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The Lost Decade: Sustainability Standards Sabotage Sustainability

Baue The Lost Decade r3.0 2023

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit?usp=sharing
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Lost Decade (1): 2002 - 2013

2002 GRI G2: Sustainability Context 

2006 GRI G3: Materiality + Sustainability Context 

2011 GRI G3.1: Materiality + Sustainability Context 

2013 GRI G4: Sustainability Context Guidance

2013 SASB Conceptual Framework: Sustainability = Thresholds 

2013 IIRC <IR> Framework: Carrying Capacities of the Capitals

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.175uj4wki90r
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.nwdo86xx07e3
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.xva2ufs1u73x
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.iey74ejqfccb
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.u6wp0bowf9wv
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.2ajlj550vjnp
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GRI 2002: Enter Sustainability Context / “Limits & Demands” (G2) 

GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines (G2) 2002 

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/GRIguidelines.pdf
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Carrying Capacity: From Plato (360 BCE) to the Plimsoll Line (1876)

NOAA What is a Plimsoll line?; Simms Cancel the Apocalypse 2013

A suitable total for the number 
of citizens cannot be fixed 
without considering the land 
and the neighboring states. The 
land must be extensive enough 
to support a given number of 
people in modest comfort, and 
not a foot more is needed.

Plato, Laws, Book V, 360 BCE

https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/plimsoll-line.html
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Cancel_The_Apocalypse/TxM1AgAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&printsec=frontcover
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Limits & Demands = 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: Carrying Capacity | Overshoot & Collapse (1972)

Donella Meadows et al Limits to Growth 1972 

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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2008: Sustainability Context → Sustainability Quotient

McElroy Social Footprints 2008

https://www.rug.nl/research/portal/files/13147569/DISSERTATION-2.pdf
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Susty Requires Contextualization within Thresholds (2013) 

Baue A Dialogue with Allen White 2013  

https://www.sustainablebrands.com/news_and_views/new_metrics/%20%20bill-baue/sustygoals-2-dialogue-allen-white-gisr-godfather-sustainabili-0


13Materiality GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines (G3) 2006 

GRI 2006: Enter Context-Based Materiality (G3) 

Materiality Thresholds                Sustainability Thresholds 

https://web.archive.org/web/20061007100448/http://www.globalreporting.org/ReportingFramework/G3Online/DefiningReportContent/LowerBlock/Materiality.htm
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/21417169/g3-guidelines-global-reporting-initiative


14GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines (G3) 2006

GRI 2006: Inside-Out + Outside-In (Double) Materiality (G3) 

“The reporting organization should provide two concise 
narrative sections on key impacts, risks, and opportunities. 

Section One should focus on the organization’s key 
impacts on sustainability and effects on stakeholders, 
including rights as defined by national laws and relevant 
internationally agreed standards. This should take into 
account the range of reasonable expectations and 
interests of the organization’s stakeholders… 

Section Two should focus on the impact of sustainability 
trends, risks, and opportunities on the long-term 
prospects and financial performance of the 
organization. This should concentrate specifically on 
information relevant to financial stakeholders or that could 
become so in the future.” 

Inside-Out

Outside-In

https://web.archive.org/web/20061007100702/http://www.globalreporting.org/ReportingFramework/G3Online/Profile/


15Baue The Lost Decade 2023

GRI 2006: Enter the Materiality Matrix (G3) 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.xva2ufs1u73x


16Baue The Lost Decade 2023

GRI 2011: Enter the Sustainability Sabotage (G3.1) 

“quick 
sleight 
of hand”
–Stephanie 
Bertels, 
Embedding 
Project

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.xva2ufs1u73x


17Rockström et al A safe operating space for humanity 2009 Raworth A Safe & Just Space for Humanity 2012

Planetary Boundaries (2009) Doughnut (2012)

Thresholds Research: Ecological Ceilings & Social Foundations

https://www.nature.com/articles/461472a
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
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SCG 2012: 66 Experts Urge GRI to Enhance Guidance on Context 

Sustainability Context Group Statement to GRI on the Need to Enhance Treatment of 
the Sustainability Context Principle in G4 2012

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SCG-GRI-G4-Comment-Submitted-9-24-12.pdf
https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SCG-GRI-G4-Comment-Submitted-9-24-12.pdf
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GRI 2013: Additional Guidance on Sustainability Context in G4: 0

GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines (G4) 2013

https://commdev.org/wp-content/uploads/pdf/publications/Global-Reporting-Initiative-G4-Sustainability-Reporting-Guidelines.pdf
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2000 - 2013: Sustainability Context Gap | Where are the Thresholds??

