
  

Sustainability requires contextualization within thresholds – that’s what sustainability is all about!
Allen White, Co-Founder, Global Reporting Initiative

We are destroying biodiversity, the very characteristic that until recently enabled the natural world to 
flourish so abundantly. If we continue this damage, whole ecosystems will collapse. That is now a real 

risk.
David Attenborough, Foreword, The Dasgupta Review, February 2021

Introduction

Biodiversity loss – one of the nine Planetary Boundaries associated with tipping point thresholds 
– continues to rise as a top priority issue for corporations and investors, yet currently, there exists 
no metric that assesses company performance on biodiversity in the context of these thresholds.  
Until now. 

Enter the Center for Sustainable Organizations (CSO) and Manomet, who introduce the world’s 
first context-based biodiversity metric for use by companies and investors: the Biodiversity 
Performance Index (BPI). CSO and Manomet, working together with r3.0, are now launching a 
Pilot Project to further develop, test, and refine the BPI prototype, a composite of 10 biodiversity-
related indicators that measure organization-level performance in relation to ecological 
thresholds. 

https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries.html


We invite you to participate in this Pilot Project, to get a head start on managing your impacts on 
biodiversity loss commensurate with the systemic and existential risks it poses. 

Background

Ever since 2002, when the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) introduced the Sustainability Context 
Principle in the second generation of its Sustainability Reporting Guidelines, companies have 
been expected to report on “the performance of the organisation in the context of the limits and 
demands placed on economic, environmental, or social resources at a macro-level.” In other 
words, companies need to assess their impacts in the context of sustainability thresholds 
(ecological ceilings and social foundations), as crossing these thresholds creates risk of adverse 
tipping points of irreversible changes to vital systems. However, reporters have been slow to take 
up this directive – a failure that has only served to accelerate the aggregation of risks from the 
systemic to the existential level. “We don’t have decades to get serious about Context in light of 
the ecological and social perils that lie ahead,” said GRI Co-Founder Allen White almost a decade 
ago. “I think the time for procrastination has passed; the time for assertive movement is upon us.”

Biodiversity is currently emerging as a top priority issue for policymakers as well as corporations 
and investors. The Dasgupta Review released earlier this year asserts the intersection between 
biodiversity loss and financial risk. The Planetary Boundaries framework, first introduced in 2009 
by scientists at the Stockholm Resilience Centre and colleagues, identified biodiversity as one of 
nine ecological thresholds associated with tipping points “into undesirable states.” While 
companies and investors have made first steps toward measuring their impacts on biodiversity 
(in order to mitigate them), there exist no metrics available to companies or investors to measure 
biodiversity impacts in relation to thresholds.

Figure 1: Planetary Boundaries

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/GRIguidelines.pdf
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(17)30028-1/fulltext
https://www.carbonbrief.org/explainer-nine-tipping-points-that-could-be-triggered-by-climate-change
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959652615019204
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/final-report-the-economics-of-biodiversity-the-dasgupta-review
https://www.nature.com/articles/461472a


Opportunity

The Center for Sustainable Organizations (CSO) and Manomet developed the Biodiversity 
Performance Index (BPI) as a prototype for Cabot Creamery Cooperative, a longtime pioneer of 
context-based metrics. CSO and Manomet, who first described this prototype in an April 2021 
White Paper, are now collaborating with r3.0 to launch a Pilot Project to continue to evolve the 
BPI. The BPI Pilot Project runs parallel to the UNRISD Sustainable Development Performance 
Indicators (SDPI) Pilot Project that r3.0 is managing and CSO is supporting. The lack of a 
biodiversity indicator in the SDPI set created initial demand for the BPI Pilot Project.

In the BPI Pilot Project, participants will collaborate with CSO and Manomet to further develop 
and test the Biodiversity Performance Index by applying the 10 sub-indicators, some of which 
draw upon impact-level data that companies already track. Some of these metrics have already 
been developed in context-based forms, most notably the Water (Quantity) and Climate System 
metrics. The other eight, however, are newly conceived and have not yet been specified or 
operationalized in any (context-based) way. See the graphic below for the Areas (and Sub-Areas) 
of Impact as well as their Context-Based Metrics.

