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Introduction
In 2000, I collaborated on a campaign aimed at preventing over a hundred New York City community gardens from being destroyed. At the height of the campaign, just as I was planning to email invitations to an outreach and fund-raising event, a proactive friend and environmentalist from the community garden movement questioned me about using the word “invitation.” He said that people shouldn’t need an invitation to do something good for the planet. They should just come.
He’s right in some ways. No one needs an invitation to do something good for the planet, to join a movement, and I too used to think people should be rushing to participate in ensuring a living future for all life. However, as a result of my years of being active in people and planet care work, doing what I could to live in ways that might contribute to a future for the next generations of humans and all other species on Earth, I have come to feel that issuing an invitation is necessary. Yes, some people will come to events of their own volition—and at the time of writing, more do so everyday—but not enough, and not fast enough.
Whether it’s in the hustle and bustle of New York City or the peace and quiet of the Findhorn ecovillage in Scotland, it’s more often than not the same handful of people who step up and lean in to do what it takes to contribute to a thriving future. If we’re really going to make that future possible, more people need to join in. I’m glad you’re here, and I hope you will join us. This book, Life Design for Women, is an invitation to join the movement to act for life on Earth through “regenerative living and leading.”
We are living with a confluence of crisis points that affect us all. We may think we can hole up in our homes and get on with our lives, keeping everything that is unpleasant from affecting or harming us. It is inevitable, however, that in some way or other, the crisis will arrive at our doorstep.
The impact of the 2008 financial crisis was systemic, so even if you didn’t take out a faulty loan, you might have been personally affected by it, perhaps losing your home, your job, or your retirement fund. I have a friend who retired from teaching in public school in 2006. She had worked all her life and paid into her pension plan, but when the financial crisis hit, she lost half of her retirement fund. The economic system is broken. It only works for a few, usually those who already have some kind of privilege to begin with. It doesn’t work for the majority of people on the planet—and it’s not working for the planet, either.
Our health is also being affected. More and more people are feeling socially isolated and suffering from mental health challenges such as anxiety and depression. While there are tremendous advances in the health sector, well-funded research and innovation still haven’t stopped the advance of cancer. The majority of the population in most Western countries is over 55, and the health and care systems are stretched thin, as more people find themselves living with conditions such as dementia and diabetes.
At long last, we are beginning to acknowledge that our material and financial success is the cause of environmental collapse, as evidenced by the speed with which species are dying out, our discovery that microplastics can now be found in the deepest parts of Earth’s oceans, and learning that industrial-scale farming used to grow our food is polluting our waterways and depleting soil fertility.
The environmental catastrophe that is finally capturing our attention is climate change, which is happening so fast that even scientists on the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) can’t keep up with all of the events pushing up global temperatures—something that should alarm us all.
The climate change we are currently experiencing is mainly caused by human industrial activities. These activities emit greenhouse gases that cause Earth’s overall temperature to rise. A rise in temperature of only a few degrees has led to environmental and human catastrophe. Villages, towns, and cities all over the world are being devastated by floods, hurricanes, tornadoes, landslides, and fires, all of which can be linked to changes in Earth’s temperature. In some areas, whole villages or regional populations are being displaced from their homes and land. This adds to the refugee crisis, as people migrate from their homelands in the hope of finding a place to live.
These are just a few of the distressing issues we face. I’m sure you can come up with others. You may have been personally impacted. It’s a lot to take in. No wonder many people have been turning away from it rather than responding. It’s so overwhelming that it’s hard to know where to begin. What would be a useful and meaningful response?
While life on Earth as we know it is being decimated through human activities, the planet will continue to evolve in some form long after we’re gone. Right now, what is happening is that we humans are busy destroying the delicately balanced living environment that makes life, including human life, possible. Earth is a unique, rare habitat in which we thrive, along with all the plants and animals. There is no other known planet in our solar system so perfectly set up for human life. It is we humans who need to be saved. We need to be saved from ourselves, so that future generations of life on Earth have a chance to live. Rather than turning our backs and saying that it’s not our problem, the fact that these crises exist demonstrates that we are all being asked to engage in radical and mutually beneficial change.
Fortunately, people are engaging, particularly with the reality of the long-term impact of rising temperatures on the planet.
