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FOREWORD

Surrounded by new devices, systems, applications – a world of technological abundance - there 
is always one resource in scarce supply; not technology, but technological imagination. 

Nicholas Gruen has that imagination in abundance and he wants government to share it, to be in 
his words an impresario.

I hope this paper is well read, not simply to ponder the many suggestions he makes, but as a 
reminder that all of us, even public servants, have the ability to open our minds and think beyond 
the square, do something different, break with tradition.

Too often when we talk about the gains from innovation, we are thinking about founding the next 
Google or more locally Atlassian or Cochlear. But most of the gains from innovation come from 
millions of improvements, some no more than tweaks, but adding up to massive change. 

The biggest obstacles to innovation are cultural. “Not invented here.” “We have always done it 
this way.” This mindset should be banned. Leaders need to ensure that everyone on their team 
feels able to challenge the way things are being done and propose new approaches. 

Deference is death to innovation. 

One of the most obvious ways governments can encourage innovation is by making their stores 
of information available, in machine readable form, to everyone. Sometimes governments don’t 
open up their data resources because they prefer to keep them secret; sometimes they only 
make them available for a fee. 

The gains from open data are immense – consider the way in which making living running data 
on public transport promotes patronage. If I know precisely when the next train or bus is going 
to arrive at my stop - be it late or early – I can be sure to be there to catch it. 

It is not always easy to calculate the externalities involved in the ‘open data’ movement, but 
some have tried. A 2013 report by McKinsey and Company researchers estimates $3 to 5 trillion 
in economic value annually from open data across seven sectors in the United States1. More 
locally, John Houghton from the Centre for Strategic and Economic Studies found that the net 
cost to the Australia Bureau of Statistics of making publications and statistics freely available and 
adopting creative commons licensing was about $3.5 million per annum – but the benefits to the 
public, to government, were even greater. The immediate cost savings to users was around $5 
million per annum and the measurable annualised benefits were around $25 million2.

Governments should be working closer with industry to identify new opportunities and my 
Government has started on this path. So far, 85 per cent of the data that is available through 
data.gov.au has been added since the Coalition was elected in September. This is the direct result 
of my department, the Department of Communications, working with Geoscience Australia and 
the Finance portfolio to deliver on our election commitments on e–Government and the Digital 
Economy.

Malcolm Turnbull, Minister for Communications, Australia
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1. INTRODUCTION

The West’s economic ‘take–off’ since the 17th century has involved a revolution in technology 
and business. But that has been conjoint with a revolution in the public sphere from the 
emergence of constitutional government to the panoply of new public institutions such as 
central banks, the legal apparatus of joint stock companies and the public underwriting of new 
knowledge in initiatives such as the British Admiralty’s longitude prize. 

This essay presents a new agenda – that of the public private partnership in building the public 
goods of the information age. To do so, we first outline the nature of public goods and then 
explain how the advent of the internet has seen an explosion of ‘emergent public goods’ – which 
are not the product of government funding or delivery but emerge from human interaction. 
Doing so reveals a potential role for government in accelerating, facilitating and, where 
necessary, funding the emergence of such public goods. 

2. PUBLIC GOODS AND FREE–RIDER PROBLEMS AND OPPORTUNITIES

Among economists the term ‘public good’ refers to those goods (including services) that 
governments must build because markets lack the incentives to build them. The economic 
textbook anatomises the technical characteristics of such goods. They are ‘non–excludable’ 
and ‘non–rival’. At least until the advent of sophisticated wireless technology, it has not been 
practicable to levy user charges on suburban roads making them ‘non–excludable’. Once they 
are built anyone can drive on them and so payment of user charges could not be enforced. 
Similarly, until there is congestion on them, suburban roads are also ‘non–rival’. As opposed 
to standard goods like a car or a cookie or a visit to the doctor, one person’s enjoyment of 
suburban roads does not lessen others’ enjoyment of them. 

