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A Better Deal for Data is focusing on empowering people to participate in shared governance of their 

data, and is about making organizational commitments to data subjects, to data communities, and for 

the public good. Part of this is building an understanding about emerging data governance models 

that seek to increase people’s trust in data. This research brief is an abstract of a full report on data 

governance models, part 2. 

In this December research report for a Better Deal for Data, I set out two goals: first, to research and 

provide a description of recognized models of data governance that could, in principle, become 

adopted and put into practice. The second goal was to begin to evaluate the implementation cost for 

each model, addressing the question: what would it take to implement this model? 

For the first goal, I collate a few existing typologies of alternative data governance models from a set 

of core references, including data trusts, data collaboratives, and data collectives. For each model, I 

provide a description and a set of examples from case studies in these references which illustrate the 

model in practice, and address any broader research on this model. In the second section of this report, 

I begin to ask questions about how challenging it is to implement these governance models. I include 

discussion of a recently published evaluation framework that was developed to improve trust in data 

institutions through better governance practices (The Global Partnership on Artificial Intelligence, 

2023), and I ask questions around what it means to be “lightweight”, as possible first steps toward an 

analytical framework or approach for evaluating the ease of implementation, though with more 

questions than answers. 

The “status quo” data governance model presents a number of challenges that are addressed by work 

on alternative data governance models. In short, this model uses contracts like terms of service that 

have been described as ‘take it or leave it’ or ‘one-way’ approaches to governance of data, which create 

several problems, such as extractive practices, undermined trust in data, power imbalances, a 

fragmented/siloed data governance ecology, and an assumption that one size fits all.  

Alternative models of governance have arisen that address these challenges. In this report, I examine 

ten such models from a core set of references (Ada Lovelace Institute, 2021; Data Trusts, 2019; 

Development Gateway, 2023; Lopez Solano et al., 2022; Mozilla Insights et al., 2020; Soni, 2021): 

• Data collaborative • Data marketplace 
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• Data trust 

• Data cooperative 

• Data commons 

• Data exchange 

• Personal data store 

• Indigenous Data Governance / 

Sovereignty 

• Account aggregator 

• Data repository 

There is variance in the goals and concerns that emerging models address at different levels of 

governance, and the models vary in whether they are more theoretical or practical in nature. When 

comparing data collaboratives to data trusts, the focus is on establishing who the decision-

makers/negotiators are for data sharing and use, and where the accountability lies. When focusing on 

personal data stores and marketplaces, there is an assumption that most of the decision-making 

aspects of governance are retained by the individual user, and then the focus is on technical solutions 

for creating ways to interact and share out that data (Solid, blockchain, etc.) as well as on security of 

the information. When you look at data sovereignty, it is about who decides who decides - empowering 

indigenous or other communities to create governance frameworks that work for their data and 

context. It seems that many of these models overlap in scope or could be hybridized - i.e. an 

organization could create a data trust that enables indigenous data sovereignty, with a data repository 

that lets individual users set certain permissions on the use of their data even while the trustee 

negotiates the general use of the repository - all addressing different aspects of the puzzle of data 

governance.  

The complexity of describing the typology of emergent governance models in the first goal makes the 

second goal, What would it take to implement these models?, even more challenging. I include 

discussion of an evaluation framework that was developed to encourage trust in data institutions 

through better governance practices, written recently by the GPAI (The Global Partnership on Artificial 

Intelligence, 2023), which measures whether or not policies are in place, IP rights are recognized and 

managed, data rights and data justice are part of culture and policy, with monitoring, as well as 

progress on development of a “data commons” - in this case, measured (in a much narrower sense) as 

organization maturity around data management principles.  

Then, I sketch out a criteria for what we mean when we say “lightweight”, and consider what next steps 

we might take to continue building onto this to be able to measure success of the Better Deal for Data 

model commitments: 

● Low cost 

● Low barrier to implementation using clear, established methods 

● Structured for immediate implementation (weeks, not years), with an ongoing 

commitment to longer term development. 

● No need to set up an entirely new institution - can be done with existing parties.  

● Expresses clearly an adherence to processes that are long-term and responsible  

Moreover, there are some questions of practical value that are relevant to measure how challenging 

implementation may be: 

• Has this model been put into practice before (or is it entirely theoretical)?  

• Is there existing technology that can be used to implement the model, or does new 

technology need to be developed (for example, the Solid specification)?  
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• Is there an existing legal framework that is easily copied (like data trusts under trust law)?  

Does it have external dependencies - i.e., does the model only exist when there is an 

ecosystem of governance models to interoperate with (‘bottom-up’ data trust ecosystem, a la 

Delacroix and Lawrence 2018)?  

I suspect that many of these decisions and questions need to be addressed upfront, with careful 

engagement between data stewards, processors, and users, with the communities that originate the 

data. This, in a sense, may be independent of the selection of any given governance model. I suspect 

that frameworks such as Verhulst et al.’s (2023) mutual commitment framework are trying to address 

these upfront decisions that would enable the next kind of discussion of how governance would work. 

Getting discussion of governance off-the-ground may require a model that is a bit more fundamental 

than the governance models discussed in this paper. 
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