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The Economy for the Common Good (ECG) is an innovative concept of the economy that puts 
people’s wellbeing and the greater good at the center of its design. It measures success with a 
Common Good Product for national economies, a Common Good Balance Sheet for companies, 
and a Common Good Assessment for investments and finance. The movement started in 2010 in 
Vienna and has spread since to 33 countries. A current focus lies in developing a holistic framework 
of sustainability reporting.

Creating an Economy for the Common Good
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The wellbeing of the members of the 
household (“oikos“) was the original 
goal of the Greek “oikonomia“. Aristot-
le differentiated this eponymous con-
cept of the modern word “economy“ 

from its opposite “chrematistiké“ which 
was characterized by turning the means 
money and capital into ends. Whereas 
chrematistiké translates into modern 
language with capitalism, oikonomia was 

by definition a wellbeing economy or, in 
other terms, an economy for the com-
mon good. The common was not the 
exception in the history of thought but 
the rule. Claus Dierksmeier concludes: 
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“From Aristotle via Thomas Aquinas, up 
to and including Adam Smith, there was 
a consensus that both economic theo-
ry and practice needed to 
be legitimised as well as 
limited by a certain over-
arching goal (Greek: telos) 
such as the “common good”.1 Whereas 
economics as a science, took a different 
route with the upcoming of the neoclas-
sical school since the 1870s until today, 
the constitutions of democratic nations 
still contain the common good impera-
tive for the economy. For instance, the  
Bavarian Constitution says: „The econo-
mic activity in its entirety serves the com-
mon good“. (Art. 151). The Constitution 
of Columbia states: “Economic activity 
and private initiative must not be impe-
ded within the limits of the public good“.

Taking these historical precedents and 
contemporary imperatives as a model, 
the Economy for the Common Good 
(ECG) movement saw the light of day in 
Vienna in 2010. Since then, it has spread 
to 33 countries up to date. Some 5000 
individuals engage in 200 local chap-
ters and cooperate with companies, 
cities, and educational institutions 
from schools to universities. The prin-
cipal claim and goal of the movement 
is the orientation of all economic ac-
tivities towards the – democratically 
defined – common good. Concretely, 
economic success should be measured 
with a Common Good Product on the  
national level, a Common Good Balan-
ce Sheet for companies, and a Com-
mon Good (Impact) Assessment on the 
microlevel of investment and finance. 

Common Good Product and Balance 
Sheet
A nationally defined Common Good Pro-
duct can indicate a country’s success in 
meeting democratically defined goals that 
align with universal values. The sovereign 
citizens should define the Common Good 
Product at this national level. Perhaps in 
local assemblies, citizens would identify 
the twenty most relevant aspects of qua-
lity of life and wellbeing and convert them 
to a measurable and comparable indicator 
that tells us much more than the GDP. The 
Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development’s (OECD) “Better Life 
Index,” Bhutan’s “Gross National Happi-
ness,” or the 17 Sustainable Development 

Goals all exemplify alternatives to GDP. 
The Common Good Balance Sheet shows 
how much a company contributes to the 

common good on the microlevel. Balan-
ce Sheet questions include, for instance:

 − Do products and services satisfy hu-
man needs?

 − How humane are working condi-
tions?

 − How environmentally friendly are 
production processes?

 − How ethical is the sales and 
purchasing policy?

 − How are profits distributed?
 − How diverse is the workforce and 

do they receive equal pay for equal 
work?

 − How involved are stakeholders in 
core strategic decision-making? 

Businesses who complete a Common 
Good Balance Sheet assess their acti-
vities and contribution to the common 
good. Independent auditors examine the  
results, and a Common Good Report is 
published. The current average score, 
around 200-300, shows that these com-
panies are going above the legal minimum 
standard and have a greater understan-
ding of their broader influence in society, 
with areas for improvement. For a ma-
ximum of 1,000 points to be possible, it 
would mean a world living in peace with 
no poverty or unemployment, a stable 
climate and clean environment, equali-
ty, and engaged and motivated workers: 
society’s ethical goals would be accom-
plished. Companies with high balance 
sheet scores can be rewar-
ded with tax benefits, lower 
tariffs, better loan terms, 
and priority in public pro-
curement. These measures would make 
ethical and environmentally friendly pro-
ducts and services cheaper than ethi-
cally questionable ones. An example of 
applied common good economics is 
Portland. The city in Oregon is charging 
higher taxes on companies if the CEO’s 
pay is greater than 100 times the medi-
an pay of all employees, and an extra 25 
per cent if the ratio exceeds 250 times.2