Figure 1: The characteristics of a public good

Source: Ostrom and Ostrom, 1977
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longitude_prize
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Non–excludability creates a so–called ‘free–rider problem’ as those who provide some good 
are unable to prevent others from benefiting from it. If one person cleans up litter on a beach, 
all visitors to the beach benefit can free ride off their efforts. Intellectual property law legally 
re–enforces excludability to tackle the free–rider problem. Yet the other characteristic of public 
goods – non–rivalrousness – generates a free–rider opportunity. Once a non–rivalrous good has 
been brought into existence its non–rivalrousness means it can be made available again and 
again, to whomever it can benefit.

As we have witnessed in countless electoral contests, fears are more compelling than hopes, 
and so it is that the free–rider problem is a commonplace of public policy discussion while the 
very idea of a free–rider opportunity generates dissonance, and goes largely ignored in our 
public policy discourse. Yet although free–rider problems must often be dealt with, free–rider 
opportunities have always been far more important as each generation stands on the shoulder of 
the giants of the past. Indeed one take on the ascent of humanity has been the deepening and 
acceleration of that process; a process to which the internet has added a new impetus. As the 
cost of spreading ideas collapses with the rise of the internet and open source production, so 
free–rider opportunities burgeon around us. 

And yet the apogee of optimism about the free–rider opportunities that ideas make available 
was arguably two centuries ago when Thomas Jefferson observed (1813): 

He who receives an idea from me, receives instruction himself without lessening 
mine; as he who lights his taper at mine, receives light without darkening me. 
That ideas should freely spread from one to another over the globe, for the moral 
and mutual instruction of man, and improvement of his condition, seems to have 
been peculiarly and benevolently designed by nature, when she made them, like 
fire, expansible over all space, without lessening their density in any point, and 
like the air in which we breathe, move, and have our physical being, incapable of 
confinement or exclusive appropriation.

3. EMERGENT PUBLIC GOODS

Economists have also shown more anxiety about public goods as a free–rider problem than 
they have shown solicitude in optimising free–rider opportunities. Thus the Ostroms (1977) 
teach us, that public goods “present serious problems in human organisation”. Yet there is a 
class of public good that emerges from commercial life spontaneously – without any deliberate 
provision by government or even self–conscious collective action. We will call them emergent 
public goods. Moreover, at the centre of modern economics, from its founding in Adam Smith’s 
Wealth of Nations in 1776 is the assertion of the miraculous qualities of the price system as an 
emergent public good and the free–rider opportunities to which it gives rise. Here is Hayek on 
the subject (1945). 

It is more than a metaphor to describe the price system as a . . . system of 
telecommunications which enables individual producers to watch merely the 
movement of a few pointers, as an engineer might watch the hands of a few dials, 
in order to adjust their activities to changes of which they may never know more 
than is reflected in the price movement. . . . The marvel is that in a case like that of 
a scarcity of one raw material, without an order being issued, without more than 
perhaps a handful of people knowing the cause, tens of thousands of people whose 
identity could not be ascertained by months of investigation, are made to use the 
material or its products more sparingly.

http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/a1_8_8s12.html
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While I would propose the price system is the canonical emergent public good of a market,3 two 
emergent public goods lie at the heart of our humanity: culture comprising regular expectations 
and social norms and language. Each enable us to cooperate and build a social world of immense 
complexity and prosperity. Remarkably enough, the evolution of social mores was the subject of 
Adam Smith’s first great book, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, and amidst the few things Smith 
ordered spared from the more general destruction of his papers on his death was a treatise on 
the evolution of language. As Otteson has argued (2002), Smith’s theories of the development 
of language, social mores and markets are all one of a piece. In each, order evolves not as the 
result of conscious design but as an emergent property of humans interacting for diverse private 
reasons – as an emergent public good.

