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Is Sustainability “Sustainable”?
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• [S]ustainability reporting draw significant meaning from the larger 
context of how performance at the organisational level affects 
economic, environmental, and social capital formation and 
depletion at a local, regional, or global level. 

• [S]imply reporting on the trend in individual performance (or the 
efficiency of the organisation) leaves open the question of an 
organisation’s contribution to the total amount of these different 
types of capital. 

• [P]lacing performance information in the broader biophysical, 
social, and economic context lies at the heart of sustainability 
reporting. 

• [R]eporting organisations should consider their individual 
performance … in the context of the limits and demands placed on 
economic, environmental, or social resources at a macro-level. 

GRI, Sustainability Reporting Guidelines, G2, 2002

Sustainability Context

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/GRIguidelines.pdf
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https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/GRIguidelines.pdf
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Capitals Disappear from G3
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Capital Theory

CSO, Some Important Works in the Literature on The Capital Theory Basis of Sustainability

https://www.sustainableorganizations.org/Capital-Theory-References.pdf
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Thresholds

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/GRIguidelines.pdf
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Limits & Demands: Thresholds

Stockholm Resilience Centre, Planetary Boundaries Kate Raworth, A Doughnut for  the Anthropocene

https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries.html
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(17)30028-1/fulltext
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Allocations

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/GRIguidelines.pdf
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Allocations
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Performance

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/GRIguidelines.pdf
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Performance Disappears from Universal Standards
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Performance Disappears from Universal Standards

https://www.globalreporting.org/media/0ymfh0xu/gssb-basis-for-conclusions_gri-universal-standards-project.pdf
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Implementation Frameworks: CBS, MCS

About the MultiCapital Scorecard

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Context-Based_Sustainability
https://www.multicapitalscorecard.com/multicapital-scorecard/
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Sustainability Quotient:

    
S = A

N
Numeration

Denomination( )
*On the Carrying Capacities of Vital Capital Resources

Actual Impacts*

Normative Impacts*
Sustainability  =

Sustainability Quotient

https://www.rug.nl/research/portal/files/13147569/DISSERTATION-2.pdf
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Is ESG “Sustainable”?
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ESG ≠ Sustainability
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Incrementalism alone, at the end of 
the day, is insufficient.

ESG does not, by nature, 
carry a true sustainability gene. 

Sustainability requires 
contextualization within 
thresholds. That’s what 
sustainability is
all about.

Yet to this day, 
contextualization 
rarely appears in 
sustainability 
reports.

We need to move beyond incrementalist 
‘numeration’ indicators & add 

‘denomination’ indicators tied to upper 
(ecological ceilings) & lower (social 

foundations) thresholds. 

Allen White
GRI Co-Founder

Sustainability measurement 
without this context is simply not 

sustainability measurement.

https://sustainablebrands.com/read/new-metrics/sustygoals-2-a-dialogue-
with-allen-white-of-gisr-the-godfather-of-sustainability-context-part-2 https://twitter.com/bbaue/status/1135459380420337665 

https://sustainablebrands.com/read/new-metrics/sustygoals-2-a-dialogue-
https://sustainablebrands.com/read/new-metrics/sustygoals-2-a-dialogue-
https://twitter.com/bbaue/status/1135459380420337665
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[S]ustainability indicators should be related to 
carrying capacity or to threshold of danger… 

Tons of nutrient per year released into waterways 
means nothing to people. 

Amount released relative to the amount the waterways 
can absorb without becoming toxic or clogged 

begins to carry a message
– Dana Meadows, 1998

Donella Meadows, Indicators and Information Systems for Sustainable Development

Sustainability Indicators: Thresholds

http://donellameadows.org/wp-content/userfiles/IndicatorsInformation.pdf
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Conflating ESG & Sustainability

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:6861973135445549056?commentUrn=urn
%3Ali%3Acomment%3A%28activity%3A6861973135445549056%2C6862033015267180544%29 

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:6861973135445549056?commentUrn=urn
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:6861973135445549056?commentUrn=urn
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Is Sustainability Reporting 
“Sustainable”?
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Sustainability Context Gap

Data: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959652615019204  Graphic: https://www.unrisd.org/baue 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959652615019204
https://www.unrisd.org/baue
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Financial Materiality



#r3dot0

Double Materiality
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Context-Based Materiality
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Thresholds Inside-Out

No No

No No

Maybe Yes

Sustainability of Susty Reporting Frameworks
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ISSB = I-ESG-SB

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/billbaue_ifrs-foundation-announces-international-sustainability-activity-6861720371087859712-8dV2  

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/billbaue_ifrs-foundation-announces-international-sustainability-activity-6861720371087859712-8dV2
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246 SDG Indicators: Mostly Thresholds-Free

SDG Indicators

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/Global%20Indicator%20Framework%20after%202020%20review_Eng.pdf
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Is Integrated Accounting & 
Reporting “Sustainable”?
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Integrated Reporting is Actually Dis-Integrated

https://www.integratedreporting.org/what-the-tool-for-better-reporting/get-to-grips-with-the-six-capitals/  

https://www.integratedreporting.org/what-the-tool-for-better-reporting/get-to-grips-with-the-six-capitals/
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Commensurability

https://www.sustainableorganizations.org/Non-Financial-GAAP.pdf  

https://www.sustainableorganizations.org/Non-Financial-GAAP.pdf
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Limits of Monetization for Commensurability

http://www.sustainableorganizations.org/Context_Based_Monetization_Curves.pdf  

http://www.sustainableorganizations.org/Context_Based_Monetization_Curves.pdf
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How Do We Make 
Sustainability Sustainable?
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UNRISD “Thresholds of Transformation” Indicators

Tier One: Incrementalist Numeration
Numerator indicators focus on actual impacts, including 
absolute indicator, as well as relative or intensity indicators 
that are non-normative, and therefore incrementalist by 
definition. 

Tier Two: Contextualised Denomination
Denominator indicators contextualise actual impacts against 
normative impacts. Also known as “Context-Based” indicators 
take into account sustainability thresholds in ecological, social, 
and economic systems, as well as allocations of those 
thresholds to organizations and other entities. 

Tier Three: Activating Transformation
Transformative indicators add the element of implementation 
and policy to normative denominator indicators to instantiate 
change within complex adaptive systems. 

33Baue / UNRISD, Compared to What? 2019

http://www.unrisd.org/baue
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Global Thresholds & Allocations Council

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


#r3dot0 35https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/r3-0-White-Paper-1-2020-From-Monocapitalism-to-Multicapitalism.pdf  

Multicapitalism & System Value

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/r3-0-White-Paper-1-2020-From-Monocapitalism-to-Multicapitalism.pdf
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Certified TBL Orgs

https://www.certifiedtbl.com/
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GAAP-NF

https://www.sustainableorganizations.org/Non-Financial-GAAP.pdf
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Thanks!

Bill Baue
Senior Director

r3.0
b.baue@r3-0.org

Mark McElroy
Founder

Center for Sustainable
Organizations

mmcelroy@vermontel.net

mailto:b.baue@r3-0.org
http://mmcelroy@vermontel.net

