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Foreword

The challenge that we face in public 
policy in the coming decades is well 
established.  Financial stresses are 
putting pressure on resources just as 
rising expectations and an ageing 
population are increasing demand 
for public services. There is also a 
growing awareness that many of 
the ‘wicked’ problems of the 21st 
century predate the financial crisis. 
For a significant minority even when 
resources were relatively plentiful life 
was improving too slowly, inequality 
was growing.  Too often our systems 
have failed the most vulnerable in 
our society. Business as usual cannot 
continue.

But change is occurring.  At 
the Carnegie UK Trust we have 
been tracking what we believe 
is a paradigm shift in thinking 
about the role of the state and its 
relationship with citizens, in each of 
the jurisdictions of the UK. We are 
referring to this as the rise of the 
Enabling State.

This shift stems from the recognition 
that there are limitations to the 

traditional hierarchical relationships 
between the state and citizens and 
communities. That all too often we 
don’t make best use of the capacity 
within citizens and civil society to 
improve wellbeing. This new thinking 
is not aligned to any one political 
party but is evident across the 
political spectrum.

A shift toward a more enabling state 
offers exciting new opportunities 
for all sections of society to play a 
more active role in shaping public 
services and improving wellbeing. 
But a bright new future is not 
guaranteed. The move is occurring 
in a piecemeal fashion. There is a risk 
that without an overarching, shared 
narrative and without all sections 
of society taking responsibility and 
playing to their strengths that we fail 
to build a better society. This is why 
the Carnegie UK Trust is pleased to 
support this Call to Action for the 
Common Good.

Martyn Evans, Chief Executive
Carnegie UK Trust
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In 2013 a group of civil society 
leaders1 produced a short 
discussion paper which they 
called “A call to action for the 
common good”.  

In short, they felt that a more 
hopeful national story of 
change was needed to address 
many of the big challenges 
faced across the country, to 
“make hope possible rather 
than despair convincing”.  

1 Lucy de Groot (Community Service Volun-
teers - CSV), Steve Wyler (Locality), Caroline 
Slocock (Civil Exchange), Joe Irvin (National 
Association of Voluntary and Community 
Action – NAVCA), Charles Wookey (Catholic 
Bishops Conference of England and Wales). 

They felt that underlying 
principles which could point 
the way forward were to be 
found in the best examples 
of the work of civil society 
organisations. But they also 
realised that the story had to 
be meaningful for people in 
the public sector and in private 
companies as well, and that the 
best examples of work in those 
sectors would also inform the 
way forward.

1. What is this document for?

“make hope possible 
rather than despair 

convincing”
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In February 2014, with support 
from the Carnegie UK Trust 
and CCLA, two seminars were 
held with leaders from across 
all sectors, to explore the ideas 
further. The plan now is to 
stimulate a national debate 
over the next two years.  

So this paper is a contribution 
to the debate, setting out the 
thinking so far in a little more 
detail2.  Other material will 
be produced which seeks to 
convey the ideas more briefly 
and accessibly as possible, 
though visual media and in 
other ways.

It is of course work in progress. 
The aim is that over the next 
two years, as a wider range of 
leaders and change makers 
across sectors are engaged, 
not only will common good 
principles become more sharply 
defined, but more importantly 
practical applications will 
become increasingly evident. 

2 The working group is very grateful to Neil 
Crowther (Neil Crowther Consulting) for his 
work on the February  seminars and on this 
report.   

This is after all a call to action. 
But that doesn’t mean it is an 
attempt to tell people what 
they must do. Rather the hope 
is that private companies, 
public sector agencies, civil 
society bodies, political parties, 
will be stimulated to consider 
how they themselves can model 
common good approaches 
more effectively within their 
own organisation and sphere 
of influence, and so turn the 
principles into actions. 
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2. A story for change

Building on the best of 
ourselves
The UK’s most valued 
achievements have come about 
because people strongly believed 
in the possibility of a better 
tomorrow.  This unity of purpose 
brought people and institutions 
together, acting in association 
nationally and locally, to invest 
in a fairer and more prosperous 
future for the common good.  

Our past commitments to one 
another have left a rich legacy 
all around us.  Emblems of this 
strong sense of shared citizenship 
include the NHS, created in the 
immediate aftermath of the 
Second World War, the green 
spaces of our local and national 
parks, the Open University and 
libraries and playgrounds for our 
children, a strong and vibrant 
civil society in which almost 20 

million people volunteer every 
year,  the success of the 2012 
Olympic Games and the way 
communities rallied in response 
to the floods of early 2014. 

The principles and 
presumptions which led to such 
achievements, often despite 
great adversity, can guide us in 
rising to the enormous social 
and economic challenges we 
face today. Indeed, we see 
everyday examples of these 
principles guiding the action 

“Our past commitments to 
one another have left a rich 

legacy all around us.” 
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and initiatives of responsible 
businesses, visionary local 
councils, innovative voluntary 
and community organisations, 
trade unions and committed 
individuals.  

