbons 2020). 

Regenerative sustainability is a value-based and unifying concept that considers human activity 
as an indivisible part of the socio-ecological system, and it is aiming to restore, preserve and 
enhance the life conditions in the ecosystem (Hahn and Tampe 2021). The interconnectedness 
of the whole ecosystem is the key factor when trying to understand it and change the self-
destructive narrative of human actions. Regeneration is an evolutionary, developmental 
approach that is restoring balance and assuring resilience by creating “regenerative cultures 
capable of continuous learning and transformation in response to, and anticipation of, inevitable 
change.” (Wahl 2019, 244) 

When applied in a business context, regeneration seems to operate through three main pillars, 
“a range of regenerative strategies – restore, preserve, and enhance” (Hahn and Tampe 2021, 
457). Restoring strategies mean to support a damaged system in a way that it remains 
functioning. Preserving strategies maintain the status quo e.g. by protecting natural resources, 
while enhancing strategies aim to increase supportive “conditions for life” (Hahn and Tampe 
2020, 467). Regeneration adds to the conservation also a notion of new growth – improving 
and enhancing the quality of the system. 

“While regenerative business practice is critical to build resilience, enhance eco system health 
and to improve ability to thrive, it is a complex shift from business as usual. Moving from the 
exploitive relationship into a regenerative relationship with the ecosystem can be achieved 
through different levels of aspirations.” (Caldera 2022, 12) Building a healthy relationship 
between the business and the environment is a holistic response to the sustainability challenge 
that will direct our society towards sustainable transition in a doing-more-good way rather than 
the old paradigm-manner of doing-less-bad. “A critical aspect in regenerative approaches is the 
focus on the uniqueness of ‘place’ and the creation of a story of the place, with the local 
community playing a crucial role in developing this story” (Hoxie 2012,1). 

Regenerative strategies for corporations have a similar perspective as “truly sustainable” 
companies according to Dyllick and Muff (2016). A regenerative understanding of business 
always sees it being nested within socio-ecological systems. This is built on the premise that 
health of the social-ecological system is crucial to economic success, yet often taken for 
granted. Because of that, they argue that it is not enough for corporations to manage their social 
and environmental impact – business should proactively and positively contribute to the 
systems they are nested in. “Regenerative business as businesses that enhance, and thrive 
through, the health of SES in a co-evolutionary process” (Hahn and Tampe 2020, 460). 

Furthermore, regenerative corporate strategies need to be adaptive due to the complexity of SES 
and context of place. Also, the regenerative approach does not only take short time results into 
account, but long-term effects, as well as cyclical understandings of time e.g. by planning in 
the rhythm of nature’s seasons where applicable (Hahn and Tampe 2020, 462). 

Shifting the focus on the collaboration between people and nature, regeneration provides the 
means for a balanced co-existing and co-benefiting. “The regenerative paradigm provides an 
alternative that is explicitly designed to participate in a living world through its emphasis on a 
co-creative partnership with nature, grounded in strategies of adaptation, resilience, and 
regeneration.” (du Plessis 2012, 7) This human-nature cohesion seems to be a more innate way 
of achieving sustainability than the concept of sustainable development is actually providing.  
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2.2. Leadership for Sustainability 

The Oxford dictionary defines leadership as “the action of leading a group of people or an 
organization” (accessed April 18, 2022). Harvard Business Review explains it as “the 
accomplishment of a goal through the direction of human assistants”, “an interaction among 
people” that “requires followers with particular traits and particular skills and a leader who 
knows how to use them” (Prentice 2004).  As the roles of the leader and the followers are 
becoming more and more complex, the perspectives on how the universal phenomenon of 
leadership is conceptualized are growing (Stewart 2006). 

Those basic leadership characteristics are implying the role of the leader as a connector, who is 
taking a group of people or organization towards a particular achievement. Similar to this, Rost 
(1991, 124) explains leadership as “an influence relationship among leaders and followers who 
intend real changes that reflect their mutual purposes”. It seems that leadership is about 
changing persuasion that could also lead to transformation. Forbes (accessed April 18, 2022) 
gives the following definition: “Leadership is a process of social influence, which maximizes 
the efforts of others, towards the achievement of a goal.” A key element to social influence is 
the ability to understand people and organize them for collaboration. 

The above-mentioned definitions appear quite broad and a good way of narrowing down would 
be giving some context such as an organization. Drath et al. (2008) suggests that leadership is 
the outcome of direction, alignment and commitment. Seen through the organizational lenses, 
those three variables are synced to the core purpose of the company and leaders are to reflect 
in their teams’ practices. “We observe that the responsibilities of business leadership rarely 
embrace the role of enhancing communities, society, the environment and indeed humanity. 
(…) The prevalent view is that these responsibilities are still the primary responsibility of 
governments and not businesses.” (Kempster and Jackson 2021, 6) 

2.2.1. Regenerative Leadership 

The broad concepts of leadership narrow down from leading to achieve a given purpose and 
transform in order to achieve the organizational goal into a morally and socially channeled 
transformation, represented by the comprehensive worldview of regenerative leadership, which 
is adding both care for the people and care for the planet as a fundamental element. 

Regenerative Leadership is a purposeful and empathic management with the notion of 
interconnectedness and life affirmation. Organizations and people, “fueled by a deep passion 
and purpose to serve life” (Hutchins and Storm 2019, 69), adopt this new level of consciousness 
by following the logic of life. Regenerative Leadership is transformational – it helps humans 
and organizations align with the ecosystem and the natural laws, while teaching “values, ethics, 
style, priorities, and our sense of being in the world” (Sturnick 2004, 47). 

Regenerative Leadership is holistic, interconnected, interdependent and co-assisting. For 
organizations going beyond sustainability means to surpass the perception of doing less harm 
and strengthen the connections within the systems they are part of. Regeneration is about 
ensuring healthy relationships in the ecosystem and adding up value to it when the “business 
enhances the world; because the organization exists, the world is better for its existence.” 
(Kempster and Jackson 2021, 13) 
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This new type of leadership goes above and beyond with a visionary touch, longing for mutual 
thriving, reconnection and systems regeneration. “The soul of the organization is recognized 
and called forth so that the individual and the organization intertwine with a higher purpose.” 
(Sturnick 2004, 47) Understanding this “enhancement of all capitals, including (…) planetary-
community capital” (Kempster and Jackson 2021, 12), will allow the organization to evolve, to 
regeneratively redesign its structures and proceed ethically-driven. 

Hardman (2010, 272) suggests that regenerative leadership is the “theoretical construct 
considered as the most effective approach to take society beyond sustainability”. He presents a 
regenerative leadership framework that captures the transformative side of this new approach 
from the inner development that leads to higher levels of consciousness to the collaborative 
behavior of defining common purpose and engaging the collective in strategic actions. Hutchins 
and Storm (2019, 88) discuss that Regenerative Leadership consciousness is “both Self 
Awareness and Systemic Awareness”, it is the ability to “serve life attuned to nature’s wisdom”. 
The living-systems-thinking is a fundamental part of the regenerative approach – following the 
logic of life, theoretically organizations and leaders would apply design methods inspired by 
nature and incorporate an inclusive life-affirming culture that develops the organization 
respectfully by providing the chance for individuals, society and nature to thrive alongside. 

Hutchins and Storm (2019, 83-117) suggest a new Regenerative model based on the Logic of 
life - inspired by the wisdom of nature with 7 principles. In order to better understand the main 
ideas behind the vast field of Regenerative Leadership, the respective principles, used by many 
practitioners, will be briefly presented with focus on the connection to our field of exploration 
– the collaboration within the team. Those principles are advocating the importance of 
collaborative relationships for surviving and thriving, as well as presenting concepts that are 
further mentioned by some of the interviewees.  

The 7 principles of Logic of Life are as follows: 

Life Affirming: The overarching principle “Life creates conditions conducive to life” (2019, 
101) shows life on Earth as naturally drawn to regenerative activities rather than degenerative. 

Ever-changing & Responsive: Seeing change as an inherent part of life allows us to comprehend 
the idea of the inability to control life. The resistance to change would only diminish the 
resilience of all life forms. The most agile and responsive to change species were those who 
survived through millions of years. Additionally, the collaboration among individuals and the 
self-organizing skills are what is strengthening the species and enabling them to survive the 
hostile conditions of life. 

Relational & Collaborative: “Life thrives through relationships” (2019, 105) - embracing the 
interconnectedness of all life forms means understanding the logic of life. Collaboration 
increases the resilience of both the group and the individuals. Cooperation between species is 
helping the whole system thrive - for instance the partnerships between fungi and trees are 
essential for the whole forest. The same applies to the individuals within the team, the teams 
within the organization, and the organizations within the economic or social systems. 

Synergistic & Diverse: Another essential aspect of the ecosystems' resilience is the diversity. 
The more diverse a group is, the bigger chance for survival it has. Differences are key to 
creativity as well. Nevertheless, they can also lead to tension in the group. A balanced system 
is the one that transforms tension into synergy, aiming to adopt more complementary and 
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cooperative relationships. On an organizational level differences and uniqueness are forces of 
innovation and growth, and embracing the tension that might arise from them is the path to 
learning and evolving. 

