
Has philanthropy forgotten about ‘the common good’? 

Efforts to create a sense of social solidarity are thwarted by 
the drive to pursue individual interests at the expense of 
collective ends 

In an era of unprecedented wealth, technological advancement, and 
global interdependence, we find ourselves simultaneously 
confronted with serious trends of social and political 
dysfunction. What has been missing from efforts to address these 
negative trends is a fundamental understanding of a key dimension 
of the problem: the radically diminished sense of the common good 
that characterises modern society worldwide. 

This problem may be most simply described as a set of forces that 
fragment societies – market individualism, narrow nationalism, 
racial divisions, exaggerated self-interest, parochialism, among 
others – in sum, forces that work against efforts to create a sense of 
social solidarity and community. 

The principal connecting theme among what might otherwise be 
thought to be disparate problems is the drive in modern society to 
pursue individual interests at the expense of collective ends. At the 
core of this dilemma is a tension, historically described as ‘the 
collective action problem’. The Covid-19 pandemic provides the most 
prominent illustration of the central tug-of-war between 
individualist and collectivist forces. For the most part, those who 
placed great value in community and shared protection became 
vaccinated; many of those who put autonomy at the highest level did 
not and a shameful percentage of the most vulnerable around the 
world do not have the option. 

Of course, ‘the common good’ is a complex and contested 
issue. There is not a simple, single fix that can be applied to arrive at 
a solution that will be satisfactory to an entire community. Even 
when there  is near universal agreement in the direction of 
cooperative action, complex, value-laden questions, such as the 
allocation of burdens and benefits of difficult actions, will need to be 
negotiated and resolved. 



Philanthropy should have an important role in addressing this issue, 
which might be described as the ‘disappearing norm of the common 
good’. Two defining characteristics of philanthropy are pluralism 
and the pursuit of the common good. It is exactly the tension that 
arises between those two qualities that makes philanthropic work a 
challenge but also gives it its power. 

In recent decades, pluralism has ascended, while the common good 
has receded into the background. This poses a particular challenge 
for philanthropy, which has a difficult time both conceptualising and 
pursuing solutions to the diminishing norm of the common 
good. Modern philanthropy is heavily oriented towards discrete 
problem-solving. Attempting to engage something as abstract and 
elusive as ‘the common good’ does not fit well into many foundations’ 
agendas as they seek to demonstrate concrete results and measurable 
outcomes. 

Yet advancing the public’s commitment to the idea of the common 
good might be the most important driver of large-scale positive social 
change. The Pursuit of the Common Good (PCG) project is 
an international initiative by academic institutions, policy 
organisations, and practitioner groups from business, civil society 
and the public sector in Europe, the US, and other parts of the world 
that seeks to advance the shared agenda of, and operationalise the 
pursuit of the common good. It aims to explore ways of resolving 
complex contemporary problems by restoring a sense of community 
and the common good in the way we lead our lives and conduct 
business. An initial venture in this work is the development of a new 
international learning infrastructure, piloted at Sciences Po. 

Philanthropy needs to help stimulate a deep shift in public and expert 
thinking. It needs to renew and prioritise the idea of the common 
good as a primary goal for the successful transformation and 
functioning of contemporary society. Such a shift would advance 
efforts to find solutions to a range of interconnected modern 
problems, including democratic governance, cataclysmic climate 
change, erosion of civic media, governance of the digital domain, and 
wealth inequality. 
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