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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Sustainability Measurement: Numeration + Denomination (2019)  

White From Silos to Systems: The Next Generation of Sustainability Measurement & Reporting 2019
Quote documentation: Baue Tweet 2019

https://cdn.unrisd.org/assets/legacy-files/301-info-files/B70382A13E0AE0BDC125841F003C46AC/SDPI---Allen-White-Keynote-Speech.pdf
https://twitter.com/bbaue/status/1135459380420337665
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SASB 2013: “Sustainability” Standard Rejects Sustainability

SASB Context 2012

https://web.archive.org/web/20120928015207/http://www.sasb.org/approach/context/
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SCG 2013: 37 Experts Urge SASB to Embrace Context

Sustainability Context Group Public Comment to the Sustainability Accounting 
Standards Board re: its Conceptual Framework Exposure Draft 2013

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SCG_SASB_Comment.pdf
https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SCG_SASB_Comment.pdf
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SASB 2013: Company Accountability for Sustainability 

SASB Conceptual Framework: Record of Public Comment 2013

Three Stooges approach to accountability: 
point the finger at anyone else but me!

https://web.archive.org/web/20141202194905/http://www.sasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Conceptual-Framework-Public-Comments-Table_-Rev-1-6-14.pdf


25IIRC Value Creation Background Paper 2013

IIRC 2013: Value Creation & Carrying Capacity Thresholds  

We couldn’t have said it better ourselves!

https://www.integratedreporting.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Background-Paper-Value-Creation.pdf


26Sustainability Context Group Public Comment to the IIRC 2013

SCG 2013: 63 Experts Urge IIRC to Add Carrying Capacities of Capitals…

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SCG-IIRC-Comment.pdf


27IIRC The International <IR> Framework 2013

IIRC 2013: IIRC Carrying Capacities of Capitals

https://www.integratedreporting.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/13-12-08-THE-INTERNATIONAL-IR-FRAMEWORK-2-1.pdf
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2002 - 2013 Summary: Opportunity Lost…

Baue The Lost Decade 2023

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.xva2ufs1u73x
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Lost Decade (2): 2014 - 2023

2014 EU NFRD

2020 IIRC <IR> Framework Update: Carrying Capacities of the Capitals

2021 GRI Universal Standards Sustainability Context Principle: Performance
 
2021 ISSB absorbs IIRC & SASB  

2022 EU CSRD ESRS Exposure Drafts: Sustainability Thresholds 

2023 ISSB S1 & S2: Sustainability Thresholds + Sociopathic Materiality   

2023 ESRS: Mandatory → Voluntary, Sustainability Thresholds, Performance

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.99kwmq9e3kba
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.1k4610rggaan
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.p8zoa1aw8y4x
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.f5y9oiynrref
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.99kwmq9e3kba
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.f5y9oiynrref
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit#bookmark=id.ng2c7tgadv9z


30Official Journal of the European Union 20 June 2019

EU NFRD 2019: Double Materiality = GRI G3 Sans Context 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:C:2019:209:FULL&from=EN


31EU Technical Expert Group on Sustainable Finance Taxonomy Technical Report 2019

EU sustainable Finance Taxonomy 2019: “Thresholds…” 

https://finance.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2019-06/190618-sustainable-finance-teg-report-taxonomy_en.pdf


32Baue & Thurm Sustainable Finance Blueprint 2020

r3.0 2020: Thresholds as Biophysical Realities not Political Variables   

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/r3-0-Sustainable-Finance-Blueprint-Final.pdf


33Baue & Thurm Public Comment Letter to EFRAG on ESRS 2022

r3.0 2022: The Fatal Flaw in ESRS  

https://r3dot0.medium.com/r3-0-public-comment-letter-to-efrag-esrs-standards-sustainability-reporting-requires-integration-e8a78c880993
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G2 Revisited: Sustainability Context Predicated on Performance

GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines (G2) 2002 

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


35GSSB GRI Universal Standards Exposure Draft 2020

GRI 2020: Erasing “Performance” from Sustainability Context

https://www.globalreporting.org/standards/media/2605/universal-exposure-draft.pdf


36SCG Public Comment to GRI re Universal Standard Exposure Draft 2020 

SCG 2020: Sustainability: Metaphorical or Literal? 

https://www.r3-0.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/SCG-r3-2020-GRI-Universal-Standard-Public-Comment.pdf


37GRI GRI 1: Foundation 2021 2021
Baue The Lost Decade 2023

GRI 2020: Eviscerating the Heart of Sustainability Reporting 

https://www.globalreporting.org/standards/standards-development/universal-standards/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit?usp=sharing


Thresholds Research: + Social Foundations (Doughnut 2012-2025)

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

2012 2017 2025

Raworth & Fanning Doughnut of social and planetary 
boundaries monitors a world out of balance 2025

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
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-025-09385-1
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-025-09385-1


39I?SB Exposure Draft: IFRS S1 General Sustainability-related Disclosure Requirements 2022

I?SB 2022: Sustainability Definition & “Adverse External Impacts”

Sustainability?