Cyclical & Rhythmical: Life moves in cycles and behind that notion is hidden the power of 
growth and creativity. Honoring the natural phases in which life is moving - “the unfolding, 
growing, letting-go, reflection and renewal” (2019, 111) - is boosting the system’s potential and 
unlocking its wisdom. 

Flows of Energy and Matter: Human systems’ vitality relies on biological flows and on “the 
flow of information, the flow of resources, the flow of relational and psychological energy, and 
the flow of purpose and meaning.” (2019, 113) Understanding those flows is adding up to 
organizational resilience. 

Living Systems Field: That interconnectedness is fueling the collective consciousness and 
evolution, and it’s influencing the individuals, the systems, the relations between them and the 
whole Logic of Life. 

 

2.3. Team collaboration 

Collaboration is an important aspect in Regenerative Leadership (Hardman 2008, Hutchins and 
Storm 2019). Because collaboration is also vital to meet the urgency and complexity of the 
global sustainability challenge (Broman et al. 2016), we investigate how Regenerative Leaders 
foster processes of cooperation, and in which ways those collaborative processes advance 
Social Sustainability. Collaborative processes in our definition are any processes leaders 
introduce with the aim to make their team work towards shared goals. We focus on those 
processes in teams, because increasingly more organizations have been choosing team-based 
ways to operate in order to effectively match tasks demands and team members' competencies 
in highly competitive and fluidly changing environments (Mathieu et al. 2019, 18). 

The aspects of team collaboration presented in this section are based on research synthesizing 
meta-studies (Hayes et al. 2022, Mathieu et al. 2019).  Those two recent syntheses were chosen 
as they cover a range of factors contributing to team collaboration, instead of just reviewing 
studies on one particular aspect as e.g. trust. As they have different research lenses, this research 
builds on those factors both of team collaboration Mathieu et al. (2019) and Hayes et al. (2022) 
overlap on. 

The IMO (Input - Mediating Mechanisms - Outcomes) Model by Mathieu et al. (2019) was 
chosen because it is the most encompassing model found, synthesizing the research on effective 
team collaboration that had been published in the decade from 2008 to 2018, using a perspective 
of organizational psychology and behavior. The authors review how inputs of team composition 
and task structures and so-called mediating mechanisms relate to outputs of team effectiveness, 
which include productivity and efficiency of the team, the quality of results and intangible 
influences on team members (Mathieu et al. 2019). Because of our research focus on 
collaborative team processes, we zoom in on the mediating mechanisms of this framework, 
which cover behavioral processes as well as “collective affect and cognitions” (Mathieu et al. 
2019, 18). 
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Those mediating mechanisms are:  
- Team adaptability 
-Empowerment and shared leadership 
-Boundary-spanning (i.e collaborating with other teams),  
-Conflict processes 
-Task and social cohesion  
-Decision-making  
-Transactive memory system (i.e. how knowledge is transferred to new team members) 
-Shared cognition (i.e members share the same understanding of tasks, roles, responsibilities) 
-Trust and psychological safety 
- information sharing 
- action, transition and interpersonal processes  

The Prosocial Principles framework by Hayes et al. (2022) was chosen because it particularly 
focuses on how the interactions between team members can be guided in a way that they 
promote the self-organization of the team. The researchers derived collaborative success factors 
for small work groups and teams by transferring what has been working in successful common-
pool resources to organizational contexts. This was done building on the research of Elinor 
Ostrom, who found principles of interaction that enable groups to successfully avoid the tragedy 
of the commons. A key feature of sustainable management of common-pool resources is that 
the team members organize and manage themselves rather than an outsider taking a leadership 
role, who may not be aware of the local context. Reviewing meta-studies on organizational 
behavior that cover the forms of interaction found by Ostrom and integrating them with 
perspectives from evolutionary science and psychology, the authors found principles to guide 
collective behavior and attitudes to enhance collaboration in small teams working together for 
any given purpose   Those prosocial principles are the following (Hayes et al. 2022):  

-Shared identity and purpose 
- Equitable distribution of contributions and benefits 
-Fair and inclusive decision-making 
-Monitoring agreed-upon behaviors  
-Graduated consequences responding to helpful and unhelpful behaviors 
- Fast and fair conflict resolution 
-Authority to self-govern 
-Collaborative relations with other groups 

As the frameworks used relate collaborative processes to their respective research lenses of 
effectiveness (Mathieu et al 2019) or self-governance (Hayes et al. 2022), we exclude the 
aspects that are described in only one of the two resources, and focusing on those aspects of 
team collaboration found in both of the models. Those ones seem more important on a general 
level, as researchers doing syntheses of meta-studies for their different research aims both found 
them crucial for team collaboration. In the following, we summarize the findings of both studies 
on those features of the team collaboration the two models overlap on.  
We give them titles to make concepts easier to understand, as our codes for RQ1 are based on 
them. 
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Figure 2.3.1. An overlap of two frameworks  

Decision-making 

Collaboration in teams works better, if all team members are involved in decision-making - 
particularly those about the issues that affect them, including “agreements about how the group 
itself runs” (Hayes et al. 2022, 208). The authors found that inclusive decision-making gives 
people control over their own actions, fosters well-being and effective action (Hayes et al. 
2022). In a similar vein, Mathieu et al. (2019) that inclusive decision-making leads to greater 
satisfaction and higher cooperation among team members compared to decision-making that 
does not include all relevant team members. 
Moreover, Hayes et al. (2022) found that participating in shared decision-making members 
grow crucial skills that allow them to contribute even  more to the  common effort: these 
capabilities include both technical skills of learning about the issues and approaches to solving 
them, and psychological skills of listening, taking on another perspective, self-regulating, 
allowing other points of view, and committing to action in face of  fear or anxiety.   

Processes promoting pro-team behavior 

When leaders engage their teams to collaborate, there are three types of processes: “transition, 
action, and interpersonal processes […] Action processes include mission analysis, goal 
specification, and strategy formulation. Action processes include monitoring progress, system 
monitoring, team monitoring, and coordination. Interpersonal processes include conflict 
management, motivation and affect management” (Mathieu et al 2019, 28)) and are significant 
for team collaboration as correlate with the members’ commitment to their organization 
(Mathieu et al 2019). Out of all the processes described by Mathieu et al (2019), there is an 
overlap with three process-focused Prosocial Principles. Those overlapping processes have in 
common that they ensure that team members' individual actions continuously contribute in 
favor of the team’s shared goals, which is why we call them pro-team processes. 

Monitoring processes are processes to keep track of team progress (Mathieu et al. 2019, Hayes 
et al. 2022). While the researchers found that people are more supportive of collective 
endeavors when feeling watched, they also indicated that monitoring should not feel like 
coercive surveillance to the team members. Instead, monitoring is most effectively done when 
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team members mutually give each other feedback, which can be enhanced using tools such as 
Asana or Trello (Hayes et al. 2022). 

If team members' behavior does not align with what is agreed upon, it is important for the team 
to have a procedure to draw consequences and to manage affect and emotions related to that 
(Mathieu et al. 2019, Hayes et al. 2022). Hayes et al (2022) describes a procedure of so-called 
graduated consequences to do so. This means that consequences for the respective team member 
are light at first, but they can escalate as needed. The researchers found this to be crucial, as 
starting with harsh consequences can undermine trust among the entire team. Also they found 
that having harsh consequences early might lead to compliance in the short-term, but to 
aggression in long-term (Hayes et al. 2022). 

For a team to collaborate well, it is not only important to have consequences in case a team 
member lapses regarding agreed-upon behavior, but also to have established conflict resolution 
mechanisms. The conflict resolution needs to be perceived as fast and fair, and ideally, the 
procedure has been agreed upon before the conflict occurred (Hayes et al. 2022, 215). The 
researchers distinguish between healthy and unhealthy conflict „Healthy conflict tends to be 
focused on tasks and includes legitimate differences of opinion, values, perspectives, or 
expectations. Unhealthy conflict tends to be more focused on labeling or judging individuals. 
It often involves people competing for scarce resources or power, conflicts between individual 
and collective goals, and poor communication patterns” (Hayes et al. 2022, 215). Conflicts 
about relationships or interpersonal processes tend to negatively affect team collaboration, 
while conflicts concerning task execution have neutral or even positive effects on team 
members working together (Mathieu et al. 2019, 29). Conflict resolution procedures should 
contain the following elements: 

“1. Separating the people from the problem 

2. Focusing on the shared interests of both parties. 

3. Developing many options that can be used to solve the problem. 

4. Evaluating the options using objective criteria” (Hayes et al. 2022, 215). 

Self-Organization 

We use the term self-organization to describe team processes that allow for the team members 
to collaborate without centralized control. Mathieu et al (2019) describes this as team 
empowerment and shared leadership. Such approaches can take many forms, e.g. having the 
leadership role rotating among team members, the team members distributing roles or 
collectively taking responsibility (Mathieu et al. 2019). Teams with directive leaders initially 
perform better, but teams with empowering leaders end up with higher performance, because 
the empowerment of team members fosters them to contribute more (Mathieu et al. 2019). If 
leaders exert their power through hierarchy and distance, their team members identify less with 
them and with the organizational goals (Mathieu et al. 2019). Moreover, cohesion and the team 
tackling complex tasks have higher indicators in self-organized teams compared to teams that 
are organized and lead in a directive manner (Mathieu et al. 2019).  
Self-organization can also be described as “the team’s authority to self-govern” (Hayes et. al 
(2022, 217)). The authors found that self-organized teams are more productive and proactive 
compared to teams that are having central leadership. They found that team members serve 
customers or clients in a better way, and they have a higher job satisfaction (Hayes et al 2022). 
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Cross-team collaboration 

Collaborating across the scope of the team has been found important in the research for. 
Mathieu et al (2019) describes this as boundary spanning, Hayes et al (2022) describes this as 
boundary spanning. They found that collaborative relationships across teams exist, the overall 
motivation for working towards shared purpose can be even higher among members (Hayes et 
al 2022, 218; Mathieu et al. 2019, 32). 

