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Preface: Remembering Benno Ndulu

Although this book carries the name of Benno Ndulu, he passed away in
February 2021. Naming him as its lead author is, however, anything but artis-
tic licence: he was the intellectual architect of the Digital Economy Kit, its
penholder-in-chief, as well as its lead envoy.

The book has been written to convey lessons learnt in the process of work-
ing with a group of developing countries in their efforts to identify the
necessary first steps to start digital transformation. It was Benno’s fervent
hope that other countries beyond this initial groupwouldmake use of theKit.
The book serves, then, as a ‘handover’ to other governments and their stake-
holders who might want to attempt similar efforts. But more than that: the
book also draws from the Kit experience to speak to wider debates about how
outsiders partner with developing countries. The importance of respectfully
supporting (rather than directing) policymakers, and of outsiders deferring
to domestic knowledge on a country’s own interests were both principles that
drove Benno’s policy approach.

Benno Ndulu was early to recognize the potential of digital technology for
African economies and society. During his tenure as governor of the Bank
of Tanzania, a position he held from 2008 to 2018, he demonstrated a ded-
ication to shepherding progress in both digital access and inclusion, and
wherever possible, the intersection of the two. In his role as governor, he cre-
ated Tanzania’s National Council for Financial Inclusion. This body oversaw
the National Financial Education Framework to ensure the demand side of
finance inclusion—that is, that ordinary people are able to understand how
to access and use it.1 He was also one of the first governors in Africa to insist
that the trust funds which mobile operators create—from interest accrued
on money deposited by subscribers in mobile banking accounts—were not
delivered to high-profile corporate social responsibility projects, but rather
were paid out to users themselves—mainly ordinary citizens and informal
workers.2 It is hard to imagine other central bank governors having such
concern for poor people’s engagement with the financial system.

Benno took this leadership on financial inclusion outside his country too.
He chaired the Alliance for Financial Inclusion, a global group of central
bank governors and financial regulators concerned with increasing access
to quality financial services for the poorest. He was involved in countless
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fintech initiatives, including inspiring the creation of Finsys in Tanzania. Fin-
sys is nowworking to implement a pro-poor interoperable payments systems
for low-value cross-border retail payments in the East African Community
region.

But beyond this, he was a brilliant leader in a generation of central bankers
and economists who turned around the macroeconomic fortunes of the con-
tinent. His excellence as a central bank governor was recognized in 2018,
when he was named Central Banker of the Year in the African Banker
Awards, for his work on financial inclusion and for his soundmacromanage-
ment. He was a guide, mentor, and trainer of policymakers across Africa, via
the research network he helped to found—the African Economic Research
Consortium—and, more specifically, for fellow central bankers, via the Con-
sortium’s Central Bank Governors’ Forum, of which he was a founding
member. Informally, he alsomentored senior officials and scholars alike from
around the continent.

Even as he held such high awards and senior positions—he was a profes-
sor of economics at the University of Dar es Salaam, had been awarded an
honorary doctorate from the International Institute of Social Studies (ISS)
in The Hague, and had had a long engagement at the World Bank—he also
concerned himself with supporting the novice scholar, the most junior staff
member of a central bank, and the aspiring policymaker.

We were exceptionally fortunate to have him join the Blavatnik School
of Government as an associate, and take on the position of academic co-
director of the Pathways for Prosperity Commission in that same year. Some
policymakers on the continent talked about the Fourth Industrial Revolu-
tion (4IR), and outside Africa, the government of Estonia led the charge on
e-government. But there were few others at that time talking about the digital
economy as a whole. Benno was focused on the potential of digital technolo-
gies, for instance, to help farmers working in fields whomight not be familiar
with the language of the 4IR, but whowere highly articulate on the challenges
they faced in their daily lives to increase yield. As a farmer himself, he felt
some affinity.

Benno guided the Pathways for Prosperity Commission, and later its suc-
cessor initiative, Digital Pathways at Oxford, with a rare mix of vision,
foresight, pragmatism, humility, and humour. None of the work—least of all
the Digital Economy Kit—could have happened in the way it did without his
leadership and perspective.

He particularly lent the Digital Economy Kit his passionate attention, as
he believed it offers a genuinely new way of supporting countries to identify
what their first—or next—steps could be in building the soft infrastructure
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that digital transformation would require (‘interoperability’ was one of his
favourite words), as well as the digital skills that would allow all users maxi-
mally to benefit from it. Its design bears the hallmarks of his way of working.
Not least of these was his belief in the essential role that dialogue plays in
progress.

Natu Mwamba, his former deputy bank governor, describes these interests
and beliefs—in inclusion, in technology, and in growth—that underpinned
the Digital Economy Kit:

Hewasoneof the first governors to say, let the innovationcome—wewill regulate it
later.…Hewaspassionateabouthelping thepoorestpeople in societyandmaking
sure that the benefits of that technology accrue to the marginalised. … He was
also big on scale. He was frustrated by all the pilots, he was impatient that they
happenedbut theyweren’t scaling, and the impactwasnotbeing felt by thosewho
needed it most. Also, digital wasn’t yet fully integrated into countries’ strategies
and plans. … He also always insisted on having the supply-side and demand-side
at the table. You need to be able to look into the eyes of the service users as you
design policies and tools. That was his view.

Like somany of those weworkwith, we are honoured to have called ourselves
Benno’s colleagues, and we are profoundly thankful for his friendship. We
are also deeply grateful to Benno’s family for their support of this book going
ahead as a memorial to him and a dedication to his life and work.

Elizabeth Stuart and Stefan Dercon

Endnotes

1. TanzaniaNational Council for Financial Inclusion, ‘National Financial Education Frame-
work 2016–2020: A Public–Private Stakeholders’ Initiative’, 2017, https://www.fsdt.or.tz/
wp-content/uploads/2017/02/FSDT-NFEF-Report.pdf.

2. Claudia McKay, ‘Interest Payments in Mobile Wallets: Bank of Tanzania Approach’,
Consultative Group to Assist the Poor (CGAP) (blog), 28 June 2016.

https://www.fsdt.or.tz/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/FSDT-NFEF-Report.pdf
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Introduction to theDigital EconomyKit

Introduction

The road’s potholes were a stark contrast to the destination of the coach-load
of young women driving over them: a brand new building housing one of
Bangalore’s many internet-enabled service companies—this one providing
accountancy support services—newly built on the outskirts of the city. This
contrast is not something we saw only in India. In the overcrowded streets of
Indonesia’s capital, Jakarta, the brand new helmet offered to one of us was
a striking juxtaposition with the ageing motorbike and its simply dressed
driver, summoned using an app. In Kenya, even in rural areas, we’ve bought
soft drinks via quick money transfer from our phone to the shopkeeper’s for
a decade. But in Durban, South Africa, we were surprised to hear about com-
panies teaching English to Chinese students over Zoom. And, perhaps most
surprisingly, in Ethiopia—a country still struggling with getting fast inter-
net infrastructure, and experiencing regular electricity blackouts—we met
the owner of a company supplying sporting statistics, giving the half-time
ball touches and missed tackles in matches for live broadcasts in a Dutch
soccer competition. All these examples give a glimpse of how digital tech-
nologies have arrived, and begun to change economic activity, not just in
the smart suburbs of San Francisco or London, but also in areas otherwise
still far poorer and less advanced in their economies. All these countries are
starting to observe digital transformation—a systematic introduction of digi-
tal technologies in the economy and society. This is changing how goods and
services are produced, consumed, and exchanged, leading to changes in the
organization of business, government, and society as a whole.

Of course, across countries, the entry of digital technologies is not equal
across different sectors of the economy, across different aspects of daily
life, and across different groups in society—young or old, rich or poor.
But it is happening; and in otherwise less-advanced economies too. Around
the world, governments talk about wanting to take advantage of the new
opportunities offered by digital technologies. However, many find it difficult

Driving Digital Transformation. Benno Ndulu et al., Oxford University Press. © Benno Ndulu, Elizabeth Stuart, Stefan Dercon,
and Peter Knaack (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192872845.003.0001



2 Introduction to the Digital Economy Kit

to identify where to start. At the same time, outside agencies and tech
entrepreneurs appear to offer the moon—ready solutions that will unlock all
potential.

This book documents efforts to assist a group of developing and emerging
country governments in preparing a strategic approach to digital transfor-
mation, using a Digital Economy Kit (the Kit). The Kit entails a diagnosis
of the status quo, followed by a multi-stakeholder process within govern-
ment and across the economy, resulting in a strategy primer that prioritizes
action points. We found willing partners in these governments: as we shall
document, they recognized—sometimes after initial hesitation—the poten-
tial benefits. Their own keen interest to take charge of their digital destiny,
coupled with uncertainty as to how to unlock it, persuaded them to adopt
the Kit.

The objective of the book is to offer early lessons learnt from this pro-
cess for other policymakers, and those who will support them, who likewise
want to initiate inclusive digital transformation. We report on the failures
and successes of our approach in seven diverse developing countries, in
chronological order, starting in 2018: South Africa, Ethiopia, and Mongo-
lia (formally our pilot countries); Malawi, Bangladesh, and Lesotho; and one
other that we document but do not name, primarily to be able to consider
what happened without the constraint of tiptoeing around politics for fear of
causing embarrassment.

We interpret some of the challenges, and some positive interim outcomes,
within complementary frameworks related to bureaucratic politics, eco-
nomic, and other special interests. We also look at rent-seeking within the
elite bargain of those with power and influence. With hindsight, we draw
lessons for what we should have done differently. Hence, as well as a story
about what happened in those countries, the book presents a critical evalua-
tion of the efforts, and offers theoretically embedded rationales for why, and
more importantly how, the failures and successes happened (or rather, are
happening).

Like we say, we chronicle and critically appraise the downs as well as
the ups. These include a major bust-up in one country (the nameless one)
between the digital minister and the digital advisor to the president which
threatens to derail everything. In another country (which we do name:
Ethiopia), the central bank wanted to produce regulation which would effec-
tively make mobile money illegal, until the Ministry of Finance intervened.
The course of development rarely runs smoothly.

We feel confident in deducing these lessons because they are based on pat-
terns across at least some of the seven (again, very different) countries. They
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also fitwith the relevant literaturewe reference (ofwhich,more in amoment);
and they intuitively fit with the lived experience of the authors. As such, this
book is in the proud tradition of Shiller’s narrative economics: ‘a research
method that presents one’s own narrative of historical events’.1 We can offer
the lessons with a degree of assurance precisely because of the design of the
Kit, with its focus on a thorough understanding of context, which means that
some of the traps of generalization are avoided.2 Furthermore, these lessons
are, we argue, equally applicable to many development processes. Therefore,
we also offer wider thoughts on how outsiders can usefully help reform in
developing and emerging countries.

TheKit is a loosemethodology to be adapted in each country as the context
demands. It is not a blueprint, but rather an architect’s sketch, to stay with the
construction analogy. This is appropriate as digital transformation cannot be
bought off the shelf. Its roll out took place in countries which, while largely
meeting three preconditions (demand, a champion, and timing), were also
selected according to our knowledge and contacts. There is some danger that
the political economy framework delineated in this book will be viewed as an
attempt at post-hoc theorization. Instead, rather than a clumsy bid to formal-
ize the hunches, intuition, and real-world experience that drove the design of
the Kit, we hope the framework, and this book more broadly, will be read in
the spirit of locating those hunches in the literature.

We certainly believe there is value in careful reflection on experiences of
implementing the Kit, based on national documents, archives of the project,
and the experiences of the core team, the local implementers, and others
we worked with. This is not an impact evaluation, nor an evaluation of any
type. We neither planned nor envisaged one. Before work started, we had not
discussed in any detail metrics for success for either the process or the out-
comes. It clearly is not independent, as three of the four authors were deeply
involved in theKit. Instead, this is a semi-detached description, with attempts
to create sufficient distance between the object of study and our stakes within
it, without claiming scientific objectivity, although aiming for honesty and
integrity.

Sadly, there is too little such honesty in the reporting of development, or
even more generally in work with governments. Donor agencies, under pres-
sure from their tax payers and aid critics, typically have to declare success for
many interventions, which tend to take place outside of the local account-
ability systems in recipient countries.Thismeans that history often consists of
statements of intent by policymakers, glossy products, and reports by funders
and implementers, claiming success and then leaving one bemused ex-post
why obvious flaws and failures were not spotted, or why they were brushed
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under the carpet. We hope that our work contributes to some of this record-
ing, and may lead to more honest reflection on success and failure of support
by outsiders in the developing world and beyond.

In the rest of this chapter we set out the key arguments of the book, starting
with defining and explaining what we mean by digital transformation and
why, in the end, emerging and developing countries have no choice but to
embrace it. We go on to explain the book’s other key lessons, which are for
outsiders whowant to help support digital transformation and other reforms,
in sensible ways.This next section is more practical: explaining who the book
is for, how we wrote it, and its—and the Kit’s—origins. We end with a chapter
outline.

Our key messages

What do wemean by digital transformation?