Holistic model
Next to the reorientation of economic 

activities towards the democratically de-
fined common good, the ECG model in-
cludes more innovative elements, such 
as ecological human rights, limiting a 
person’s environmental consumption to 
a fair share of the Planet’s sustainable 
offer. Ethical world trade would replace 
“free trade” without falling back to pro-
tectionism. Finally, balancing feedback 
mechanisms would moderate inequa-
lity in personal income and wealth and 
limit the size of corporations. Money 
could become a public good, and banks, 
stock markets, and other financial ser-
vice providers could apply an ethical risk  
assessment or common good assess-
ment before they help finance an invest-
ment. If no fundamental value is dama-
ged and no common good expropriated,  
monetary means would flow in the fu-
ture. The Genossenschaft für Gemein-
wohl in Vienna created the first Common 
Good Account (Gemeinwohlkonto) in 
cooperation with the Umweltcenter of 
the Raiffeisenbank Gunskirchen and has 
developed a “Common Good Banking”. 

International movement
Since its start in 2010, the ECG movement 
has spread to 33 countries and founded 
200 local chapters, with almost 5.000 vo-
lunteers engaging. In Austria, companies 
such as Sonnentor, Baumeister Lux, Gug-
ler, Adamah, CulumNatura, Trumer Brau-
erei, FH Burgenland or Bildungshaus St. 
Virgil did a Common Good Balance Sheet. 
The first Common Good Municipalities 
are Mäder and Nenzing in Vorarlberg. The 
City of Münster has decided to do a Com-
mon Good Balance Sheet for all public 
enterprises. Steinheim is the first city to 
implement a Balance Sheet for the whole 

city. In 2017, an ECG Chair was established 
at the University of Valencia, a first study, 
“Angewandte Gemeinwohl-Ökonomie” 
started in Austria in 2018, and the first 
scientific conference was held in 2019 at 
the City University of Applied Sciences 
in Bremen. In 2021, the ECG’s theoreti-
cal foundation, “From Neoclassical Eco-
nomics to Common Good Economics”, 
was published in sustainability.3 Already 
in 2015, the European Economic and So-
cial Committee declared by an 86-per-
cent majority that “the Economy for the 

The principal claim and goal of the movement is the 
orientation of all economic activities towards the – 
democratically defined common good.

Companies with high balance sheet scores can be 
rewarded with tax benefits, lower tariffs, better loan 
terms, and priority in public procurement.
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Common Good (ECG) model is conceived 
to be included both in the European and 
the domestic legal framework”. On the 
website of the Federal Chancellery on the 
SDGs, ECG is highlighted as one example 
of successful implementation.4 Currently, 
the movement is engaging in the revision 
of the European Unions‘ Corporate Sus-
tainability Reporting Directive, which will 

affect companies with at least 250 emplo-
yees from 2024 with mandatory sustaina-
bility reporting duties. Smaller companies 
mainly apply the Common Good Balance 
Sheet.

B 
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the book “Gemeinwohl-Ökonomie“, which 
has been translated into 13 languages, English 
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1  Claus Dierksmeier (2016): Reframing Economic Ethics. The Philosophical Foundations of Humanistic Management, palgrave Macmillan, S. 35.
2  Gretchen Morgenson: Portland Adopts Surcharge on C.E.O. Pay in Move vs. Income Inequality, in: New York Times, Dec 7, 2016.
3  https://doi.org/10.3390/su13042093
4  www.bundeskanzleramt.gv.at/themen/nachhaltige-entwicklung-agenda-2030/erfolgsgeschichten-agenda-2030/gemeinwohl-oekonomie-at.html
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Figure: Common Good Matrix 5.0, ECG movement
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Sie wollen regelmäßig über umweltpolitische Aktivitäten auf 
EU-Ebene informiert werden?

Wir halten Sie auf dem Laufenden. Mit unserem kostenlosen Newsletter 
erhalten Sie wöchentlich aktuelle Informationen über europäische Umweltpolitik. 
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