Shared purpose  

A shared focus of the team is what Mathieu et al (2019) calls cohesion and Hayes et al. (20119) 
calls shared purpose. It can be created through people appreciating each other socially (social 
cohesion), or through people connecting through shared tasks (task cohesion). Task cohesion 
tends to create a stronger and more effective team collaboration (Mathieu et al. 2019, 28). This 
kind of cohesion can also be understood in a wider sense as a shared purpose, comprising 
common values and norms (Hayes et al. 2022). Having a shared purpose can also include 
common values and norms, it increases mutual support and members' contribution towards 
organizational public goods (Hayes et al. 2022). A by-product of  a shared purpose is often a 
sense of fairness, team members equally contributing and receiving benefits from the group. 
There is no need for controlling the individuals as they want to contribute. (Hayes et al. 2022, 
207).  

Trust 

Trust among team members correlates with them having a strong shared purpose and task 
cohesion (Mathieu et al. 2019, Hayes et al. 2022). Trust building takes time, but it leads to 
positive attitudes and performance of team members (Mathieu et al. 2019, 28). It strengthens 
all aspects of team collaboration (Mathieu et al. 2019, Hayes et al. 2022). 

2.4. Research questions (RQs) 

RQ1: How do Regenerative Leadership processes influence the collaboration among team 
members in organizations?  

RQ2: How does Regenerative Leadership collaboration (in teams) contribute to Social 
Sustainability of organizations? 

We have chosen to focus on the team and members’ collaborations within an organization as 
the regenerative leadership approach advises the importance of collaboration between 
individuals for society’s resilience and thriving. As it is a novel field, not researched much yet, 
we are curious to investigate how the applied regenerative practices influence the collaboration 
within the team, as collaboration has an impact on individuals, the whole organization and its 
transition towards sustainability. 

We are aiming to understand how regenerative practices that are influencing team collaboration 
are contributing to a sustainable organization and society. As regenerative leadership is 
“considered as the most effective approach to take society beyond sustainability” (Hardman 
2010, 272), we are interested to observe which practices are applied and how they are 
contributing to the Social Sustainability of organizations. 
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3. Methods 

For this study, we define Regenerative Organizations as any organizations that state on their 
website how their vision, mission and actions contribute to living “in conscious alignment with 
living systems principles of wholeness, change, and relationship, as nature does” (Gibbons 
2020,3). Regenerative Leaders, in our definition, hold a leadership position in such 
organizations. The Regenerative Leaders we interviewed were a convenience sample found 
through word-of-mouth recommendations and desktop research. Those leaders were filtered 
based on our definition of Regenerative Organizations. We sent out email invitations for 
interviews lasting 60 minutes, conducted via zoom and recorded for transcription. Seven out of 
15 contacted leaders were willing to be interviewed. 

The aim of the research is to uncover how the actions of Regenerative Leaders are linked with 
team collaboration, and how this collaboration contributes to the overall Social Sustainability 
of the organization.  Because we study how those links are established, investigating specifics 
rather than creating quantifiable data, we chose a qualitative approach for collecting 
information and for investigating the results, which is described below. 

3.1. Data collection – semi-structured interviews 

To find patterns in the team collaboration fostered by Regenerative Leaders, it is necessary to 
generate comparable data. This was done by conducting semi-structured interviews, which were 
conducted via Zoom and lasted up to 60 minutes. We sent the questions to the leaders in 
advance, to provide them with the opportunity to think of case examples of their work ahead of 
time. As we only had the chance to speak to each interviewee once, this method had the 
advantage of keeping the interaction focused, while giving space for further elaboration by 
asking follow-up questions (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2013, 359). The possibility to ask 
follow-up questions is particularly useful for this research as our interest is how leaders engage 
their team and which effects result from this, rather than only learning what they do. 

The interview protocol is structured from general questions on the organization's mission for 
sustainability to details on engagement of team collaboration. The full list of interview 
questions can be found in the appendix. 

3.2. Data analysis – Extractive Qualitative Content 
Analysis 

The transcripts of the interviews were analyzed using Qualitative Content Analysis, which 
allows categorizing the data according to codes and descriptions in the language of the 
researcher rather than the source (Gläser and Laudel 2019). In particular, we chose the version 
of Extractive Qualitative Content Analysis by Gläser and Laudel (2019), because its unique 
approach is particularly well fitting for our research. In this method, the initial set codes used 
for categorizing are generated deductively from the study’s theoretical frameworks (Gläser and 
Laudel 2019). In other approaches to qualitative content analysis, findings from the data that 
do not match those deductive codes generated from the theory are either still filed under those 
deductive codes, or inductively generated codes replace the deductive ones. The method we 
chose keeps the original deductive codes and amends this list with inductive ones generated 
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from the data.  This allows the researchers to make clear distinctions how the data corresponds 
with their theoretical frameworks and in which ways it differs from them. 

Regenerative Leadership is a new and emerging field - we want to make sense of how the 
leaders foster team collaboration in relation to what research has shown to work well in this 
context (Hayes et al. 2022,  Mathieu et al. 2019), and how they strengthen the adaptive capacity 
elements of social systems (Missimer et al. 2016a),  but we also want to make sense of what 
Regenerative Leaders do additionally of the elements covered by those theoretical frameworks. 

As the method of Extracting Qualitative Content Analysis as described by Gläser and Laudel 
(2019) does not give concrete instructions on how to do the inductive coding, this was done 
based on the approach of thematic analysis, described by Savin-Baden and Howell Major 
(2013). This method infers themes from “repeated handling of the data” (Savin-Baden and 
Howell Major 2013, 440). Those themes are found when a topic is repeatedly mentioned, taking 
the entire text into account for contextual information (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2013). 
This approach is useful for this research as, as we seek to understand in which context 
Regenerative Leaders apply their particular ways of encouraging team collaboration and 
contributing to Social Sustainability. 

Relation between research questions and codes 

The deductive codes for RQ1 (How do Regenerative Leadership processes influence the 
collaboration among team members in organizations?) were based on the aspects of 
mechanisms in team collaborations, on which two recent syntheses of meta-studies of 
organizational behavior in teams overlap.  Both the studies of Mathieu et al. (2019) and Hayes 
et al. (2022) suggest the importance of the following aspects for teams to collaborate towards 
their shred goals: decision-making, cross-team collaboration, pro-team processes, self-
organization, trust and shared purpose being crucial for team to collaborate (see section 2.3). 
Therefore, those aspects are the deductive codes to categorize information related to the first 
research question. 
The deductive codes for RQ2 (How does Regenerative Leadership collaboration (in teams) 
contribute to Social Sustainability of organizations?) are the five adaptive capacity elements of 
social systems: diversity, common meaning, trust, common meaning, and self-organization. As 
Missimer (2017) found those aspects being the foundation to ensure social sustainability (see 
section 2.1), we chose them as our deductive codes to answer the second research question. 
Trust and self-organization are codes for both research questions. Moreover, shared purpose 
and common meaning both describe the same phenomnom:  goals and values that are shared 
by a group of people who put those into practice.  Therefore, we coded for self-organization, 
trust and shared purpose/common meaning only once. In the discussion, we put the findings 
categorized by those codes in the context of the respective research questions. 

The inductive codes are based on aspects the interviewees repeatedly mentioned to be of key 
importance for them in relation to team collaboration and social sustainability. Some of those 
aspects reflect Regenerative Leadership theory. As they are holistic and are aiming to support 
not only the team, but the whole organization and ecosystem that the team is part of, we grouped 
to answer both research questions. Those codes are the Logic of life principles and connection 
to nature/ inspiration from nature (described in section 2.2.1). Other inductive codes were 
surprising, i.e. neither covered by the theoretical frameworks for team collaboration (Hayes et 
al. 2022, Mathieu et al. 2019) and adaptive capacities of social systems (Missimer 2016a), nor 
by the theory of Regenerative Leadership. In relation to RQ1, those codes were love, intuition, 
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leader's attitude, as well as rules and rituals. In relation to RQ2, there was the code of 
consciousness and spirituality. 