Much has—quite rightly—been said and written about governments con-
necting better with their citizens. During the COVID-19 pandemic, all
governments around the world were pushed to provide education to students
online, and to diagnose and even treat patients virtually. In some countries,
often the poorest, this push came before they were really ready: sometimes
interventions were very low tech3 and efforts were sporadic. Nonetheless,
they were there. These governments clearly recognize both the need and
potential for providing services digitally.

But this book argues that, while e-government is vitally important, for
the countries that most urgently need to find ways to pursue and con-
tinue a convergence with the economic position of better-off economies,
digital transformation may mean something much bigger. This version of
digital transformation is about restructuring the economy—using digital
technologies to reduce the cost of: production; exchanging goods, services,
and information; and organization and networking. In other words, these
technologies may be an engine of growth by allowing economies to create
more value from available resources.

There are already examples of this playing out across thewhole economy. In
the Philippines, by 2018, exports from IT (information technology) business
process outsourcing (BPO) services—that is, outsourced back-office tasks
such as data entry, accountancy, IT support, or telemarketing—had grown
threefold in the previous ten years; had captured 10–15 per cent of the global
BPOmarket; were generating one-third of the country’s total export earnings;
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and employed 1.3 million people.4 The sector also proved resilient during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

This growth needs to be inclusive. The Philippines’ BPO sector has been
a positive driver of inclusion and female empowerment; and in rural India,
the opportunities its BPO sector offers women has resulted in higher labour
market participation, a higher age of marriage, better education outcomes,
and greater reproductive choice.5

There is, of course, significant risk.Whatever the attractions of technology-
led change and ‘innovate first, regulate later’, large knowledge gaps remain on
optimal technology governance arrangements to mitigate the downside risks
of data sharing, competition in digital markets, cybersecurity, and others.
These governance risks, alongside capacity constraints, incentives, and pol-
itics, must not be ignored. If digital technologies will not destroy jobs, they
will certainly disrupt them (the argument here is not simple: many of the jobs
suitable for automation do not exist to start with in these countries, even if
other jobs—plausibly far more plentiful in number and of higher value—will
be gained). Consideration of digital transformation is not fantasy policy-
making, and neither can it be presented as a ‘silver bullet’. Trade-offs will be
legion.

We argue that the biggest risk for the emerging and developing countries
is inertia—or to not embrace such technologies; to be left behind; or for
new business models for service delivery and production to emerge in places
unprepared for change, leaving economic opportunities untapped or profits
unfairly distributed.

Getting the right building blocks for digital transformation in place is
essential, and the Kit is a way of helping governments do so: to be ready for
change. We already have a sense of these foundational blocks: the hard and
soft infrastructure—electricity and internet connectivity as well as systems
for digital identity and trusted data sharing; the finance; the human capital of
people skilled to productively use the technology; and the requisite policies
and regulations. Yet, beyond these foundations, whatever anyone may claim,
no one really knows the grand design that will build out an economy and
wider society towards digital transformation—as is the case with broader sus-
tainable inclusive economic growth. There are no failsafe architectural plans.
There may be a temptation to oversell the possible speed of change or the
certainty of which action to take, but it should be resisted. This only serves to
hinder sensible policy action. At the same time, it cannot be taken for granted
that the building blocks will fall into the correct place: the policymaker will
need to take the wheel of the construction vehicle. Meanwhile, outsiders can,
at best, foster and support this process; they can contribute to the preparation
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of the ground.This is worthwhile. But bringing it to fruition can only be done
by committed governments.

Lessons for policymakers

Getting something like the Kit successfully implemented with a longer-term
impact is difficult, and needs to be addressed with some humility. Under-
standing the key players and their interests early, with an in-depth first-hand
knowledge of the political economy of change, is essential, and too easily
underestimated. Change does not occur devoid of context, and it is easy to
underthink the local political and bureaucratic tensions, interests, and capa-
bilities, which can be understood through the lens of bureaucratic politics;
the presence of special economic incumbency interests; and the nature of
elite commitment to use digital transformation as one means for broader
economic progress and inclusion. Even if we did not shy away from trying
to grasp this as we thought about alliances and trade-offs, it is easy to not
consider fully the implications of different interests in politics, the economy,
and the bureaucracy. We believed we had done enough in this area, but actu-
ally needed to do more. After all, any impact in the end is mediated through
them. We should, for instance, have been more fully aware of the fact that
some of these interests are not financial, ideological, or economic, but rather
personal.

The advice that we offer in this book for countries wanting to embrace
digital transformation, as well as outside partners who may wish to assist
in such efforts, is in itself unsurprising: as with all change, be prepared.
For developing country officials, we advise that having a strategy in place
before attempting the necessary change is optimal. There are so many com-
peting entry points, and vested interests attempting to promote different
priorities, that taking the time to carefully examine starting points and to
identify, togetherwith stakeholders, the sectors forwhich digital technologies
realistically offer the most promising opportunities is sensible.

Any strategy will need the serious buy-in and commitment of different
stakeholders, coordination across government, and the cooperation of key
economic players. Success will only be possible with a clear understand-
ing of the state of affairs, an assessment of what could be done next, and
the delineation of deliberate but realistic action, given local capabilities and
structures. From the outset, it is essential to be clear about who will drive
this progress after the initial period. This will entail identifying the individ-
ual champion, group, or organization within government that can drive it,
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and the overarching political supporters to leverage success. It will also be
necessary to learn from mistakes. A significant learning for the Oxford team
in this process is that we should have started plotting how course corrections
could be achieved earlier, by whom, and indeed how implementation could
be championed following the project’s completion.

In some of the seven countries there is a sense that these political economy
factors can be sufficiently overcome, partly due to the attraction across stake-
holders of moving into new activities with limited incumbents. This means
there is a reason to have some optimism about longer-term trajectories, and
to think that this work (the Kit) may have a positive influence. In other coun-
tries, the ever-present constraining factors may have stifled any tiny steps
towards reasonable change and transformation.

Lessons for outsiders

For outsiders, whatever a country or its government may dream of—whether
claiming to want to emulate the economic models of Four Asian Tiger
economies or imagining that the fantasy African state of Wakanda is within
grasp—reality tends to bite. Change starts from a particular state of affairs,
conditioned by the existing economic, political, and bureaucratic constraints.
Digital transformation (or any other form of change) will not happen in a
vacuum: such constraints must be carefully understood, and certain precon-
ditions be in place, if efforts are to lead to success.

Can digital transformation happen if our preconditions are not in place?
Can it take place outside such a strategy?The answer is, of course, yes. But the
book’s contestation is that it will take longer, be messier and probably more
expensive, and may not occur across the economy to its maximum potential.

There is also value in the way we created the Kit. Even if material or
directly attributable impacts may still be limited, much that is positive can
be taken from our approach. We show a draft of how to move towards a
more holistic, cross-government and cross-interest approach to laying the
building blocks of a digital economy with strong local ownership. This is in
contrast to outsiders offering ‘prefab solutions’ without any local ownership,
let alone contextual understanding. Across several countries, we can observe
positive outcomes—many unintended or unplanned. Some are surprising to
us, but nevertheless follow from our more searching approach, and are deliv-
ered at very low cost to anyone. Our hope is that others will learn from what
we did and improve on it, in digital transformation work, and in economic
development more broadly.
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How the book should be read

In this section we set out the book’s intended audience, its methodology, and
the context in which it was written.

The audience

This book has been written for three types of people: (1) academically
inclined generalists who are interested in the political economy of reform
in developing countries, for whom digital development is one such example;
(2) academically inclined people interested in the specifics of digital devel-
opment; and (3) policymakers and practitioners who want to solve (some
of) the challenges that digital development presents. The scholars the book
is aimed at include those working in the fields of development economics,
political science, international political economy, public administration, and
digital policy. Some peoplemay sit inmore than one category.While it would
be ideal if the book appealed to all of these categories at all times, there
are elements that may be overly detailed for the first (and possibly second).
These are, however, brief and hopefully therefore tolerable. Readers in cate-
gory three may find that there is insufficient detail to fully understand how to
implement a Kit: this is deliberate as this book is not intended to be a compre-
hensive ‘how to’ guide (for that we include a reference for the Kit itself), but
rather a reflection on interesting elements of the Kit’s implementation in dif-
ferent countries, and on how the reality varied fromwhat we imagined would
happen.Where relevant, we include a discussion on how the findings confirm
or differ from some key relevant theoretical political economy frameworks.i

Methodology

The evidence base for the book is a qualitative survey and a series of semi-
structured interviews (n=32), primarily with participants of the Kit process
in all seven countries, conducted over a period of six months. The sample
includes representatives of government, civil society, private sector, and our
local partners. We also interviewed some people with knowledge of digital

i Aword here on nomenclature. From this point on, when the book refers to ‘we’, thismeans the authors,
one of whom, as previously stated, did not work on the Kit. When we refer to the group who designed
the Kit, we use the term ‘Oxford team’ (or ‘they’) as the Commission’s secretariat was based at Oxford
University’s Blavatnik School of Government. When we refer to anyone else, we specify.
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diagnostic processes, or a general understanding of the digital development
landscape of countries where we delivered the Kits.ii References to these
interviews have in the main been anonymized, although where there is a par-
ticularly illuminating quote, we have the permission of the person cited to
name them. We also drew on the strategy primers or strategies developed for
each country, as well as national planning documents, existing digital plans,
other digital development diagnoses, and formal and informal supply- and
demand-side data.iii Thedata are interpreted using a theoretical framework of
how policy action, change, or reform may or may not take place in countries,
as developed in Chapter 2. We also look to evidence from other studies on
similar or analogous processes in other contexts. Aswe reflect on implications
for digital development and more widely to general development challenges
and pitfalls, we also draw on the relevant literature as we do so. This litera-
ture comes from the fields of development economics, international political
economy, political science, public administration, behavioural economics,
and others.

In any conclusions on impact that we come to, we have attempted to
remove misty-eyed bias, and also to claim only contribution, never attribu-
tion as causality is anything but clear.

The context: brief history of the Pathways for Prosperity
Commission

The Kit was a product of the Pathways for Prosperity Commission (hence-
forth the Pathways Commission), a two-year global policy effort that aimed
to assess whether and how developing countries can use digital technologies
for inclusive growth. The Commission, which was co-chaired by Indonesian
finance minister Sri Mulyani Indrawati, technologist Strive Masiyiwa, and
philanthropist Melinda Gates, was a gathering of the unusual: although the
format was familiar (the slightly cliche mix of political and donor leaders,
combined with academia and private sector representatives), the individu-
als were primarily people who had not sat on such global committees before.
Personal knowledge of the geographies, the challenge, and the topic had pri-
macy in commissioner selection: for instance, Kamal Bhattacharya had set

ii We omit data from a Kit conducted in Indonesia because this was limited in nature: here the Oxford
team looked only at digital skills rather than opportunities across the economy, as a national process to do
this had recently been conducted.

iii We recognize throughout the limits of the nature of the data—and in particular disaggregated data
that are essential in considering the dynamics of inclusion—and the relatively small number of key
informant interviews.
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up an edtech company in Kenya; Shivani Siroya was the CEO of Tala, a com-
pany that uses alternative data to provide instant credit to under-represented
communities in Kenya, Tanzania, India, and the Philippines. The Commis-
sion was also under the guidance of people leading growth efforts in the
poorest countries: Vera Songwe, Executive Secretary of the United National
Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) was an informal observer.iv

While global committees are legion,v the Pathways Commission set out to
do things slightly differently. Its reports did not pretend to be either primary
research or in-depth representative consultations: instead they attempted
to nimbly assess the status quo and policy demand, and to outline, for the
first time, pathways via which developing and emerging economies could
foster inclusive growth using digital technologies. The analysis was pre-
sented as propositional, rather than a set of recommendations (bar the final
report, which was an attempt to answer the officials’ question: ‘but how
do we do it?’). Reports were written in non-academic, easy-to-understand
language.

It is difficult to estimate the impact of the Commission, not least because,
while it pushed against a dominant narrative (automation equals job loss,
an assertion for which there were data, even if methodologically contested
and much less available for poorer developing countries), it aimed in the
direction of country demand: clearly policymakers wanted economic growth,
mostly with inclusion, and knew that they needed to engage with digital
technologies, even if they did not know how.

But accessible reports alone are insufficient to nudge change in countries,
as opposed to international or rich-world-based institutions. The co-chairs,
academic co-leads, and commissioners were aligned on the imperative
to produce something tangible that policymakers could use immediately.
Hence the development of the Kit. Again, toolkits are hardly revolutionary,
but there was something about the approach that was atypical. The focus
is a country leading its own process, rather than outside experts designing
a perfect solution. The starting point would always be the country’s own
stated development priorities, with a focus on the feasible, given current
constraints, rather than a fantasy mega-mansion of the highest tech—such
as blockchain, which might be a sensible starting point in some contexts, but
not likely to be so for poor countries—built on a perfectly functioning polity.

iv None of the commissioners were responsible explicitly for any of the Kit contents, and not all of them
may necessarily agree with the positions in this book.

v To underline the point, a UN commission on digital technologies, the Secretary-General’s High-level
Panel on Digital Cooperation, overlapped with the Pathways Commission in terms of time (it was con-
vened in July 2018 and reported in July 2019) and representation: Melinda Gates was also its co-chair. The
UN commission did attempt a wide-scale consultation process.
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This meant that the Kit’s outputs did not always pass the standards of rigour
of a research-intensive university: in one country an almost meaningless
target on digital literacy was included in the final strategy primer for political
purposes; in others the strategy primer was inelegantly written. But pleasing
academics is not the point: the aim is to produce something that has genuine
buy-in, such that a loose coalition of people in-country have an interest in
seeing through at least some of it.