We are not starting from 
scratch.  We are building on the 
best of ourselves.

A vision for the common good
These ideas are informed by 
a vision of a society which 
values the common good and 
promotes it through shared 
citizenship. 

Common goods are created 
through the relationships and 
commitments we make. They 
can be produced by individuals 
and their families and friends, 
by communities, and by 
organisations and institutions 
of all types, large and small. 

Three principles are proposed 
below, through which a 
common good vision can be 
realised. But a society operating 
according to common good 
principles doesn’t just happen. 

It has to be made and 
continually sustained. It is in 
the interests of all to undertake 
that task, not as a peripheral 
activity, but rather to weave 
these principles into their core 
purpose and act accordingly.

Principle 1: Investing in 
tomorrow
History tells us that to meet 
the challenges we face and 
create the conditions we seek 
we need to widen our horizons 
and invest in tomorrow.  This 
means using public resources 
wisely today to invest in the 
future, taking early action to 
build a society that prevents 
problems from occurring 
rather than one that, as now, 
copes with the consequences.  
It requires businesses to 
rediscover mission and 
purpose, acting beyond the 
pursuit of short term profits.  
It demands responsibility 
toward those not yet born, 
avoiding taking decisions 
today which may harm 
future generations, such as in 
relation to the environment, 
or levels of social and 
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economic inequality.  And 
it necessitates action to 
create the right incentives, 
for example through the way 
public services are procured, 
job performance is rewarded 
and in the way different 
sectors are regulated. 

Principle 2: Everyone ‘doing 
their bit’
Each individual and institution, 
from the state, to business, 
to civil society, to the private 
sector, has a common interest 
in and contribution to make 
to the common good.  Hence 
all people and all sectors must 
have the opportunity and 
motivation to ‘do their bit’, with 
each playing to their strengths.  
To achieve this we need to 
become both a ‘can do’ and a 
‘will do’ society.  

A ‘can do’ society will give 
people the power to make 
change in their own lives. 
This includes more ‘everyday 
democracy’ allowing people 
a say in the way things are 
run in the ‘small places, close 
to home.’ It means a welfare 
state and public services which 
do not demonise individuals 
or treat them as the problem 
but genuinely supports and 
removes barriers to people 
getting on with their lives.   It 
requires giving people the 
power to innovate, creating and 
securing their own solutions, 
with government learning to 
let go. It demands widening 
ownership, including by 
handing control of public assets 
such as buildings and public 
spaces to local communities.  

“All people 
and all sectors 
must have the 

opportunity and 
motivation to do 

their bit”
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And it necessitates far 
greater transparency and 
accountability, including 
through reform of the way 
institutions in all sectors 
are governed and through 
exploiting the opportunities 
provided by new technologies 
to marshal and share data. 

A ‘will do’ society will find ways 
to nurture the willingness of 
people and institutions to invest 
in the common good.  A variety 
of approaches should be 
employed including changing 
incentives and rewards to 
encourage social action 
and responsible behaviours, 
behavioural insight (‘nudge’), 
promoting pro-social values via 

education and communications 
campaigns, new legislation, 
regulatory reform and 
transparency measures.

Principle 3: Getting 
connected
We must move beyond narrow 
functional or commercial 
transactions which view 
‘every man as an island’ to 
approaches which recognise 
the human and social value 
that is generated through 
strong relationships and which 
harness the power of social 
networks and connections.  
This means that human 
relationships must be at the 
heart of the way we design 
and implement public policy 

“Human 
relationships 

must be at the 
heart of the 

way we design 
and implement 

public policy and 
services”



11 A CALL TO ACTION FOR THE COMMON GOOD

We face an extraordinary 
combination of economic, social, 
and environmental challenges, 
from the local to the global. 
These include, but are not limited 
to pressures on public finances, 
demographic pressures, widening 
inequality, climate change and 
the digital divide, and a loss of 
trust in key institutions across 
every sector.   

We see the consequences in 
families struggling to pay the 
bills, failures of care services for 
the most vulnerable, lengthening 

3. Why is this important now?
queues at food banks, the 
advance of loan sharks in the 
poorest neighbourhoods,. 
demoralised public servants, 
falling levels of voter turnout 
and a sense that politicians are 
remote from real people’s lives.

The indomitable human 
spirit which has led to so 
many of the UK’s most 
significant achievements 
and which characterises the 
best aspects of our national 
life has in recent times 
struggled to find expression.  
It has been overcome 

and services, harnessing and 
generating the connections 
between people that enable us 
to support  one another while 
tackling the isolation and loss 
of social connections which 
often characterise and predict 
deeper social problems.  It 
necessitates action to promote 
solidarity between young 
and old in our ageing society.  
The voluntary and private 

sectors have an important 
role in helping people to get 
better connected and can also 
collaborate across sectors, with 
each bringing their strengths to 
the table as ‘partners for good’.   