4. WEB 2.0: AN EXPLOSION OF EMERGENT PUBLIC GOODS

Web 2.0 and peer production have now brought forth an explosion of emergent public 
goods. The purest of these is open source software. Here code is written with diverse motives 
(Benkler and Nissenbaum, 2006).4 Once written, its authors benefit more from sharing it – 
hoping to establish it within the code base for subsequent distributions – than they can from 
the Sisyphean task of hoarding their code and reinstalling it into each new distribution of the 
software. Here language rises above simply facilitating communication. It performs tasks. Open 
source software is the language instinct become executive action. 

Peer production on Web 2.0 platforms5 is not far behind. Here, a platform must be built – 
whether from self–interested motives as in the case of Facebook, Twitter or Google6 or from 
philanthropic motives as with Wikipedia. Once this task is successfully done, the community 
builds an emergent public good on the platform. 

Note that none of these emergent public goods have had to solve the free–rider problem, as 
important as that can be in some circumstances. By contrast they have focused on seizing the 
increasingly exciting free–rider opportunity. And this calls for a subtle change in our definition 
of the technical characteristics of a public good. For the free–rider problems arising from the 
inability to exclude potential beneficiaries of a good loom large in explaining why certain public 
goods – like defence and suburban roads – must be coercively funded to be adequately supplied. 

Web 2.0 platforms however, are technically excludable. Twitter or Wikipedia could require users 
to register and pay for subscriptions to access the service as traditional media websites often do. 
Yet their total value as public goods so dwarfs their total value to the society as subscription or 
‘club’ goods that firms like Facebook and Google earn far more from the slivers of private gain 
they can ‘monetise’ from advertising on public goods than they could seeking paid subscriptions 
from much smaller user bases. A few billion slivers trumps a few million subscriptions.

5. THE NEW LANDSCAPE OF PUBLIC GOODS 

Figure 2 sketches out our new landscape of public goods. On the right hand side of a horizontal 
axis sits traditional public goods where government coercion is required to overcome the ‘free–
rider problem’ of non–excludability. On the far left hand side are emergent public goods and 
to their right are public goods sitting on some Web 2.0 platform such as Wikipedia, Twitter or 
Facebook.

A naïve reading of the economic textbook suggests that such platforms should be built by 
governments because the whole society has so much more to gain from them than the small 
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fraction of that value that can be ‘monetised’ for private benefit. However, platforms like Google, 
Facebook and Wikipedia are the product of skill, drive and the survival of the fittest/luckiest risk–
taker in the marketplace. So unsurprisingly, entrepreneurs got there first. Indeed not one major 
web 2.0 platform was built by an incumbent organisation whether private or public. 

Figure 2: The new landscape of public goods

Figure 2 has been drawn to illustrate a vacuum around that class of public goods that would 
add substantial value but which private endeavour struggles to bring into existence without help 
from collective institutions such as governments. 

6. MY KILLER PUBLIC PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP 2.0

The analysis above and the realisation of this missing class of public goods was the point to 
which I had come by the time I had finished chairing the Australian Federal Government’s 
Government 2.0 Taskforce in late 2009. So I was pleased that Tim O’Reilly asked me to present 
on public private partnerships to his 2010 Government 2.0 Summit in Washington, D.C. Like 
Urbain Le Verrier predicting the existence of Neptune before it had been found I now see the 
presentation as one of those rare cases where theory outpaces practice. I thought my theory 
was compelling and elegant. But I’d yet to land a killer example – something to illustrate the 
power of my theoretical insights. 

Then in 2012 I watched Anne Wojcicki present on her company 23andMe in San Francisco. By 
partially analysing its users’ genomes from their saliva 23andMe helps users identify genetic 
susceptibilities to hundreds of medical conditions alongside other user benefits like social 
networking with those with similar characteristics, knowing more about one’s ancestry and 
discovering hitherto unknown relatives. It offers its customers a private good for a fee. Yet it is 
also building a potential public good of immense significance. As Wojcicki explained, 23andMe’s 
database enabled scientists to publish replications of hundreds of existing results in the medical 
literature at dramatically lower costs than hitherto possible. 