The Commission and the Oxford team did not attempt to sell the Kit to
developing country policymakers. The intention was that the policymak-
ers themselves would identify the benefit of the process and opt into it. In
other words, the object was to ensure that there was clear country demand.
In reality, though, the Oxford-based secretariat needed to set out the bene-
fits of economic transformation of the kind discussed above, as opposed to
merely an information and communications technology (ICT) strategy or
e-government approach.They certainly stimulated that demand, the presence
of which they considered a necessary precondition. The two other precon-
ditions for success are that the country needs to be in the right place in its
policy planning cycle, such that there is a political moment for change; and
there needs to be a high-level champion with the appetite for change, who
is willing to do the heavy lifting to achieve it. This champion should be as
senior as possible and with a mandate to coordinate across departments, to
cut through bureaucratic politics, and make the best use of special interest
groups. However, while a single visionary leader is necessary, one individ-
ual will not be sufficient; instead, an informal coalition for progressive policy
reform should be in place. Ideally the president or prime minister (or both)
should be part of that coalition, and a supporter of the Kit.

Having set out the general approach of the book, the remainder of this
introduction summarizes the flow of the book, chapter by chapter.

Chapter outline

Chapter 2 develops a political economy framework that understands dig-
ital transformation as an instance of reform. It identifies three conceptual
approaches that help policymakers understand the conditions under which
digital reform is likely to succeed or fail: bureaucratic politics; special inter-
est groups; and the nature of the elite bargain. It shows how these three
approaches resonate with the design of the Kit and the theory of change
embedded in it. Based on in-country experience, the chapter then discusses
the three preconditions outlined above, and shows how the Oxford team and
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their implementing partners aimed to identify those preconditions in poten-
tial partner countries. In one or two countries the team possibly ‘misread the
runes’ and were over-optimistic in deciding to work there.
Chapter 3 is about demand. It opens with an exegesis of why policymakers

need economy-wide digital transformation, why (after some encourage-
ment) they wanted it, and why they (and the Oxford team) thought the Kit
responded to that need. En route it discusses the drivers of such a transforma-
tion (bringing down the costs of providing goods and services, of exchanging
goods and services, and of networking and organization) and presents the
five pathways developed by the Commission by which digital transforma-
tion can be realized in emerging and developing countries: raising value from
agriculture; new global value chains (GVCs) in manufacturing; creating new
global trade in services; linking the informal sector to the formal economy;
and creating diverse, connected domestic economies. It goes on to discuss
how the Pathways Commission and its Oxford secretariat team took these
frameworks and turned them into a toolkit.
Chapter 4 critically evaluates the first stage of theKit: the assessment phase.

It opens with an assessment of the diagnostics: their past use in development
has been chequered. It makes the case that a sensible diagnostic should not
just identify some abstract need, but instead be clear what investments and
other actions should be taken to unlock the next stage of digital potential.
It explains the significance of the Kit’s design: why infrastructure, people,
finance, and policy and regulation are the key pillars for a minimum level
of implementation as a prerequisite for economy-wide digital transforma-
tion. It goes on to assess three related challenges this phase encountered
in actuality in the seven countries: poor-quality quantitative data; absence
of such data in the first place; and, where it did exist, their contested
nature.
Chapter 5 discusses the Kit’s multi-stakeholder dialogue phase. It sets

out why this was deemed to be so important: along with the government
champion and steering committee, participants would form a loose coali-
tion for sustained change, vital once the Oxford team had left. It compares
the theoretical design (the multi-stakeholder groups would hold the diffi-
cult conversations, rehearsing and resolving the tensions or trade-offs) with
the expediencies of a relatively short process in practice. The chapter then
discusses how this tension played out.
Chapter 6 explains the theory and reality of theKit’s final stage: the strategy

primer. It argues that outsider-led processes should not deliver recommen-
dations, but rather suggest priority actions or areas that can be properly



Chapter outline 13

debated and taken up into policy and strategy by the appropriate domestic
process. Otherwise this stage bypasses or undermines domestic ownership
and policy processes. This was a complex phase of the Kit which entailed
boiling down an extensive enquiry into an implementable list, and getting
the balance right between incorporating pre-existing priorities and letting
the Kit process determine them. The chapter then explains what was needed
beyond a strategy primer for its actions to take root.
Chapter 7 critically assesses implementation. It is too early to say what

worked, and causal pathways are too unclear to claim anythingwith certainty.
But this chapter offers an attempt to link back any failures—and apparent ini-
tial successes—to the three perspectives on the political economy of reform.
Some are due to not getting bureaucratic politics right, such as ‘turf wars’
and inter-ministerial siloes. Others are, somewhat counterintuitively, due to
a lack of special interest groups. Still others have failed to take off—at least
so far—because there was never an elite bargain in place that was willing
to gamble on digital transformation in the first place. Apparent success can
also be associated with these three perspectives. The chapter states that, in
some countries, the Kit has fostered a loose alliance of people with a shared
interest in seeing the strategy primers converted into policy implementation.
This appears to be the case most obviously in Lesotho, South Africa, and
Mongolia, and perhaps Bangladesh and Ethiopia too.
Chapter 8 is the conclusion. The primary argument of the conclusion is

that, even when you think you have been politically smart—and the Oxford
team designed the Kit with realpolitik at its heart—you probably have not
been smart enough. Sensible people can disagree on the initial outcomes
of the Kit: an optimist would point to its achievements; a pessimist would
say that change was already coming and the Kit only nudged at the mar-
gins, if at all, and that any coalitions for change are not likely to last. Both
can be correct, but this chapter asserts that, for all the challenges it met,
the Kit was worthwhile for the countries, and its design and roll out offer
wider lessons for outsiders seeking a sensible role in helping developing
countries with change, be it digital or other aspects of their economies and
societies.

Each chapter includes its own specific key lessons for each stage of the
Kit consultation and implementation process; the concluding chapter ends
with three overarching lessons on achieving digital transformation, and five
lessons on how to sensibly drive reform as an outsider working with local in-
country agencies and partnerships. We hope that these lessons will inspire
powerful efforts for inclusive development in the future.
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2
Seizing the opportunity for digital
reform

Introduction

After months of consultations and careful vetting with all relevant stakehold-
ers, the digital strategywas ready for ‘prime time’.Myriam Said, co-founder of
Ethiopia’s first financial technology company, and now digital advisor in the
prime minister’s office, had led the Digital Economy Kit process in the coun-
try.1 She had used her extensive network within the government to check in
with top officials in all line ministries, gathering their feedback to the draft
strategy, andmaking sure policy recommendations were compatible with the
work plans of each ministry. As a result, getting the strategy signed off in
the Council of Ministers should have been an easy task. But Said did not see
the curveball coming from the central bank. Concurrent with the Kit pro-
cess, the National Bank of Ethiopia (NBE) had drafted an amendment to the
Banking Proclamation that would bar non-bank financial institutions from
offering digital payments. In East Africa and around the world, non-banks
such as telecom operators and technology firms are key providers of digital
financial services. But the proposed regulation would make this illegal, pun-
ishable by up to five years in prison. The central bank was about to make one
of the four pillars of Ethiopia’s digital strategy a criminal offence. As the draft
reached the Council of Ministers for approval, Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
had to exert his authority. Abiy had visitedAlibaba’s AntGroup (formerlyAnt
Financial andAlipay) and other Chinese industry leaders on a recent trip and
was a big advocate of financial technology.He requested that theNBEdevelop
a strategy to mitigate risks arising from the involvement of non-banks in dig-
ital finance, rather than prohibiting it. In the end, the draft proclamation was
amended meaning that institutions other than banks would be able to offer
digital payment services.

Digital techno-optimism, the notion that the benefits of digital tech-
nology are so clear and significant that relevant stakeholders will happily
endorse it, is both naive and dangerous. Naive, because it ignores the fact

Driving Digital Transformation. Benno Ndulu et al., Oxford University Press. © Benno Ndulu, Elizabeth Stuart, Stefan Dercon,
and Peter Knaack (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192872845.003.0002
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that digital transformation inevitably creates winners and losers, and that
those who expect to be on the losing side will resist change. Dangerous,
because digital transformation can bring about new constellations of stake-
holders that may tilt policy in their favour and away from the public interest.
Enthusiasts of technology-driven reform andmodernization ignore the polit-
ical economy of digital transformation at their peril, as the above example
shows.

The insights of the Pathways Commission and the practitioners involved
in applying the Kit build on the understanding that digital transformation
is disruptive and uncertain. The adoption of digital technology alters the set
of challenges and opportunities facing a country’s government, private sector,
and civil society. And a careful analysis of how such change can be expected to
affect powerful stakeholders in these three sectors is a necessary prerequisite
for the Kit’s successful application.

This chapter develops the building blocks of an analytical framework for
the political economy of digital transformation. We do not have a sufficient
body of evidence or temporal distance from the project’s start to be able to
propose an overall theoretical framework of digital transformation. Nor did
this more limited framework inform the Kit’s design, at least not explicitly.
Rather, this chapter elucidates some of the underlying mechanisms of digital
transformation that influenced the Kit designers’ thinking. It also sheds a sys-
tematic light on the failures and successes that local partners experienced in
implementing the Kit in their respective countries.The framework equips the
reader with the conceptual tools required to understand the ways in which
the in-country experiences outlined in the rest of the book are likely to be
part of a pattern, not isolated phenomena.

The first section starts by conceiving of digital transformation as an
instance of reform. It draws from a rich body of literature on the political
economy of reform to distil key insights that may apply to digital technology.
In particular, it identifies three conceptual approaches that help policymak-
ers understand the conditions under which digital reform is likely to succeed
or fail: bureaucratic politics;2 special interest groups;3 and the nature of the
elite bargain present.4 Thesection shows how these three approaches resonate
with the design of the Kit and its embedded theory of change. The second
section puts these concepts into practice. It delineates three preconditions
for the success of digital reform. Drawing on in-country experience it shows
how, before rolling out the Kit, the Oxford team and their local partners
aimed to identify: sufficient country demand; the presence of a government
champion; and the right window of opportunity. The chapter concludes by
proposing a series of lessons learnt on how and when to engage in digital
reform.
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The political economy of reform

Digital transformation as envisioned by the Kit can be understood as an
instance of reform. Adoption of digital technology in the public sectormeans
that procedures in the delivery of public services change, as does the constel-
lation of actors involved in these procedures.5 Digital technology adoption
in the private sector implies that some markets expand while others shrink,
triggering change within the constellation of firms engaging in these mar-
kets. In each of these areas, the interplay between money and power matters.
As a consequence, applying a political economy lens to the process of dig-
ital reform may be useful. In a world that adheres neither to unqualified
economic principles nor to textbook renditions of how decisions are made
in democracies, a political economy perspective promises to reveal virtuous
cycles that can drive digital transformation, as well as treacherous pitfalls that
can derail it.

This section outlines three perspectives on the political economy of reform
that can shed inferential light on the process of digital transformation. The
first focuses on the public sector, showing how digital technology shapes and
is shaped by bureaucratic politics. The second lens offers a fresh take on spe-
cial interest groups and seeks to identify the conditions under which they can
be a positive catalytic force for digital reform. The third perspective looks at
how digital technology can alter the political settlements among elites and
their willingness to gamble on long-term growth and development. While all
three lenses acknowledge the importance of money and power, the first one
focuses more on power, the second one on money, and the third one on both
in equal measure.

The public sector and bureaucratic politics

The concept of the state apparatus in the intellectual tradition of Confu-
cius and Max Weber is that of an organization where humans dedicate
time and energy in pursuit of a unified, overarching goal. As bureaucrats,
individuals merely play a role in this elaborate machinery. An analyst can
abstract from their individual preferences because they do not significantly
influence the operations or outcomes of the organization. From the 1970s,
social scientists started questioning this notion of bureaucracy. As William
Niskanen, a long-term bureaucrat and scholar, put it: ‘Any theory of the
behaviour of bureaus that does not incorporate the personal preferences of
bureaucrats, however, will be relevant only in the most rigidly authoritarian
environments.’6
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A bureaucratic politics perspective breaks down the concept of public
administration as a unified entity, focusing on the incentives and behaviour
of its constituent parts instead. Rather than looking at the government as one
neatly lubricated machine, it understands it as an assembly of independent
parts whose incentives are sometimes aligned and sometimes at odds with
each other. The actions of each bureau (ministry, department, agency) are
not only determined by their place in the government hierarchy and the tasks
given to them by the top leadership. Within those constraints, bureaus have
their own goals related to maintaining or increasing their power, budget, and
relative autonomy.7 Disaggregating bureaucracies further down to the indi-
vidual level, Allison and Halperin assert that bureaucrats care about national
welfare, domestic politics, and personal interests such as career ambitions.8
Here, career bureaucrats differ from political appointees in ways that can cre-
ate tension within the bureaucracy. And, looking at the government from
an economics angle, Niskanen argues that bureaucrats seek to maximize the
policy area under their authority, public reputation, power, salary, as well as
the ease of making changes and managing the bureau. He argues that most of
these incentives are a function of the bureau’s budget.9 Summing up and sim-
plifying the theoretical pantheon of bureaucratic politics, we can conceive of
bureaucrats as actors driven by the following three overarching incentives:

• Purview (decision-making power over a policy area and commensurate
budget);

• Career (reputation, recognition, influence, salary);
• Autonomy (operational independence).