 RQ1: How do 
Regenerative Leadership 
processes influence the 
collaboration among 
team members in 
organizations?  

RQ2: How does 
Regenerative Leadership 
collaboration (in teams) 
contribute to Social 
Sustainability of 
organizations? 

RQ1 + RQ2 

Deductive, 
from conceptual 
frameworks: 
(Hayes et al. 2022, Mathieu et 
.al 2019, Missimer et al 2016a) 

- decision-making 
- cross-team 
collaboration  
- pro-team processes 

- diversity 
- learning 

- trust 
- shared purpose/ 
common meaning 
-self-organization 

Inductive: 
Aspects of 
Regenerative theory  

  - Logic of life principles 
- connection to nature/ 
inspiration from nature 

Inductive: 
Surprising findings  

- love 
- intuition 
- leader's attitude  
- rules and rituals 

- consciousness and 
spirituality 

 

Table 3.2.1. Relation between codes and research questions 
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4. Results 

In this section we are presenting our findings in 3 categories - those that answer RQ1, those that 
answer RQ2, and those that answer both. Within each category we have arranged the results 
according to our deductive and inductive codes (See table 3.2.1). 

4.1. RQ1: How do Regenerative Leadership processes 
influence the collaboration among team members in 
organizations?  

4.1.1. Deductive codes 

Decision-making 

All interviewed leaders spoke much about creating inclusive decision-making processes. The 
leaders made the experience that they need to encourage such active participation of the team 
members in order to happen. For example, one interviewee spoke about wanting their team 
members to contribute to decision-making, but they need to feel empowered for that. 

All of the leaders spoke about the importance of listening and observation as approaches for the 
leader to use to facilitate people to contribute, giving them space for creating their own 
solutions. Some emphasized an egalitarian approach in making decisions, for others the final 
call is to be done by the leader. Two of the interviewees spoke about how egotistical behavior 
can hijack a shared decision-making process. One tool mentioned to make less room for egoism, 
is to use ‘dynamic governance’, which puts each member in the role to speak and to listen.  

“There is no comment and no feedback at the time when you use dynamic governance. So, you can ask an important 
question. And if there are a lot of agendas around the table, trying to push their own agenda with dynamic 
governance, you at least manage or control or diminish or minimize the negative effect of ego on the conversation 
by asking question” (interviewee five).  

Interviewee four prefers to reach consensus where possible, but more importantly than the 
approach chosen it is that “you have to have some procedure that everybody agrees upon” 
(Interviewee four). 

Processes promoting pro-team behavior 

Monitoring and re-invoking desired behavior is a key leadership activity for two of the 
interviewees. One uses it to build a culture of trust:  

“when they come back to the meeting in whatever, three months, four months, five months, we have to re-invoke 
that same thing, okay. Remember, folks, we're in this experience, we're going to speak openly, […] And before 
long as you do that meeting again, and again, and again, people really look forward to it. We often have a lot of 
fun” (interviewee three).  

The other leader uses the same approach to follow-up, if agreed up action has been 
implemented:  
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“And so you have to sit down and make a concrete suggestion, we're going to do this and this and then, and then, 
two weeks later, or two months later, whatever, you follow up on it and see what happens. And that way, you can 
gradually develop the collaboration into a really functioning part of the organization” (interviewee four). 

If team members fall short on agreed-upon behavior, consequences may need to be drawn. 

„You don't call people out in front of others. You, you take them aside later, and have a one to one and explain 
that, that something's going on here. What's going on? Why are you behaving this way, and so forth? And 
sometimes that will be enough to resolve the problem“ (interviewee four).  

The same interviewee said that there is a limit, if one member is constantly negative and letting 
the entire team down. 

Interviewee five describes a rewarding system that is proportional to one's efforts that is inspired 
by the way beehives collaborate. This interviewee also describes the option that those bees can 
change into a different role if they are not successful in their current one. However, she does 
not specify if she transfers this approach when working with her team members. 

In team collaboration, it is important not only to draw consequences, but to have procedures 
for resolving conflicts. There is one key conflict resolution technique emphasized by all 
interviewees: avoiding to argue, and making time for a pause and reflective action. This is 
implemented in various ways, from deliberate moments of silence, to meditation, to waiting 
until the next day. The importance of talking about the details of the disagreement is contested 
- one interviewee considers this to be very important, while another one finds meditative and 
reflective approaches more helpful to resolve conflicts. Another technique the leaders use is 
involving all concerned people in the resolution process, in which an external person or the 
team leader functions as a mediator. Instead of using a mediator, the people’s focus can be 
steered away from personal discussions and towards the purpose, vision and values that brought 
them to collaborate in the first place. 

Cross-team collaboration 

Building partnerships that reach beyond the team has been mentioned as an important part of 
their work for two other leaders. Interviewee one builds collaborative relationships with the 
parents of the nursery school’s students. They find it important to have a perspective that 
reaches beyond the team as a regenerative leader, being “a coordinator among the different 
workgroups” (interviewee four), always considering the organization as a whole and the 
ecosystem (interviewee two). 

4.1.2. Inductive: Surprising findings 

Leader’s attitude 

All interviewees spoke about the leader's role in regards to being responsible for the 
organization's values such as “looking after yourself, looking after others, and looking after the 
environment” (interviewee one).   

“I would call care of the planet, and care of each other. These are the really the two things that are so important, 
always keep up front and whenever you're discussing any aspect of the organization" (interviewee four).  

In a similar fashion, two of the interviewees spoke about the responsibility of the leader to take 
care of particular environmental aspects, like reducing waste. 



 

20 

Another important task of a leader all the interviewees agreed on is to model their desired 
organizational culture.  

“You demonstrate and model the behavior that you feel like yeah, you know, I think I brought some love into that 
room” (interviewee three). 

“And as I continue on my journey of development, I go back and share that with the team. And I think it's inspiring 
for them. And it can be a downward spiral, or it can be an upward spiral” (interviewee six).  

This inspirational role of the leader is an aspect all the interviewees spoke about, aiming them 
to support the team members, e.g. in “becoming their best self” (interviewee six). The leader 
needs to “have the right mental attitude yourself. You have to be willing to, to give up your pet 
ideas.” (interviewee four), “keep me both humble and open to learning always myself” 
(interviewee five). 

All leaders spoke about the need to engage and facilitate everybody on the team, with observing 
and listening to the team members as key leadership activities. Interviewee considers an 
appreciative attitude towards team members being crucial for collaboratively working together, 
especially taking into account that people carry past trauma:  

“And so as a group, how do we slowdown in order to speed up and that is this idea of regenerative, collaborative 
leadership of coming together. And I bring up that concept of healing because we all come. It's amazing how much 
trauma there is, and how individuals and all of us have dealt with trauma, all of us. So that's where love is so 
critically important” (interviewee three).  

To work well as a team, interviewee five and six consider it important to regulate egotistical 
behavior, “to minimize the negative effect of ego on the conversation” (interviewee five). 
Interviewee four and five consider the leader to represent the best interests of the organization 
and to eventually close the space for discussion, if needed. 

Love 

One of the unexpected findings during those interviews was that the practitioners shared about 
the importance of love. It was spoken to be a requirement for trust in the team:  

"And we create a trust container (...) once you build that container, and if you maintain it, and really honor it, and 
there's, you know, a lot of this work really does require love. And that's probably not a term that's talked about 
very enough. But when you really, truly love each other, and trust each other, you can move, you can really move 
fast" (interviewee three).  

The interviewee believes that love is embedded in the listening process, when one is listening 
with empathy and respect. As interviewee three is discussing, one is back in “the lovespace” 
because of their appreciation - “it's in that respecting of the different perspectives, that you're 
actually seeing the, the great benefit of what it means to come together as a group”. All of those 
key aspects of collaboration seem to be connected to love. The interviewee added that when 
they are demonstrating and modeling the behavior, they bring some love into the room. 
Additionally, they mentioned love to be critically important for the healing process when 
dealing with trauma.  
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Interviewee one shared Montessori1’s philosophy that they apply at work, where humans have 
“the responsibility of love” - to look after themselves, to look after others and to look after the 
environment. Interviewee five sees work as love in action and that is one of the three principles, 
they apply to the eco community they are living in. As they explain, that “opens up that heart 
space. It also connects you with all the people you're working with”. The other two principles 
are deep inner listening and co-creating with the intelligences of nature. The interviewee admits 
that those principles keep them “both humble and open to learning always myself”. Interviewee 
four shared his conviction that “there's only one religion and that's the religion of love”. 

Intuition 

We observed the patterns referring to their intuition when it comes to decisions they need to 
take as a leader. Interviewee four talked about using his heart as a guide for choosing between 
alternatives, while interviewee three mentioned that he developed an instinct which people fit 
into his team after having used rigid selection criteria for a sometime.  

