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Sustainability Indicators: Carrying Capacity / Thresholds

Donella Meadows Indicators and Information Systems for Sustainable Development 1998

http://donellameadows.org/wp-content/userfiles/IndicatorsInformation.pdf
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Limits to Growth = Sustainability Thresholds (1972)

Donella Meadows et al Limits to Growth 1972 

Carrying Capacity Overshoot & Collapse

http://donellameadows.org/wp-content/userfiles/Limits-to-Growth-digital-scan-version.pdf
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Earth Overshoot (1971) → Phantom Carrying Capacity 

Global Footprint Network; Catton Overshoot 1980

“Phantom carrying capacity means either the 
illusory or the extremely precarious capacity of 
an environment to support a given life form or a 
given way of living. It can be quantitatively 
expressed as that portion of a population that 
cannot be permanently supported when 
temporarily available resources become 
unavailable.” (Catton 1980)

https://monoskop.org/images/9/92/Catton_Jr_William_R_Overshoot_The_Ecological_Basis_of_Revolutionary_Change.pdf
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UN Cocoyoc Declaration: Outer & Inner Limits (1974)  

Ward, Cocoyoc Declaration, UNEP, 1974

It has proved impossible to meet the "inner limit" of satisfying 
fundamental human needs. On the contrary, more people are 
hungry, sick, shelterless and illiterate today than when the 
United Nations was first set up.

At the same time, new and unforeseen concerns have begun to 
darken the international prospects. Environmental degradation 
and the rising pressure on resources raise the question 
whether the "outer limits" of the planet's physical integrity may 
not be at risk.

Barbara Ward, 1974

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/29847/Earth1.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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Ecological Thresholds: Crossing 6 of 9 

Stockholm Resilience Centre Planetary Boundaries

https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries.html
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Social Thresholds: Crossing 12 of 12 

Kate Raworth A Doughnut for the Anthropocene 2017Kate Raworth A Safe & Just Space for Humanity 2012

2012 2017

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(17)30028-1/fulltext
https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/file_attachments/dp-a-safe-and-just-space-for-humanity-130212-en_5.pdf


8Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Sustainability Reporting Guidelines (G2) 2002 

Sustainability Context Principle (GRI 2002)

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/GRIguidelines.pdf
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Sustainability Quotient (Context Based Sustainability)

McElroy Social Footprints 2008

https://www.rug.nl/research/portal/files/13147569/DISSERTATION-2.pdf
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Sustainability Context Gap: Where are the Thresholds? (2017)

Data: Bjorn et al Is Earth Recognized as a finite system in corporate reporting? 2017
Image: Baue Compared to What? 2019

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959652615019204
https://www.unrisd.org/en/library/publications/compared-to-what-a-three-tiered-typology-of-sustainable-development-performance-indicators-from-incr
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SDG Indicators: Only a handful of 231 Contain Thresholds 

United Nations, SDG Indicators

For example: 

1.1.1 Proportion of the population living below 
the international poverty line by sex, age, 
employment status and geographic location 
(urban/rural)

1.2.1 Proportion of population living below the 
national poverty line, by sex and age

6.4.2 Level of water stress: freshwater 
withdrawal as a proportion of available 
freshwater resources

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/Global%20Indicator%20Framework%20after%202020%20review_Eng.pdf
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UNRISD SDPI Project (2018 - 2022) 

UNRISD Sustainable Development Performance Indicators Project

https://www.unrisd.org/en/research/projects/sustainable-development-performance-indicators
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UNRISD Introduces 3-Tiered Typology (2019)

Baue Compared to What? 2019

Tier One: Incrementalist Numeration 
● Numeration indicators focus on actual impacts, which include 

absolute indicators as well as “intensity” indicators that describe 
performance relative to a nonnormative counterpart (such as unit of 
production), and are therefore incrementalist by definition.

