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Oxford Initiative for Rethinking Performance 

 

CREATING A PLATFORM FOR EXCHANGE, DEBATE AND PROGRESS 

On January 16th, about 30 representatives from business, financial services, academia and NGOs came 

together at the inaugural workshop of the Oxford Initiative on Rethinking Performance (ORP) to discuss 

common ways of how to rethink performance definitions and measurement for the advancement of 

purpose-led business, investment behaviour and long-term value creation. The objective of the day was 

to discuss ongoing work in this space and filter out the areas in which collaboration, research and 

discussion is most pressing. 

The day started off with the call that we need to focus our efforts of measurement and management 

on the problems which companies try to solve. This requires a clear understanding and formulation of 

these problems from companies through their purpose, and it requires a mix of standardized and 

proprietary measures which are appropriate in capturing these problems. Currently, however, 

performance definitions increasingly vary between organizations and levels. Additionally, financial 

accounts are only able to record a part of what constitutes the value of a firm and still, incentivization 

and internal performance evaluation are often exclusively financial.  

The discussion identified some key tensions around the definition of performance. For example, there 

were questions around the universal definition of “value” and how much “values” there should be in 

the long-term definition of performance and materiality. There were discussions around how tensions 

between the need for urgent action (“just get started”) and the need for a careful creation of high-

quality standards in measurement can be resolved. Furthermore, questions were raised around how to 

access patient capital and how to measure and bridge the time between the cost of purpose and its pay-

off. Many of these tensions are as much of philosophical nature as they are of practical concern for 

investment and management. To unravel this, in “rethinking performance”, we will therefore focus on 

tensions that arise in relation to measurement and implementation at three levels, formed into three 

dedicated workstreams: 1) purpose and performance at the board level, 2) performance management 

and management accounting at the operational management level, and 3) performance analysis at the 

investor level. A fourth level which we will consider, is the regulatory level.  

Our core question is this: how do existing performance definitions, analyses and measurement systems 

need to be reshaped to truthfully reflect a company’s performance in relation to its corporate purpose 

and how can we make sure that these exclude performances that are based on the creation of harm?  

By addressing this, we seek to advance an understanding of the interconnectedness and unique value 

which diverse measurement frameworks can bring to the table, while critically examining how this 

relates to the pursuit of standardization and more responsible business behaviour in general. In doing 

so, we do not try to simply add to the mounting knowledge in this field, but we seek to offer a neutral 

platform of exchange which regularly brings together practitioners, movements and researchers to 

discuss pressing questions, advances in measurement, new developments and lingering challenges.  

We want to build on ongoing work and support the connectivity of platforms such as the Impact 

Management Project, the British Academy’s Future of the Corporation Programme, Harvard Business 

School’s Impact-Weighted Accounts Initiative, the Value Balancing Alliance, the Economics of Mutuality 

Foundation, and other relevant initiatives in the field. We will seek to regularly circulate papers on topics 

prompted in discussions held at the ORP gatherings. These will be in the form of smaller discussion 

papers or longer research papers. We will involve our members in empirical research at the work stream 
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level of their interest, facilitate possibilities of teaching or engagement with our student body and 

organize regular member meetings. 

WORKSTREAMS 

To address the core question stated above, we have identified three workstreams in which ORP will 

foster research, outreach and convening. 

 
 

Workstream 1 – Purpose and Performance at the Board Level 

a. Metrics, remuneration and incentivization 

b. Credibly capturing purposeful behaviour in numbers 

Workstream 2 – Performance Management and Management Accounting  

a. How do different sustainable management accounting systems relate in connecting 

purpose and performance at an organizational level?  

b. The effect of sustainable management accounting systems on leadership and 

decision-making 

Workstream 3 – Investment Decisions and Performance Analysis 

a. Financing the purpose transformation and the role of patient capital 

b. Analysing no-harm and enabling to do good; the role of responsible passive ownership 

at scale and active ownership at scope.  

 

 

STAY IN TOUCH 

Please stay in touch and inform yourself about: 

• The next Member Meetings and Research Workshops;  

• Upcoming academic and practitioner conferences; 

• Research papers and reports of interest; 

• How to sign up to newsletters; 

• Call for Papers (academic conferences). 

Any questions of how to get further involved an partner with us on this initiative, please feel free to 

get in touch via judith.stroehle@sbs.ox.ac.uk.  

mailto:judith.stroehle@sbs.ox.ac.uk
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Rethinking Performance – A Framework 

Pre-read for the January 16th Oxford Workshop on Rethinking Performance 

J Stroehle 

The purpose of companies is being revised in thought and practice. On August 19th, 2019, the influential 

and traditionally shareholder-oriented Business Roundtable (BRT) – whose members are the chief 

executives of most major U.S. based global corporations – released a “Statement of the Purpose of a 

Corporation1” which promises an end to the decade lived shareholder-primacy of modern capitalism 

and instead launches a “fundamental commitment to all [the companies’] stakeholders”. While this 

statement was recognized as an important signal from the leaders of major global corporations on the 

one hand, it also inspired significant criticism due to its lack in detail and scepticism about how this new 

vision of corporate purpose could be put into practice. To proof that the BRT statement is more than 

just “empty rhetoric”, the signatories of this statement must now tangibly restructure how performance 

is defined at their organization and to which timeframes they commit to create long-term value 

(Winston, 2019).   

