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Public Sector Intangible Assets : 
The Main Issues

Overview

Intangible assets are powerful drivers of growth in 
modern economies. High-performance companies 
often derive a large proportion of their income from 
their trademarks, patents, know-how, and data. The 
public sector possesses many assets of the same 
kind, which can be leveraged to further the govern-
ment’s strategic goals and, when shared with third 
parties, to stimulate the entire economy.

Public sector intangible assets can thus be signifi-
cant generators of economic and social value. The 
Agency for Public Intangibles of France, APIE, was 
created in 2007 to raise awareness of these issues 
among public sector actors, to encourage them to 
leverage their intangible assets, and to assist them 
in doing so. It is tasked with helping government 
agencies identify their intangibles, gauge their po-
tential, and implement appropriate protection and 
leveraging strategies.

Ressources
for

Managing
Intangibles
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INTRODUCTION

The public sector’s intangible assets 
are evolving and open-ended; they are 
constantly being enriched and developed. 
They reach their full value only through 
interaction with citizens, researchers, and 
businesses. The benefits of leveraging in-
tangibles are two-fold: optimizing their im-
pact on the entire economy and improving 
the provision of public services. 

Well-managed public sector intangibles 
must first and foremost serve to further the 
government’s public service goals. Wise 
use of these assets can improve both the 
quality of services provided to users and 
the government’s relationship with citi-
zens. The digital environment constitutes 
a significant shift in this relationship and 

thus provides fresh impetus and increased 
potential for actively managing intangible 
assets. 

By harnessing intangibles, government 
can develop new avenues of economic de-
velopment and innovation. Although their 
primary purpose is to contribute to the pu-
blic service for which they were created 
or assembled, the value of public sector 
intangibles soars when they are made wi-
dely available to third parties. In this case, 
the aim is to generate economic and social 
value.

What are public sector intangible assets? 

The following are usually considered public sector intangible assets: 
➤ data (such as geographical and statistical data), audiovisual material (such as 
photographs and videos) and documents produced or held by government agencies 
as part of their public service duties;
➤ public sector brands and all their variants such as names, logos, and domain 
names;
➤ specific expertise and know-how of public sector entities;
➤ software and patents developed by or for public sector entities;
➤ some public real estate properties, because of their prestige or unique histori-
cal value.

There are also specific assets that are controlled exclusively by the government, 
such as radio frequency spectrum.



3Public Sector Intangible AssetsBasicsD
ec

em
be

r 
20

11

Leveraging intangible assets involves both 
comprehending and exploiting their poten-
tial in terms of value for all types of public 
sector bodies, as well as for their employees 
and for society as a whole. It also means ta-
king appropriate steps to protect the inte-
grity of these assets and avoid their misap-
propriation. 

The term “leveraging intangible assets” co-
vers: 
- knowing how to identify intangible assets;
- knowing how to use them effectively to 
fulfill the public service mandate; 
- reflecting their value on the balance 

`
THE « INCENTIVE DECREES  »

Decrees 2009-151 and 2009-157, 
dated February 10, 2009, entitle go-
vernmental administrations to receive 
the revenues generated by leveraging 
intangibles. These revenues can thus 
be applied to the cost of providing the 
service or to improve the provision of 
public services. 

FOCUS ON

LEVERAGE – A MULTI-FACETED CONCEPT

sheets of public entities, where appropriate; 
- optimize the availability of these assets, 
particularly to businesses, citizens, and re-
searchers, or for other government agencies 
that may use them to enhance performance 
of their activities. Depending on the circums-
tances, dissemination may be free of charge 
or subject to a fee;
- using them to provide new services 
beyond the basic public service mandates, 
in response to needs of private and public 
stakeholders; 
- protecting them from misappropriation. 
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Data and images
Governmental agencies generate and hold 
great quantities of information, such as 
photographs, videos, reports, decisions and 
rulings, and statistics, as well as geographi-
cal, economic, social, environmental, and 
legal data. 

Much of this information is a reliable and 
valuable reference both for private citizens 
and for the economic sector. Providing wide 
and unhindered access to this information, 
fostering its reuse, and sharing information 
with other government agencies serves the 
interests of democratic transparency, en-
courages economic and social innovation, 
and contributes to efficiency in the provi-
sion of public services. 

The vast majority of this information is “pu-
blic sector information” within the meaning 
of French Law 78-753 of July 17, 1978, on 
freedom of access to and reuse of govern-
ment documents. All individuals and legal 
entities are entitled to reuse such informa-
tion, including for business purposes. 