Reform success and failure depends on the degree towhich proposed changes
alignwith bureaucrats’ incentives.10 The following sections look at each of the
incentives in isolation and build some intuition on how digital transforma-
tion is likely to affect them.

Purview
Purview is used here as the umbrella term for a tightly interlinked set of
incentives facing bureaucrats.We expect them to want tomaintain or expand
the policy area where they have the authority to make decisions. To exert
this authority, bureaus need money. A significant share of a bureau’s budget
is spent on human resources, but some bureaus also exercise policymaking
power through public procurement, the purchase of goods and services
from the private sector in pursuit of a given policy goal. Bureaucratic
actors will assess any reform based on whether it furthers or threatens
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their policy domain and corresponding budget.11 Drawing from examples
of administrative reform in Thailand, Malaysia, the UK, Japan, Italy, Aus-
tralia, and Canada, Bowornwathana and Poocharoen assert that reforms
‘are political instruments for reformers to satisfy their domain expansion
ambitions, power aggrandizement and consolidation’.12 An instance of such
struggles over purview can be seen in the story at the beginning of this
chapter.

Digital transformation as envisioned by the Kit raises conflicts of purview,
both between the core and line agencies and among them. For example,
the education ministry might conceive the roll out of a digital literacy cam-
paign by the digital ministry or the information technology (IT) agency as
an infraction of its domain. Line ministries may also compete over the inclu-
sion of new issue areas, such as e-commerce or the digital services trade,
into their structural domain. Conflicts of purview can be particularly salient
when agencies have highly overlapping mandates, such as a digital min-
istry and a digital advisor to the president. In all of the above scenarios, the
Kit process requires what Bezes and Le Lidec term ‘boundary work’—that
is, the delineation and stabilization of organizational boundaries within the
government.13

Career
Career ambitions are an important incentive that shapes the attitude of
bureaucratic actors vis-à-vis reform. The successful implementation of a
reform programme can boost the reputation of a bureau, as well as the
salary and position of its leading officials. Conversely, policy mistakes can
jeopardize a career trajectory. The key intervening variable here is recogni-
tion. Bureaucratic actors strive to be recognized by their superiors for policy
achievements on the ground. This is not a natural or automatic process,
though, because bureaus are usually evaluated by activity level, not output.14
Neither the bureau itself nor its superiors may have a good understanding of
the relationship between activity level and output. For example, progress in
digital literacy rates or the growth of a digital export sector may have a tem-
porally distant and tenuous relationship with specific policy efforts in the
digital sphere. Nevertheless, without receiving recognition for their activity
levels in this area, bureaucratic actors have less of an incentive to carry out
and implement reform. In an implicit acknowledgement of this phenomenon,
a recent World Bank study on public financial management reform notes
that initial noticeable reform progress can galvanize support in lineministries
and among lower-ranking bureaucrats. In turn, the study recommends avoid-
ing long-term processes or complex planning phases because they will likely
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encounter resistance among bureaucrats.15 In sum, bureaucrats aremotivated
by the need to receive recognition from their superiors for carrying out dig-
ital reform work, even when real change on the ground is not tightly linked
to their specific efforts.

Autonomy
Autonomy is a bureaucratic incentive that is related but conceptually distinct
from purview. Bureaucrats like to have a wide range of authority, but they do
not like to coordinate with or be dependent on other bureaucrats. Allison and
Halperin note that: ‘Organizations rarely take stands that require elaborate
coordination with other organizations.’16 The bureaucratic politics literature
suggests a variety of reasons for this phenomenon. First, when bureaus coor-
dinate their efforts, policy mistakes or successes risk being attributed in ways
not favourable to the bureaucratic actors in charge, thus jeopardizing career
ambitions. Second, coordination requires flexibility and adjustment in the
daily routines of a bureau. But bureaucratic styles are notoriously hard to
change, so much so that leaders often create new bureaus to address new
policy tasks rather than reorienting existing ones. Third, given the onus of
‘boundarywork’ as noted above, the costs of delineating the division of labour
among organizations, and the risk that one bureau takes a lion’s share of the
joint sphere of authority (and corresponding budget), can outweigh the ben-
efits of wider purview.17 Thus, reform that threatens to reduce the autonomy
of bureaucratic actors is likely to encounter resistance.

Digital reform, especially of the kind envisioned by the Kit, poses a
challenge to bureaus’ autonomy. Implementation is designed to be an
all-of-government process, not another IT strategy. And the Kit explicitly
calls for coordination across policy silos. While this approach is commensu-
rate with the cross-cutting impact of digital technology adoption, it requires
a particularly smart understanding of bureaucratic politics to avoid falling in
the cracks between bureaus that are loath to coordinate.

In sum, from a bureaucratic politics perspective, digital transformation is
no easy feat. Bureaucratic actors are motivated by maintaining or expand-
ing purview and autonomy, and they are incentivized by career ambitions.
Reform in general and digital reform in particular will be welcomed—or
not—to the extent it is aligned with such bureaucratic incentives. Digital
reform advocates need to take into account the conflicts of purview that
new issue areas can generate. They need to motivate bureaucrats with recog-
nition for their reform work. And they need to convince actors that the
reform will not jeopardize their organizational autonomy. The success or
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failure of digital reform in the public sector is thus intimately linked to the
organizational acumen and skill with which reform advocates navigate the
treacherous waters of bureaucratic politics.

Special interest groups

The bureaucratic politics approach to reform is chiefly concerned with not
stepping on someone’s toes; the special interest group approach focuses on
how not to step on someone’s wallet, but rather how to fatten it. The standard
political economy literature focuses on theways the influence of special inter-
est groups lead to negative, welfare-reducing outcomes. Lobby groups seek to
obtain favours for themselves, withoutmuch regard towhat the rest of society
would prefer.18 They might seek favourable policy treatment, juicy contracts
in exchange for political favours, privileged access to government handouts,
or they might try to ensure that the government turns a blind eye when
they do not meet their obligations.19 Mancur Olson famously argued that
special interest influence leads to ‘institutional sclerosis’ of the state appara-
tus.20 Empirical research shows that, in countries where such special interest
groups have become coveted insiders, firms are less innovative, they invest
less, and productivity grows at a slower pace.21

Incumbents in particular have an incentive to derail policy changes that
risk eroding their privileges. The above-mentioned World Bank study on
public financial management reform notes that: ‘In many contexts, the man-
agement of public money is not driven by a concern for development impact
and equity; but rather, by concerns to provide somewith preferential access to
public money, while leaving less for the majority of citizens and for achieving
public policies.’22

But such assertions may be epistemologically flawed. Can governments
be both beholden to special interests and concerned with the welfare of all
citizens?23 A more balanced assessment would assess when special inter-
est influence is detrimental to public welfare, and also when it can be
beneficial.24 More specifically, the political economy literature can help poli-
cymakers understand the conditions under which special interest groups can
be champions of digital reform, rather than being opponents to it.

Two perspectives offer valuable insight into the relationship between spe-
cial interest groups and digital reform. The first draws from trade theory.
It looks at digital transformation as an instance of trade liberalization, and
it provides intuition on who are the friends and enemies of this kind of
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reform. The second perspective—that of historical institutionalism—extends
beyond trade. It offers insight into how digital transformation can change
the political economy of a country domestically. The following section draws
from scholarly work in both fields to find out when and why special interest
groups may be champions of digital transformation.

Digital transformation as trade liberalization
Digital technology allows firms to deliver back-office services abroad, facil-
itate tourism, and better integrate into global supply chains—all instances
of trade liberalization and global economic integration. This section looks
briefly at the political economy of trade liberalization, and then assesses how
this literature applies to digital transformation in general.

Textbook economics of cross-border trade teaches us that a given econ-
omy has a comparative advantage in products and services that use locally
abundant factors of production intensively.25 In capital-scarce developing
countries with abundant low- and semi-skilled labour, trade in sectors that
use this kind of labour intensively are likely to have a comparative advan-
tage. As a consequence, special interest groups representing such sectors are
expected to be in favour of trade liberalization.26

When applying this logic to digital transformation, four points are worth
considering. First, digital technology allows countries to explore their com-
parative advantage in sectors that hitherto were not tradable, such as business
process outsourcing. Digital transformation can thus give birth to new spe-
cial interest groups that lobby for global economic integration. Second, trade
liberalization has a dynamic distributional impact that is turbocharged by
digital technology. In markets that are driven by platform economies and
network externalities, early movers can become powerful players that obtain,
and will seek to maintain, oligopoly privileges. Third, given scale economies
and earlymover advantages, foreign-based digital platformsmay have a com-
petitive edge that can undermine local enthusiasm for trade liberalization in
certain sectors. And fourth, even in a purely domestic digital economy, the
distribution of any surplus between capital and labour is fiercely contested.
The large majority of people in developing countries who work in the infor-
mal sector may actually benefit from better working conditions as digital gig
workers. Whether the gig economy alleviates labour informality and precari-
ousness or exacerbates it also influences the attitude of special interest groups
vis-à-vis digital transformation. The following paragraphs elaborate on each
point in turn.
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Comparative advantage
Many developing economies have a comparative advantage in
labour-intensive services that can only be sold abroad using digital
technology—specifically relatively simple white-collar jobs that require
digital skills but not necessarily at an advanced level. Thus, the owners and
employees of firms that provide call centre, accounting, IT administration,
and other global business services would benefit from digital transformation.
Across the countries that implemented the Kit, representatives from these
sectors were leading private sector champions of the process. In South
Africa, for example, the industry association for global business services
played a key role in the Kit process;27 Bangladesh rallied business process
outsourcing representatives;28 and Mongolia featured a growing IT sector
for the mining business.i

Dynamic distributional impact
Rather than triggering a one-off change in relative prices, trade liberalization
has a dynamic distributional impact. Firms in sectors with a comparative
advantage can exploit economies of scale, invest in research and develop-
ment, grow their business, and double down on global economic integration.
Their special interest representatives can thus be expected to push for even
greater trade liberalization over time.29

The dynamic distributional impact of global integration can be especially
pronounced in the digital economy. Here, the value of a given digital offer-
ing increases with each additional user (network externalities). Once the IT
infrastructure is up and running, it is cheap and easy to serve additional
customers (economies of scale). And one platform can emerge as the most
convenient point for all sorts of sellers and buyers to meet (platform eco-
nomics). From urban transport to digital payments, digital markets can
quickly become oligopolistic, where a few early movers command large mar-
ket shares.30 Platform owners can scale up quickly across different cities and
regions at the expense of their traditional competitors. Unlike the latter, they
can also expand abroad easily with the digital products they have developed.
Thus, special interest groups representing digital platforms have an incentive
to support the removal of barriers to digital business both at home and across

i Access Solutions LLC, ‘Mongolia in the Digital Age: National Digital Strategy Primer for Mongolia’,
2019. See also the other strategy primers analysed in Chapter 6. Even in countries with relatively little
private sector engagement such as Malawi, Lesotho, Benin, and Ethiopia, the Strategy Primers highlight
trade in business process outsourcing and other labour-intensive digital services as a benefit of digital
transformation.



24 Seizing the opportunity for digital reform

borders. In contrast, expect resistance to digital transformation from both
labour and business representatives of the old oligopolies of banking, urban
transport, and other sectors that have not embraced digital technology.

Economies of scale
With returns to scale so significant and disproportionate returns going to
early movers, foreign firms might have an overwhelming competitive edge
in a country’s digital transformation. The fear of market dominance by dig-
ital multinationals such as Uber, Alibaba, and MTN might stoke opposition
to digital reform. To survive in platform markets, a technology solution
must evolve faster just to match the rate at which competing solutions are
evolving—a phenomenon called the Red Queen Effect.31 Moreover, being
locked into technological dependence on foreign countries is a reasonable
cause for concern in a world where the United States and China carve out
their respective technological spheres of influence, including 5G telecom
networks, cloud computing, and artificial intelligence.

Gig economy labour
Even when digital firms are local, the division of returns between capital and
labour are fiercely contested. Noteworthy studies in recent years have char-
acterized the digital economy as the site of commoditized labour, temporary
contracts, low pay, and a generally unfair gig economy.32 Whether or not
digital transformation can reduce the labour precarity and informality that
is endemic in developing economies depends on the rules that govern the
digital economy, but also the nature of the precarity and informality of work
to start with: in more advanced economies, with more protection and less
informality, the risks of increased precarity of labour are no doubt present. In
poorer economies, with high informality, it may contribute to more formal-
ization, but this requires proactive work on standards.33 For example, Heeks
and colleagues have developed an evaluation framework (called Fairwork)
to measure digital platforms against decent work standards.34 More gener-
ally, even policymakers in advanced economies have not figured out how
to govern digital markets to ensure competition, safeguard work standards,
andmaximize consumerwelfare.35 If the reality of digital transformation falls
short of the expectations set by the stakeholders involved in the Kit process,
early champions of digital reform may turn into opponents.