The more we do so, the more 
we produce trust and mutual 
interest and create a potent 
force for common benefit and 
wider prosperity.  
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by other more dominant 
imperatives and trends: 
the ‘new managerialism’ in 
the way public services are 
commissioned, designed and 
financed, often advantaging 
large private corporations over 
smaller specialist voluntary 
and community sector 
organisations; the pursuit of 
short term profits over long 
term mission and sustainability 
by business; a perception 
that politicians and politics 
are remote from the places in 
which people live their lives; a 
feeling among people of being 
‘done to’ rather than being in 
charge of their own destiny.  

If we are to rise to the social 
and economic challenges we 
collectively face it is clear that 
‘business as usual’ is not an 
option.  All sectors of society 
have a common interest in 
doing things differently and to 
take action urgently.

Democracy itself needs to be 
re-energised and re-imagined 
to secure people’s engagement 
with and influence over the 

decisions shaping their lives. 
Business needs to restore trust, 
through acting and being 
seen to act as good corporate 
citizens.  National and local 
government will be required to 
do more with much less and to 
learn how to create and sustain 
ready and resilient individuals 
and communities. The voluntary 
and community sector needs to 
improve its capacity in mobilising 
people and resources towards 
social action. Individuals and 
families must play a greater 
role in securing their own well-
being and in contributing to the 
common good. 

The three principles - investing 
in the future, everyone doing 
their bit and getting connected 
– provide a highway code for 
all parts of our society to begin 
resolving these challenges 

“If we are to rise to the 
social and economic 

challenges we collectively 
face it is clear that 

‘business as usual’ is not 
an option.” 
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together.
It seems that ‘change is in the 
air’ – there is an active interest 
in the ideas contained in this 
paper across all corners of UK 
society and around the world. 

Rediscovering our 
social selves
In the disciplines of 
neuroscience, cognitive 
psychology, moral and 
political philosophy 
thinking is increasingly 
turning to the social and 
relational dimensions 
of the self, with recent 
contributions from 
Martha Nussbaum 
(Political Emotions – Why Love 
Matters for Justice), Jonathan 
Haidt (The Righteous Mind), 
Matthew Leiberman (Social: Why 
Our Brains are Wired to Connect) 
and Joshua Greene (Moral Tribes 
– Emotion, Reason and the Gap 
Between Us and Them) to name 
but a few.  

This meeting of science with 

the humanities is providing a 
challenge to Enlightenment 
notions of the ‘atomised 
individual’, instead encouraging 
exploration of notions of 
‘shared personhood’ and 

‘relational autonomy.’  Put 
simply, this thinking finds or 
argues that we are pre-wired 
to connect with others and to 
seek out belonging.  Hence 
relationships and community, 
rather than individuals, should 
be the basis of analysis and 
for the development of policy 
and practice. This thinking is 
already beginning to enjoy an 

4. Is change in the air?

“We are pre-wired to connect with 
others and to seek out belonging.”
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appreciable influence in the 
arenas of mental health, social 
gerontology and disability 
rights. Professor Gerard Quinn 
has argued that it provides 
the underpinning of the 
approach to human rights in 
the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities and that ‘the deeper 
paradox — one that obtains for 
all persons — is that personal 
freedom ultimately relies on 
social solidarity’.

From philosophy to politics 
to practice 
Think tanks on all sides of 
the political spectrum are 
advancing ideas which place 
social relationships at the heart 
of public policy and practice.
The Institute of Public Policy 
Research (IPPR) has developed 
proposals for a ‘relational’ 
approach to public services.  
IPPR recommends greater 
devolution of power from 
Whitehall with government as 
‘enabler’, further integration 
and interconnectedness 
of different services at the 
local level and moving from 

‘shallow transactions’ to 
‘deep relationships’ between 
services and citizens.   Other 
influential think tanks and 
foundations are making 
similar proposals.  Under the 
leadership of Sir John Elvidge, 
previously Permanent Secretary 
for the Scottish Government, 
The Carnegie UK Trust is 
carrying out a programme of 
work called ‘Enabling State’ 
which “is examining this 
changing relationship between 
government and citizens in the 
UK and Ireland and seeks to 
identify a common language 
across the jurisdictions.”  The 
RSA’s Community and Public 
Service Programme advertises 
itself as seeking: “to enable 
people to live the lives they wish 
to lead. Our aim is to foster a 
more powerful citizenry that 
is better able to bring about 
positive change; to nurture 
more resilient communities that 
can more readily withstand and 
resolve their own problems; and 
to help develop more innovative 
public services that are better 
placed to work with people to 
create value in their own lives.”  
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The think-tank Respublica 
says that it is “founded on 
the principles of a post liberal 
vision of the future which 
moves beyond the traditional 
political dichotomies of left and 
right, and which prioritise the 
need to recover the language 
and practice of the common 
good.”  Similarly, under the 
leadership of David Goodhart, 
the think-tank Demos is 
pursuing an agenda under 
the rubric of ‘post-liberalism’ 
which Goodhart describes as 
“a new kind of liberalism that 
is concerned not just with 
individual autonomy but also 
the nature of our institutions 
and the quality of our 
relationships with one another.” 
The Kings Institute is planning 
a major one day conference 
on the ‘common good’ in July 
2014, the aim of which “is to 
build a consensus in favour of 
redistribution and dispersal of 
power, so the challenges and 
opportunities which Britain 
faces are tackled through the 
action of people working for 
the common good, rather than 
by distant (and ineffective) 

instruments of command.”