“Where I'm going more and more with these days is gut feeling. Instinct. […] Nobody teaches instinct. But I really 
find it my most valuable tool” (interviewee three).   

Another interviewee uses her intuition to take care of her team members wellbeing:  

„But you know, I've had experiences like acknowledging like, Hey, I sense something's going on, like, let's talk 
about it. And this has actually been a challenge for me to value the voice of my intuition at work" (interviewee 
six). 

Rules and rituals 

Some of the interviewees spoke about the importance of having rituals in the team and shared 
what kind of rules and rituals they have with their teams: 

“It's important to have rituals (...) I'm trying to implement the rituals of reflections, of practices, giving people 
some time and an instigation of think” (interviewee one).  

Bringing out the ego and observing the environment, making the environment favorable for 
people in the team to shine and reach all their potentials. To improve skills, it was suggested 
that we need to reinforce and present through rituals, through role teams. It’s all about habits, 
having rituals of conversations about action plans and implementation. 

Encouraging everyone to participate is easier in a smaller team.  

“Brought together a group of people who are quite different from each other (...) and I made sure that the voices 
of the community were here. And so, I actually did give them rules of engagement” (interviewee five).  

According to those rules it’s important to have fun, to keep confidentiality, to listen to each 
other with compassion and curiosity, then explore the needs and capacities and agree to pause 
when that’s needed. In case of conflict, asking for a minute of silence is a powerful way to bring 
the team together. As suggested by the interviewee, we should be prepared that a period of 
confusion might emerge and embrace it as a creative space for immersion. After that we stretch 
together for our highest mutual possibilities. There is lots of individual capacity but we 
understand that to hold on to each other will enable us to go even further than we would if on 

 
1 Maria Montessori is a physician who develops an alternative educational method.  
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our own. The team members expect at any time something novel, vital and important to happen. 
That is opening possibilities for innovation to emerge.  

“Because we have differences amongst us, (...) I would say that I encourage team members to collaborate by 
starting right off with these rules of engagement, and then coming back to them whenever we need to” (interviewee 
five).  

It depends on the purpose of the team, but having simple rules is helping convergence and to 
proceed even after a slow start. 

4.2. RQ2: How does Regenerative Leadership 
collaboration (in teams) contribute to Social 
Sustainability of organizations? 

4.2.1. Deductive codes 

Diversity 

To contribute to the organization, the interviewed leaders considered it important that their team 
members bring a diversity of personal backgrounds, skills and talents. They consider having 
people from diverse backgrounds and cultures to enrich the perspectives in the team. Team 
members bringing their diverse capabilities into the collaboration can be enabled by having 
clear communication from the very first contact: 

“And then when you're interviewing people trying to get really clear with them, like we're being very specific here. 
And we want people to be successful in this role, who actually fit this criteria and not just like trying to fit 
themselves into a mold of what this job is because they want a job. So I think if you can nail that and make sure 
that people, because, basically what it does is that you want people to be in the right place for them, where they're 
feeling challenged enough that it's like engaging, but that they're learning and growing, but not too hard. You want 
them to feel connected to the purpose of the company, right, like the purpose of the company, and that they're able 
to contribute their unique gifts into that role” (Interviewee six).  

Other interviewees spoke about the personal backgrounds and individual stories offering a 
depth and perspective to the roles, but team members often need to be encouraged to show 
personal sides of themselves in their work environment (interviewee one, interviewee three). 

The leaders integrate diversity into the team by including people that belong to different 
fractions of society, not only by having members with diverse individual characteristics.  In 
case of interviewee one, it means to include male staff in her forest nursery school, in case of 
interviewee two it is about creating a structure in which people from different clans cooperate 
and are being included into the fish supply chain. Interviewee three describes the understanding 
gained as a group when including people from diverse societal milieus: 

“We actually gain great insight from the different life experiences and the different perspectives […] you're 
appreciating if someone, let's say, is from an underrepresented group, let's say, from an African back background 
that had a very low resources, supporting their education, etc., etc. Let's talk about that. And what does that mean? 
What are the implications? But then you think, well, wait a second, you as you're listening and learning, you're 
thinking, wow, they really understand the landscape in a way that I never, ever could, or they understand this 
particular dimension in a way that I never could. So it's in that respecting of the different perspectives, that you're 
actually seeing the, the great benefit of what it means to come together as a group” (interviewee three). 
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The work of interviewee five is centered around bringing people from diverse sectors together 
in order to create regenerative and sustainable cities. In her context, a diverse team consists of 
civic managers, business innovators, citizens and the third sector. To increase the diversity of 
perspectives and build partnerships she asks the team open questions that help them to consider 
whom to invite.  

“And you simply ask a generative question, like who else should be here? And challenge them to look around the 
circle and say, gee, we all look the same? What would happen if we brought people in? Who looks differently? 
But it might also be something that's invisible? Oh, my goodness, we all think the same. What would happen if we 
brought in, you know, Jane, over there, I know she's always speaking up in meetings, or she's an artist, or she's an 
athlete, or I actually get people to look and see who else should be here who different than us”  (Interviewee five). 

Learning 

Within the topic of Learning the interviewees spoke about two areas that are connected and 
interdependent - skill development and adaptability.  Skill development is essential for the 
human ability to adapt and we find both to be important parts of the learning journey. 
Interviewees spoke about the importance of listening and reflecting in order to improve skills, 
and next steps would be conducting trainings and a peer to peer supportive approach. 
Interviewee three discussed how in a learning journey people ask questions and listen. They 
spoke about love being embedded in the listening process, because of the empathy and the 
respect of what the other person is saying. Reflection is also key to the learning process: 

In the reflection was there talking about things like failure, success? Was (...) there learning going on? So I 
would actually think, to me, this issue of collaboration is far more important to unpack from a qualitative 
standpoint, the quality of collaboration, rather than the quantity" (interviewee three). 

Around the topic of education, what is present is the need of knowledge of how to empower 
people (especially women) and respect and honor different cultures and perspectives, but also 
to make sure that people have enough space to become better selves. Interviewee three:  

“So, it's in that respecting of the different perspectives, that you're actually seeing the great benefit of what it means 
to come together as a group”.  

It was mentioned that failure is part of the constant learning - engage with the system, refine 
and reflect, and also that there is a great benefit of coming together as a group, defining concepts 
in a way that is actually creating meaning for the group. Gathering for common purpose with 
the understanding that there is no perspective better than others, engage everyone to contribute 
and support each member in growth.  

“And people grow at different rates, and in different combinations of the time base and moral influence and their 
center of gravity” (interviewee five).   

It is what challenges people in their learning and enables them to open their creativity. Being 
adaptable with following the plan is also a means of learning - holding the plan lightly and 
going beyond if needed. The thinking of problems as solutions is also a key aspect - from their 
attitude, there is no problem, but rather any problem is a solution for something else. 
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4.2.2. Inductive codes: Surprising findings 

Consciousness and spirituality 

Consciousness is mentioned in Regenerative theory as an intersection between self-awareness 
and systemic-awareness - the state of mind that acknowledges the interconnectedness of all 
living systems (Hutchins and Storm 2019). Surprisingly, the interviewees’ explanations of that 
concept exceed the notion of connectedness and add to it a more spiritual understanding: 

“Consciousness is for me, the basic substance or process or awareness of life itself, of the universe, of the cosmos 
(...) our source is from consciousness. So, I believe that to some degree, all manifestations are conscious” 
(interviewee five).  

As the interviewee suggested, life is a system of system of system - people are like organelles 
of a cell, and the cells are the organizations, the cities are the organs of the whole organism 
Earth. Furthermore, the stages people go through life give them the opportunity to expand their 
consciousness and to grow spiritually.  

“And so, one of the ways that that's sometimes described is Cosmo-centric, so it becomes very full and open to the 
whole cosmos, the whole of creation” (interviewee five). 

Religions are understood by interviewee four to be different aspects of the same divine entity - 
in a broader sense there is only one religion, the religion of love. They continue by explaining 
how spirituality brings the idea of having direct contact with the divine. On one hand, 
spirituality is an evolutionary impulse, a line of development, on the other hand, it is a life force 
that flows through everything. They see consciousness as a container that holds everything, all 
the realities.  

“The evolutionary impulse that comes from source, if you will, comes from ultimate consciousness. And it 
manifests in our planet in ways that I would call beauty, truth and goodness” (interviewee five).  

The interviewee four suggests that there is a power in spirituality, as they see it as an ultimately 
universal framework, not a religion, but religions represent it in different ways. The interviewee 
referred to Bhagavad Gita2 that advises us to not worry about the results and just do what feels 
right. As interviewee six explained, Regenerative Leadership is aiming to communicate from a 
deeper place and instead of operating from the level of ego, to just acknowledge it. 

“Consciousness can actually be understood and operationalized. (...) Awareness is under that field of emerging 
consciousness.” (interviewee seven).  

According to interviewee seven. an aspect of consciousness is the creative intelligence and this 
connectedness to the system, as a form of intelligence, where systems cannot be rationalized. 