In 2018, Swedish school student Greta Thunberg staged the first school strike for the climate. She skipped school and stood outside the Swedish parliament building, demanding that the Swedish government honor its commitment to the United Nations 2015 Paris Agreement and take action to reduce carbon emissions. Her actions catalyzed the international #ClimateStrike movement, which has seen thousands of school students all around the world walk out of school on Friday mornings, demanding that their governments take rapid action to reduce the emissions of greenhouse gases.
“I want you to panic, and I want you to feel the fear I feel every day,” Greta told the global elite who were attending their annual World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland in January 2019.
Another movement that surged to prominence in the UK in 2018 and went global is Extinction Rebellion, or XR. As part of Extinction Rebellion, people of all ages around the world are using creative forms of protest, including nonviolent civil disobedience, to bring attention to the planetary ecocide that is currently occurring. They are so concerned about what’s happening to the planet that they’re willing to be arrested as a way to gain media attention and make more of us aware of the need to take action.
In April 2019, more than one thousand people were arrested in London over several weeks of ongoing nonviolent civil disobedience. The activists’ work put climate change at the top of the media agenda every day. Finally, people were engaging with the issue. Even an early morning money program on BBC radio had climate change as its primary topic every day that week.
Regenerative Living and Leading, and the Life Design process described in this book, is not about getting arrested or going on strike. It is about identifying the ways in which your lifestyle perpetuates degenerative planetary destruction and transforming it through strategic, radical changes to a lifestyle in which you make a life-affirming, regenerative contribution through your daily choices and actions. Getting arrested or going on strike may emerge as an action you will take as a result of your personal Life Design process, but you can also participate powerfully from the comfort of your own home.
I have heard women say, “I don’t know where to begin.”
Life Design for Women is a response to this confusion. We begin with ourselves; we then work together to make changes on a local and community level and campaign at the national level, using the power of our government to introduce legislation requiring that corporations rapidly transition to regenerative, life-supporting practices in their business models.
If you just want to focus on the positive, bright side of life, this book is not for you. There will be a bright side, certainly, but before you get there, you will have to be willing to dig deep, look at the ugly parts of your life, transform those parts you’ve pushed away, and integrate what you discover into a way of living you consciously choose.
I originally conceived of the Life Design process as an annual goal-setting workbook. I wanted to provide women with a goal-setting structure in which they could define what success looked like to them and include the planet in those goals. It became clear, though, that I needed to provide more context, including my belief that we need to change the way we set our goals, and also to clarify the design process. Life Design for Women is what emerged.
I wrote for my peers: women in their forties into their sixties, who are at a stage in their life in which they have time to reflect and chart a more meaningful course. For these women, this time has opened up perhaps because they are established in their career, they have a stable home life, or their children (if they had them) are grown to a point that they are no longer relying on Mom. For many women in this age range, it’s also the time when we go through menopause, so the energy our bodies used to maintain the monthly cycle of activating an egg for fertilization can now be consciously directed in other creative ways.
During the writing process, however, I met younger women who, when they heard what I was doing, said: “I want to read that!” If you are reading this book and haven’t yet made decisions about starting a family, you will find that there are a few things missing, mainly the part about having children and being a mother. The Life Design process will still be of value to you, and by encouraging you to explore other areas of your life deeply, may usefully contribute to your decisions about having children and motherhood.
My intention with the Life Design process is not to give you the answers; it’s to encourage you to think, reflect, and explore your way into your life, for yourself. Life Design simply gives prompts and signposts for directions you might take.
This is an invitation to embark on the journey of a lifetime—a journey in conscious personal transformation for the sake of all life on Earth, a journey in which you design your life, design for life, and design with Life.
The Journey
When embarking on any journey, it is helpful to know a bit about the path you’ll be walking. Your unique details will emerge as you explore your life. This book is organized in a particular order; however, if there’s an area of your life you feel drawn to work on, start there. Before you enter the Life Design process in Part 3, the following sections provide a context for you to consider as you design change into your life.
PART 1, “IN THE BEGINNING,” is essential reading and foundational to the Life Design process. It’s the framing that makes Life Design for Women truly a design for all life. Without understanding that there’s a dominant worldview that perpetuates a default way of living and meeting our needs and that dictates to us what we should value, we might as well be working with a business-as-usual process. In this part, I also highlight a few reasons as to why now is the time for women to step forward and lead, and I provide some useful models we can work with as we embark on the process of deep adaptation.
