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“Commons Sourcing” is the third wave of commercial evolution. 

Characterized by a pooling of costs, responsibility and information 

among those traditionally considered as competitors, commons 

sourcing has already transformed the information technology sector 

and promises to affect all major industries.

Early commerce depended on access to material resources. Consider 

a shared pasture or commons supporting several herdsmen. When one 

herdsman decides to add an animal to his herd, the risk of overgrazing 

is shared by all users of the commons, while the benefit of the additional 

animal is enjoyed by only one. In this model, it is logical for each herdsman 

to extract as much from the shared commons resource as possible, but 

it is clear that the system may be unsustainable. 

Much like the commons example, the first wave of commercial activity in 

the industrial revolution can be char-

acterized as “in-sourcing.” In order to 

survive in a world of tariff-protected 

nation states, companies adopted 

vertically integrated business struc-

tures that were designed to manage 

resource scarcity.

With the emergence of globalization and trade liberalization, outsourcing 

emerged as the second phase of commerce; now companies became 

focused on their core competencies and looked for opportunities to 

outsource other business functions. Many of these opportunities were 

initially driven by the ready availability of skilled workforces in developing 

countries at extremely attractive labour rates. 

The recent “information commons” or “iCommons” movement took shape 

and continues to gain momentum in supporting free software, open 

education and access to knowledge across communities and around 

the globe. For instance, open source software (OSS) methodologies 

have removed many of the barriers designed to protect competitive and 

proprietary concerns and opened the way to greater sharing of knowledge 

and accelerated technological innovation. Principles central to the OSS 

movement are that software development is optimized by collaboration; 

that collaboration requires the sharing of source code; and that sharing 

should occur through licensing models that protect certain fundamental 

freedoms. 

Companies looking at business transformation opportunities are 

adopting commons sourcing models at an increasing rate. Commons 

sourcing provides the opportunity to achieve significant efficiencies 

in cost structures of certain aspects of business without many of the 

attendant costs of outsourcing.

Considering that information is the new economy’s most valuable 

resource and that, unlike the commons pasture described above, it is 

not subject to scarcity constraints, a growing number of business leaders 

realize that the only sensible course is to contribute to and benefit from 

the iCommons.

Businesses need to consider 

that commons sourcing is about 

abundance, not scarcity, and 

there are a number of collab-

orative models that can help 

you create value. Even so, most 

companies need to maintain some commercial differentiators separately 

from the iCommons pool. A company that commons sources too much 

might lose market differentiators that are key to its commercial success. 

Conversely, when a company commons sources too little, it will likely 

face uncompetitive costs for inputs which its competition is commons 

sourcing. The key is to properly assess each situation in order to achieve 

the proper balance.

Since commons sourcing exists at the intersection of very complex 

business, technical and legal issues, your commons sourcing lawyer 

must be ready, willing and able to effectively team with you in addressing 

a wide range of matters as you surf the commons sourcing wave to 

commercial success.

Commons sourcing has already 
transformed the IT sector and  

promises to affect all major industries 
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