PHILANTHROPY FOR
THE REAL WORLD

CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW

WE CAN'T “SOLVE” IT

We're in polycrisis, which means there’s no problem/solution fix.
Philanthropy’s own structures and processes were designed to
support dominant systems, not emergent ones. So, there’s both
urgency and potential. Why aren’t we seeing more courageous
moves within philanthropy? To meet this moment, we need to
better organize work on the ground and more effectively flow
funding into it. We have a narrow window of opportunity to do so.

As a funder, how can you be part of a whole system in which it's
inevitable that money will be spent well?

EMBRACING COMPLEXITY

Foundations regularly rethink their “strategic plan” — often with
mechanistic, linear assumptions of control, limited vision, and a
vague awareness that their investments and philanthropic practices
shouldn’t be canceling each other out. And somehow we came

to believe that abstracted description — theories, frameworks,
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models — is a higher form of knowledge. But abstraction is simply
a calculated, and often misleading, simplification of a far more
complex reality that we can no longer afford to ignore.

=

Our blind spot is that we continue to look at our local and global
challenges as a “human” problem to which we can find a human
“solution.” The insights and knowledge we really need are found
in right relationship with the land — in the Indigenous sense of all
living entities on a living planet, in the context of lifetimes across
generations. If philanthropy oriented itself to relationship with the
land first, and living systems as a teacher, what might that strategic
plan look like?

RIGHT RELATIONSHIP

This isn't about prioritizing “the environment.” This is about your
relationship with the living systems into which you were born, on
which you depend, and of which you're a part. It goes beyond
funding food banks, for example, to funding our relationship
with the plants that provide us with food — and through that
relationship we are invited into the whole system that seems so
elusive when we simply focus on “food security.” When we're
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https://www.legacyproject.org/7gen/Polycrisis.pdf
https://www.legacyproject.org/7gen/GlobalMoment.pdf
https://www.bioregionalearth.org/blog/philanthropy-for-the-real-world#metaphors
https://www.bioregionalearth.org/blog/philanthropy-for-the-real-world#answers
https://www.bioregionalearth.org/blog/philanthropy-for-the-real-world#land

THE POTENTIAL OF A LIVING FLOWS APPROACH

CURRENT FUNDING STORY

Problem/solution framing
(fixing mindset)

Linear and static (inert)

Abstract theory

Human-focused

Institutional roles (e.g. funder, grantee)
Projects with singular impacts

Steps and outcomes

Learning separated and reduced
(usually in a report at the end)

Local, regional, national

Western scientific
(what can be seen and measured)

Return on Investment (ROI)
(fiscal priority, ensure money well spent)

Horizon 1, sometimes Horizon 2

#CHANGETHESTORY

Whole-system, ecopsychosocial wellbeing
(healing mindset)

Swirling and dynamic (alive)

Grounded in real world

Life-centered, Earth primacy

Right relationship (land, self, others)

Action ecosystems that multiply effectiveness
Enabling conditions/interactions and monitoring

Learning in process and transcontextual
(what? so what? now what?)

Bioregional, robust local action fractally scale-linked

Knowledge systems and worldviews interaction
(i.e. Western science and Indigenous knowledge)

Return of Legacy (ROL)
(multicapital flows, inevitable that money well spent)

Horizon 3 (7-Generation)
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in right relationship with the land, we learn how to be in right
relationship with ourselves and each other as an interconnected
whole. #ChangeTheStory.

LIVING FLOWS

A Living Flows approach is about creating scale-linked learning,
action, and funding ecosystems. Living Flows enables robust
translocal action — social and ecological regeneration — in the
context of a strategic large-scale framework, letting life do its thing
in complexity and emergence.

We need a grounded, whole-system approach that moves
beyond disconnected thematic priorities and isolated projects.
You can’t look at economy or education or environment or food
security or social equity separately. The bioregion is the smallest

actionable scale, because it maintains whole-system integrity

for ecopsychosocial wellbeing. It's the most powerful scale that
interconnects people, communities, and all life on our planet. The
bioregion is a concrete, real-world pathway (geography) toward
right story (a shift in consciousness).

STEPPING OUTSIDE THE SYSTEM

Humanity lives within two interlinked systems: the biosphere and
global civilization. Together, they are the life support system for
all humans. But now, the structure of our global civilization is
undermining the living systems upon which it depends.

Philanthropists are the only ones who can take money from the
system and step outside of the system in service to life — because
they do not need returns. Living Flows is a philanthropy-first
approach. Philanthropists can enable a shift from ROI to ROL,
Return of Legacy. The living world is indispensable to the economy,
but not inherently investable at scale. Until we confront this fact
honestly, we'll get nowhere. Remember that money isn't a hard
asset, just a floating promise. It may be worth nothing tomorrow,
as the global financial system becomes increasingly unstable. In this
moment, it makes sense to do something worthy with your money
— while it’s still worth something.

EXPLORE THE DEEP DIVE

The Philanthropy for the Real World deep dive starts with
a pragmatic look at the global moment. We discuss how
philanthropy is looking for answers in all the wrong places and that
we need to go beyond metaphors and models. We can’t expect
to find answers in limited humans, but we can find insights in
the land. If we rethink structure and flows, philanthropy can be
a keystone actor. It's about doing the right thing. The MacKenzie
Scott Effect takes us to the bottom line.
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