IN PART 2, “GATHERING TOOLS,” I explore the purpose of 
Life Design and introduce you to the Life Design process of OREDA –Observe, Reflect, Envision, Define, and Act. I also offer 10 tools in Chapter 7 to assist you on your path. They include things to be aware of or attitudes you might want to adopt as well as two tools you will use in the designing process. Adopting just one of them will have a beneficial impact.
PART 3, “LIFE DESIGN: DIVING INTO YOUR DOMAINS,” is the 
heart of the book, where, using OREDA, you explore your life and identify the life-affirming changes you want to make.
At the end of the book, you’ll find three powerful exercises in 
Resources and a bibliography listing books, websites, and videos to support your 
Life Design process and ongoing learning.



[image: image]

[image: image]


CHAPTER 1
Context Matters
Let’s begin with our context. If we’re going to make changes in our lives, it’s important for us to recognize the context we live in. We need to take a broader view. There are reasons it’s difficult to make changes, and it’s not all to do with having the motivation or not. Some of it has to do with the context we live in.
Our human-designed systems, which are intended to meet our needs and wants for living, are in conflict with the way nature needs to operate to provide our fundamental life-support systems. Our wasteful lifestyles are destroying nature’s systems. We can make personal and individual life-benefitting decisions in our behavior, but they can be difficult to maintain because the context we’re living in is set up in a way that perpetuates the destruction of nature. An underlying worldview that plays a role in our constantly defaulting to this destructive behavior is the assumption that the only way for humans to prosper is through economic growth.
A worldview is a particular human-formed philosophy or way of seeing the world. Our worldviews fuel our values, which are in turn made visible through the choices we make, the actions we take, and the events in which we engage or are exposed to. Our worldviews shape the physical world around us, and they shape us. In a single day, we are exposed to a wide range of worldviews, and we may participate, consciously or unconsciously, in perpetuating and cultivating one or more of them. Worldviews are formed through our experiences with our immediate environment, from which our traditions, ways of doing things, belief systems, and language developed. There are innumerable worldviews in the world, making up the rich tapestry of cultures we see around us today.
What’s challenging about worldviews is that we grow up within them, so it’s hard to understand that we are living within a specific worldview and that there are other ways to live. Like goldfish swimming in a fish bowl, we are unaware of the water and the bowl, as we don’t have any other experience to compare our current experience with. We first encounter worldviews through our parents and family, and the society we grow up in, our school and community groups, including religious ones, and the media. Because everyone around us lives in this same way, the worldview remains unseen and unquestioned.
Since the end of the Second World War, the economic growth worldview has spread globally and has eclipsed other local worldviews that inform local, traditional cultures. In this worldview, the way national wealth is measured, how we are doing as a country, is measured by gross domestic product, or GDP. GDP is the amount of goods and services that are sold over a period of time, quarterly or annually for example. From this perspective, the more goods and services are sold, the better off we are. GDP as an indicator doesn’t count the impact that producing the goods or providing the services has on the environment or the humans involved. Missing from this indicator is the well-being of the people and the planet.
This worldview is limited to only valuing life in economic terms, conflating true wealth with material and financial wealth. It assumes that once we have all our material and financial needs met, we will have well-being and will be happy. There is more to this, however, than having money and things. Yes, both are important, but not at the expense of essentials for well-being, like having clean air to breathe and fresh water to drink, time to enjoy being with our loved ones or to develop new skills.
The Benefits of the Economic Growth Worldview
People living in countries like the United States of America, Canada, Australia and in Europe have enjoyed the results of this worldview for decades: enhanced material wealth and quality of life. Now, in other parts of the world, as developing countries also embrace this economic worldview as well, the people living there begin to experience the benefits of it.
We have the convenience of turning on the tap for a constant supply of fresh water rather than having to walk miles to the nearest well and then carry a heavy water pitcher home on our heads. As the sun sets, with the flick of a switch our rooms are bathed in electric light, and without a second thought we are able to use all our gadgets, computers, hair dryers, and toasters. Our homes are built to provide good shelter, and we can regulate the temperature, prepare and eat food, and sleep comfortably and securely.
We can own or rent transport, a car or three, and there are private and public transport companies that provide bus, train, and airplane travel services. We have leisure time for self-discovery and relaxation. In some countries, when we pay taxes, in return we have access to education, healthcare, and our waste is collected and disposed of in a way that we don’t even have to see, let alone wade through it. Generally, our health has improved, with longer life expectancy supported by surgery and medicines.