A new ethical framework for 
business and economics
Leadership is coming from 
business, with key thinkers 
including David Sainsbury and 
Dominic Barton, Director of 
McKinsey, making the case 
for a more ethically grounded 
form of capitalism.  Visionary 
CEOs such as Paul Polman from 
Unilever advocate ‘responsible 
capitalism’ asking  “Why would 
you invest in a company which 
is out of sync with the needs 
of society, that does not take 
its social compliance in its 
supply chain seriously, that does 
not think about the costs of 
externalities, or of its negative 
impacts on society?”  Unilever 
has limited quarterly reporting 
to the City and changed 
management incentives in a 

“Think tanks on all sides 
of the political spectrum 

are advancing ideas which 
place social relationships 

at the heart of public 
policy and practice.”
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bid to resist short-termism.  At 
the CBI annual conference 
2013, outgoing CEO of 
Sainsbury’s Justin King argued 
“How we do business, how we 
put back into the community of 
which we are a part, put back 
into the society from which we 
draw our revenues is a moral 
issue and it’s one that our 
consumers have every right to 
ask us.”  At the Common Good 
roundtable on health and well-
being in an ageing society in 
February 2014, Andrew Bonser 
from Alliance Boots explained 
how 50 percent of Alliance 
Boots’ 2500 stores, including 
local pharmacies, are in 
locations that fall in the bottom 
two quintiles of poverty. He said 
that Boots saw itself as having 
a central role in reducing gap 

between life expectancy and 
healthy life years in these areas 
as well as working with local 
government to improve local 
communities. 

Trading for Good describes 
itself as “a not-for-profit 
venture that inspires 
businesses to be more socially 
responsible, with a passionate 
belief that successful 
businesses are responsible 
businesses” and has been 
developed with support from 
the Behavioural Insight Team 
in the Cabinet Office as well 

“Major supermarket chains 
are playing an increasing 
role in the communities 

they serve”
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as businesses such as Fujitsu 
and Santander.  Businesses 
such as O2 and Sainbury’s 
are also playing a central 
role promoting social action,  
supporting major initiatives 
such as ‘Step Up To Serve’ 
(previously the Campaign for 
Youth Social Action) which 
is “a strategic, long-term, 
cross-sector transformation 
initiative, which will unlock 
the potential of youth social 
action across the business, 
education and voluntary 
sectors of the UK.”  Major 
supermarket chains are 
playing an increasing role in 
the communities they serve, 
whether providing space 
for meetings, funding local 
charities or in recent times 
supporting the massive rise 
in demand for foodbanks.  
Thinkers and activists such as 
Tom Levitt and Lynne Berry 
OBE advocate new forms 
of partnership between the 
private, public and voluntary 
and community sectors for 
the common good, such as 
in Levitt’s book ‘Partners for 
Good’ published in 2012.

A proactive role for the 
Church
The Blueprint for Better 
Business, launched by Cardinal 
Nichols in 2012, aims to “rally 
business leaders to explore 
the business need for change 
and how a rediscovery of 
corporate purpose and a focus 
on personal values might best 
be brought together in the 
service of society” by drawing 
on Catholic Social Teaching. 
Debates on ‘The City and the 
Common Good’ at St Pauls 
Cathedral in 2013 explored “key 
issues underlying the report of 
the Parliamentary Commission 
for Banking Standards and the 
social purpose of the finance 
sector.”  Together for the 
Common Good aims to build “a 
new, broad coalition between 
Christians of different traditions, 
other faith communities and 
secular allies, to re-imagine 
political life and commitment 
to the flourishing of all people.”  
Churches are also working 
closely with Trades Unions and 
organisations such as Citizens 
UK to support community 
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organising around issues such 
as the living wage.  A leading 
light in this movement, Lord 
Glasman, is now establishing a 
‘Common Good Foundation’ 
with the support of the Church 
and Unions.  

The new political common 
ground?
In the political sphere, the 
Conservative Party’s approach 
to the ‘Big Society’ has 
heralded or extended some 
valuable innovations, even 
if it has achieved mixed 
results overall.  Developments 
promoted by this and previous 
governments such as personal 
health budgets, the NHS Right 
to Request, the Community 

Right to Challenge, the ‘Our 
Place’ fund, the Community 
Organisers Programme, the 
Social Value Act, Social Impact 
Bonds,  Innovation in Social 
Action and Open Data all point 
towards devolving power to 
individuals and communities.   
The coalition government’s 
Care Bill, led by Liberal 
Democrat Ministers, is rooted – 
in theory at least – in principles 
regarding individual agency, 
well-being and the importance 
of social relationships.