Tier Two: Contextualized Denomination 
● Denomination indicators contextualize actual impacts against 

normative impacts. Also known as “Context-Based” indicators, 
denominator indicators take into account sustainability thresholds in 
ecological, social, and economic systems, as well as allocations of 
those thresholds to organizations and other sub-system entities such 
as sectors, portfolios, or bioregional habitats. 

Tier Three: Activating Transformation 
● Transformation indicators add transcontextual elements of 

implementation practices and policies (as well as more ephemeral 
emergence) to normative indicators in order to instantiate sufficient 
change within complex adaptive systems.

https://www.unrisd.org/en/library/publications/compared-to-what-a-three-tiered-typology-of-sustainable-development-performance-indicators-from-incr


14

SDPI Focus on Transformation (2020)

Utting with O’Neil Corporate Sustainability Accounting 2020

https://www.unrisd.org/en/library/publications/corporate-sustainability-accounting-what-can-and-should-corporations-be-doing-full-report
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SDPI Thresholds of Transformation Piloting (2021)

Baue & Thurm Thresholds of Transformation 2022

https://www.unrisd.org/en/library/publications/thresholds-of-transformation-unrisd-sustainable-development-performance-indicators-pilot-testing-syn
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UNRISD Releases SDPI Manual & Platform (2022) 

UNRISD Authentic Sustainability Assessment 2022 Manual | Platform 

https://cdn.unrisd.org/assets/library/reports/2022/manual-sdpi-2022.pdf
https://sdpi.unrisd.org/


Authentic Sustainability Performance Assessment 

17

Authentic Authentic 
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Indicators = Leverage Points

Donella Meadows Indicators and Information Systems 
for Sustainable Development 1998

http://donellameadows.org/wp-content/userfiles/IndicatorsInformation.pdf
http://donellameadows.org/wp-content/userfiles/IndicatorsInformation.pdf
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UNSDPI Scalability: From Leverage Points (1999)... 

Donella Meadows, Leverage Points: Places to Intervene in a System, 1999

https://donellameadows.org/archives/leverage-points-places-to-intervene-in-a-system/


20

UNSDPI Scalability: …to Leverage Vectors (2023 → ) 
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UNSDPI Leverage Vectors: Rating, Ranking & Benchmarking 

“[The current ESG indices] are little more than a game for big for-profit companies” said Ilcheong Yi, UNRISD

Jung-soo Analysis shows big 5 global IT firms have 
long way to go on sustainability 2023

61.9

61.9

59.5

57.1

52.4

“The ‘big five’ companies that have come to 
dominate the global IT market have also generally 
received strong ratings for ESG management, 
which refers to standards for environmental, social 
and governance issues. In short, they’re regarded 
as model ESG companies.

However, an assessment based on the SDPIs 
devised by UNRISD has had markedly different 
results. All five of those companies only score 
50-60 points on sustainability performance [on 
a 100-point scale], placing them squarely in the 
“average” category. 

In short, they have a long way to go before 
achieving true … sustainability.”

https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_business/1112032.html
https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_business/1111721.html
https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_business/1111721.html
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UNSDPI Leverage Vectors: Data Platforms 

Noble Profit 

r3.0 Advocation Partner Noble 
Profit is offering the use of its 
UNSDPI integration with BFlo 
technology to UNSDPI 
Training participants. 

Advocates who participate will 
be included in its 
Transparency Consortium. 

Sign up here:
     
https://nobleprofit.com/about/a
pply-for-an-invitation/

Add the following text in the 
bottom comment box:
“UNSDPI Trainings With r3.0”

https://nobleprofit.com/about/apply-for-an-invitation/
https://nobleprofit.com/about/apply-for-an-invitation/
https://nobleprofit.com/about/apply-for-an-invitation/


23r3.0 UNSDPI Training

r3.0 UNSDPI Training

https://www.r3-0.org/un-sdpi-training/


asQuestions & Answers



Thank you! 
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