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Background 
Since 1997, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) has been developing a globally applicable sustainability 
reporting framework through a transparent multi-stakeholder process. With the continued evolution of the 
GRI Guidelines, developing a common approach to determining the boundaries of a sustainability report 
has emerged as one of the key challenges for reporting. At present, GRI asks each reporter to set and 
clearly disclose the boundaries it uses in preparing its sustainability report. While this approach was 
adequate for GRI’s early years, there is an increasing need and demand for clearer methodologies for 
defining boundaries. Financial reporting has long provided clear rules and procedures for defining the 
boundaries of reporting companies, taking into account management and equity control considerations. 
Sustainability reporting needs similarly robust guidance on setting reporting boundaries. 
 
Objectives 
Development of a GRI Boundaries Protocol would achieve multiple objectives: 
• Provide guidance on how to assess the needs and expectations for reporting with respect to the 

sustainability impacts of an organisation; 
• Offer approaches to choosing reporting boundaries that are both practical and responsive to the 

needs of report users;  
• Improve the quality and comparability of GRI-based reports through greater consistency and clarity in 

setting reporting boundaries. 
 
Project Outputs 
• A GRI Boundaries Protocol Pilot Version 1 that provides guidance including definitions of boundaries 

and procedures for setting reporting boundaries; 
• Recommendations regarding how to incorporate such guidance into the 2005 GRI Guidelines. 

 
Project Outline 
The project will be carried out in a four-phase work programme. 

Phase I: Background Research 
As preparation for the working group process, the GRI Secretariat will prepare background materials 
on existing models and practices for defining boundaries in sustainability performance measurement 
and traditional accounting. The research may include a review of boundaries setting methods used in 
financial accounting, greenhouse gas emissions, labour/human rights assessments, and other relevant 
work. The GRI will also establish a Boundaries Practitioners Network to receive inputs for the project 
(see the following section: “Getting Involved”). 

Phase II: Drafting of the Protocol 
GRI will convene and lead a multi-stakeholder boundaries working group (BWG) through a series of up 
to four face-to-face meetings to develop a working draft of the Boundaries Protocol. The BWG will 
comprise approximately 15 individuals drawn from a range of constituencies and geographic regions. 

Project in Brief  
This project will result in the pilot version of a protocol to guide organisations through a 
process for setting boundaries for sustainability reports that use the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI) framework. The protocol will increase the consistency and comparability of 
GRI-based sustainability reports. The project consists of a 15-month work programme to 
develop guidance through a multi-stakeholder consultative process. 
Project Duration: October 2003 – December 2004 
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The GRI will seek to incorporate individuals that bring expertise in areas such as lifecycle assessment, 
labour/human rights in the workplace, corporate performance measurement, financial reporting, and 
supply chain management. The GRI will work with the group to set a practical scope for the content of 
the Protocol and draft the initial versions of the protocol. See the Terms of Reference (available: 
http://www.globalreporting.org/guidelines/protocols/boundaries.asp) for further details on the scope of 
work and operations of the working group. 

Phase III: Public Comment Period 
The working draft will be subject to a public comment period, during which GRI will employ a range of 
tools such as its website, newsletter, and stakeholder network to solicit comments.  

Phase IV: Submission of the Final Draft to the GRI Governing Body 
Following the completion of the public comment period, the BWG will meet for a final time to discuss 
the comments. The final draft will be prepared for the GRI governing body presenting the consensus of 
the group, and identifying any outstanding issues. The final decision on approval will rest with the GRI 
governing body. 

 
Throughout the process, the GRI and the working group will seek to engage the Boundaries Practitioners 
Network to draw upon their knowledge and experience for the drafting of the protocol. 
 
Timeline (subject to modification) 

September 2003:  Project approval and authorisation to begin 
February 2004:  1st working group meeting 
April 2004:   2nd working group meeting 
June 2004:   3rd working group meeting 
July–Sept 2004:  Public comment period 
October 2004:  4th working group meeting and final discussion of the Protocol 
November 2004:  Submission of the final draft to GRI governing body 

 
Getting Involved 
There are multiple opportunities to provide input to the drafting of the protocol. In addition to establishing 
a multi-stakeholder working group, the GRI is also creating the Boundaries Practitioners Network for 
individuals interested in receiving updates on the work and contributing their experience and knowledge 
during the course of project on an ad hoc basis. In addition, draft materials will be posted during the 
course of the project for public comment. Further information on the network is available: 
http://www.globalreporting.org/guidelines/protocols/boundaries.asp.  
 
About the GRI Framework 
Developed through an ongoing multi-stakeholder process, the 2002 Sustainability Reporting Guidelines 
form the foundation of the GRI framework. The GRI Guidelines have been applied by over 360 
organisations from 32 countries by December 2003. Technical protocols assist users of the Guidelines 
with key issues related to reporting methodologies to ensure consistent and comparable interpretation 
and application of the Guidelines. For more information, visit the GRI website (www.globalreporting.org) 
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