There and then I began a dialogue with Wojcicki and her firm outlining how much more value 
23andMe could generate as a private–public partnership. The obvious partner in my own country, 
is Australia’s government–owned Medicare which provides a health safety net for Australians 
and either partially or fully, government–funds a range of basic health expenditures. It could 
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http://gov2.net.au./index.html
http://gov2.net.au./index.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iqrr6Aiaqlk&playnext=1&list=PL86CABA567D797DB0&index=19
https://www.23andme.com/
https://www.23andme.com/ancestry/
http://www.yalescientific.org/2012/03/23andme-a-genetic-social-network/
http://www.yalescientific.org/2012/03/23andme-a-genetic-social-network/
http://www.humanservices.gov.au/customer/dhs/medicare
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fully fund the cost of 23andMe’s genetic testing leaving it free for Australians. The genomic 
information would have an immediate capital value to the health system in assisting diagnosis 
and enabling it to better target population–based screening.8 

And 23andMe could acquire users in partnership with Medicare at vastly lower cost than it could 
on its own. 23andMe recently raised US$50 million to prosecute its mission enabling it to reduce 
its price to just $99 – one–tenth of the $999 charged on its launch. Yet after nearly a year at the 
new price point it has around 300,000 customers and its target is to reach a million customers 
or around 0.05 per cent of what one might imagine is its current two billion strong target market 
of relatively wealthy people on earth. Making 23andMe’s service a public good by funding it 
through the national social insurer in Australia would dramatically improve take up. 

And the health system has an ace up its sleeve largely unavailable to 23andMe: The nudge. 
Government health administrators and policymakers could encourage doctors to ‘nudge’ people 
into taking up the programme. When they visited medical practitioners for any purpose, patients 
could be made aware of this free programme and assisted to ‘opt in’ should they wish. Indeed 
at their option, they could provide a saliva sample there and then. It would be surprising if such 
means didn’t raise take up by orders of magnitude – to at least 25 per cent in short order – but 
over time to most citizens. 

And there must be huge gains in accessing such a database (with suitable safeguards of privacy) 
over and above its initial benefits in better–targeted screening and diagnosis. 23andMe puts 
considerable effort into engaging its users to encourage them to record their ‘phenotype’ – the 
details of their physical attributes and state of health, which enables the mapping of relationships 
between genotype and phenotype. The mere passage of time would uncover new relationships 
with any given database but its usefulness grows with each new user. The database could also 
be linked to unit patient electronic health records adding further to its utility in uncovering 
relationships between genes and their expression, the efficacy of alternative treatments and so on. 

7. GOVERNMENT AS IMPRESARIO: SOME PRINCIPLES OF PUBLIC   
 PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS 2.0

This section brings together some principles of public private partnerships gleaned initially 
from the example above. The subsequent section then extends them with additional examples. 
The principles and examples are brought together under the rubric of ‘Government as 
impresario’ because of their eclecticism but also in recognition of how much impresarios 
achieve relative to the power and resources they have. Governments, by contrast, command 
great power and resources. But at least for the most prospective projects filling the void 
illustrated in Figure 2, governments’ power is as much of an obstacle as an asset. For what is 
called for is to coordinate and motivate others and to make small facilitating contributions 
where necessary, rather than to take over and run projects to build Web 2.0 resources.9 

Despite their eclecticism, the principles embody two motivating ideas. 

• Public goods are often, perhaps predominantly, not some government production, but some 
combination of public and private endeavour.10 

• It’s easy to call for governments to be more like the private sector. But governments, 
business and civil society have different motivations, cultures and history. The task is to 
do government better in a world that is increasingly complex but, on account of that also 
increasingly rich in the possibilities for symbiotic interpenetration between private and public 
endeavour. 

7

http://techcrunch.com/2012/12/11/23andnotme/
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/tech/webguide/internetlife/2007-11-20-23andme-launch_N.htm
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The principles are as follows:

Augmentation of private resources

1. Public augmentation of private endeavour: Where private incentives are insufficient and 
where it is cost effective, public sector funds should be available to augment private 
incentives to create valuable public goods. This will often be most sensibly done by 
adapting existing structures and organisations rather than developing new ones. Thus 
23andMe’s fees could be funded by Australia’s Medicare as an investment in its mission. 
In systems without a single payer such as the US, Government might seek to simulate 
something similar through private health insurers.