 Figure 2: The Biodiversity Performance Indicator (BPI)
(with sample data/scores included)

https://www.sustainableorganizations.org/Biodiversity-Performance-Index.pdf
https://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BB128/(httpProjects)/B2A0A8A40BE9308CC12583350053ACDF?OpenDocument
https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/UNRISD-r3-SDPI-Brochure-Final.pdf


Benefits

A number of benefits from participation in this project will accrue to participants, as outlined 
below: 

 Global Reputation Enhancement
o Partner in a ground-breaking initiative on the first-ever context-based biodiversity 

metric.
 Real-World Performance Measurement

o Assess your performance against real-world limits 
 Mitigate Enterprise, Portfolio, Systemic & Existential Risk 

o Biodiversity risks impact across scales that mitigation efforts must attend to 
 Additive

o Build on existing impact indicators you already employ
 Transcends “Convergence” Cacophony

o While standard setters clamour about “convergence” around incrementalism, 
these indicators are tethered to external reality

 Safe Learning Space 
o Collaborate on a pre-competitive basis with a cohort of fellow pioneers piloting 

the indicators, enabling group learning, while performance results remain 
confidential; the data – and associated decision on whether to publicly disclose 
the data – belongs exclusively to you. Results will only be reported in aggregate.

 Bang-for-Buck & Avoided Opportunity Costs
o Strong return on modest investment that avoids the opportunity costs of investing 

in incremental approaches that offer partial solutions – investing in full solutions 
is clearly more cost-effective.

Logistics

The Pilot Project entails a multi-month process of further developing and testing the BPI – 
specifically by co-creating and inputting impact-level data in the composite indicators. 
Organizations that choose to participate with us on this project will be contributing to the 
development of context-based metrics for the eight sub-areas of impact (AoIs) shown in the BPI 
that have not yet been developed. This will include working with the project’s leadership team 
to help propose, specify, test, evaluate and refine specific context-based metrics in each case.

Participating organizations, however, will not be expected to participate in the co-development 
of all eight not-yet-developed metrics. Instead, each organization will be given an opportunity to 
join in the development of only one, two or three as they see fit, presumably by giving preference 
to AoIs that correspond to their own business interests and operations – or perhaps to those of 
their customers, suppliers, portfolio holdings, or others.  It is very important that these affinities 
and/or assignments be mapped out in the Phase One of this Project (see Figure 3).



Figure 3: Indicator Affinities/Assignments for Project Participants

Our goal, then, is to have all participants and their respective indicator affinity assignments 
identified in Phase One. From that point forward, our work in Phase Two will be organized in the 
form of threads or tracks, one for each of the ten indicator areas/metrics. In broad terms, the 
work to be done in each such track will progress as follows:

Phase Two

 Stage 1: Research AoIs, including metrics/indicators previously developed by others
 Stage 2: Formulate proposed context-based metric, including associated sustainability 

norms, standards or thresholds (and dataset sources for each)
 Stage 3: Test proposed metrics within participating organizations
 Stage 4: Evaluate/document results of tests
 Stage 5: Revise/refine proposed metrics and re-test as needed
 Stage 6: Create final documentation for proposed metrics

The project’s leadership team also fully expects that the ten AoIs initially identified in the BPI 
shown in Table 1 may themselves be revised during the course of this project, in which case the 
metrics proposed and then tested will also evolve.  All such changes will simply be accommodated 
as our work unfolds, with the composition of the BPI itself and the participating organizations’ 
assignments to be modified in turn as needed.

BPI developers Mark McElroy of CSO and Andy Whitman of Manomet will provide technical 
support throughout, and Bill Baue and Ralph Thurm of r3.0 will provide project management 
support. 

Investment 

Pilot Project participants will pay a fee of $15k.



Contacts:

Please let us know of your interest to participate! We are open to answering any additional 
questions you may have. 

Bill Baue | Senior Director at r3.0 | b.baue@r3-0.org 

Mark McElroy | Founding Director at CSO | mmcelroy@vermontel.net 

Ralph Thurm | Managing Director at r3.0 | r.thurm@r3-0.org  

Andy Whitman | Senior Director of Applied Science at Manomet | awhitman@manomet.org 

About 

Center for Sustainable Organizations

The Center for Sustainable Organizations (CSO) is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization created in 
2004 by its founder and Executive Director, Mark W. McElroy, PhD. Its purpose is to conduct 
research, development, training and consulting for, and with, companies around the world 
interested in improving the sustainability performance of their operations.