Trade theory provides some intuition regarding the conditions under
which special interest groups may or may not become champions of digital
transformation. But digital trade just represents one piece in a much larger
political economy puzzle. Digital transformation affects the constellations
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of power and money beyond and independently of trade and comparative
advantage. Historical institutionalism is an alternative approach that sheds
light on this question.

A historical institutionalist perspective on digital transformation
Historical institutionalists understand that special interest groups and insti-
tutions co-constitute each other, driving institutional change over time.
Public policy can create a new constituency at t0 that has an incentive to fight
for the continuity or expansion of that policy at t1, as shown in Figure 2.1.
Conversely, a pre-existing special interest group can be expected to lobby
for rules that protect or expand its privileges.36 Policies that favour certain
groups at the expense of others range from the obvious (subsidies) to the
subtle (safety regulations that restrict market entry to the benefit of incum-
bents).37 In the words of Acemoglu and Robinson, economic and political
institutions are interdependent. A policy action designed to change the rules
of the market—for example, by addressing market failures—will also affect
the balance of power among political actors.38

Thus, economic policies and special interest groups can enter self-
reinforcing cycles that propel reform forward or thwart it. The potential
beneficiaries of reform have an incentive to support it from the outset. Once
policy changes take hold, the actual beneficiaries of reformwill obtain amore
powerful position in the political economy of the country, with even greater
incentives to double down on reform and push opponents to it out of the way.
This is notmerely a theoretical conjecture. Assessingmany instances of policy
reform in developing countries in the 1980s, Grindle and Thomas conclude
that the likelihood of reform success is largely a function of the benefits that
powerful business interests can expect to reap from it.39

Some may be concerned that the idea of enlisting special interest groups in
the service of digital reform carries Faustian undertones. Is a pact with dig-
ital champions in the private sector not something policymakers will come
to regret in the future? The Kit’s answer, while mostly implicit, is threefold.
First, reformers may need all the help they can get to overcome inertia and
resistance to reform.The techno-optimistic idea that digital reform is so obvi-
ously welfare-enhancing that a whole nation will enthusiastically sign up
to it is naive. Without a coalition of the willing that straddles government,
private sector, and civil society, the most likely destination of a digital trans-
formation strategy is the bottom drawer of a desk in a line ministry. Second,
policymakers can lean against thewind.TheKit focuses explicitly on inclusive
digital transformation, and the digital strategy development process repeat-
edly reminds stakeholders not to forget marginalized people and sectors of
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the economy. The rules that govern the digital economy in any given country
are not predetermined to benefit only the well-connected, and Kit stake-
holders have a unique opportunity to gear digital transformation towards
inclusivity. Third, the current state of affairs is not particularly great, either.
Oligopolies, vested interests, and rent-seeking behaviour act as constraints to
growth in many developing economies.40 While digital transformation will
certainly generate the kind of challenges described in this book, facing them
later on is arguablymore desirable thanmissing out on the opportunities that
digital reform provides in the first place. In any case, the Kit at least makes
a start on these challenges. As a Chinese proverb says: ‘It is unwise to stop
eating for fear of choking.’

Political settlements—elite bargain

The third approach to the political economy of reform that is relevant for
the Kit builds on the understanding that economic and political elites engage
in an informal and implicit agreement on the economic development of the
country. Elites here are the leading groups: those with power and influence,
in politics, the bureaucracy, business, and even the military. In most coun-
tries, these would be closely intertwined. For example, leading businesses and
politicians tend to work closely together, sometimes for private benefit. The
bureaucracy can be heavily politicized or the product of clientelism, with jobs
given on the basis of loyalty to politicians. If the elites believe that restraint
in rent-seeking behaviour today will pay off in the future, they open up an
opportunity for economic development.Those pay-offs are not assured, how-
ever.Thus, if the elites are unwilling to gamble on development, they are likely
to resist any kind of reform that might threaten the privileged and profitable
position they occupy in the country’s political economy.41

Acemoglu and Robinson note that incumbent politicians have a choice:
they can either pursue policies that drive innovation in the economy or
block them. Innovation and technological change may alter the rents incum-
bents receive from being in office and their chances in future competition for
office. Fearing a ‘political replacement effect’, political elites may be unwill-
ing to endorse reform and may even block economic development.42 In
many developing economies, shaky property rights and other flawed institu-
tions continue to skew the behaviour of political and economic actors, even
though their colonial origins have long faded.43 Seen from another perspec-
tive, formal institutions map imperfectly onto the existing distribution of
power, and informal institutions such as clientelism fill the gaps to stabilize
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the prevailing political settlement in a country.44 Even politicians in young
democracies that genuinely seek to improve public welfare struggle to make
credible promises to the wider population. In a context of mutual distrust,
clientelism is a dominant strategy to secure votes because targeted benefits
are a credible, selective, and reversible method of redistribution.45 Clien-
telism ties the utility of a neatly identifiable subgroup of voters to the political
success of a particular politician.46

From an elite bargain perspective, the deck is stacked against digital
reform.While digital reformwill surely openupnewavenues for rent-seeking
and clientelism in the future, such opportunities are neither uncontested nor
certain tomanifest.The elites will need but cannot obtain assurances that dig-
ital reform will help them maintain ruling coalitions and win elections. The
incentives of relevant digital entrepreneursmay also not be alignedwith those
of political elites.47 Moreover, digital reform can undermine existingmethods
of corruption. For example, a study in Indonesia showed that food subsi-
dies actually reaching targeted beneficiaries increased by 26 per cent with
the introduction of a biometric digital identification card, with no effect on
ineligible citizens.48 Put simply: digital reform is not an obviously desirable
choice for existing political and economic elites.

What to do, then? The following section brings together the insights gath-
ered from the different political economy approaches to outline how reform
advocates can bring about change. It shows how the Kit process navigates the
treacherous waters of bureaucratic politics, special interest groups, and elite
bargains to catalyse a political process that can trigger digital transformation
in the future.

A political economy-savvy theory of change

Many mainstream public policy accounts of digital development extol the
virtues of technological change. The adoption of digital technology is said to
bring aboutmore efficient government, democratic accountability to citizens,
and a growing share of equitable economic prosperity. As soon as awide range
of stakeholders has understood the unfettered benefits thatwill accrue to each
and all, they will be motivated to sign up to a grand national compact to steer
their country into a bright digital future.

While such terminology may be pleasing to the eyes of officials in overseas
aid departments, multilateral development banks, and Davos luminaries, it
misses the key challenges that any reform advocate will face. Those involved
in thework of the Pathways Commission and the design of the Kit were aware
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of this, even if the public-facing part of the Commission’s work (its reports
and events, for instance) engaged in this commonly observed circus. There
was good reason for them to do so: so little of the upside for potential develop-
ment in poorer economies appeared to have a place in the general discourse
of public intellectuals in richer economies. Instead, as stated previously, it
was all doom and gloom. Nevertheless, pathways to digital prosperity are
beset with potholes of bureaucratic politics, roadblocks erected by special
interest groups, and the quicksand of existing elite bargains. A clear-eyed
understanding of the political economy landscape that is unique to each
country is an essential prerequisite for the successful roll out of a digital
strategy.

Figure 2.1 provides a stylized picture of the theory of change embedded
in the Kit. It provides a simple map of how the constellation of stakeholders
and their attitude vis-à-vis digital reform evolves over time. The figure mod-
els government, the private sector, and civil society as sets of nodes (actors)
who are either in favour of digital transformation or opposed to it. Their atti-
tudes are subject to change over time, and we can assume a general tendency
towards a greater embrace of digital technology, brought about by cross-
border diffusion and accelerated by the global COVID-19 pandemic. This
evolution is modelled in the bottom half of the graph, connected by arrows.
No Kit is needed to achieve this. But in this dynamic context, the added
value of the Kit is that it helps to generate a coalition of reform enthusiasts
among and across government, business, and civil society that wouldn’t exist
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otherwise, as shown in the upper half of the graph. The lines between nodes
represent ties between actors who had the chance to meet each other, talk
about digital transformation, and recognize the value of working together to
bring about digital reform. This network of reform champions is essential
to overcoming resistance to digital transformation, and the key underlying
purpose of the Kit process is to generate such a network in-country. In the
dynamic evolution that is represented by white arrows, the coalition of the
willing that was forged during the Kit process is expected to further grow
and strengthen, changing the attitude of adjacent actors and sidelining reform
opponents.

Insights from the political economy of reform

Five insights from the political economy of reform inform this theory of
change. First, the Kit takes into account purview, career, and autonomy as
incentives that motivate bureaucratic actors. The steering committee for the
Kit process must involve government officials at the highest level, because
decisions over purview and budget are made at the top of the government
hierarchy. Moreover, only the top political leadership can reward reform
efforts in the bureaucracy with recognition and career prospects. And, in
a world where bureaus are keen on preserving autonomy, inter-ministerial
cooperation on digital reform must be mandated from the top to be
effective.

Second, the assessment phase of the Kit (see Chapter 4) allows local part-
ners to engage in ‘landscaping’—the identification of reform champions in
the private sector and civil society. In those cases where local partners iden-
tify powerful reform champions early on, they are invited to join the Kit’s
steering committee (see Chapter 3). Third, the multi-stakeholder dialogues
(see Chapter 5) provide a venue for reform champions in government, civil
society, and private sector to meet, exchange views, and build a coalition
of the willing. This is another moment when select special interest groups
are enrolled in the digital transformation process. Fourth, the formulation
of the strategy primer (see Chapter 6) allows the members of the digital
reform coalition to negotiate their respective benefits and responsibilities.
With dynamic distributional impacts of digital transformation favouring the
special interest groups that endorse digital reform, initial opponents may
change tack and join the network or else risk beingmarginalized.Andfifth, by
targeting top-level stakeholders in government and the private sector, the Kit
process aims to engage with the existing elite bargain in a country. Aiming
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high is the Kit’s key strategy, not least because rent-seeking behaviour and
anti-corruption campaigns start at the top.

Seizing the opportunity: preconditions for success

Understanding digital transformation as an instance of reform helps poli-
cymakers be realistic about why kick-starting this transformation process is
challenging. The Oxford team was keenly aware that the political economy of
each country is unique, and that understanding it well is a necessary prerequi-
site for success. A sharp analysis of the bureaucratic politics, constellation of
special interest groups, and elite bargains of each country helps them under-
stand whether the conditions are conducive to applying the Kit process, or
whether it is more advisable to hold off and wait for a future opportunity.

Drawing from the political economy section of this chapter and an empir-
ical analysis of the choices made by the Oxford team in selecting implement-
ing countries, the following section presents three conditions that need to
be met for the Kit process to trigger meaningful policy change. The team
had always insisted that the process be country-owned (see ‘Country own-
ership’ in Chapter 3). That means local stakeholders—not Oxford or any
other outsiders—take the lead from the early stages of selecting the steer-
ing committee to the final actions of policy implementation. The Kit requires
in-country demand, the right government champion, and the right time to
be effective. All three conditions apply chiefly to the government: civil soci-
ety and the private sector were consulted only after the Oxford team picked a
government to work with. Note that these are necessary conditions, not suf-
ficient ones. Even when the conditions for digital reform are perfect, there is
no guarantee that the Kit will lead to policy changes that meet expectations,
or to any changes at all (see Chapter 3 for the additional decisions that also
needed to take place before the Kit could start).The remainder of this section
illustrates each precondition in turn.

Country demand

Theextent towhich there is genuine in-country demand for theKit is not easy
to discern. One important indicator is whether the government has already
identified digital transformation as a policy priority for the country, either in
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strategy planning documents or elsewhere. At the same time, once a govern-
ment has set the gears in motion to develop its own digital strategy, demand
for the Kit may have faded. The following country examples show where
the Kit met enough in-country demand to merit engagement, and where it
did not.