Jon Cruddas MP who is leading 
Labour’s policy review recently 
wrote that ‘One Nation 
Labour’ was about “doing 
politics in a new way. Not the 
old top-down transactional 
politics of doing things to 
and for people. But a bottom-
up transformative politics 
of the common good that 
gives people the power and 
responsibility to take more 
control of their lives, their work 
and their communities.”  Ed 
Milband echoed this in the 
2014 Hugo Young lecture 
saying that “commitment to 

“A bottom-up 
transformative politics 
of the common good... 
gives people the power 

and responsibility to take 
more control of their 

lives, their work and their 
communities.”
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people powered public services 
will be at the heart of the next 
Labour government.”  

Doing government 
differently
The Scottish Government 
has implemented radical 
changes to focus the whole 
of government and its 
partners on shared outcomes. 
In evidence to the Public 
Administration Committee in 
May 2013, it has claimed that 
“the focus of public spending 
and action builds on the 
needs, assets and potential 
of individuals, families, 
enterprises and communities, 

rather than being dictated 
by professional silos and 
organizational boundaries” 
and that it seeks “alignment 
and positive engagement 
with our stakeholders and 
delivery partners on the basis 
of mutual respect and shared 
endeavour.”  To achieve this it 
has “abolished departmental 
structures within the Scottish 
Government to discourage 
silos and facilitate effective 
crosscutting government; 
sought to align the whole 
public sector to a single 
defined Purpose and National 
Outcomes; established a 
partnership across all public 
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services based on that 
Purpose; and put strategic 
leadership and the facilitation 
of cooperation between 
organisations and sections of 
society at the heart of the role 
of central government.”

The Commission on the Future 
of Local Government, led by 
Leeds City Council set out 
to “reassess the role of local 
government in the 21st century 
and put forward practical 
actions that aim to revitalise 
local democracy and public 
service” and carried out its 
work during 2012.  Its central 
proposition, which it sought 
to test, was the concept of 
‘civic enterprise’ which the 
final report says “is based on 
the premise that services built 
on the strengths of the public, 
private and third sectors will 
produce better outcomes 
for local people.” The report 
notes how “The challenge is 
to change the nature of the 
relationship between the citizen 
and the state, rebuild trust and 
ensure good local integration 
between health, social care and 

other services’ and that ‘There 
is also a case to think differently 
about the social infrastructure 
that the 21st Century demands: 
how to create multi-use assets 
that have social value and act 
as community hubs, including 
public spaces and parks, schools 
and cultural amenities. Towns 
and cities need to find new 
approaches to bring together 
dynamic local intelligence and 
understanding to inform better 
modelling, decision making and 
action to run local assets.” 

The Local Government 
Association launched a 
campaign in November 
2013 called ‘Rewiring Public 
Services’ which it describes 
as “an ambitious campaign 
which provides much-needed 
solutions to how we can 
deliver public services within 
an ever-tightening fiscal 
environment.” It has set out 
ten key propositions, including: 
calling for greater devolution 
of control over local tax and 
spending; integration of local 
services and decision-making; 
strengthening local say by 
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limiting Ministerial interference; 
local accountability in place of 
national targets and inspection 
and multi-year funding 
settlements.

The Early Action TaskForce, 
chaired by David Robinson 
OBE  and involving members 
from national and local 
government, the voluntary and 
community sector, academia 
and business is seeking to 
answer the question: “How do 
we build a society that prevents 
problems from occurring rather 
than one that, as now, copes 
with the consequences?” It 
has argued that early action 
delivers a “triple dividend of 
thriving lives, costing less and 
contributing more.”  It notes 
however that isolated practice 
will not become commonplace 
unless “New rules, duties, 
structures, tools and funding 
are suggested to break the 
constraints of short-term 
thinking and siloed delivery.”

In 2014 Locality, with Professor 
John Seddon from Vanguard 
Consulting published a report 

which suggested that £16bn 
a year of public sector service 
spending could be saved by 
recognising the ‘diseconomy 
of scale’ and moving towards 
a ‘local by default’ approach 
which would build person-
centred relationships, help 
people help themselves, provide 
better integrated support, and 
reduce failure demand.