Practices to facilitate widespread reuse of 
public sector data include: 
• disseminating data in reusable formats;
• publicizing available information and en-
couraging research; 
• implementing simple and easily unders-
tandable conditions for reuse;
• facilitating dissemination.

The portal data.gouv.fr, which aims to com-
pile a maximum amount of data generated 
by public sector bodies, was established 
to encourage access to and reuse of public 
sector information. 

Finally, use of this information raises co-
pyright issues. The fact that these assets 
are protected by copyright does not prevent 
them from being used by third parties, wi-
thin the limit of the rights held by the go-
vernment. It is thus important to carry out 
a prior analysis of the copyright issues in 
order to determine the extent to which the 
information can be made available. 

IDENTIFYING INTANGIBLE ASSETS

Data and images: high value assets

Statistics: INSEE (French 
National Institute of Sta-
tistics and Economic Stu-
dies)
Businesses often use 

INSEE’s statistics to analyze the 
markets in which they operate. For 
example, companies use INSEE’s de-
tailed local economic data in order to 
decide where to set up new business 
sites. In this way, the data contributes 
to economic growth. 

Open Data: The City of 
Rennes
Increasing numbers of 
local and regional autho-
rities are implementing 

proactive approaches to making their 
data available. Rennes pioneered the 
open data movement in France when it 
made local public sector information, 
including transportation, environmental, 
and geographic data, freely available for 
reuse by third parties. 

http:/www.data.gouv.fr/
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Expertise and know-how

Public sector entities have specific skills, 
expertise, and resources (methods, 
software developed in-house, patented and 
unpatented technical processes, etc.) that 
may be of use to the private sector or to 
other governmental actors. Leveraging this 
know-how can constitute a useful exten-
sion of the public service mandate. 

There are numerous reasons for a public 
sector entity to leverage its know-how:

• for purposes of internal communications 
and to increase employees’ pride in their 
work; 

• to enhance the entity’s visibility by disse-
minating its work product and by increasing 
awareness of the quality of its work; 

• to create new economic and social value 
by sharing know-how; 

• to provide a source of mutual enrich-
ment by fostering new and interactive re-
lationships with citizens and other third 
parties; 

• to generate additional income.

Offering commercial services or training 
programs are two examples of how public 
sector know-how may be leveraged. The 
development and increasing sophistication 
of digital media provide new opportunities 
for training programs in the form of e-lear-
ning modules or mobile applications. 

Software and patents, whether developed 
in-house or pursuant to service procure-
ment agreements, can be licensed to third 
parties. 

Examples of leveraging know-how

INAO (National Institute for 
Origin and Quality)
The INAO has introduced a 
series of training programs 
on designations of origin 

and quality intended for professionals.

Mutecos
The CGEFI 
( F r e n c h 

Office of Economic and Financial Audits) 
offers training programs, regional works-
hops, and national conferences on econo-
mic transition under the Mutecos brand. 

Hospitals of Lyons
Drawing on their 
know-how in 
connection with 
hospital informa-
tics, the hospitals of 

Lyons have created a business providing 
IT project management, configuration of 
health services applications, change ma-
nagement, and employee training. 

Mutécos
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Public sector branding
There are numerous public sector brands. 
They represent institutions, events, public 
policies, labels, and so forth. They often at-
test to quality, reliability, and neutrality.

WHAT IS A BRAND?
A brand is more than a name or a logo. It 
embodies a core identity and is materia-
lized by a meaning, by signs, and by actions. 

The first step in defining a brand’s meaning 
is to question the brand identity and positio-
ning. The brand’s visual and verbal identi-
ties (name, logo, signature, graphic charter, 
etc.) derive from this process, as do the ma-
jor strategic choices such as the offering, 
communication, and partnerships. 

PURPOSE AND STAKES OF PU-
BLIC SECTOR BRANDING
For a government agency, brand leveraging 
must be part of a broader strategy to im-
prove service. It entails a deeper reflection 
on its purpose, identity, and goals.

Why have a brand strategy?

• By developing a brand strategy, a govern-
ment agency gives meaning and visibility 
to its actions. The brand puts users, their 
expectations, and their perceptions at the 
heart of the entity’s strategy. 

• The brand builds users’ confidence.

• The brand differentiates the entity and 
promotes its strengths in a competitive 
environment. Universities and museums, 
for example, are now fully aware of the im-
portance of branding in achieving national 
and international visibility amid abundant 
public and private competition. 