How can this be done? First, to prepare a holistic and long-term oriented definition of corporate 

performance, each company needs to define its own purpose beyond the generic “shareholder-focus” 

commitment as outlined by the BRT. In doing so, each company must define its core business focus and 

highlight which the problems are that it actively and profitably seeks to solve (Mayer, 2019). Once a 

company has defined its purpose, it must put this purpose into practice by ensuring that it is at the heart 

of how long-term value and performance are defined across the organization. To do this, companies 

need to create consistent and purpose-aligned measurement systems which ensure that business 

targets are set in accordance with the corporation’s purpose and that progress is measured against 

these targets. These targets will be both financial and non-financial to capture the variety of risks, 

dependencies and opportunities that are related with a company’s long-term value.  

The measurement of non-financial targets remains a challenge, as there are no universal standards for 

metrics which companies or investors can refer to. These measures are however key for both 

implementation, internal alignment, and external evaluation of a firm’s purpose. At the functional level, 

stringent non-financial targets are important to create incentive structures for good management 

decisions which further purpose implementation. The capacity to make these good decisions relies 

hereby heavily on consistent and reliable non-financial measurement. At the board level, non-financial 

key performance indicators are key to define which issues are considered as material to a company’s 

 
1 The Business Roundtable (2019), Statement online under https://opportunity.businessroundtable.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/12/BRT-Statement-on-the-Purpose-of-a-Corporation-with-Signatures.pdf 
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purpose. Boards which communicate clear non-financial priorities create alignment within their 

organization around how purpose is to be put into practice. At the investor level, reliable and consistent 

non-financial information enables the allocation of capital to those companies which act responsibly 

and create sustainable profit without creating harm. To date, companies’ non-financial performance is 

often evaluated using a mix of corporate reporting and for-profit environmental, social and governance 

(ESG) data. Data quality and reliability are of large concern here as ESG ratings and rankings are often 

created in a black box and are inherently analytical rather than factual. 

At all three levels – the functional, board and investor level – rethinking performance, as a broader 

concept of long-term value creation in accordance with a company’s purpose, requires consistent and 

reliable non-financial measurement systems. Currently, many of the non-financial data sources used are 

strongly supply-driven. The for-profit ESG data side requires companies to create certain non-financial 

data for their rankings and investors, out of lack of alternatives or resources, support this requirement 

in using this data for their investment decisions. However, if rethinking performance should be purpose-

driven – as we outline above – then also the creation of non-financial metrics and measurement systems 

should be so. Concretely, the creation of non-financial information must be focussed on solving the 

material questions and problems of actors at the functional, board- and investor-level. In other words, 

the definition and creation of non-financial measurement systems should be driven by the needs of the 

users of this data, rather than by the providers of this information. 

With a focus on questions rather than answers, non-financial measurement systems can provide clear 

answers to the problems of management, boards and investors. On the reporting side, which is 

particularly relevant for investors and boards, there is a strong demand for these measurement systems 

to be standardized. The assumption is that disclosure standards ultimately have the purpose of 

providing a transparent and comparable data-environment for all stakeholders, while creating a level 

playing field for those companies under obligation to report on these standards (Stroehle, et al 2019). 

The call for standardization is not opposed to the idea of focussing measurement on the user side. On 

top of desirable universal measures, there will still be the need for the disclosure of sector- and 

company-specific information which will best be focussed on questions, as we propose. The current 

ecosystem of non-financial reporting already offers a variety of standards which range from standards 

of practice and conceptual reporting frameworks to concrete measurement indicators and valuation 

methodologies. To create agreement and order between the largest and most important organizations 

behind these frameworks, the non-profit Impact Management Project (IMP) has created a structured 
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network to facilitate “a unique shot at agreeing on standards of practice that might ultimately become 

generally accepted globally”2. 

For management decisions making and internal alignment behind a corporate purpose, also rethinking 

internal corporate performance evaluation is extremely important. Social and environmental 

management accounting can concretely focus on the questions which managers face regarding their 

daily business. The evaluation of performance on an individual, functional, project and business unit 

level can all be linked to non-financial goals in alignment with the corporate purpose. Additionally, 

traditional financial performance measures – such as profit – should be adjusted to reflect a 

corporation’s performance net of the cost needed to correct negative impacts. A truly sustainable profit 

therefore accounts for negative externalities in the area of human, social and natural capital. This idea 

is also reflected in the British Academy’s Principles for Purposeful Business (2019). Through the 

incorporation of capital maintenance processes and the provision of their cost on corporate income 

statements, companies set thereby strong incentives for their business executives to act and manage 

the firm according to its purpose (Barker and Mayer 2017). The Economics of Mutuality framework 

aligns with this thinking around cost-based adjustments of the income statement and offers a 

measurement and management technique for its practical implementation. An alternative for the 

adjustment of financial accounts according to negative and positive corporate externalities is the impact 

measurement and valuation methodology. Here, impacts are directly attributed with a financial value 

which is not linked to the cost to the company, but rather to the cost (and value) to society. 

Organizations currently working on the standardized measurement of impact valuation are the 

corporate-led Value Balancing Alliance and the academic-led Harvard Business School Impact-Weighted 

Accounts Initiative. 

In rethinking performance, we focus on three levels: the functional management level, the corporate 

board level and the investors. On all three levels, the reliable and consistent evaluation of a company’s 

non-financial performance is key to aligning business practice with corporate purpose. To achieve this 

alignment the definition of performance and measurement systems should be focussed on the 

questions of managers, boards and investors to result most useful in solving their problems. Both, on 

the reporting and accounting side, the standardization of a universal set of these measures is desirable 

to create a level playing field. Nevertheless, company-specific measures will remain necessary to 

accurately capture each company’s idiosyncratic purpose, risks and dependencies.  

  

 
2 Impact Management Project, 2019. List of members and more information about the IMP structured network 
online under https://impactmanagementproject.com/structured-network/the-imp-launches-global-network-to-
mainstream-impact-management/ 
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