 
2 Bhagavad Gita is a manuscript, part of Mahabharata, a holy book of Hinduism. 
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4.3. RQ1+RQ2 

4.3.1. Deductive codes 

Self-organization 

The team members organizing themselves in a way that they have clear roles and 
responsibilities, was one of the key features found across the interviews. According to the 
interviewed leaders, those self-allocated roles enable the team members to proactively 
contribute ideas and actions.  

“Less rigid structures, more decentralized and distributed roles […] empowering people to be parts of community” 
(interviewee one).  

Interviewee two spoke about creating a structure of rotational leadership, which made it 
possible for team members to co-create:  

“…there was always their opinion in developing the concepts. Basically, giving space, developing a framework 
and creating space for them to develop their skills. An example would be that allocation of innovation funds, where 
they could then just take their idea, they didn't have to go through us, they could just play and it wasn't a hierarchical 
yes or no” (Interviewee two). 

1. Shared Purpose & Trust 

Shared purpose and mutual trust were mentioned together by the interviewees. On the way of 
building trust and shared purpose, interviewees mentioned honesty as highly important - to be 
able to share your beliefs, values, desires and mission. This would give meaning to the group 
and create partnerships. As they suggest, the culture of openness is the base of building 
relationships, empowering and reinforcing. Meetings with conversations, observations and 
feedback allow their team to be together and reinforce the team’s common mission. Another 
insight from the interviews is adding that having more trust is having more innovation along 
with self-building in the process once the team shifts into more self-organized space, following 
an evolutionary purpose. Being purpose-driven allows people to be enhanced and bring the 
element of wholeness. The interweaved reflective ability with ability to fail, learn and adapt is 
part of the mission, part of the transformation of the team.  

The results from our interviews are showing that speaking honestly and truthfully about the 
issues is serving the team dynamics and defining concepts is creating meaning for the group.  
Having principles and values is both aspiration and navigation, having common values makes 
the team members feel the same family, gathered in a team with implicit purpose. Being aware 
how the team is in service of the purpose and how it is serving the larger system requires faith 
and encouragement. It was discussed how going back to the purpose is unifying in moments of 
conflict and reminding why the team was willing to work together initially - this is like an 
anchor, grounding and recentering. The Regenerative Leaders see work as a one creative outlet, 
but also create a culture of people, who are doing creative things outside of work.  

“You want them to feel connected to the purpose of the company, right, like the purpose of the company, and that 
they're able to contribute their unique gifts into that role” (interviewee six).  

The Regenerative Leaders value people in the team, their self-awareness and ability to regulate 
themselves, their passion and alignment to the company’s goal.  
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“We should understand who we are, why we are here and to generate our own purpose, but also to understand that 
we are part of the system” (interviewee one). 

As the interviewed regenerative leaders explained, a key element of regeneration is building a 
culture of trust, bringing humanity to the center of organization and looking holistically - we 
are all connected and every one affects the other; we connect dualities like there is no separation. 
Building trust and making sure everyone feels important is compassionate leadership. 
Regenerative leader is giving freedom to the team as long as it is in line with the principles; the 
leader is sensing the system and what is needed, then having honest conversations with the 
team, asking for their opinions. This approach is increasing motivation, participation and 
innovation; they are vulnerable and have the confidence to try things out; they are more excited 
and involved. Leaders “create a trust container” (interviewee three) - looking at the process 
thinking and outcome thinking and learn from unpacking, from what didn’t work. This creates 
a culture of receptiveness - being vulnerable and honest, having fun together, laughing together. 
This container once built needs to be maintained. honored, this work requires love - to trust and 
love each other helps moving really fast. Opening yourself to others allows them to feel 
comfortable to open themselves as well, to be there for each other, to have each other’s backs 
and do so much together. This has to be rooted in a set of values and principles and practitioners 
are advising to hold each other accountable to that trust fabric and reinforce these behaviors. 
This is making team members feel alive, part of the group, living into the emerging future. It is 
incredibly powerful - it’s not trained, not taught, not valued enough, but the paradox is that it’s 
unbelievably valuable. 

It is important to not make people uncomfortable in front of the group, to have the right mental 
attitude yourself. Team members should spend time together outside of work, to interact on 
different levels and get to know each other.  

“You cannot have people work with you or collaborate if they don't trust you” (interviewee seven).  

To generate trust, you need to earn it, you need to make a connection, have a strategy on how 
to approach people. The personal value that is essential for trust is integrity - you need to 
identify and define it in a universal understanding. 

4.3.2. Inductive codes: Regenerative theory findings 

Principles of Logic of Life 

We are all connected, we are all citizens “of the world of a cosmic universe” (interviewee one), 
there is no separation. Bringing different cultures and communities, exploring different people, 
habits, animals and life cycles reinforce understanding of the world, it is fostering system 
thinking. From their experience, interviewee (one) mentioned that children can process 
regeneration naturally. 

Looking at the indigenous people (in the following example - Somaliland people), they are 
naturally following the Principles of Logic of life:  

“they're very rhythmical and cyclical (...) honoring time, they have Ramadan where they don't fish so they don't 
eat really for a long time. They have the monsoon seasons, so they can't go out in the boats. So, there is this kind 
of rest and connection to nature” (interviewee two). 
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A key concept in Regenerative Leadership is the illusion of separation - one of the regenerative 
leaders (Interviewee one) reminded us that there is no separation, we are all in a chain, in 
complexity. After this realization people become more aware of their impact on others and the 
society, more conscious of their role, more empathic and human before everything.  

Connection to nature/ Inspiration from nature 

Regenerative Leadership is also about bringing the connection with nature, feeling your nature, 
as this is one of the things “Regeneration brings more than sustainability” (interviewee one). It 
is about the simplicity of being a human. Another regenerative feature is looking at nature for 
inspiration, asking “How would nature do this?”, also key in biomimicry. This connection 
suggests a free flow between indoor and outdoor environments. Another aspect of that 
inspiration of nature we noticed in one of the three principles that interviewee five mentioned 
to be following in their community - “co-creating with the intelligences of nature”. For the rest 
of the principles - see section 4.1.2. 

“I’m looking for the energy for change” (interviewee five).  

We are connected in different ways. The interviewee (five) shared their inspiration from bees 
and the important lessons they are teaching us. When looking at the bees, it could be seen how 
living systems are more resilient when they include diversity intentionally. Learning from the 
bees has a great value. In order to survive a living system has to adapt to different places, to 
regenerate. Bees are much more connected to their environment than people as they are serving 
not only their hive to assure its survival but also the whole ecosystem. As a conclusion it was 
mentioned that it is necessary to have a diversity generation, but also to ask the question Who 
else should be here? 

Being in nature, spending time outdoors with no distractions is a source of creative inspiration. 
A Regenerative Leader would encourage their team “to take 30 minutes in the middle of their 
day, go sit in a park, and put their feet in the earth” (interviewee six). This is called earthing 
and it’s relaxing the nervous system to a state of opening our creativity. Another approach 
inspired by nature is permaculture, where a problem is perceived as the solution. 
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5. Discussion 

In this section we would discuss how the results answer our research questions (5.1. And 5.2.), 
what new insights are they bringing to the table - personal approaches of Regenerative leaders 
(5.3.), and what are our recommendations for future research based on the limitations of our 
work (5.4.). 

5.1. RQ1: How do Regenerative Leadership processes 
influence the collaboration among team 
members in organizations?  

In encouraging collaboration among their team members, the interviewed leaders particularly 
emphasized the importance of building a team culture. In the team culture promoted by 
Regenerative Leaders, there is a focus on engaging members with similar members for a shared 
purpose, the leaders strengthen mutual trust, and they empower members to contribute through 
flat hierarchies and inclusive decision-making. Compared to those aspects of team culture, the 
leaders give lesser significance to establishing clearly defined processes that monitor if 
individuals keep contributing and behaving in favor of the team, that conflicts are resolved and 
consequences are drawn, if needed. 

The interviewed leaders believe that a shared purpose engages all involved people to 
collaborate, as people whose values align with the organization’s mission work out from 
intrinsic motivation. They do that by carefully selecting people based on their personal values, 
being transparent about the organization's goals and about the job description, and having 
honest conversations with their team members. As the leaders are convinced that personal 
development contributes to the team’s successful collaboration, they prefer to select team 
members that value to improve their self-awareness and self-regulation. While we cannot 
examine the impact of personal awareness on team collaboration, research shows that intrinsic 
motivation to contribute shared values do impact team collaboration: team members whose 
purpose matches that of their organization produce 72% more output than members whose 
individual values do not align with that of their organization. Even just knowing that their 
prospective employer has a social responsibility mission they can contribute results in people 
willing to be paid 44% less. (Hayes et al. 2022, 206). 

While the interviewees’ choice to select their team members seems to effectively contribute to 
them being willing to collaborate, the way the leaders aim to strengthen member’s commitment 
to the purpose may not work as well: they do that primarily by having conversations and by 
getting to know their team members outside of the work context, for example by doing creative 
activities together. These are examples of what Mathieu et al. (2019, 28) calls “social cohesion”, 
bonding that is based on people mutually liking each other. The authors found that bonding 
activities, which focus more on mutual goals and objectives leading towards the shared purpose 
actually are more effective in strengthening the collaboration of the team and its performance 
(Mathieu et al. 2019). 