In tune with public opinion
With respect to political 
engagement and activity by 
individual citizens, the 2013 
British Social Attitudes survey 
contrasts two trends – declining 
trust in government and 
politicians, yet rising interest 
in politics itself.  The report 
suggests that “While a degree 

“A ‘local by default’ 
approach which would 
build person-centred 

relationships, help people 
help themselves, provide 

better integrated support, 
and reduce failure 

demand.”
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of scepticism towards politicians 
might be thought healthy, those 
who govern Britain today have 
an uphill struggle to persuade 
the public that their hearts 
are in the right place. So it is 
perhaps little wonder that there 
are ever-growing demands for 
greater transparency in the 
political process, ranging from 
how much MPs are paid to 
the sources of party political 
funding.”  Interestingly it also 
finds that “People are more 
likely now than in the 1980s 
to have signed a petition or 
contacted their MP, no doubt 
at least partly reflecting the 
increasing ease with which it is 
possible to do these things via 
social media. And, although a 
majority doubt their ability to 
influence what politicians do, 
they are no more likely to feel 
this now than they were in the 
1980s - indeed, if anything, the 
opposite is the case.”  Might 
these findings indicate appetite, 
among some parts of the 
public at least, for new forms of 
democratic participation of the 
kind a common good approach 
might offer?

A leading role for the 
voluntary and community 
sector
The ideas and principles in this 
paper draw upon the best of 
the voluntary and community 
sector. The work carried out 
on the ‘Call to Action for the 
Common Good’ to date has 
brought together different 
strands of thought, both via 
the working group and wider 
dialogue with key people in 
different sectors.  This included 
two well attended and received 
roundtable seminars held 
in February 2014 to explore 
the resonance and practical 
relevance of the ideas in the 
context of two major societal 
challenges: promoting health 
and well-being in our ageing 
society and building positive 
futures with young people. 
One to one meetings with 
business-leaders, politicians, 
representatives of the churches 
and a wide cross section of 
the voluntary and community 
sector were also held to explore 
and refine the propositions.    
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Given the breadth of interest in 
these ideas across all sectors, 
one might expect these 
ideas to be an unstoppable 
force.  The reality is that 
significant obstacles need to 
be overcome to turn vision 
into reality such that they 
become commonplace and to 
be implemented in a fashion 
which works for the common 
good.

Financial constraints
While there are positive signs of 
economic growth, the policy of 
austerity has and will continue 
to place unprecedented 
constraints on public spending 
for many years to come.  As 
the current government has 
discovered, rolling back the 
frontiers of the State does 
not of itself result in a rolling 
forward of the frontiers of civil 
society to fill the space.  Key 
to this is of course money.  As 
Civic Exchange notes in the Big 
Society Audit 2013 “despite 

an underlying resilience, with 
voluntary and community 
organisations continuing to 
carry out a key social role, 
a significant proportion are 
experiencing financial difficulty 
due to rising demand and 
falling income.”  According to 
the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
(IFS) by the end of 2014 60 
percent of planned spending 

5. What are the obstacles to these ideas and 
practices becoming commonplace? 

 “The policy of austerity has 
and will continue to place 
unprecedented constraints 

on public spending for 
many years to come.”
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cuts will still be to come, and 
the Labour Party has now 
committed to running a budget 
surplus by the end of the next 
Parliament, should it win power 
in 2015.  A recent survey by the 
Local Government Information 
Unit found that a third of 
councils warned that financial 
constraints may place them in 
a situation where they are no 
longer able to provide basic 
services.  While there is good 
reason to believe that the 
ideas outlined in this paper 
would lead to a much better 
investment of public resources, 
secure financial and other 
resources from untapped 
sources and reserves and 
generate new ones, the change 
we advocate is not a zero sum 
game, or a way simply to ‘do 
public services on the cheap.’  
Resources are required both 
to make change happen and 
to make change sustainable.  
Advocates of this agenda need 
to achieve an appropriate 
balance between welcoming 
a careful and considered 
rethinking of the State, yet 
avoiding becoming unwitting 

cover for an ideologically-driven 
shrinking of the State, with 
nothing to take its place.

Short termism
Short- termism continues to 
plague the economy and 
public spending.  Government 
spending plans continue to be 
based on three year cycles, 
which undermine opportunities 
to make long term investments.  
Despite the rhetoric regarding 
prevention and early action, 
most public spending is 
going on crisis management, 
especially in areas like social 
care where publicly funded 
support is now only available 
to people classed as having 
‘critical or substantial’ needs.  
Fragmentation of central 
government and local agencies 
continues to act as a barrier to 
investment in prevention and 
early intervention. There is little 
incentive for a local authority 
to invest its social care budget 
to prevent expenditure by 
the NHS - the returns on 
investment do not flow back 
to the investor.  With some of 
the most excluded members of 
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society often being the clients 
of multiple public services, this 
fragmentation also acts as an 
obstacle to people assuming 
control over their lives and 
can often make worse the 
challenges faced by people 
in establishing and exercising 
agency.

