
Profiting from personal 
information: 

Power, information privacy and 
evidence based policy

Mark Burdon

Queensland University of Technology

3rd RNSA Workshop on the Social Implications of National Security

24 July 2008



Overview of Talk

• Case study

• RP Data v State of Queensland

• Solove’s metaphors of power

• Big Brother & Kafka 

• Power analysis

• Case study

• Implications 

• Evidence based policy

• Conclusion
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Solove metaphors of power #1

• Information privacy as power

• 2 metaphors

• Big Brother

• Coercive power – oppress, control…

•Surveillance, invasions of privacy..

• Dominant conceptual paradigm and laws

• Not reflect concerns

•Mass data collection



Solove metaphors of power #2

• Kafka Metaphor

• Indifferent not malevolent

•Little intelligent control

• Influence not oppress

•Exploiting expressions of individuality

• “Little Brothers”

• Imbalanced power relationships

•Individuals, data collectors and data re-
users



Power analysis of case study

• Kafka rather than Big Brother

• Goal of data collection

•Innocuous data – housing information

• Little brothers

•Impact of commercialisation

•Complex web

•Limits of property rights paradigm

• Disempowering practices

•No meaningful participation

•Decision making without purpose
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Implications - evidence based policy

• Information privacy development 

• Account for power relationships

• Deeper policy analysis & evidence 
acquisition

• Pawson and Tilley (1997)

•“realist explanation”

• Demonstrate existence causal 
mechanisms 

•Mechanism, outcome and context

• CCTV and car parks



Conclusion

• Power analysis unveil

• Complex interplay of hidden mechanisms

•Governmental self-sufficiency

•Value of personal information 

•Angst generated by misuse

• Limits information privacy laws

• Paradigm of ownership & control

• Effective policy responses

• New way of thinking

• Focus on structures of power

• Govern relationships



Questions