A shared sense of purpose in a team also increases the trust between team members (Hayes et 
al 2022, 206). Building a culture of trust is seen as a key leadership activity by their interviewees 
that is strongly influencing how well team members cooperate with each other. One of the 
interviewees states that the speed in which a team collaboratively moves towards its goals 
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directly correlates to mutual trust. These experiences reflect research findings about how trust 
both impacts members' attitude towards each other and their performance as a team (Mathieu 
et al. 2019, 29). More specifically about team members' attitudes, the leaders relate mutual trust 
with a culture of vulnerability and open sharing. According to them, only if people vulnerably 
speak about their mistakes, the team as a collective can learn and improve. 

Another key feature activity of the interviewed Regenerative Leaders is to empower their team 
members to contribute: by actively listening and observing for their needs, by enabling them to 
bring their personal backgrounds and expertise into the roles, and by establishing inclusive ways 
of decision-making. For example, one of the interviewees, applies the method of ‘dynamic 
governance’ in decision-making, which allows every member to equally contribute and to listen 
to the others, independent of the role or position. Such empowering forms of leadership have 
been proven to be effective in the long-term. The research has also shown that the role of the 
leader to provide motivation and psychological support is not central, if these qualities are 
embedded in the organizational culture (Mathieu et al. 2019, 36). As the interviewed leaders 
emphasize these qualities when fostering their team culture, the resulting mutual trust and 
support actually helps them to create flat hierarchies that are not dependent on the leader 
exercising power. 

While methods for shared decision-making and leadership are adopted, the leaders are not as 
specific when it comes to ensuring that individuals keep behaving in favor of the team. They 
do apply consequences – usually first by seeking a personal conversation with the respective 
person, and only firing if one person hinders collaboration of the entire team. Such gradually 
escalating consequences are found to be supportive of team collaboration, as drawing harsh 
consequences at an early stage may decrease trust (Hayes et al 2022). However, Regenerative 
Leaders did not seem to have procedures to monitor whether individual actions contribute to 
the shared effort When asked questions about this they chose to speak about how they use 
meetings to remind people of commitment to action plans and to trustworthy behavior. 

In case of conflicts, leaders rely on the common purpose as an approach to focus on the shared 
values rather than the differences. This is the only aspect where the Regenerative Leaders’ ways 
to resolve conflicts matches with team collaboration research, which discovered that conflicts 
are resolved well if people are separated from the problem, many solution options are 
developed, and objective criteria for evaluation are being used. In contrast to that, the 
interviewees found it effective to use meditative and reflective ways to find resolution. As such 
approaches are highly subjective, they depend on context and on the individuals involved, 
which makes it impossible to tell how they contribute to the collaboration of the team.  Overall, 
Regenerative Leadership seems to strengthen team collaboration if members already cooperate 
well with each other. However, if obstacles arise, leaders seem underprepared. 

5.2. RQ2: How does Regenerative Leadership 
collaboration (in teams) contribute to Social 
Sustainability of organizations? 

The actions of Regenerative Leaders cover all five essential elements of complex adaptive 
social systems, therefore making contributions to all Social Sustainability Principles. The 
interviewees’ emphasis on an organizational purpose that aligns the individual members’ 
personal values is an example of explicitly making-meaning as a group, therefore removing 
structural obstacles to it. Creating a culture of trust allows people to speak openly and 
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vulnerably, which helps decrease structural obstacles to (mental) health and to influence. The 
leaders also promote mental health by inspiring their members to take on practices such as 
mediation and earthing. Regenerative Leaders create conditions for the members self-
organizing in flat hierarchies, further reducing structural obstacles to influence. Promoting 
learning from past failures and mistakes further decreases structural obstacles to members 
acquiring competences. As the leaders only value certain aspects of diversity, they may in part 
make positive contributions to reducing obstacles to impartiality and influence, but also 
upholding some of those obstacles,  

Shared decision making in a team means shared agency. This is a sign that each opinion is 
valued and respected and that is a prerequisite for strengthening collaboration and creating 
common meaning. When people are appreciated, they tend to be more creative and open to the 
collective. A team benefits from devoted members, and that devotion can both lead to and come 
from meaning-making. Having a strong collective with a mutual purpose that defines the path 
of the team is attracting dedicated people, who later on are building up to the team’s direction 
and encourage co-creation. This loop of mutual reinforcement (see Figure 5.2.3.) illustrates the 
dependency between team members and the fruitfulness of their collaboration. 

 

Figure 5.2.3. Reinforcing loop of collaboration 

In order to have a devoted team, the leader should offer an ambience of acceptance and 
understanding. In the vortex of honesty and trust, the creation of meaning arises. The team 
benefits from a culture of openness and empathy, as this fosters higher perception of the 
teammates – together as a strong collective that induces a sense of belonging, all as part of a 
tribe rather than a current participation of a temporary role. They are empowering their team 
members to be present with your true self, to come as you are with all your values and beliefs, 
and feel accepted and appreciated. That kind of inclusive environment is a base for innovation 
and personal and collective flourishment. Having common values brings the team closer 
together and mimics a family environment, where the devotion and bonds are stronger. That 
plus the common purpose serve as an anchor in times of conflict, reminding us of what unites 
the team members rather than what separates them. The purpose could be specific to the team 
but also needs to resonate with the overall purpose of the organization. 

Only selecting team members who align with the teams and organizations’ purpose may limit 
diversity in thinking and critical perspectives, thereby keeping obstacles to impartiality and 
influence alive by hindering people with varying value sets to enter the team. On the other hand, 
Regenerative Leaders actively seek out team members from diverse backgrounds and cultures, 
particularly from underrepresented parts of society. They are actively aiming to be impartial 
and support those people to influence the team process and the wider society. To which extent 
the overall diversity approaches of Regenerative Leaders create or lessen structural obstacles to 
influence and impartiality cannot be measured with the qualitative approach of this research. 
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A Regenerative Leader is giving freedom to their team, respecting everyone's opinion and 
considering them all connected, no separation despite the roles they are taking. It is a culture of 
trust that holds the team together and works as a foundation for creating a common meaning. 
The collective process is framed by a set of principles and values that guide the team and at the 
same time unites them around this explicitly agreed on level of mutual understanding. Team 
members listen to each other and the leader - to them with love and empathy, as that is a 
universal language – it increases the understanding and enhances the effectiveness of 
collaboration. 

Regeneration is about creation and enhancement of life – it is accelerating all the uplifting traits 
of relations between the living beings and it is in great support of their collaboration. The 
invisible thread that is connecting all of them is consciousness – an intangible construct of life, 
a concept of mindful attraction and meaningful growth. 

Overall, Regenerative Leaders reduce structural obstacles to influence, competence, 
impartiality and meaning-making in particular by strengthening the elements of complex 
adaptive social systems. Their actions aim to support team members’ well-being, contributing 
to decrease structural obstacles to (mental) health. 

5.3. Regenerative and personal approaches to team 
collaboration and Social Sustainability  

The holistic nature of the Regenerative approach is one of the reasons enhancing team 
collaboration and achieving Social sustainability are closely related, as a common goal - taking 
care of individuals and collective, organization, society and environment simultaneously, as 
regenerative sustainability “sees humans and the rest of life as one autopoietic system in which 
developmental change processes manifest the unique essence and potential of each place or 
community” (Gibbons 2020, 3). In the following section we are discussing how the practices 
chosen by the interviewed Regenerative leaders are helping both team collaboration and 
transition to a sustainable society. 

The interviewed Regenerative Leaders have mentioned a variety of broad concepts that 
influence their leadership of their teams. While the concepts are too vague and too contested 
for assessing how they contribute to team collaboration and Social Sustainability, we still want 
to acknowledge them as those (rather surprising) convictions, because they guide the 
interviewees in their actions. Some of those approaches originate in Regenerative Leadership 
theory, others are personal beliefs of the leaders. Using time in nature and the way natural 
systems are organized as sources for inspiration, are key elements in Regenerative Leadership 
theory that guide many of the interviewees. For example, one of the interviewees uses role 
allocation in beehives as an inspiration for cross-sector collaboration in municipal contexts. 
Many of the leaders believe everything is connected, some understand this physically as in the 
Regenerative Leadership theory, others have a more spiritual understanding. Surprisingly many 
leaders spoke about their spiritual beliefs about raising consciousness in and beyond their teams, 
the importance of personal development of the leader as a role model to bring love into the 
world. While in the regenerative literature it is spoken about consciousness as a mixture of self-
awareness and systemic-awareness (Hutchins and Storm 2019), our interviewees went way 
further as they explained consciousness as cosmos, as the ultimate source of life, from which 
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the evolutionary impulse, referred to as spirituality, arises. The way they expressed their 
convictions could not be tracked down to the regenerative theory, it has shown their deep 
beliefs, their personal mindset that is shaping their regenerative leadership in an individual way. 
We wanted to capture that even if we cannot classify it - this is the uniqueness of their approach. 
Another unique trait was love as part of their leadership. It is not a common practice when we 
checked the literature about Regeneration, and yet most of the interviewees emphasized that as 
key. What we realized by this is that when they refer to love as something you bring to your 
workplace, as a way of interaction with your team, we unfolded it to a set of values that love 
represents - the empathy towards your teammates, the care you give to them, the way you listen 
to them compassionately and with curiosity. All of that is an outcome of being present with 
love, of being a role model and leading the team by example with the love they hold for 
everyone in the team. 

