
EXPLORING THE TRANSFORMATIVE POTENTIAL OF CONTEXT-BASED SUSTAINABILITY 
 

 
BACKGROUND & CONTEXT 
 

About Sustainability Thresholds: Sustainability, by definition, can only be authentically achieved by 
respecting the limits of our ecological systems and meeting the social needs most critical to human well-
being, as defined by science- and ethics-based thresholds. However, the field of sustainability 
measurement and reporting is largely devoid of thresholds, encouraging and enabling organizations to 
disclose how their impacts are changing relative to their past performance or competitors, without the 
contextual data needed to discern the degree to which any given impact is ‘sustainable’ or not.  
 

The Rise of the SDGs & Doughnut: Municipalities are increasingly recognizing the need to transition from 
incremental progress to pursuing the science- and ethics-based thresholds that are foundational to 
sustainability. This movement has been significantly fueled by the popularization of the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Doughnut Economics model, both of which compellingly 
highlight the importance of thresholds at a global and national scale. Many organizations have been 
inspired to adopt these innovations and, in doing so, align with thresholds in principle. While a positive 
development, downscaling the thresholds central to these macro-level frameworks for a specific place or 
organization is a highly complex task. Without practical guidance that is adequately sophisticated for this 
complexity, there is a significant risk that practitioners will fail to develop thresholds-based indicators, 
metrics, and targets or to authentically assess how sustainably the entity being assessed is functioning. 
 

Introduction to Context-Based Sustainability (CBS): The CBS method is a promising innovation developed 
over more than a decade to support the operationalization of thresholds at any scale. It is an equity-
informed management accounting solution which addresses all forms of capital in a consistent and 
integrative manner. More than simply supporting the pursuit of sustainability goals, CBS is designed to 
support adapting and improving core performance management practices. 
 
RECENT DEVELOPMENTS 
 

Tapping Into the Potential of Thresholds Through Collaboration: In 2018, the United Nations Research 
Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) recognized the limited impact the SDGs have generated and 
the challenges involved in applying them at an organizational scale. To enable organizations to more 
effectively operationalize thresholds, UNRISD partnered with r3.0 and CBS Co-Founder, Mark McElroy, to 
develop the Sustainable Development Performance Indicators (SDPIs). Hundreds of practitioners have 
since been trained to apply the SDPIs, and UNRISD became the first global body to declare the necessity 
of practising Context-Based Sustainability as part of authentically pursuing sustainability.   
 

Since 2022, our project team has been in conversation with the Doughnut Economics Action Lab (DEAL), 
exploring the complementarity of CBS and possibilities for collaboration. DEAL is committed to learning 
with us by supporting the applied research described in more detail below.  
 

City of Nanaimo Case Study: In 2021, the City of Nanaimo adopted ‘The Doughnut’ to support developing 
a 20-year Community Plan. Using DEAL’s Portrait method, Nanaimo struggled to make sense of thresholds. 
They addressed this by becoming the first municipality to adopt CBS, which enabled Nanaimo to: 

• Recognize that almost none of the indicators they originally drafted were actually thresholds-based.  

• Develop a set of context-specific indicators and metrics (available here) that align with thresholds and 
support enhanced performance management and strategic decision-making practices. 

Nanaimo’s work has since been widely recognized as a leading example within the municipal sector.  

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://doughnuteconomics.org/about-doughnut-economics
https://www.sustainableorganizations.org/Best%20Practices%20in%20CBS.pdf
https://www.unrisd.org/en
https://www.unrisd.org/en
https://r3-0.org/
https://sdpi.unrisd.org/
https://doughnuteconomics.org/
https://www.nanaimo.ca/
https://doughnuteconomics.org/tools/creating-city-portraits
https://www.nanaimo.ca/docs/about-nanaimo/2024-04-23---draft-monitoring-strategy-(reduced)1.pdf


CBS RESEARCH STUDY OVERVIEW 

 
 
Core Partners:  
 

 
 
Funding Agency:  
 
                                Social Sciences & Humanities Research Council of Canada 

 
Purpose: This research project has been designed to investigate the challenges municipalities are 
experiencing in attempting to operationalize science- and ethics-based thresholds and the potential of 
the CBS method to overcome these challenges.   
 
Research Objectives: 

Document key processes, challenges, and outcomes of the City of Nanaimo’s implementation of the 
Doughnut Economics model before and after applying Context-Based Sustainability. 

1. Investigate key processes, challenges, and outcomes other municipalities have experienced 
through implementing the Doughnut Economics Model and Sustainable Development Goals. 

2. Analyze the conceptual and practical benefits of using Context-Based Sustainability in pursuing 
authentic thresholds-based sustainability. 

3. Mobilize the findings for academic and non-academic audiences, including creating a guidebook 
to support practitioners applying context-based sustainability within a municipality. 

 
The Opportunity for Case Study Participants: 

• Learn about the transformative potential of the Context-Based Sustainability method.  

• Gain access to two free educational sessions designed for case study participants: 

o Session 1: Introductory CBS training and review of initial research results  

o Session 2: Comprehensive review of final research results and opportunity for sense-making 
and exploring future possibilities with research partners  

 
Call to Action: 

• Learn more by watching the Info-Session we hosted for cities interested in participating in this 
study that have attempted to operationalize the Doughnut Economics model.  

• Commit to participating in one 30–60-minute interview focused on sharing your organization’s 
experience applying The Doughnut and the results generated. 

• Contact Randy Sa’d of the Flourishing Enterprise Institute to confirm your participation, ask 
questions or discuss the opportunity: randysad@flourishingenterpriseinstitute.org  

https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/c72efuzyhder8mhhqva9o/CBS-Research-Study-Recording-of-Infosession-for-Doughnut-Cities_Nov-14.mp4?rlkey=9cn2xvzazlrie0uo2rtdzj8bs&dl=0
mailto:randysad@flourishingenterpriseinstitute.org
https://www.uoguelph.ca/
https://r3-0.org/
https://flourishingenterpriseinstitute.org/
https://refocussustainability.com/
https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/home-accueil-eng.aspx