https://www.ifrs.org/content/dam/ifrs/project/general-sustainability-related-disclosures/exposure-draft-ifrs-s1-general-requirements-for-disclosure-of-sustainability-related-financial-information.pdf


40r3.0 Public Comment Letter on I?SB Draft Standards 2022

r3.0 2022: Nonsensical Definition / Definitional Cooptation… 

https://ifrs-springapps-comment-letter-api-1.azuremicroservices.io/v2/download-file?path=610_65369_r3-0-r3-issb-publiccommentletter-final.pdf


41r3.0 Public Comment Letter on I?SB Draft Standards 2022

r3.0 2022: … & Sociopathic Materiality

https://ifrs-springapps-comment-letter-api-1.azuremicroservices.io/v2/download-file?path=610_65369_r3-0-r3-issb-publiccommentletter-final.pdf
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ESRS 2022-2023: Our Best Hope??

EC ESRS Annex 1 2023
Baue The Lost Decade 2023

https://ec.europa.eu/finance/docs/level-2-measures/csrd-delegated-act-2023-5303-annex-1_en.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ALvv54prpUS_mdt57sCXQVR_ceMWEqj2cqK1yqZRnrY/edit?usp=sharing


Enter Authentic Sustainability 
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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


Thresholds Research: Planetary Boundaries (2009-2025)

45Stockholm Resilience Center Planetary Boundaries

https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries.html
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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
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• Formally put forward in paper published by UNRISD in 
2019

• Long found in the Context-Based Sustainability (CBS) 
methodology first published in 2008 (McElroy) & 2012 
(McElroy & Van Engelen)

• The core concept is that materiality must be 
determined by reference to duties and obligations 
owed to stakeholders to have normative (ie 
sustainable) impacts on capitals (including no impacts 
in some cases per ‘do no harm’)

• To be meaningful, performance assessments must be 
made in these terms, otherwise they are liable to be 
arbitrary and incrementalist.

McElroy Making Materiality Determinations 2019

2008

2012

2019

Context-Based Materiality: Introduced 2008; UN Endorsed 2019 

https://www.unrisd.org/en/library/publications/making-materiality-determinations-a-context-based-approach
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UNRISD Authentic Sustainability Assessment 2022

Single Materiality: Outside-In Impacts on Financial Value 

https://cdn.unrisd.org/assets/library/reports/2022/manual-sdpi-2022.pdf
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UNRISD Authentic Sustainability Assessment 2022

Double Materiality: Outside-In + Inside-Out Impacts

https://cdn.unrisd.org/assets/library/reports/2022/manual-sdpi-2022.pdf
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UNRISD Authentic Sustainability Assessment 2022

Triple Materiality: Double Materiality + Context-Based Materiality

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


UNRISD Releases SDPI Manual (2022) 

54UNRISD Authentic Sustainability Assessment 2022 Manual | Platform 

https://cdn.unrisd.org/assets/library/reports/2022/manual-sdpi-2022.pdf
https://sdpi.unrisd.org/
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UNRISD Releases SDPI Manual (2022) 

UNRISD Authentic Sustainability Assessment 2022 Manual | Platform 

● Two Tiers 
○ Tier I: 20 Incrementalist Indicators (Adding 

Time-Series Trends to UNCTAD “Core” 
Indicators) 

○ Tier II: 41 Thresholds- & 
Transformation-Based Indicators

● Soft and Hard Context
○ Hard Context: Thresholds-Based (Tier II)
○ Soft Context: Time-Series Trends (Tiers I & II)

■ Granularity / Transparency (Tiers I & II)
■ Transformational (Tier II) 

https://cdn.unrisd.org/assets/library/reports/2022/manual-sdpi-2022.pdf
https://sdpi.unrisd.org/
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• UNSDPI formally adopts CBS and in 
particular its characteristic use of 
context-based metrics (A/N)

• Only 16 out of the 61 indicators in 
the SDPI manual, however, are 
rendered this way because most of 
the others did not lend themselves to 
the application of thresholds and 
allocations, e.g.:

• Revenue

• Total expenditures on R&D

• Number of board meetings

• Average hours of training

UNRISD Authentic Sustainability Assessment 2022

UNSDPI Embraces Sustainability Quotient

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


57r3.0 UNSDPI Training

r3.0 UNSDPI Training

● 18 & 19 November 2025 
● 2 modules per each 4-hour day
● Module I: Intro to Context-Based Sustainability (CBS) & Triple 

Materiality
● Module II: Intro to the UNSDPI; UNSDPI Scorecard; Tier II Hard 

Context & Transformational Indicators; Missing Indicators 
● Module III: Hard Context Examples; Your Examples; Leverage 

Vectors
● Module IV: Standards Deep Dive Gap Analysis

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


asQuestions & Answers



Thank you! 
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Bill Baue
Senior Director | r3.0

b.baue@r3-0.org

mailto:b.baue@r3-0.org