Demand in South Africa
In South Africa, President Ramaphosa established a Presidential Commis-
sion on the Fourth Industrial Revolution to assist the government to take
advantage of the opportunities presented by the digital industrial revolu-
tion.49 In addition to this Commission, the president also mandated South
Africa’s Department of Communications and Digital Technology to for-
mulate the country’s national ICT and Digital Economy Masterplan. The
Masterplan would set out the key areas of opportunities for South Africa
to realize its development objectives through the digital economy, and the
practical steps required to support this.ii An economic advisor to the presi-
dent reached out to Oxford and Genesis Analytics, the local implementation
partner, to enquire about opportunities to further expand and sharpen the
government’s efforts in this area. Trade in digital services and youth employ-
ment were quickly identified as areas where the Kit could meet country
demand and deliver additional value to the government.50

Demand in Ethiopia
The Ethiopian government has worked on economic transformation and
modernization for years, but it was mainly focused on manufacturing. The
country had also seen a steady supply of digital diagnostics, from consultan-
cies to non-profits and theWorld Bank. Butmost of these diagnostics focused
only on information and communications technology (ICT), recommending
actions regarding digital access and infrastructure upgrades without looking
at more encompassing ways in which Ethiopia’s economy could be trans-
formed with digital technology. Following Prime Minister Abiy’s election to
power in 2018, he made digital transformation a policy priority for his gov-
ernment. Looking for a pragmatic way to bring about economy-wide change,
the new administration did not want to engage in the formulation of yet
another long-termdigital strategy. Instead, the government looked for a rapid
diagnostic process that would identify quick and short-term wins alongside

ii Note that this Masterplan did not come to fruition, due to a ministerial reshuffle. However, a similar
Masterplan, on global business services, was launched. See Chapter 7.
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longer-term results. After some deliberation, it deemed the Kit a good fit for
these needs.51

Demand in Bangladesh
Bangladesh has long been a champion of digital transformation. As early as
2009, the government formulated the Digital Bangladesh Strategy;52 in 2015,
it added an ICT strategy;53 and four years later, it added a Master Plan for
Digital Bangladesh.54 But, even though each of these plans had identified
lead and supporting ministries, the follow-up and policy implementation
record was dismal. In addition, these were more ICT strategies under a
digital economy guise rather than whole-of-economy strategies for digital
transformation. What the government needed was a pragmatic strategy for
identifying digital opportunities.

Demand in other countries?
In other cases, government officials reached out to the Oxford team, but
in-country demand was not sufficient. For example, the Rwandan central
bank discussed the Kit with one member of the Oxford team: foreign donors
expressed their support, but the country had already advanced too far in
their own digital transformation process for the Kit to provide enough added
value. The government of Sierra Leone had also developed their own digital
strategy. In both cases, initial conversations did not lead to engagement with
the Kit.

The right government champion

Arguably the most important precondition before launching the Kit in a
country is the presence of the right government champion. A senior gov-
ernment official with the right position and the right incentives is key for the
successful roll out of the process. The government champion was not only
the first and main partner for the Oxford team and the local implementa-
tion partner: ideally they would also be the leading member of the steering
committee playing an important role in network-building throughout the Kit
process (see ‘Steering committee’ in Chapter 3).

The Kit needs a well-positioned government champion for several of the
reasons laid out in the political economy section above. A government is a
fundamentally hierarchical organization, and authority and recognition flow
from top to bottom. Both are highly relevant if the Kit is to navigate bureau-
cratic politics successfully. A leading official at the centre of government,
ideally a vice president or cabinet secretary, can resolve conflicts of purview
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among line ministries and agencies. That official is also key in rewarding cur-
rent or prospective reform champions in government with recognition, thus
aligning career incentives with progress on the digital reform agenda. And
only a top official has the authority to butt heads together and order different
line ministries and agencies to work together on digital reform, even when
they are keen on preserving their autonomy.

Mongolia: getting the attention of the prime minister and cabinet
secretary
The Mongolian experience highlights the importance of a digital reform
champion at the centre of government. The local partner was able to attract
the attention of the prime minister, whose political agenda was aligned with
digital transformation as envisioned by the Kit. Moreover, the cabinet sec-
retary became a dedicated supporter of the Kit, and he was able to exert his
authority to resolve bureaucratic issues of purview and autonomy among line
ministries. A change in government led to his promotion to prime minister,
a position from which he could exert even greater power within the bureau-
cracy, convincing reform sceptics that resistance to the Kit and the digital
strategy was not in their best interest. He is part of a younger generation who
were partly educated abroad, and who had obtained a space within the rul-
ing People’s Party to push for the modernization of Mongolia’s government
and the opening up of its economy. This coalition of young reformers strad-
dles different departments in the state and the Party, and their endorsement
of the Kit greatly facilitated its roll out from the first meeting of the steering
committee to implementation of the final digital strategy primer.55

Lesotho: the senior economic advisor to the President
Lesotho is an example of how bureaucratic politics can pose obstacles to
reform. When gathering input on how to formulate an effective digital
strategy, the local partner noted that fragmentation within the government
apparatus and a lack of coordination across silos was widely seen as a salient
problem, as Chapter 7 explains in greater detail.56 The Oxford team had
established a working relationship with Emmanuel Maluke Leteté, senior
economic advisor to the president. Thanks to his enthusiasm for the Kit and
his top-level position at the centre of government, there is hope that Lesotho’s
digital strategy will be implemented in a coordinated and effective fashion.

Countries where the right champion was not identified
In other cases, the network of the Oxford team did not include the right
government champion. For example, government officials in Botswana and
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Nigeria had expressed interest in adopting the Kit, however, they occupy
positions in a line ministry or at the sub-national level. In Burkina Faso,
meanwhile, there was a signal from the presidency, but a weak one and via an
intermediary. In such cases, the Oxford team deemed it unlikely that advo-
cates for the Kit would get enough traction in the national bureaucracy to
develop an effective digital strategy for the country—therefore, a Kit did not
go ahead.

Bangladesh: the former cabinet secretary, and a smart senior
bureaucrat
The choice of government champion was particularly fortuitous in the case
of Bangladesh. Here, the championing was shared between Musharraf Hos-
sain Bhuiyan and Anir Chowdhury. As cabinet secretary from 2011 to 2015,
Bhuiyan had established working relationships with leaders in all ministries.
He had won trust and reputation in the state apparatus as an even-handed
and reliable official who gets things done. Anir Chowdhury leads the Access
to Information (a2i) initiative, a bureau originally placed in the prime min-
ister’s office, but now posted with the ICT ministry, while drawing on the
administrative authority of the cabinet ministry. In its position at the centre
of government, a2i has operated as the site of coordination among a dozen
ministries in digitalmatters since 2007.The two government championswere
keenly aware that the Kit would risk getting bogged down in bureaucratic
politics if it was led solely by the ICT ministry. Bhuiyan insisted that the
ministries of finance and planning must be involved from the start because
authoritative decisions regarding budget (purview) and coordination (auton-
omy) are made there. Moreover, Bhuiyan personally attended the majority of
stakeholder meetings, signalling to invitees that the Kit process was a prior-
ity for the highest level of government. With his reputation and authority,
he was able to remove several bureaucratic roadblocks during the Kit pro-
cess, and include public officials in his coalition of the willing who would
not otherwise have been enthusiastic about the Kit. He also made sure that
government officials would always meet with a counterpart of at least equal
rank, and recruited leaders of the Oxford team when necessary.57 Chowd-
hury in turn insisted on the importance of rewarding government officials
with recognition for involvement in the Kit’s output, the Digital Strategy
Primer.58 The deep understanding of both bureaucratic politics and the flows
of powerwithin the government of Bangladesh by both championswas essen-
tial in shepherding the Kit process through to the formulation of the strategy
primer.
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Ethiopia: the built-in champion
In Ethiopia, the Oxford team was able to find enthusiasts for digital transfor-
mation at the highest level. Prime Minister Abiy, who had already declared
digitalization as a key priority for his country, was keen to use a digital devel-
opment strategy as a way of showing that ‘things are different now’, and that
his government is taking technological innovation seriously.59 As such, he
was something of a built-in champion. He encouraged the Oxford team to
pick the newly formed Ministry of Innovation and Technology (MinT) as
the institutional host of the Kit. But the newly restructured ministry, while
the obvious home for the Kit, would face a huge challenge to galvanize a
whole-of-government effort, especially given the deeply ingrained hierarchi-
cal culture of Ethiopia. As Chapter 7 explains in greater detail, Abiy himself
signed the resultant Digital Strategy, and Myriam Said, who moved from
MinT toAbiy’s office, played a leading role—together with the local partner—
in building a network of reform champions across ministerial silos. However,
they still faced challenges of coordination and getting buy-in fromother parts
of the bureaucracy as the start of this chapter implies.

The right time

Identifying sufficient in-country demand and picking the right government
champion is difficult enough, but none of it will lead to effective digital reform
if the timing is not right. Finding a window of opportunity is as important as
the other two preconditions. But it is hard to pin down exactly what a window
of opportunity is and how to find one. Sir David Attenborough’s Blue Planet
II provides an illustrative example. The revered environmentalist’s television
series made his audience aware of the plight of ocean plastic. The show pre-
miered in the United Kingdom on 29 October 2017, a Sunday. The next day,
Theresa May, then Britain’s Prime Minister, ordered something to be done
about it. Fortunately, a year earlier theUKGovernmentOffice for Science had
started preparation via studies and cross-departmental proposals on what
could be done on the issue—even with limited interest from politicians at
the time. However, when the story broke, and the political leadership sud-
denly wanted action, civil servants had a pre-cooked answer ready and could
at last see their plans implemented, having patiently waited for their win-
dow of opportunity.60 Not all windows of opportunity open as unexpectedly,
but anybody seeking to implement the Kit in the future is advised to pre-
pare for one. The following paragraphs elaborate on two cycles that influence
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windows of opportunity: the electoral cycle; and a government’s planning
cycle.

Early in an administration
A particularly fortuitous moment to kick-start reform (including the digital
variety) is the first few months of a new administration. Shortly after an elec-
tion victory, the government is buoyed by popular support and keen to show
it can improve the lives of the people. Fault lines between the political lead-
ership, business, and civil society—or across the government apparatus—are
not pronounced or may not even have formed. More stakeholders will give
the government the benefit of the doubt and will be more likely to consider
reform than in later periods. Grasping this opportunity can have momen-
tous consequences for the roll out of reform. A recent comparison of a
dozen instances of public sector reform concludes that: ‘A government that
is strongly interested and motivated to pursue reforms can achieve more
in two to three years than is likely to be achieved with a government not
interested … in eight or ten years.’61

But to take advantage of this ‘honeymoon phase’, policy entrepreneurs
need to prepare well ahead. A World Bank study recommends designing
a reform project that straddles an election period with sufficient built-in
flexibility to be adjusted to the new government’s needs and intentions, no
matter who wins the elections.62 Anir Chowdhury, the government partner
in Bangladesh, understood that when, in December 2008, the Awami League
(then in opposition) campaigned on a vision of a ‘Digital Bangladesh’ in their
election manifesto, that this was the right moment. Prior to this, he had been
developing digital plans for education, agriculture, health, local government,
and civil service, but knew that without true political will from the very top,
they would remain shelf ware. He was right. Awami League won the election,
and the promise of building a Digital Bangladesh breathed new life into these
vision documents, and a2i became—and still is—the government’s flagship
digital transformation programme.

The government planning cycle
In addition to the electoral cycle, the government’s planning cycle is of rel-
evance. Governments make annual, five-year, or long-term strategic plans
for the country’s development, and a digital strategy has a much greater
chance of being implemented when it can feed into one or several of these
plans. This is not least because government work plans delineate the division
of labour (purview) within the government and assign budgets to specific
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actions. Both are essential to help the digital strategy steer clear of the pitfalls
of bureaucratic politics.

The Oxford team did not always pay enough attention to windows of
opportunity. In some cases the team was lucky, for example, in Mongo-
lia when a government reshuffle promoted digital reform champions to
positions of higher authority. In other cases, a misreading of the political
landscape jeopardized the Kit process. In our unnamed country, the Kit was
rolled out in parallel with an update to the government’s existing develop-
ment strategy. For several reasons (explained in later chapters of the book)
the Kit process did not interact with the policy development phase of the
digital chapters of that strategy. At the time of writing, it remains unclear
whether there is any connection between the strategy primer that emerged
from the Kit, and the updated national strategy’s digital chapter. With the
benefit of hindsight, anOxford teammember admits that the teamwas overly
optimistic about the influence a three-month intervention such as the Kit
can have on a country’s policy planning process.63 The overall wealth of in-
country experiences in seizing the right opportunity for digital reform can be
summarized in the following two lessons.

Key lessons on when to engage in digital reform

The above theory and reflections on how that played out in reality suggest
two lessons when considering how to proceed with a process such as the Kit.

First, the sharper the political economy assessment before launching the
Kit, the higher the chances of success. Investing in a thorough analysis
of a country’s bureaucratic politics, special interest groups, and elite bar-
gains is necessary to identify the landscape of digital reform champions and
opponents, their constellations, and respective incentives. Otherwise, policy-
makers risk producing a digital strategy destined for the bottom drawer of a
ministerial desk. It is also important to go into the process with a clear-eyed
understanding that outcomes may be limited and suboptimal in the end.

Second, there are three preconditions for success that need to be present:
in-country demand; government champions; and a window of opportunity.
Therefore, it is a good idea to fully assess the three preconditions first. If not
all conditions are met, local policymakers should not attempt to launch the
Kit process, and outsiders should definitely refrain from it. But in-country
demand changes over time, government champions of digital reform emerge,
and windows of opportunity open that may prove auspicious for the Kit.
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Thorough preparation and patience are key to kick-starting digital reform
with the right people and at the right moment.
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3
Objectives
What is the Digital Economy Kit trying to do?

