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Who, what, when and where? (1/4)

• Context-Based Sustainability (CBS), the methodology, was developed by Mark W. 
McElroy, PhD starting in 2005, including during his work on – and as part of – his 
doctoral dissertation at the University of Groningen

− Completed in 2008: https://www.rug.nl/research/portal/files/13147569/DISSERTATION-2.pdf

• The hallmark of CBS is, and always has been, its interpretation of the 
sustainability performance of organizations as being predicated upon:

− The measurement of impacts on multiple capitals relative to organization-specific norms, 
standards, or thresholds (NSTs) for what such impacts would have to be in order to be 
sustainable (empirically so)

− The idea that such NSTs must be expressed in terms of the carrying capacities of vital capitals 
and (organization-specific) allocations of the responsibilities to maintain them (i.e., to 
preserve and/or continually produce them at levels required to ensure human or stakeholder 
well-being)
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https://www.rug.nl/research/portal/files/13147569/DISSERTATION-2.pdf


Who, what, when and where? (2/4)

• Metrics used to assess performance, according to CBS, also took (and still do) the 
characteristic form of quotients, or what McElroy referred to as “sustainability 
quotients”:
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S = A/N
Where:

S = Sustainability performance
A = Actual impacts on the carrying capacity of a capital

N = Normative impact on the carrying capacity of the same capital

And where:

• For impacts on natural capital, quotient scores of <1.0 signify sustainable performance; >1.0 signifies unsustainable
• For impacts on all other capitals, quotient scores of >1.0 signify sustainable performance; <1.0 signifies unsustainable
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Who, what, when and where? (3/4)
• A timeline for the original conception and initial disclosure of CBS is as follows:

• May 2005: McElroy gives a presentation at a colloquium held by the Center for Sustainable 
Innovation, or CSI (now the Center for Sustainable Organizations, or CSO) at Dartmouth 
College in Hanover, NH: Corporate Sustainability Management and Innovation Colloquium
(May 28-29, 2005; see following page for related news item posted on CSI website that year)
⎼ McElroy’s presentation was on May 29, 2005 and was entitled, “Re-Casting the Triple Bottom Line – Calculating 

Social and Ecological Footprints”; in it, he shared his thinking for the first time on the importance of assessing 
impacts on the carrying capacities of multiple capitals as a basis for determining the sustainability performance 
of organizations, and the role ‘sustainability quotients’ can/should play in making such determinations; his 
initial thinking on organization-specific NSTs for such impacts was also included; earlier drafts of his 
presentation are dated from April, the month before.

• Fall 2005: McElroy enters into the doctoral dissertation program at the University of 
Groningen, where he would spend the next 3 years developing CBS into a fully executable 
form, while also (a) publishing on his ideas, including with others, and (b) consulting with 
organizations to pilot CBS (e.g., at Ben & Jerry’s and Cabot Creamery Co-op in Vermont)
⎼ McElroy completes and publishes his doctoral dissertation in November, 2008
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Source: https://www.sustainableinnovation.org/csi-hosts-colloquium.html

Who, what, when and where? (4/4)
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The initial public disclosure: May 29, 2005

• Took place in McElroy’s May 29, 2005 
presentation at the CSI colloquium at 
Dartmouth College

• The presentation, entitled “Re-Casting the 
Triple Bottom Line – Calculating Social and 
Ecological Footprints”, was actually 
version 6 of that presentation, which had 
been in development since the month 
before

• In total, there were more than 50 versions 
of that presentation posted online 
between April 10, 2005 and November 29, 
2012

• In 2012, McElroy would publish a book on 
CBS with Jo van Engelen
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https://www.sustainableorganizations.org/corporate-sustainability-management-book/


Excerpts from initial disclosure
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Excerpts from initial disclosure (cont.)
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Highlighting above added here to call attention to key CBS concepts presented at Dartmouth in 2005; McElroy would go on
to modify his capital taxonomy views, while holding true to the application of CBS to any and all of them as noted above
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Excerpt from initial disclosure re: “Quotients”
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• This was an early articulation of 

sustainability quotients that would later 

be changed by McElroy in his dissertation 

in several important ways:

⎼ Denominators in Social Bottom Line quotients 

would drop their focus on gaps and address 

social capital needs in their entirety (i.e., not 

just the missing pieces)

⎼ The same would be done for the Economic 

Bottom Line

⎼ The Modified Social Bottom Line would be 

dropped altogether

• A more robust implementation of CBS-

based Triple Bottom Line measurement 

and reporting would also later be 

developed in a collaboration between 

McElroy and Martin Thomas: the 

MultiCapital Scorecard
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https://www.multicapitalscorecard.com/


Closing excerpt from initial disclosure
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For more information about
the history of CBS, contact:

Mark W. McElroy, PhD
mmcelroy@vermontel.net

or visit:

www.sustainableorganizations.org
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