• The brand improves employees’ engage-
ment by motivating them around common 
values and a shared project.

The goals and scope of brand leverage 
must be adapted to the circumstances of 
each entity and to the issues confronting it. 
Accordingly, a public sector entity may un-
dertake to:

• redefine and restructure its brand port-
folio;

• establish or renew its brand identity;

• define, clarify, modernize, or strengthen 
its communications strategy; 

• develop a merchandising strategy; 

• diversify its activities.

Examples of public sector brands 

Protecting trademarks and domain names

Misappropriation of public sector trademarks is increasingly 
frequent. As a result, it is important for government agen-
cies to protect their marks. For each mark, the stakes, costs, 
and risks should be assessed using a prospective approach. 
This analysis should be extended to the associated domain 
names, as they are key to the visibility and clarity of the go-
vernment’s action on the Internet. 
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Examples of brands as strategy drivers 

➤ Accompanying public sector change 
When two national science museums, the Cité des Sciences 
et de l’Industrie and the Palais de la Découverte, were mer-
ged into a single public establishment, the resulting entity 

had to address the issue of building a brand architecture. The entity adopted a new 
brand, “Universcience,” to convey its values and goals. Universcience is an umbrella 
brand under which both museums, having strong pre-existing brands with which the 
general public is familiar, preserve their own identity. 

➤ Highlighting strengths 
The Pierre et Marie Curie University completely redesigned its brand 
to become UPMC. The new brand identity clearly displays the career-
oriented nature of the university’s academic programs. 

Certain State-owned real properties (buil-
dings or natural sites) include an intangible 
component insofar as they have intangible 
qualities, such as the prestige surrounding 
them, their architectural value, or their his-
tory.

This intangible value can be leveraged by 
making the properties available for film 
and photo shoots or private events. 

Virtual space: leveraging website traffic 

By hosting advertising space, non-institutional public sector websites with large 
audiences can generate income that can be reinvested to improve the quality of public 
service. 

This practice responds to market demand 
from industry professionals, brings the site 
and the governmental entity that operates it 
to the attention of the public, and generates 
additional income that can then be used for 
building maintenance and renovation. The 
success of a policy of opening public spaces 
for film shoots and private events depends 
on the ability to offer contract terms and 
pricing schedules that are in line with mar-
ket practices. 

Public spaces



8Public Sector Intangible AssetsBasicsD
ec

em
be

r 
20

11

Copyright law, trademark law, and intel-
lectual property law more generally are 
inseparable from the issue of leveraging 
intangible assets. Identifying, protecting 
and exploiting intellectual property rights 
play a critical role in managing intangible 
assets, particularly when a government 
agency sets up a website; provides third 
parties with photographs, videos, or da-
tabases; seeks to protect and leverage its 
brands or inventions; or decides to market 
merchandising products. These issues are 
also central in cases of restructuring or 
merger of public sector entities.

Intellectual property rights are frequently 
at stake in procurement contracts as well. 
The rights that the government acquires 
must be in balance with its needs, and the 
contract terms must provide legal certainty. 

INTANGIBLE ASSETS AND INTELLECTUAL 
PROPERTY RIGHTS

FOR FURTHER READING :

• APIE’s brochure : 
«Public Intangibles and the Role of APIE»

• Ressources for Managing Intangibles collection :

 «Opening up Public Spaces for Film Shoots»

http://www.economie.gouv.fr/apie/autres-thematiques-public-intangibles-and-the-role-of-apie-english-brochure
http://www.economie.gouv.fr/apie/espaces-publics-ouvrir-espaces-publics-aux-tournages-films
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– Tools : APIE’s standard contracts and 
agreements, decision trees, and methodo-
logical aids are flexible tools that can be 
easily adapted to the needs of specific en-
tities

– Assistance : APIE assists public sector 
bodies to develop and implement strate-
gies to protect and leverage their intangible 
assets

– Training programs and workshops : On 
request, APIE provides on-site training pro-
grams or workshops

For more information : www.economie.
gouv.fr/apie

As these are new topics utilizing skills that 
government agencies do not necessarily 
possess in-house, APIE provides support 
and promotes the sharing of best practices. 
It employs a team of experts, in particular 
in the fields of intellectual property law, 
marketing, and accounting.

APIE offers :

– Publications : The Ressources for Ma-
naging Intangibles collection provides 
background, practical information, and ana-
lysis concerning the protection, use, and le-
verage of these highly specific assets (most 
titles currently available only in French)

APIE’s services…
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