Introduction

‘Seeding things can be extraordinary. I remember being in Tanzania fif-
teen years ago when I was chief economist for Africa: mobile phones were all
over the continent, but they weren’t smart phones. I met a guy from General
Electric who toldme that they’d just figured out how to connect phones to the
internet via cellular waves. This seemed to me like that could be the seed for
something big, and look what happened.’ This is why Shanta Devarajan, who
was a Pathways commissioner and also acting chief economist of the World
Bank, supported the idea of the Digital EconomyKit, adding: ‘It’s for this rea-
son that, even if only some of this works, the Kits are important—they might
just seed some small things, even if much of it fails. And it should fail too
in places—if this pushes countries to go further than they otherwise would,
then there should be some failure.’

Having set out what the Pathways Commission was aiming to do broadly,
and our perceived preconditions for the Kit’s success, in this chapter we set
out why policymakers were interested in digital transformation; what the
Commission was trying to do with the Kit; and how or to what extent pol-
icymakers perceived it as having added value in helping them achieve such
transformation. In doing so, the chapter presents an overview of the potential
of digital transformation for poor and emerging economies and an expla-
nation of its levers for accelerating change. Put briefly, digital technologies
allow countries to rewire their economies and societies.1 This happens via
three mechanisms: (1) Some innovations, such as advancements in robotics
and machine learning, affect the production processes of goods and services.
(2) Others, such as improved communications through virtual reality and
the internet of things, affect the wider systems of production and also how
goods, services, and ideas are exchanged. (3) Finally, digital technologiesmay
change the underlying organization of societies and economies—such as how
value chains operate, or the spatial distribution of work between cities and
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more remote areas, due to the potential changes in the economies of scale
and spillovers from concentration and agglomeration.

While they cannot control all the innovations and disruptions from digi-
tal technological change, developing countries have the ability to steer and
manage their own digital development process. The benefits of doing so
offer opportunities for shaping an economy-wide transformation; the Kit is
a framework to assess those opportunities and understand how to respond
to them. Put briefly, the Kit is designed to start preparing countries for their
necessary digital transformation.

As well as the upside benefits of digital technologies, this chapter briefly
discusses its very real downside risks. Technology governance around
decision-making and implementation remains an immense challenge for
developing countries, potentially hampering their progress in adopting and
benefiting from technology.2 There is a growing debate about how to strike
the right balance between avoiding stifling innovation and avoiding leaving
innovative practices unregulated; although to date, much of that debate has
failed to include developing country perspectives and priorities.3 A lack of a
clear understanding of how to design effective regulatory frameworks—for
issues including the taxation of digital assets, competition policy in the dig-
ital economy, privacy and data protection, managing data flows, intellectual
property, and cybercrime—has severe implications for inclusive growth, and
wider social cohesion. In addition, there is a lack of any serious efforts to
respond to regulation in environments limited in terms of resources and
digital capability.

The Oxford team’s starting point was an attempt to understand how coun-
tries could benefit from those technologies, maximizing that benefit across
their populations with a specific focus on hitherto marginalized commu-
nities. This decision to focus on the upside benefits was a tactical choice
made in the face of the dominant discourse: one influential source was pre-
dicting that a fifth of jobs in the world would be lost to automation. While
there were, famously, data underpinning this alarm,i they did not account

i The figure of a fifth of jobs being automated (or 800 million) stems from McKinsey: James
Manyika et al., ‘Jobs Lost, Jobs Gained: What the Future of Work Will Mean for Jobs, Skills and
Wages’ (McKinsey Global Institute, November 2017), https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mcki
nsey/industries/public%20and%20social%20sector/our%20insights/what%20the%20future%20of%20
work%20will%20mean%20for%20jobs%20skills%20and%20wages/mgi-jobs-lost-jobs-gained-report-
december-6-2017.pdf. Much of these quantified concerns started with Carl Benedikt Frey and Michael
A. Osborne, ‘The Future of Employment: How Susceptible Are Jobs to Computerisation?’, Technological
Forecasting and Social Change 114 (January 2017): 254–80, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2016.08.
019. For a more balanced assessment, see: David H. Autor, ‘Why Are There Still So Many Jobs? The
History and Future of Workplace Automation’, Journal of Economic Perspectives 29, no. 3 (1 August 2015):
3–30, https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.29.3.3.
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https://www.mckinsey.com/%7E/media/mckinsey/industries/public%20and%20social%20sector/our%20insights/what%20the%20future%20of%20work%20will%20mean%20for%20jobs%20skills%20and%20wages/mgi-jobs-lost-jobs-gained-report-december-6-2017.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2016.08.019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2016.08.019
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.29.3.3


44 Objectives

for how change brought about by digital technologies would work through-
out the economy—that is, what the net effects would be. Also, there were
other academics and advocacy groupswhowere focusing their efforts on nor-
mative assessments of downside risk.ii The Kit did not ignore risk entirely,
however: it prompts a strategic discussion on regulatory change that would
be necessary to limit the risks of digital technologies to individuals and to
societies, as well as how to maximize the upside benefits, with a particular
focus on how those benefits could be inclusive (see ‘Policy and regulation’ in
Chapter 4).

Several other groups in the international community offer digital diagnos-
tics. We argue in this chapter that the Kit’s key differential is its purpose,
derived from its objective to support the country in exploring its own oppor-
tunities (rather than those of a donor), and its ability to present a set of feasible
actions for which there is political support of at least some breadth.

Having discussed the rationale and focus of the Kit, the chapter then pro-
ceeds to delineate how theOxford teamgot started. Beyond the preconditions
set out in Chapter 2, an effective design necessitated three additional choices
to be made as the work started, each a choice about partnership: country;
local partner; and steering committee. We discuss each of these in turn, and
how these choices played out.

Finally we discuss the contested issue of ownership. In doing so, we rec-
ognize that a country is not a monolithic entity, but a configuration of
interests in politics, business, and bureaucracy.4 This means that it is impor-
tant who you choose to work with—and how the work happens. We argue
that the choice of partners is key, and not just for their competence or
technocratic qualities. Country ownership also needs to be properly under-
stood and considered if it is to be more useful than a cliché to be casually
deployed.

Most importantly, in this chapter we ask why policymakers, amidst the
congestion of approaches from (usually) well-intentioned outsiders (espe-
cially in the digital development space) were interested in the Kit, beyond
their motivation to precipitate their own digital transformation. This ques-
tion demands a response, not least because three of the seven countries had
already undergone (or were in the process of undergoing) a similar diag-
nostic with the World Bank. Also, all countries (other than Malawi and
Lesotho) already had at least some national digital policy or policies. The

ii As mentioned in Chapter 2, an early example of this was Woodcock and Graham’s The Gig Economy.
The Fairwork Foundation, of which Graham is director, builds on this work. The successor to the Path-
ways Commission, Blavatnik School of Government, University of Oxford, ‘Digital Pathways at Oxford’,
attempted to start answering some of the governance questions around digital competition, tax, and trade.
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answer in the main is that, beside trusting the emissary who told them
about the Kit—generally Benno Ndulu—they viewed it as pragmatic in its
approach and designed to work from their countries’ starting points. The
chapter closes with a discussion on the respective roles that the ‘outsiders’
played in the process. If country ownership was the Oxford team’s ‘north
star’—and it was—what did that mean in practice, and how were they able to
contribute alongside the donors and other partners who supported the work?
This chapter argues that, even if it was important, the outsider role was small,
and appropriately so.

What we set out to do with the Digital Economy Kit

Digital transformation: the potential

Functionally, digital services connect peoplemore effectively—and at a lower
cost in developing countries—to knowledge, jobs, businesses, governments,
and to other people, than their analogue equivalents. An increasing num-
ber of specific cases exemplify the change that they are bringing about. For
example, digital platforms have already connected more than a million self-
employed motorbike drivers in Indonesia to customers.5 The PT Gojeck
(formerlyGO-JEK) platform connects often highly segmented lower-end taxi
hailing services using motorcycles, offering efficiency gains for riders and
consumers. It has now expanded to include food delivery, courier services,
and cashless payments.

In India, citizens can now safely and instantly report bribery via the plat-
form ipaidabribe.com. Aerobotics, a South African start-up, has developed
a data analytics and machine learning system to process aerial imagery
from drones and satellites, providing real-time insights on crop performance,
pests, plant health, irrigation levels, andmore.6 Thebenefits of Kenya’smobile
money provider M-Pesa, launched in 2007, are well documented, and sim-
ilar provision is now common across the developing world.7 These are just
a few examples of new, faster, lower-cost connectivity that are due to digital
technologies; there are manifold others.

Such specific examples or niche operations add value, benefit consumers,
and improve lives. However, examples hide the more fundamental way dig-
ital technologies may lead to a change in the operation of economies as a
whole. The promise, just as in developed countries, is new potential for eco-
nomic growth and transformation. For developed countries this is mainly
seen in areas such as automation and robotization, which seemingly risks
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leaving developing and emerging economies out of the equation. However,
new technologies are helping to overcome the need for real-life, face-to
face contact, thereby allowing more complex manufacturing operations to
be managed remotely, and allowing virtually provided services to add fur-
ther value to manufacturing, through design, personalized production, and
improved quality control.8 In the twentieth century, manufacturing had
characteristics that drove learning, product sophistication, and productiv-
ity growth. In the twenty‐first century, services—including those provided
through digital technology—may now drive these, in the process changing
the nature of production and the organization of economies. As distance
becomes less a hindrance for a sense of proximity, it may give developing
countries a cost advantage in their trade.iii

Therefore, these technologies also have the potential to be engines
for export-led growth: just as manufacturing exports drove some of
the most impressive inclusive growth episodes of the twentieth century,
new technology-enabled service exports have the potential to transform
economies in the twenty-first century. Business process outsourcing (BPO)
services typically constitute standard, codifiable work—such as back-office
support with data entry, orders, contracts, insurance claims processing, basic
accountancy services—and consumer-related care, such as information tech-
nology (IT) help, telemarketing, or claims support via call centres. In the
Philippines, the decade from 2008 to 2018 saw exports from IT-BPO services
grow threefold. The country had captured 10–15 per cent of the global BPO
market, and was generating one-third of total export earnings, employing
1.3 million people.9 The sector also proved resilient during the COVID-19
pandemic.10

Digital transformation: the vision

A simple framework can be used to describe the nature of change that dig-
ital technologies may bring in a more systematic way. In particular, digital
technologies may change economies in three ways, each with a cost saving
associated with new technology.

iii In a series of books, Richard E. Baldwin lays out in detail these opportunities, and the scope they offer
developing countries, but also the possible backlash in richer economies, pointing to opportunities and
challenges that need to be balanced by policymakers. Richard E Baldwin, The Great Convergence: Infor-
mation Technology and the New Globalization (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2016); Richard E. Baldwin, The Globotics Upheaval: Globalisation, Robotics and the Future of Work
(London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2019).
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First, digital technologies change economies through automation. Robots
may take on tasks currently conducted by people, because they are cheaper
or they are more effective at those tasks than humans are per unit produced.
This is similar to what happened in the previous industrial revolutions: agri-
cultural and industrial machines dramatically brought down the cost per
unit produced by replacing labour. However, technological change through
the ages has affected more than just production: digital technologies have
also changed the nature of how markets function. And third, they have
changed the overall organization of economies. Table 3.1 summarizes this.
Digital technologies bring down the cost of exchange in the market, mak-
ing it cheaper and more effective to exchange goods, services, information,
capital, or labour. Platforms provide spaces to link demand and supply, and
overall, digital technologies lower search costs to match capital and labour
to firms, optimize the exchange of data and information, and allow better

Table 3.1 Direct impact of new technologies on the economy.

Cost reduction Primary new
technology involved

Impact Examples

Reduction in cost of
producing goods and
services

Biotechnology,
energy, automa-
tion and production
technology, arti-
ficial intelligence,
data management,
communications

Lowers the cost of
producing a unit of a
good or service

Robots, ICT, new
high-yielding seeds,
energy mini-grids,
energy storage, 3D
printers, internet of
things

Reduction in cost of
exchanging goods,
services, informa-
tion, labour, and
capital

Communications,
data manage-
ment, artificial
intelligence, energy

Lowers the costs of
delivering a unit and
of matching a buyer
and seller

Internet, smart-
phone, sensors,
matching algo-
rithms in labour
or credit market,
energy storage,
telepresence, virtual
reality

Reduction in cost
of networking and
organization

Communications Makes human
interaction eas-
ier, leading to easier
spread of knowl-
edge, ideas, and
more innovation

Virtual reality,
internet, telerobotics

Source: Pathways for Prosperity Commission on Technology and Inclusive Development, ‘Charting
Pathways for Inclusive Growth: From Paralysis to Preparation’ (University of Oxford, 2018), https://
pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/charting-pathways-report.

https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/charting-pathways-report
https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/charting-pathways-report
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tracking of goods. This is a pure efficiency gain in allocation, driven by lower
transaction costs.iv

Technologies can also bring down the costs of networking and organi-
zation, in the sense that technology can make it easier to have face-to-face
interactions. This is the equivalent of the classic agglomeration effects—the
benefits in terms of ideas or knowledge transfer and innovation that stem
from having close interactions. Agglomeration effects have been recognized
as a key source of growth.11 However, communication technologies change
the consequences of not being able to have face-to-face interaction; some
technologies increasingly offer closer substitutes to being co-located. These
technologies make more complex organization and interaction possible.
As this process is driven by communication across greater distances, the
opportunities involved may be of particular interest to developing countries
currently on the periphery of global production centres. It could lead to a
restructuring of global value chains in the production of goods and also in
the supply of services.v

Digital transformation may not just change production (such as through
automation) or improve allocation in markets, but may also fundamentally
change the organization of economies. This conclusion led the Commis-
sion’s first publication, Charting Pathways, to propose five key pathways
where technology can lead to growth and jobs for people living in poverty,
particularly in poorer countries. These are:

• Unleashing value from agriculture: Advancements in data analytics,
biotechnology, and communications will drive growth by improving
yields on the farm, and by enabling more efficient services and logistics.
Agriculture will likely be a key pillar of any inclusive development strat-
egy for some time, as most tasks are not easily automated. This results in
continued demand for low-skilled workers and improved terms of trade
for farmers as costs—and so prices in other (more easily automated)
parts of the economy—fall more quickly.