Britain’s welfare state continues 
to largely take the form of a 
‘safety net’, compensating 
people for misfortune, rather 
than supporting our personal 
development and expanding 
our capabilities.  Criteria 
governing entitlement to 
benefits and services largely 
focuses on deficits – on what 
people are assessed as being 

unable to do – rather than 
investing in their agency, 
personal assets and potential.  
A general culture of mistrust 
regarding social security 
recipients – played out in the 
media, across the political 
spectrum and evident in 
public attitudes - has seen a 
toughening of ‘conditionality’ 
rules and a significant uplift 
in the application of benefit 
sanctions by Job Centre Plus.  
The emphasis is squarely on 
controlling individuals rather 
than nurturing their agency.   
Such distrust presents a major 
political barrier to devolving 
power to citizens, undermining 
the potential of initiatives 
such as personal budgets 
or innovation in the area of 
employment support.

Private sector monopolies 
In the Big Society Audit, 
Civic Exchange finds that 
“public service outsourcing is 
dominated by large private 
sector companies” which have 
crowded out opportunities for 
smaller specialist voluntary and 
community sector providers 

“Britain’s welfare state 
continues to largely take 

the form of a ‘safety net’, 
compensating people 
for misfortune, rather 
than supporting our 

personal development 
and expanding our 

capabilities.”
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to operate.  Furthermore 
evidence concerning the Work 
Programme suggests that 
providers have done more 
for participants with fewer 
and less severe barriers to 
employment, while support 
for those who might benefit 
from specialist interventions 
was less widespread. The Work 
Programme has achieved a less 
than 5% success rate in relation 
to job outcomes for people 
who are receiving Employment 
and Support Allowance.  
Independent evaluation of 
the Work Programme suggests 
that this appears “to reflect 
the tendency for many end-
to end providers, for reason 
of cost, to attempt wherever 
possible to meet support needs 
either in-house, or through 
referrals to cost-free support 
services.”  This is despite the 
fact that all evidence shows 
that tailored, individual 
support is far more effective 
at securing people jobs.  
Accountability is to government 
departments, not to citizens 
and the language embedded 
in contractual arrangements 

between government and 
these contractors is that 
of customers, transactions 
and efficiencies, not citizens, 
relationships and effectiveness.  
Although the big private sector 
companies such as Atos, Serco, 
A4E, Capita and G4S have 
come under increasing scrutiny 
in recent months, without 
a major change in the way 
government procures public 
services it seems likely that 
these companies – and these 
approaches and problems 
-  will continue to dominate 
the landscape of public service 
provision.

Central command and 
control
If a defining principle of a 
Common Good approach is of 
“politics as the art of leading 
people acting together rather 
than an attempt to centrally 
command all outcomes” then 
many parts of the UK’s present 
political economy (especially 
Westminster) remain at 
considerable distance from 
the ideas of widely dispersed 
power that are central to that 
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vision.  As IPPR points out in 
its 2014 report ‘Many to Many 
– how the relational state will 
transform public services’  “The 
key decisions about funding 
and priorities across a whole 
range of areas – including 
transport, skills, housing, 
economic development, 
employment support, schools, 
health and the criminal justice 
system – are still largely taken 
in Whitehall.” The British State 
struggles to let go. 
 
In between the State and 
citizens are a wide range of 
interest groups, all of whom 
have a stake and who are 
in effect in competition for 

power and control. The large 
corporations with an interest in 
winning public service contracts 
have already been mentioned. 
The voluntary and community 
sector itself is sometimes 
indistinguishable from such 
organisations and does not 
always behave in a way which 
puts the interests of citizens 
and users of services at the 
heart of its actions.  Across 
public services there exist 
many professional bodies and 
trades unions.  Such bodies 

“Politics as the art of 
leading people acting 

together”
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are a critically important 
dimension of associational 
life, but they also possess the 
capacity to stand in the way 
of devolving power to citizens.  
The transformation required 
to achieve the common good 
vision will not be achieved 
unless these concentrations of 
power are addressed, making 
allies wherever possible, but 
challenging vested interests 
when it is not.

It is also critical to acknowledge 
that establishing a more 
localised, devolved approach 
requires not only a major 
transfer of power, but 
an acceptance by local 
communities and individuals 
of the responsibilities and risks 
of failure that come with it.  
The almost British institution 
of criticising ‘postcode 
lotteries’ in reference to the 
differentials in the availability 
and performance of  public 
services across localities 
suggests that there remains a 
major challenge in making this 
shift.   The 2020 Public Services 
Trust recommended setting 

national minimum standards 
below which services are not 
allowed to fall, allowing for 
both a level of consistency and 
local flexibility to address this 
problem: “Local accountability 
should be encouraged so 
that reform has genuine local 
ownership and control, and 
so that responsibility isn’t 
simply passed up to ministers 
when the going gets tough. 
If this doesn’t happen then 
we will remain stuck with the 
contradiction that whilst people 
support greater local control, at 
the same time the vast majority 
want services like the NHS to be 
the same everywhere.” 