2. Deployment of non–monetary government resources: Governments have systems 
and organisational resources at their disposal that may improve the development and 
quality of a public good. The health and education systems for instance have many such 
resources that can nudge people into particular courses of action and thus promote a 
public good. Such nudges will often be more powerful than funding – and far cheaper. 
Governments can also provide authentication services that can be used (including on an 
opt–in basis), to improve the integrity of web resources.11 

Minimising transactions costs to maximise innovation and value adding

The architecture of systems crucially determines the extent of innovation and value adding 
of those systems as illustrated by comparing two networks each using the same physical 
infrastructure – the phone system and the internet. Each of the three following principles 
minimises transactions costs thus maximising the scope for transformation and innovation at 
every level in the system. 

3. Data openness: Where data is generated, people should have access to their own data and, 
subject to rights to privacy as outlined below, the data in the system will have far more 
value if it is openly licenced and free to all who wish to use it. Not only will it be available to 
more people but, being openly licenced, this eases the path by which third party suppliers 
can add value to it by providing analysis, repackaging, repurposing and so on. 

4. Free access to digital assets: It will often be sensible for governments to charge at least 
the marginal cost they face in supplying services. However, the marginal cost of access 
to most digital assets is essentially zero. Such assets will often have vastly higher value 
provided as free and open public goods – as is the case with Google and Wikipedia – than 
as exclusive private or ‘club’ goods. Indeed where vendors charge for data, the restrictions 
they are then drawn to place on users not to redistribute that data cruels opportunities for 
value adding. 

5. Securing long–term market contestability: The potential for technical and commercial 
lock–in should be minimised with the use of open and widely agreed standards and 
the greatest practicable portability of data and service provision. Thus for instance, 
just as many national telecommunications systems provide for ‘number portability’ to 
enhance the contestability of service provision, the architecture of the system and the 
undertakings provided by partners such as 23andMe and other service providers should 
maximise the competitiveness of the market, particularly in the future, by minimising the 
transactions costs involved in new partners and suppliers participating in the market and 
in users and governments switching their allegiances.

http://clubtroppo.com.au/2012/11/14/21897/
http://clubtroppo.com.au/2012/11/14/21897/
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Rights and safeguards for individuals. 

6. Citizen participation should not lightly be compelled: Governments build and protect 
public goods with taxation and regulation, both of which are typically coercive. However, 
there remains a premium on voluntary action where it can be effective, not just to 
minimise coercion for its own sake, but also because voluntary participation promotes 
consumer sovereignty. Those public goods of Web 2.0 which have prospered against 
competition, like Facebook and Google, have done so in pursuit of users and have won 
the race by providing better platforms than their competitors. We all benefit from their 
having been and, to the extent possible, remaining subject to that competitive process.

7. Privacy should be safeguarded: However, close attention should also be given to 
minimising the extent to which such safeguards degrade the usefulness of the data 
and the means by which it can be interrogated. This will often mean relying more on 
preventing misuse, for instance with hierarchies of access and penalties for misuse, than 
on preventing the collection, storage and linkage of information that could, if misused, 
breach privacy. Appropriate policy safeguards should be developed to prevent the use of 
such information in invidious ways – for instance, by insurers to unwind socially beneficial 
cross subsidies between good and bad risks or surveillance of citizens outside of strict 
due process safeguards. 

8. SOME KEY REPERTOIRES FOR GOVERNMENT AS IMPRESARIO

As impresarios must master a wide range of tasks to being off their productions, so too must 
governments seeking to orchestrate the emergence of public goods. It will be evident in the 
rest of this section that while the ideas being presented are relevant to digital partnerships with 
government, they have a wider significance. 