While, in part, the proponents of the economic growth worldview had the noble intention of improving the quality of life for people, what they did not consider was the impact on the natural environment. We are now operating within a worldview that economic thinkers conceived and developed at a time when there was no understanding that we live on a finite planet, and that nature and time have a deep, long-standing relationship, which brought about the abundance our ancestors once experienced.
This worldview saw the clean air, fresh water, abundantly fertile soils, vast mineral and precious metal deposits, and old forests as endless resources that could be used for material and financial gain without the need to restore or replenish them. There was no awareness of the detrimental impact the rapacious practice of continually taking from Earth’s natural systems, without giving back, would have. By the time people did start to recognize the problems involved, this worldview had already taken hold, and so many people were benefiting from it that the long-term environmental impacts were overlooked, and often knowingly denied.
In this worldview, maximum financial profit is the primary goal. In order to maximize profit, a company designs its production processes in such a way that natural resources, whether it is the mountain top blown off for the extraction of coal or the river that is polluted by toxic waste, are seen as externalities. Externalities are not included in the cost of bringing the item to market, and can be either positive or negative. A company takes no responsibility for these externalities, especially when they are negative. The negative impact of externalities is borne by nature and by people living in poor neighborhoods or in the world’s developing countries, where they live in a polluted environment or work in life-threatening conditions.
In the case of nature, if companies are chasing financial profit while disregarding the negative impact of the externalities, their production process threatens to destroy the delicately balanced conditions that make life on Earth possible.
A convenient story included in this worldview—one that aids the shirking of responsibility for what happens as a consequence of globalized, industrial production—is that nature is inanimate, a machine from which we can extract the parts with no consequence. This perspective makes it possible to blow the tops off mountains in West Virginia to extract coal, cut down the Amazon rainforest at the rate of a football pitch per second for timber, and confine millions of cows in Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs), feeding them corn, a grain that their bodies cannot naturally digest, to fatten them up quickly for market.
While the system for creating wealth has improved life for many of us, looked at closely you can see that it also has the effect of creating astounding wealth for a small group of people, while many people in the world live in poverty and have become increasingly vulnerable to losing their land and homes due to natural disasters.
Proponents of this worldview use powerful and continuous messages to propel us consciously and unconsciously into perpetuating it. We participate in this unraveling process—either through regularly consuming products and services we often don’t really need or pursuing extreme financial and material wealth in a desperate attempt to create security and safety for ourselves and our family. The message we get is that we have to perpetuate economic growth and shop till we drop in order to live, in order to feel safe.
What is hidden from us is the fact that as we keep consuming and pursuing material and financial wealth in these ways, we destroy all forms of life, and when that happens, we’ve effectively destroyed ourselves. This worldview is way past its sell-by date. We urgently need to throw it out.
We are in a struggle for survival in which the wealth-creating worldview of economic growth, and the actions that stem from it, is pitted against the fact that we need the wealth nature provides for all life on Earth. What is becoming clear is that it is not possible to have material and financial wealth without causing life-threatening damage to the planet and to other people. We can no longer accept that the life-diminishing impacts on the planet and on people working for companies are considered externalities.

Regenerative Worldview
We need a new worldview that recognizes the preciousness of nature and the worth of all people. We need a worldview that puts the design of how we create financial and material wealth within the boundaries of our finite planet. This worldview needs to make the regeneration and stewardship of nature’s life support systems integral to all human ways of living. It needs to value forests and mountains, wildcats and elephants, and women, children, and men—not as resources or workers used to create financial and material wealth for the few but for their own intrinsic worth.
For decades, we have been talking about and trying to work with the idea of meeting human needs in a way that also sustains Earth’s natural systems. Collectively, we haven’t done a very good job of this. The concept of economic growth has continued to drive our actions and as a result many of nature’s systems have collapsed or are collapsing to the point that there are no longer any well-functioning systems to sustain or maintain. We urgently need to evolve our approach and begin immediately designing our lives in a way that supports nature to regenerate.
As Life Designers, if we set our life goals within the same economic growth worldview, we continue to participate in perpetuating the destruction, which is why we need to look deeply into our lives to explore how this economic worldview shapes us and decide whether it works for us or not. We need to look for and create other worldviews that have a broader, more life-sustaining perspective of wealth, ones that include regeneration at the core, and we can start that process with ourselves.