Conflicted public attitudes
The response of the public, 
media and politicians to the 
recent floods also acts as a 
reminder of the tightrope 
that governments are forced 
to walk between accusations 
of ‘nanny-statism’ on the 
one hand and the demand 
for immediate and effective 
intervention (and blame) on 
the other.   This balancing 
act is particularly difficult in 
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relation to support for those 
considered ‘vulnerable’ despite 
the fact that it is very often 
these groups who often enjoy 
the least control over their own 
lives and who would benefit 
most significantly from gaining 
power to be the author of their 
own lives.  Child and adult 
‘safeguarding’ has yet to give 
way to a model of ‘supported 
risk-taking.’

The risk of deepening 
existing inequalities
Finally, in ‘The Rise of the 
Enabling State’ Carnegie Trust 
UK quote Taylor-Gooby in 2020 
Public Services Trust, 2010b 
who noted that “. . . middle-
class groups have always done 
relatively well out of the welfare 
state. Public service reforms that 
give greater power to service 
users risk exacerbating the 
inequality between advantaged 
and more vulnerable groups.” 
The Big Society Audit starkly 
sets out existing differences  
noting both generally weaker 
levels of ‘social capital’ and 
lower levels of volunteering 
and charitable giving in the 

most deprived areas, coupled 
with the fact that voluntary 
organisations working with the 
most disadvantaged groups in 
these areas have been hardest 
hit by cuts in public funding, at 
the same time as demand is 
rising.  

Justice will not be served if 
a failure to recognise and 
address these differentials in 
the capacity of communities 
to assume control causes 
a deepening of existing 
inequalities.

“Safeguarding has yet to 
give way to a model of 
supported risk-taking”
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6. What needs to happen to achieve the 
common good vision?

As can be seen from this 
analysis, achievement of 
the common good vision is 
complex, multi-faceted and 
involves independent and 
collective action by a wide 
range of actors.  It is not within 
the scope of this paper to 
prescribe detailed solutions 
and recommendations, nor to 
seek to duplicate the good work 
being carried out by others who 
are doing so.   

Instead three strategic areas 
for further development and 
discussion are highlighted 
below, where action across all 
sectors might help move this 
agenda forwards:

Restructuring incentives, 
rewards, measures and 
sanctions
It is clear from the evidence 
that profound change can 
be affected by restructuring 
(and overcoming perverse) 

incentives, rewards, outcome 
measures and sanctions. 
This includes seeking steps to 
overcome short-termism across 
all sectors, create strategic 
alignment across different 
public services through 
common outcome measures, 
open opportunities for a more 
diverse range of actors to win 
government funding to tackle 
social problems and nurture 
the willingness of people and 
institutions to adopt socially 
responsible behaviours and 
take action. Including through 
behavioural insight techniques 
and transparency measures.

Changing structures for 
decision-making and 
accountability 
Changing who takes decisions 
changes the decisions that 
are taken.  This could include 
steps to accord a greater say 
to citizens, employees and 
consumers in the governance 
of existing or newly established 
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institutions,  for example 
via the expansion of mutual 
bodies and cooperatives 
as agents of public service 
delivery.  It may mean seeking 
to achieve greater plurality of 
background and experience on 
company boards, in particular 
the greater representation of 
women.  It could include the 
active involvement of affected 
groups in the commissioning, 
procurement and performance 
evaluation of outsourced 
public services.   It may involve 
local communities assuming 
roles previously carried out by 
statutory bodies, such as via 
an expansion in the number 

of neighbourhood justice 
panels.  It could suggest further 
expansion of approaches such 
as personal budgets, putting 
the commissioning of services 
and support directly in the 
hands of those requiring it.   
And it requires effort not just to 
put more information and data 
into the public domain, but to 
give citizens and consumers 
real power to use it to hold 
institutions in all sectors to 
account.

Integration, connection and 
collaboration
The advantages of mobilising 
and pooling collective 
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7. What next?

As set out earlier, this paper 
is work in progress, intended 
to inform a national debate 
regarding the key features of a 
society committed to pursuing 
the ‘common good’ and 
building champions across all 
sectors.

Comments on the principles 
and analysis in this paper would 
therefore be very welcome. 
Exemplars of ‘common good’ 

resources, bringing the ideas 
and strengths of different 
sectors together and working 
to common goals are obvious.  
Locally pooled budgets, under 
the shared direction of citizens 
and statutory agencies, in 
partnership with other local 
actors, offers one way to move 
from costly crisis spending to 
investment in early action.  
Connecting people facing 
common challenges and 
knitting isolated people into 
their communities should 

be common practice, with 
social connectedness a key 
measure of success.  Strategies 
to nurture the willingness 
of people and institutions 
to engage in social action 
require further development.  
National and local government 
could create opportunities 
for business, large, medium 
and small and the voluntary 
and community sector to 
engage with one another 
to find mutually beneficial 
opportunities for collaboration.    

practice, and ideas for doing 
things differently, would be 
especially valuable.  Please send 
responses to commongood@
csv.org.uk

mailto:commongood%40csv.org.uk?subject=
mailto:commongood%40csv.org.uk?subject=
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