1. Government as innovation partner: Even for products they will ultimately consume, 
governments often lag as purchasers. Australian startup etaskr.com, which is building 
internal ‘marketplaces’ for the deployment of human resources within large consultancies, 
has had substantial interest from large private consultancies. However, when it spoke 
to a government agency, it was told that though the product would be ‘perfect’ for the 
agency, there was no established ‘industry’ to which the agency might take a tender 
and that accordingly it could not take any commercial discussion further. Breezedocs is 
pioneering automated semantic document handling which could be an immense boon 
to government document processing, but it has only got buy–in from private sector 
operators. CareMonkey automates and greatly enhances the process for obtaining 
parental permissions for such things as school excursions. But schools are conservative in 
their take–up of the service.  
 
In many such cases, for instance in the case of CareMonkey it should not be necessary 
to separately fund the innovation. CareMonkey charges a subscription but if resources 
are being properly accounted for CareMonkey will still offer a lower cost option than 
the status quo. Where additional R&D remains necessary – as is probably the case 
with Breezedocs – schemes like the US Small Business Innovation Research (or SBIR) 
programme can help fill the void as can a scheme like the Market Validation Program in 
Victoria, Australia. These schemes provide dedicated resources to government agencies 
to enable them to partner with small and medium–sized enterprises to develop new 
products which, if successful, will enhance the mission of those government agencies. 

http://www.caremonkeyapp.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Small_Business_Innovation_Research
http://www.business.vic.gov.au/industries/science-technology-and-innovation/programs/driving-business-innovation/market-validation-program
http://www.business.vic.gov.au/industries/science-technology-and-innovation/programs/driving-business-innovation/market-validation-program
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2. Government as benevolent wholesaler for life: Often governments find themselves in 
roles akin to a wholesaler, which sees them well–placed to transmit innovations from 
production through to consumers. They can do this with what might be termed a 
‘wholesale nudge’ or a default standard. Thus some government health insurers have 
been particularly adept at ensuring the rapid adjustment of prices in the market (Grattan 
Institute, 2012). Likewise, where some population–based health initiative is pursued – 
for instance bowel cancer screening of all 55–year–olds in Australia – government as 
dominant social insurer can champion optimal technology. Contrast this with the US 
health system, the vast costs of which are at least in part explained by the lack of such a 
dominant ‘wholesaler’ and the way in which cost savings from innovations are arbitraged 
rather than passed on immediately to retailers.  
 
In the US, SoundFocus seeks to develop ‘over the counter’ hearing aids disrupting the 
market for more expensive ‘prescription’ hearing aids just as over–the–counter reading 
glasses have displaced and supplemented prescription glasses. However, because 
audiologists earn substantial fees from fitting prescription hearing aids, they are 
considered a poor ‘vector’ for adoption by end users. Large private insurers may have 
incentives to lower costs, but may still keep much of the margin to themselves, at least in 
the short to medium term. By contrast, government insurers can optimise incentives to 
cost reducing technology and thus accelerate technical and commercial evolution. 

3. Government as promoter of information platforms: Where new knowledge services or 
products are emerging – indeed often when these sectors are mature – the market often 
remains profoundly uninformed as to the respective merits of alternative offerings. Thus 
for instance, although the Australian government is keen for medical practitioners to 
become IT enabled, both to improve their practice and their integration with government 
systems like Medicare, in important sections of the market no practice management IT 
solution is dominant and practitioners remain ignorant of which solution provides them 
with the best service. This perpetuates market fragmentation and fosters procrastination 
from practitioners anxious not to lock themselves into the wrong system.  
 
Governments are reluctant to step into the breach directly because they often lack 
the skills to do so, wish to avoid any legal complications or accusations of favouritism. 
However, they have surmounted the same issues in government purchasing not by 
refusing to purchase, but by ensuring the probity of process by which merit is assessed. 
Similarly, where it is helpful, governments should supervise a process where an 
independent and expert group ultimately reflecting the interests of users could make 
recommendations to them with government and government–funded agencies giving 
prominence to these recommendations (Gruen, 2002, p. 99).