Some environmentalists are uncomfortable with laying the responsibility of what’s happening to the planet at the feet of individuals. It should be the responsibility of the people who created the system, or for policy makers and politicians to put legislation in place that curtails profit-driven corporations from continuing their life-destroying way of doing business.
I think it’s both. We need personal change as well as systemic change. As individuals, we are all active participants in the system . . . in many different systems. If we change ourselves, the system will change. If we all make changes that support nature’s regeneration, even if we don’t personally know the other people who are making similar changes, our changes will add up and have a collective impact. Simultaneously, for those of us fortunate enough to live in some form of democracy, we need to engage our political voice and demand legislation that can have a far-reaching impact on business practices that our personal changes can’t affect.
We need to approach the intertwined crises from multiple directions.
Joanna Macy, deep ecologist and systems thinker, points out that we are at a decision point. We can continue the current path of “business as usual” and along with it, the Great Unraveling, or we can make a conscious choice to turn things around and create the Great Turning. In the Great Turning, there are three ways we can actively participate: we can take actions in defense of life on Earth, actions that transform how we live, and actions that transform our worldview and values. As Life Designers, we are working on all three fronts of the Great Turning.


CHAPTER 2
Models in Support of a Regenerative Approach
Fortunately, we are not alone; some people have been seeking ways to support life on Earth for a long time and are coming up with ways of thinking, frameworks, and models that will help us navigate in this pioneering and uncharted territory.
Below, I highlight a few of these. They may not all seem relevant to your life and Life Design process, and some of them have yet to embrace ideas of regeneration, but as we work on personal transformation and developing a new collective worldview, it is essential that we understand the context within which we are designing and start to gather tools that can help us act for life.
Ecological Literacy
A foundational place to begin is to develop our ecological literacy, or eco-literacy as it is often referred to. Ecological literacy is the understanding of how natural systems function to make life on Earth possible and to apply this to creating regenerative human settlements—villages or towns, for example.
Educator David Orr and physicist Fritjof Capra developed the ideas behind eco-literacy in the 1990s, drawing inspiration from their observations of nature. In the book The Systems View of Life, co-authored by Capra and Pier Luigi Luisi, they write about the need for us to learn “the fundamental facts of life—that one species’ waste is another species’ food; that matter cycles continually through the web of life; that the energy driving the ecological cycles flows from the sun; that diversity assures resilience; that life, from its beginning more than 3 billion years ago, did not take over the planet by combat but by networking.”
I encourage you to explore further these fundamental facts of life so your understanding becomes second nature to you. A good place to begin is by simply observing what occurs in nature.

Sustainable Development Goals
In 2015, the United Nations (UN) published the report Transforming Our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. This document includes 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the purpose of which is to provide internationally recognized goals for development. While I believe we have long passed the option for sustainability and need to move to a regenerative approach—designing ways to meet our human needs while actively supporting nature to regenerate—the UN’s SDGs provide valuable directions for UN member countries to work toward in terms of planning and policy setting. As you read the goals you could replace the word sustainable with regenerative.
What is essential to understand about the UN and the SDGs is that they have emerged out of the economic growth worldview, so while they are useful goals, they don’t go far enough. There is also the tension between the developed and the developing countries of the world. Quite rightly, people living in developing countries want to have the same economic wealth benefits as those of us in developed countries, and they want to see the developed countries pay for the damage they’ve done. The problem is that
	GOAL 1	 	End poverty in all its forms everywhere.
	GOAL 2	 	End hunger, achieve food security and improved 
nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture.
	GOAL 3 	 	Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for 
all at all ages.
	GOAL 4	 	Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all.
	GOAL 5	 	Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.
	GOAL 6	 	Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and 
sanitation for all.
	GOAL 7	 	Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern 
energy for all.
	GOAL 8	 	Promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, 
full and productive employment, and decent work for all.
	GOAL 9	 	Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and 
sustainable industrialization, and foster innovation.
	GOAL 10	 	Reduce inequality within and among countries.
	GOAL 11	 	Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, 
and sustainable.
	GOAL 12	 	Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns.
	GOAL 13	 	Make urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.
	GOAL 14	 	Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine 
resources for sustainable development.
	GOAL 15	 	Protect, restore, and promote sustainable use of terrestrial 
ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and 
reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss.
	GOAL 16	 	Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable, 
and inclusive institutions at all levels.
	GOAL 17	 	Strengthen the means of implementation, and revitalize the 
global partnership for sustainable development.
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