Related to consciousness, many leaders also spoke about using their intuition as a key source 
of information when making decisions. We are unable to examine the impact this preference 
has on team collaboration and decision-making even though we understand there is such. This 
approach is too vague to reason and track, and we cannot say if it is successful or not. However, 
the leaders’ choices are inspired by the values of regenerative Leadership, such as living 
systems design. 

All those things are important to the leaders even if we cannot measure them. Nevertheless, 
they choose to imply them in their leadership, which makes it a unique regenerative leadership 
approach. We wanted to understand which practices leaders employ and how they really engage 
their teams. Those surprising findings added to the overall picture, but did not bring enough 
clarity on the exact application of those beliefs. It seems that the Regeneration field needs some 
more alignment between the leaders and the practices they call regenerative. 

5.4. Limitation and recommendations for further 
research  

The limitations of our research include the small number of leaders who agreed to be 
interviewed, the short time for the interviews, which limited the number of questions to ask, 
and the scope of the research, which focused only on the regenerative leader’s perspective and 
didn’t include the voice of the team members as those who undergo the new regenerative 
practices. As the field is still novel and evolving, the research could not capture long-term 
impacts of regenerative leadership. We acknowledge that the interviewed leaders might be 
biased on the topic, which could limit the amount of gathered data that is showing possible 
negative aspects of the approach. That is why we would like to give recommendations for future 
research, as follows. 

We discovered some areas that deserve a closer look and we believe there is much more to be 
found there. It would be very interesting to observe closely how a particular team is affected by 
the regenerative leadership practices chosen by the respective leader. Conducting interviews 
with both leaders and team members would be beneficial as less biased results could be gathered 
from people who experience regenerative leadership as receivers rather than applicants. 
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Moreover, on-spot observation of the team collaboration and team members’ reactions to the 
regenerative practices could bring more clarity on the application and impacts. The way 
regenerative approaches are perceived is quite interesting from a leadership point of view as it 
could validate the choice of one method over another and help practitioners in their future 
decision-making processes. 

A curious topic is around the consequences and monitoring progress and failure. Leader’s 
attitude towards failure is key for group dynamics and it could be crucial for the performance 
of the team. The choice of consequences for unwanted behavior is also an interesting theritory 
to be explored as it seems to vary with different leadership styles. Process monitoring is a big 
part of a leader's role and observations of it could bring important insights.  

Each of the codes we used to extract key areas from the transcripts are potential themes for 
further exploration - for instance, how Principles of Logic of Life are applied and what impact 
do they have; or how the notion of consciousness/ spirituality is represented in leader’s 
approach and what benefits practically has for the team collaboration.  

Another interesting field for observation is the influence of nature in the team work process and 
the practices (inspired by nature or mimicking nature) the leader chooses to include. Connection 
to nature is an important aspect of the regenerative approach and further investigation on the 
concrete methods and activities used by leaders could be used as a regenerative leader’s guide. 
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6. Conclusion 

Given the urgency of the Global Sustainability Challenge, forms of leadership are needed that 
promote collaboration across sectors, disciplines, backgrounds etc. Collaboration is vital for 
working with sustainability issues as their complexity cannot be met siloed ways of thinking 
and working. The emerging new paradigm of Regenerative Leadership claims to move 
organizations even beyond sustainability by making positive contributions to personal 
development, collectivity and to the wider socio-ecological system. This research investigated 
how the practices of such Regenerative Leaders promote collaboration among their work teams, 
and how those collaborative processes Regenerative Leaders may strategically contribute to 
Social Sustainability. 

We found that Regenerative Leaders engage collaborative processes by shifting power and 
agency away from a centralized leadership and towards the team as a collective. They do that 
by employing various forms of self-organization such as rotational leadership and by 
establishing inclusive decision-making processes. Those kind of approaches have been proven 
to be effective tolls for strengthening the collaboration in teams and for those teams  to 
effectively reach their shared goas (Mathieu et al. 2019, Hayes et al 2022). The leaders actively 
encourage their team members to contribute, listening attentively, observing for their needs so 
that they feel empowered. The leaders’ focus in strengthening collaboration among their team 
members is to build a team culture based on mutual trust, in which people feel comfortable to 
speak openly and vulnerably, aiming to create a sense of belonging in which people are 
intrinsically feel motivated to collaborate. While the leaders attention is on the trust building, 
they put lesser emphasizes on establishing processes to ensure that team members individual 
actions are contributing to the team’s goals, which are particularly needed when anything 
hinders smooth processes, e.g. conflicts between team members. Regenerative Leaders value 
approaches that are rather subjective, for example making decisions based on  intuition. They 
are resolving conflicts by introducing pauses and meditation, not using objective criteria as 
found to be effective by team collaboration research (Hayes et al. 2022). As such approaches 
are highly personal and context-dependent, they can have various of effects on team 
collaboration. 

Being driven by the purpose to contribute to regenerative sustainability, Regenerative Leaders 
create a team in which people’s individual values and goals align with that of the organization. 
In this way, teams led by Regenerative Leaders can provide spaces for meaning-making as a 
group. Only selecting team members based on shared values, might reduce the diversity of 
values and perspectives in the team. This could be an example of partial treatment, reducing the 
influence of those people. On the other hand, leaders actively create diverse teams, by involving 
people from different and even disadvantaged backgrounds. Overall, the activities of 
Regenerative Leaders in engaging their teams strengthen all elements of the adaptive capacity 
in social systems and thereby contributing to Social Sustainability. Particularly with their focus 
on mutual trust they build a culture in support of the mental health and wellbeing of team 
members, in which failure is spoken honestly about – allowing team members to acquire 
competencies learning from this. members can acquire competencies. This culture of trust in 
turn enhances the functioning of flat hierarchies and inclusive decision-making. As it makes 
team members less dependent on a central leading person, it allows the team to build common 
meaning which reduces obstacles to the team members influence and to meaning-making in  
the same time. 
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There is no standard which of the Regenerative Leadership perspectives the interviewed leaders 
apply, e.g. some use biomimetic inspirations from nature when designing team engagement 
processes, others find different aspects more important- reflecting that this field of leadership 
is still new and emergent. However, the leaders applying Regenerative Leadership are a 
population that is strongly guided values not mentioned in the theory. The interviewed leaders 
have a strong appreciation for others and they hold spiritual beliefs about the interconnectedness 
of all life. Those attitudes inform how they engage their teams to collaborate towards 
sustainability. 

Overall, we found that the approaches Regenerative Leaders take to encourage team 
collaboration strengthen all the adaptive capacity in the small social system of their work teams. 
The perspective of the Framework of Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) and of 
Regenerative Leadership can complement each other when advancing Social Sustainability in 
work teams. The FSSD as a scientifically proven framework offers the Sustainability Principles 
as strategic tools for actions, but it purposefully does not include a vision and guidelines for 
interaction, so it can be universally applicable. Regenerative Leadership offers a vision of going 
beyond sustainability by taking actions inspired from natural systems. This vision as well as the 
spiritual beliefs of the leaders can be used as a motivational force. The way Regenerative 
Leaders guide the interaction in their teams towards a shared purpose is a way to effectively put 
the Social Sustainability Principles into practice. 
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8. Appendices 

Appendix 1: 

Interview questions 

●    Could you tell us more about your work? What are the key elements that make your 

organization regenerative and going beyond sustainability? 

●    Could you share about the regenerative methods you apply in your practice and how you 

choose them? What do you find personally useful and impactful?  

●    What kind of practices do you encourage in your team in order to help the regeneration of 

the environment and society? How do you ensure your team has a positive impact? 

●    What kind of changes did you observe in yourself and the team after applying Regenerative 

Leadership? What have you noticed increase and what decrease in your team after applying 

regenerative approaches? 

●    We read about the importance of diversity in Regenerative Leadership. How do you 

implement it when working with a team? By what criteria do you select your team members? 

●    How do you enable team members to grow and develop their personal skills and 

competencies as part of the team/ in favor of the team?  

●    How do you encourage the team members to collaborate in your team, what kind of 

guidelines and rules or lack of rules do you have? 

●    How do you enable mutual understanding in a diverse team (with different skills, 

experience, backgrounds etc.) 

●    What do you do when people in your team are not on the same page, when they don’t agree 

on a particular matter? How do you solve it?  

●    How do you create a shared sense of purpose in the team? How do you boost / encourage 

creativity
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