4. Government as sponsor of standards formation: Information is always conveyed 
in standards – like the English language, Roman script and the TCP/IP, ASCII and 
innumerable other standards used to get this paper to you. Standards are a public good. 
Governments can and do help set standards in all manner of situations and one recent 
example was the standard implicit in the White House’s ‘Blue Button’ initiative enabling 
those in the military to download their personal health data.12 More commonly standards 
emerge without government involvement,13 either being designed or evolving as life 
proceeds.14  
 

http://www.soundfocus.com/
http://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2010/10/07/blue-button-provides-access-downloadable-personal-health-data
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This discloses an opportunity for governments to help facilitate the emergence of some 
needed but as yet missing standard. Thus, for instance, the most fundamental obstacle 
to firms voluntarily publishing the results of their innumerable employee engagement 
surveys is not the potential for embarrassment – for that does not explain why the better 
performing firms do not release the data. Rather, because no standard exists against 
which to report, the release of such information conveys no useful information to users 
and so occurs opportunistically. As I have argued, governments could foster the process 
of standards development by doing no more than using their prominence to lead the 
development of a standard amongst interested parties.  
 
In other circumstances dominant products come to define standards as Windows, Apple’s 
iOS and Android have done. Where they support particular partners, governments will 
usually help standards to develop. As illustrated in the following sub–section 5, this is 
a feature, not a bug, as standards are a precondition for the efficient transmission of 
information. Nevertheless this does call for governments to seek as best they can to 
optimise the quality of the standard for the future. I would count myself amongst those 
who are sceptical that governments will perform this task particularly well. But as it turns 
out alternative means of developing standards rarely produce optimal results and the 
incentives on governments to optimise the quality of standards are surely less conflicted 
than dominant private firms. This argues for the flexibility with which the standard might 
be changed in future (See principle 5 above). 

5. Governments as collective purchasers: There’s always been a ‘textbook’ case for 
governments to help subsidise their own or even other service providers’ fixed costs from 
general revenue to make textbook–based marginal cost pricing financially viable. But the 
incentive perversities and institutional complexities of doing so were formidable (Coase, 
1946).  
 
Web 2.0 platforms will often provide a much cleaner opportunity to trial these ideas. 
Take, for example, the Australian firm CultureAmp, which successfully sells browser based 
employee engagement software to large and small firms whilst also offering a cut down 
free version. Government could negotiate with CultureAmp to supply more substantial 
services to businesses within a certain jurisdiction for free. Doing this well would involve 
numerous principles above as government established appropriate ‘arms length’ means 
by which it determined preferred suppliers based on the quality of their product and then 
negotiated fee and terms of service. 
 
One could imagine this driving small– and medium–sized business productivity more 
effectively than any number of programmes putatively directed to such ends. However, 
in the digital age, the benefits are not simply greater access to the service and any 
productivity growth this may produce. Additional public goods would be generated. The 
new platform would generate a standard which would enable comparisons between firms 
and the generation of a rich data set that could help unlock our understanding of what 
practices and what government programmes promoted business productivity and wider 
benefits. 

http://clubtroppo.com.au/2009/04/25/the-2020-summit-and-me/
http://www.cultureamp.com/
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9. CONCLUSION: THE ECOLOGY OF PUBLIC AND PRIVATE GOODS 

This essay began by drawing attention to the symbiosis between public and private goods. It 
marked our rise from the primates with language and the rich cultural mores that evolved in 
human communities with each epoch marking a new evolution in this symbiosis between public 
and private endeavour. Today we find ourselves at a new inflection point in which public and 
private endeavour and their relationship with one another are, once again, being taken further 
and re–imagined. We have proposed a rich new agenda in which public and private endeavour 
can forge a new relationship in building the digital assets of the future. 

