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Resources for Courses
Public Goods

Teacher Instructions
Starter Idea
Auction off a chocolate bar. Make the conditions clear: they must actually be able to
pay here and now (no trade credit) they must eat it there and then and they must not
share it with anyone else. (Be aware of allergies and diabetics). While they are eating
it, ask if they are enjoying it. Ask a few other students if they are also enjoying the
chocolate bar. They will probably look at you oddly and say they are not enjoying it 
as they are not eating it.

Now tell students you will show an amusing youtube clip (the choice is yours but 
ensure you have chosen one beforehand as there can be some dubious material on
this site! My personal favourite is “Banana singing Whitney”). Conduct a quick auction.
Show the clip to the student on the projector/smart board (however the rest of the
class will also be able to see it – this is important). When it is over, ask the student
who paid if they enjoyed it. Now ask a few other students if they also enjoyed it.

Now start a debate about the differences between the chocolate bar (i.e. a private
good, though they won’t think of it in these terms yet) and the video clip (to some 
extent a public good). Questions you can use are:

• To the student who bought the chocolate bar – how would your enjoyment have
been affected if you had been forced to share the bar with the whole class?

• To the student who “bought” the video clip – how would your enjoyment have
been affected if there were five extra students in the back of the room also 
watching?

• By show of hands, you could ask who would be willing to buy another chocolate
bar? Who would be willing to see an extra video clip? (Hopefully they will be more
reluctant to buy the latter, hoping someone one else would pay and they could
free ride).

State that the chocolate bar was a private good and the video clip was a public good.
Give them some time to discuss in pairs what this may mean.SA
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Resources for Courses
Public Goods

Activity One
Display the fireworks cartoon on the board. Tell students that fireworks are an example
of a public good which have two characteristics: being non-rival and being non-
excludable. In the context of the fireworks cartoon, ask them to work out what these
terms mean. At some point you may need to clear up the common misconception
about public goods being the same and state provided goods/services.

Split the students into two large groups. Give one group two minutes to make a case
for roads being a public good. Give the other group two minutes to make a case for
roads being a private good. Hopefully from the discussion that results you can 
introduce the idea of quasi-public goods.

Activity Two
When you feel students have enough understanding, ask students to complete the
card sort activity, categorising the images into public goods, quasi-public goods and
private goods.

Support – give all students or just those who you feel require it, the flow 
diagram to help them categorise.

Extension task – ask students to order their quasi-public category 
from those which most strongly have the characteristics of public 
goods, to those which are more akin to private goods. Students 
could consider what the nature of these goods 
depends on (e.g. number of people).
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Resources for Courses
Public Goods

Activity Three
Give students the case study on flood defences which asks them to consider if they
were a building company, would they provide the flood defences to this island?

Students may consider:
• On the face of it, how much profit stands to be made?

• Will people actually pay? Will they try to free ride?

• Are there any ways round this? Does this highlight the need for government 
intervention?

• How reliable was Sofia’s survey? Will consumers reveal their true preference?
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This is great - 
we’re watching a super
firework show from a few
miles away and haven't 
had to pay a penny - 
no one can stop us!

That makes me feel like I’m
stealing it! Oh well...it’s not like
those who have paid to go and

see will be affected by us 
watching it. They will  still be
able to see the display just as

well. It’s not like we’re stealing
their car or anything...
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Stormy Island keeps flooding. When this happens buildings and infrastructure
are destroyed. Insurance premiums are rising and there is concern about risk to
animal and human life. Some of the residents have a meeting and are very upset
about the fact this keeps occurring. One of them, Sofia, phones you—a building
company.

She asks if you would be prepared to build flood defences all around the island.
You calculate the cost of this would at £1.2m to you for all materials and labour.
There are 1m residents on the island and Sofia said after a recent survey she
conducted, residents would be willing to pay at least £10 each to get flood 
defences. She said if you accept the job, you would need to build the flood 
defences and then go to each household and collect the payment. 

This could be the break your business has been looking for. Do you go
ahead and build the flood defences? Why or why not? What might your
answer depend on? Try to use economic terminology in your answer.
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Education lighthouse

healthcare cinema

police services clothes

air Warmth from a patio heater
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fish stocks Pizza

Sunlight A beach

The internet A toothbrush

A rock concert Streetlights
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is the product
non-excludable?

private good

Quasi 
public good

Public Good

is the product
non-rival?

is the product
non-rival?

Yes

No
Yes

YesN
o

N
o
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Answers
Good/service Excludable?                                     Rival?                                              Type

Education

Lighthouse

Healthcare

Cinema

Police

Clothes

Air

Warmth from 
a patio heater

Fish Stocks

Pizza

Sunlight

a beach

the internet

A toothbrush

A rock concert

streetlights

Yes (hence why private schools can
exist)

No

Yes e.g. in private hospitals

Yes – you have to buy a ticket

Would be difficult to exclude people.
Though the police could only help
those who had paid, they would
need the power to arrest anyone
over whom they had suspicions. 

Yes

No

Yes – you could prevent people 
getting close to the heater

Probably not – would be tricky

Yes

No

Sometimes

Usually, with appropriate security
settings

Yes

Yes – you need a ticket, however,
depending on volume some near
the stadium may be able to hear 
for free

No

Yes (students tend to do better in
smaller classes)

No

Yes – an ambulance cannot help
two people at once

Sometimes – may depend on if your
view is obstructed, rustling of sweet
bags etc. One extra person sat a
distance away is unlikely to affect you.

Sometimes – if police presence
generally deters crime there is no
real rivalry however, the police 
cannot help two victims at once

Yes

Not usually (unless you’re trapped 
in an airtight space)

Within reason, an extra person
around the heater won’t diminish
your heat 

Sometimes – if one extra boat takes
a few fish, this shouldn’t affect 
others. High levels of overfishing
can wipe out a species totally.

Yes

No

Sometimes depending on the 
number of other people

Sometimes connection slows 
depending on the number trying to
access a server

Yes

Sometimes depending on the 
number of other people – one extra
person is unlikely to affect your 
enjoyment

No

Private good

Public good

Private good

Quasi-public good

Quasi- public good

Private good

Public good (though may
start some conversation
over clean air and pollution)

Quasi-public good 

Quasi-public good

Private good

Public good

Quasi-public good

Quasi-public good

Private good

Quasi-public good

Public good
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