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From Privatizing to Sharing: The Theoretical Exploration and
Practical Agenda for Enterprise Data Governance

FANG Zheng, YU Peiying, ZHANG Xiaofeng

(School of Management, Shandong University, Jinan 250100, China)

Summary: As the primary actors in data development and utilization, enterprises’ participation in data circulation
directly affects the realization of data value. Existing research either emphasizes data exclusivity from an internal enterprise
empowerment perspective or highlights non-rivalry from an external regulatory standpoint, failing to integrate these dual
attributes into a unified analytical framework. Moreover, most studies focus on public data, neglecting the issue of
incremental data circulation by enterprises. Drawing on transaction cost theory, this paper incorporates incomplete contract
theory and the concept of optimal residual rights allocation to systematically analyze the formation mechanisms behind
enterprise data governance challenges.

The study finds that the blurred boundaries of data property rights interact with enterprises’ bounded rationality,
making it difficult for them to design ex-ante optimal contracts. Meanwhile, the liquidity of data rights interacts with
opportunistic behaviors of enterprises, increasing monitoring and dispute costs during data circulation. These two
interactive effects jointly elevate transaction costs, prompting enterprises to favor internal monopoly over open circulation.
Therefore, this paper systematically compares three governance models: market-based, integrated, and hybrid models.
While the market model promotes circulation, it faces high transaction costs and practical difficulties; the integrated model
mitigates risks but leads to high governance costs and innovation suppression; under complete contracts, the hybrid model
encounters issues of unclear benefit distribution and responsibility ambiguity. Therefore, attention should shift toward
optimizing the allocation of residual data rights, achieving a balance between protecting enterprises’ rights over
heterogeneous data and facilitating the circulation of general-purpose data through a hybrid model under incomplete
contracts. Subsequently, this paper constructs a multi-level collaborative governance framework involving enterprises,
industries, and the state.

The theoretical contributions of this paper are as follows. First, it integrates the dual attributes of data-non-rivalry and
excludability, and argues that their dynamic balance is a prerequisite for unlocking data value, thereby broadening the
research horizon of data governance. Second, by combining transaction cost theory with incomplete contract theory, it
reveals that the interaction between data characteristics and enterprise behavior is the root cause of governance challenges,
offering a new theoretical pathway for data governance. Third, it proposes a multi-level collaborative governance system that
embeds residual rights allocation across enterprises, industries, and the state, providing actionable solutions for enterprise
data governance.

Key words: enterprise data governance; digital economy; transaction cost theory; residual rights
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