And of course one thing leads to another. The repertoire necessary for the kinds of partnerships 
foreshadowed here can drive progress outside the digital world. Perhaps one day we will spend 
less time in stylised battles about the market versus government and more on the more fruitful 
question of how to finesse the evolving interface between them to optimise their joint contribution. 
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ENDNOTES 

1. McKinsey (2013) ‘Open Data: Unlocking Information and Performance with Liquid Information.’ Available at: http://www.mckinsey.com/
insights/business_technology/open_data_unlocking_innovation_and_performance_with_liquid_information

2.  Houghton, J. (2011) ‘Costs and Benefits of Data Provision.’ Melbourne: Victoria University.

3. Markets give rise to at least two other emergent public goods. Firstly market liquidity gives each trader the ability to buy or sell 
long–term assets at short notice. Secondly currencies evolve as emergent public goods within markets. In the case of both of these 
emergent public goods however governments tend to become involved. In the former case to vouchsafe market liquidity which, as we 
have learned recently, can evaporate at frightening speed. In the latter case national or, in the case of currency unions, supra–national, 
governments typically take upon themselves the regulation of the currency. 

4. Perhaps altruism plays a part. But the dominant consideration is surely that code is written to solve specific practical problems by 
building features or fixing bugs (Gruen, 2005).

5. This more dated term seems superior to ‘social media’ here because of its greater generality. 

6. Of the three platforms mentioned here, Facebook and Twitter are selling human interaction packaged up in various ways as the public 
good, whereas for Google, the essential search service as determined by the Page rank algorithm is not dependent on users – though 
it does surface a latent public good which is the ‘wisdom of the crowd’ embedded in links between websites. Google does harness 
important information from users which it uses to improve service to all. Thus where its algorithms generate lists based on relevance, 
those algorithms will be revised in the light of information gleaned from which links are chosen first by users. 

7. See § 7.10. 

8. The partial nature of 23andMe’s genomic analysis is intended to minimise costs. It seems clear to me that the partial analysis remains of 
considerable value and it is hard to believe that its capital value to the health system would not be well in excess of 23andMe’s current 
retail price which itself is well above what an insurer would have to pay to fund the service in bulk. Nevertheless with costs continuing 
to fall it is likely that the service should be extended to full genomic sequencing – perhaps with targeted populations and/or patient co–
payments if appropriate. My point here is to use 23andMe as an illustration of a model public private partnership rather than to specify 
the precise details of the venture or the partnership. 

9. The point made with the term ‘government as impresario’ is similar to Tim O’Reilly’s call for “government as a platform”. Nevertheless to 
me that latter term seems to me to be a call to action for governments to open their own systems and services to others to enable them 
to add value to them in the way that the iPhone was opened up as a resource – a platform – for others to build apps on – something I 
also called for, though in a very different, largely pre–digital, context (1997). Here the focus is on governments doing what they can to 
accelerate by orchestrating the process by which emergent public goods get built.

10. Thus, for instance, even tax collection leans heavily on the generalised goodwill of the community (Andreoni et al., 1998).

11. Thus, for instance, as I argued in my Government 2.0 Summit presentation, authenticated identification could enable substantial 
reduction of strategic behaviour on ‘ratings’ sites like RateMyProfessor.com on which people can behave irresponsibly and dishonestly 
under cover of anonymity or, to be more precise, pseudonymity. 

12. See also http://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2012/01/23/celebrating–our–veterans–apps–heroes and http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=07ejoj98qNk 

13. However governments will often validate and enforce such standards once formed – as they do for instance with rules determining 
what side of the road cars drive on. 

14. Standards can evolve without conscious design as where a community may develop a custom that determines which side of a pathway 
or a road to which people stick. More often standards are designed either by an innovator firm – which may then be able to choose 
whether to monopolise the standard or to open it up depending on its preferences and interests – or by groups of producers seeking 
mutual gain. One could argue that language is simply a particularly elaborate form of standard.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iqrr6Aiaqlk&playnext=1&list=PL86CABA567D797DB0&index=19
http://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2012/01/23/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=07ejoj98qNk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=07ejoj98qNk
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