What differentiates CSO from others in the field is its strong commitment to an approach for 
corporate sustainability measurement, management and reporting that is context-based (i.e., 
that interprets sustainability performance in terms of impacts on vital capitals relative to 
organization-specific norms, standards or thresholds for what such impacts would have to be in 
order to be sustainable).  Indeed, Context-Based Sustainability (CBS) was created at CSO. It 
comprises our core theory of change.

CSO’s founder and Executive Director, Mark W. McElroy, PhD, is also board chair emeritus of the 
Donella Meadows Institute, now part of the Academy for Systems Change, and formerly led the 
Center for Sustainability Performance at Deloitte Consulting in Boston. Dr. McElroy is also 
affiliated with the University of Groningen in The Netherlands, where he developed CBS and the 
Social Footprint Method as the subject of his doctoral dissertation in 2008.

Manomet 

Manomet uses science and collaboration to strengthen flyways, coastal ecosystems, working 
lands and seas across the Western Hemisphere. For over 50 years, we have formed vital 
partnerships with landowners, companies, producers, policy makers, researchers, and educators 
to help nature and local communities thrive. From the north slope of Alaska to the southern tip 

mailto:b.baue@r3-0.org
mailto:mmcelroy@vermontel.net
mailto:r.thurm@r3-0.org
mailto:awhitman@manomet.org
https://www.sustainableorganizations.org/
https://www.manomet.org/


of Argentina, our staff and scientists look for high-impact opportunities to make our world a more 
resilient place. 

Andrew Whitman is Senior Director of Applied Science at Manomet. He is developer of a dozen 
sustainability frameworks and indicators that address biodiversity including the Leading Harvest 
Farmland Management Standard 2020, the Vital Capital Index for Dairy Agriculture, and the 
Forest Biodiversity Scorecard for managed forests. His work concentrates on environmental 
stewardship and sustainability of working lands and seas across the Western Hemisphere.

r3.0

r3.0 promotes Redesign for Resilience and Regeneration. As a global common good not-for-profit 
platform, r3.0 crowdsources open recommendations for necessary transformations across 
diverse fields and sectors, in response to the ecological and social collapses humanity is 
experiencing, in order to achieve a thriving, regenerative and distributive economy and society.

r3.0 aligns its level of ambition not to ideology, but to the transformation needs dictated by 
science and ethics. r3.0 is a non-profit initiative, independent from standard setters and 
regulators and focused on a holistic view to system change. We achieve our objectives through a 
global network of 6,000+ individuals who pursue constructive engagement with influential actors 
as a means of activating the necessary shifts.

Bill Baue, Senior Director at r3.0, is an internationally recognized expert on Thriveability, 
Sustainability Context, and Online Stakeholder Engagement. Bill designs systemic transformation 
at global, company, and community levels. A serial entrepreneur, he’s co-founder of a number 
of companies and initiatives: ThriveAbility Foundation, Sustainability Context Group, Convetit 
and Sea Change Radio. He works with organizations across the sustainability ecosystem, including 
AccountAbility, Audubon, Ceres, GE, Global Compact, Harvard, UNCTAD, UNEP, Walmart, and 
Worldwatch Institute.

Ralph Thurm, as Managing Director of r3.0, is one of the leading international experts for 
sustainable innovation and strategy as well as sustainability and integrated reporting. He is co-
initiator, content curator and facilitator of the r3.0 Platform, worked as Director of Engagement 
for GISR and co-founder of the ThriveAbility Foundation. Earlier, Ralph Thurm held positions as 
Head of the Sustainability Strategy Council at Siemens, COO of the Global Reporting Initiative and 
Director of Sustainability & Innovation at Deloitte. Ralph was involved in the development of all 
four generations of the GRI Guidelines. Furthermore Ralph works in and supports many networks 
for sustainable innovation as a valued partner and is a member of various Boards and Juries. His 
blog A|HEAD|ahead is a respected source and input for many international discussions.

https://www.r3-0.org/