• The next version of global value chains in manufacturing: Robotics will
spread, but it will take time as the non-factory floor costs of labour

iv During the First Industrial Revolution, there were also substantial reductions in transactions costs—
in that case driven by canals, better ships, railways, and later new communication means such as the
telephone and telegraph.

v See Baldwin (2016, 2019). During the Industrial Revolution, this involved the rise of industrial cities,
as new ways of bringing production and consumption together at scale with substantial agglomeration
effects.
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will remain lower in developing countries.vi But there is much more:
frontier communication technologies will drastically reduce the cost of
information exchange and networking, making it possible to perform
more complex, more highly-skilled manufacturing tasks remotely. This
includes from developing countries, where wage cost advantages across
the skills distribution are still present. This next generation of manu-
facturing growth seems likely to remain inclusive, as the lowest-skilled
jobs (such as cleaning and catering) within manufacturing firms, but
also those in complementary services (such as sales and customer care),
seem relatively resilient to automation.

• Global trade in services, including those based on human interaction:
Advances in artificial intelligence may disrupt outsourcing of easily
codified business processes (such as simple call centres offering basic
customer support), seemingly affecting jobs. However, fast-improving
communication technologies, including advances in virtual reality, will
unlock international trade in complex and integrated services that used
to require more face-to-face contact. The result is new opportunities in
integrated business services, management advisory services, and remote
healthcare support and other services requiring empathy and judge-
ment, which bots are not going to easily supply at the required levels.
Relatively low wage costs mean that developing countries stand ideally
placed to begin exporting these relatively labour-intensive services,
which already employ a disproportionate number of women.

• Linking the informal sector to the formal economy: Digital platforms (such
as those for mobile money and taxi hailing) will reduce the cost of
exchange within the informal economy, boosting its productivity. The
informal sector comprises many rural workers, smallholder farmers,
casual labourers, and petty enterprises—that is, those groups already
facing the most social and economic disadvantages. In sub-Saharan
Africa, this accounts for over 85 per cent of employment.12 Linking
informal workers to potential markets and the formal economy will
likely be highly inclusive. These links will also provide a route for pro-
gression into more formal parts of the economy for previously excluded
workers and entrepreneurs. They will be better connected to potential
opportunities in the formal economy and also those that stem from
better social protection and social benefits.

vi See, for example, Rajkishore Nayak and Rajiv Padhye, eds, Automation in Garment Manufactur-
ing, The Textile Institute Book Series (Duxford: Woodhead Publishing, an imprint of Elsevier, 2017).
Banga and te Velde suggest similarly that robots will not be competitive in Africa for some decades; Kar-
ishma Banga and Dirk Willem te Velde, ‘Digitalisation and the Future of Manufacturing in Africa’, ODI,
March 2018.
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• Diverse and connected domestic economies: Digital platforms and
advances in logistics and supply-chain data management will drive
growth by reducing the cost of moving information and goods around
an economy. Furthermore, better communication technologies and the
internet are reducing the costs of networking. This is bringing new ideas
into a developing economy—often at zero marginal cost—opening the
scope for making these economies increasingly innovative. This path-
way reduces the need for a country to enter into global value chains by
approximating someof the benefits of export-orientation: new technolo-
gies can foster competition, complex (domestic) value chain integration,
and learning and knowledge transfer to catch up to the global frontier
of production capability.13

These pathways are obviously aspirational, but they present a positive vision
of what may be possible. It is also important to recognize that earlier techno-
logical breakthroughs have yet to reach many developing countries. Previous
rounds of technological change bypassed large parts of the developing world,
particularly sub-Saharan Africa. Despite the global availability of new tech-
nology, myriad factors—including weak institutions, energy poverty, and
poor infrastructure—mean that least-developed countries lagmore than ever
in their intensity of technology use. For example, major sectors such as agri-
culture or informal work are still using old techniques. In this sense, the least-
developed countries are not just facing one technological revolution—they
have the challenge of absorbing previous revolutions as well. Creating the
conditions to harness new and not-so-new technologies to drive productivity
and inclusive growth is imperative to address poverty projections, and to
absorb large numbers of people entering the workforce in impoverished
conditions.14

Current changes are taking place at a time when there is a much better
understanding of what states can do, andwhat capacity is required.The infor-
mation age is unlike the Industrial Revolution, during which there was very
little understanding of how the state could avoid or limit disruption. The
Commission argued that, if managed properly andwith foresight, this change
can fuel growth, reduce inequities, and help lift millions out of poverty. If
managed poorly, or unmanaged, technological change could further widen
the gulf between the haves and have-nots. National policymakers have real
agency over how technological progress will impact on their economies and
societies.
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Downside risks of digital technology

It would be wrong to dismiss the risks, even though the Commission decided
to work to a positive vision. Decision-making and implementation of digital
technologies is hampered by uncertainty around policies and regulation.
How these technologies are governed—at the local and global level—will
determine whether countries are able to harness their benefits.15 Traditional
(analogue) policy, in areas such as competition, taxation, and intellectual
property is often ill-suited to deal with the multilevel interactions that take
place in the governance of digital technologies.16 Serious knowledge gaps in
these areas, as well as in privacy and data protection, managing data flows,
and cybercrime,17 remain in all countries. However, this is particularly the
case in developing countries, despite the fact that technology governance is
an increasingly studied area.vii There is also a lack of institutional capacity:
for instance, fewer than half of low-income countries have data protection
or privacy legislation in force.18 Appropriate competition policy has become
even harder to create with the emergence of digital services firms with zero
marginal costs of expansion. This is leading to economies of scale and the
scope for concentration of power and monopoly rents.19 Furthermore, the
common business model of multi‐sided markets (such as for social media
platforms and search engines, where revenue comes from advertisers and
services are free for consumers) may be open to predatory and, therefore,
uncompetitive behaviour as part of a quest for market power.20

Developing countries might also be left distanced from a first-best regula-
tory regime, meaning that innovation may be stifled or risks to individuals
or businesses will not be properly managed. Getting this wrong will have sig-
nificant economic disbenefits, and could result in harm. Information asym-
metries can create unintentional situations, for instance, of non-compliance
with international protocols or standards, or opportunities for criminal
activity.

Arguably, more importantly, aside from limiting developing countries’
ability to fully harness the rents and other economic benefits of digital
technologies, without sufficient regulation there is growing evidence of the
societal harms such technologies can cause in all countries. Such harms
include algorithmic bias21 and disinformation,22 and if the US and Europe

vii Several authors propose policy road maps to build better data governance and enabling environ-
ments. See, for instance: Susan Ariel Aaronson, ‘Data Is Different: Why the World Needs a New Approach
to Governing Cross-Border Data Flows—Centre for International Governance Innovation’ (Centre for
International Governance Innovation, 14 November 2018), https://www.cigionline.org/publications/
data-different-why-world-needs-new-approach-governing-cross-border-data-flows; Idris Ademuyiwa
and Adedeji Adeniran, ‘Assessing Digitalization and Data Governance Issues in Africa’ (Centre for
International Governance Innovation, July 2020).

https://www.cigionline.org/publications/data-different-why-world-needs-new-approach-governing-cross-border-data-flows
https://www.cigionline.org/publications/data-different-why-world-needs-new-approach-governing-cross-border-data-flows
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struggle to know how to eliminate them, then poorer countries have even
fewer resources at their disposal to design and implement a response.

The Pathways Commission was reluctant to speak out on governance
issues. Views on technology regulation are schismatic, and there was
little appetite among the commissionersviii to come to a common view that
bridgedUS laissez-faire approaches and the European appetite for high levels
of consumer protection, which is, in effect, setting the rules globally, even
as the continent lacks major tech companies.23 Yet, the developing country
policymakers that the Oxford team engaged with were desperate for answers
on these questions. They were clear that, without appropriate governance,
there is a risk of suboptimal policy outcomes at both the state level—where
rents and profits accrue to foreign rather than domestic companies—and at
the individual level, where people may find their data used for the benefit of
others, and at active risk to their own privacy. Cognizant of this, although a
major report on governance issues was eschewed, smaller technical papers
were published by the Commission’s secretariat in Oxford, and policy and
regulationwas included as one of the Kit’s pillars, flying under the radar of the
Commission’s formal scrutiny. Chapter 4 (‘Policy and regulation’) discusses
these topics in detail. This translated into some attention paid to governance
issues in the final strategy primers: for instance the Mongolia primer has a
recommendation on ‘establishing an ethical norm for the appropriate use
of data’.24

It is worth adding as an aside that, in some cases, the digitalization that has
taken place as part of the pandemic response was premature. For example, as
part of its pandemic response, the Jamaican government fast-tracked a highly
controversial digital ID system. The introduction of this system had already
been declared unconstitutional by the country’s supreme court because it was
found to undermine the right to privacy. The converse has also been the case
however: some countries made the regulatory environment more favourable
to women and vulnerable individuals as part of their COVID-19 response. In
Ghana, the Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) waived the requirements25
for additional documents (such as ID and proof of address) to open a

viii The Pathways for Prosperity Commissioners were the following: Sri Mulyani Indrawati, Minister
of Finance, Indonesia; Melinda Gates, philanthropist and co-chair of the Bill and Melinda Gates Founda-
tion; Strive Masiyiwa, technologist (co-chairs); Stefan Dercon, professor of economic policy, University of
Oxford; BennoNdulu, visiting associate, Blavatnik School ofGovernment,University ofOxford (academic
co-chairs); Kamal Bhattacharya, then CEO Mojochat; Shanta Devarajan, then acting chief economist,
World Bank; Sigrid Kaag, then Minister for Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation, the Nether-
lands; NadiemMakarin, then CEOGO-JEK;Maria Ramos, then CEOAbsa Group; Daniela Rus, professor
of electrical engineering and computer science, MIT; Shivani Siroya, CEO Tala.
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basic mobile wallet, making mobile money technology more accessible, in
particular to women and vulnerable individuals.26

Digital transformation and inclusion

Neither the Kit nor the Commission itself were an attempt to engage in any
systematic way with wider social implications of the digital divide or a dis-
cussion on what can be done to limit these. This is because there were other,
excellent advocacy efforts and academic groups studying these risks in empir-
ical and normative ways (see ‘Digital transformation as trade liberalization’
in Chapter 2).ix Instead, a positive framing (‘how to maximize and foster the
upside benefits’, rather than ‘how to limit and mitigate downside risks’) was
the Commission’s—and the Kit’s—unique selling point to policymakers and
other stakeholders.

However, the full name of the Commission was ‘The Pathways for Prosper-
ity Commission on Technology and Inclusive Development’. This reflected
a shared purpose and understanding between commissioners (although to
differing extents): the goal of digital transformation was not just growth
or economic opportunities, but the potential to remodel the economy for
everyone,with a specific focus on themarginalized or (until now) populations
excluded from the benefits of growth.27

In its report on inclusion, Digital Lives, the Commission proposed that
digital exclusion is not random, but rathermirrors—and risks exacerbating—
long-established inequalities, recognizing that these inequalities are struc-
tural:

People with limited education, women, and those in poverty are the least likely
to benefit from digital technology. In Pakistan, women are half as likely as men to
own a phone. People without secondary education are less than a third as likely
to have used the internet than the rest of the population. Even for those who do
own a phone, or who have used the internet, the inequalities persist in terms of

ix There is a growing normative literature that assesses the risks and harms of digital transformation.
Boix’sDemocratic Capitalismat theCrossroads (2019) is an exegesis of the threat that digitalization presents
for democratic processes; Zuboff ’s The Age of Surveillance Capitalism (2019) discusses the threat to equity
presented by the digital divide as power and wealth accrue to monopolistic data holders; Graham and
the International Development Research Centre’s Digital Economies at Global Margins (2019) discusses
the impact of increased digital connectivity on the economic peripheries; and Ragnedda, Mutsvairo, and
Goggin’s Digital Inclusion (2018) maps what different countries are doing to reduce digital inequalities.
There are also other proposals for frameworks for digital equity; see: Woodcock and Graham’s The Gig
Economy (2019) and Gardels and Berggruen’s Renovating Democracy (2019).
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the amount of usage. Marginalized people use functions like messaging and the
internet less often and less intensively than the general population. This is driven
by a number of factors: lower-educated groups are excluded due to a lack of basic
literacy or digital skills, women are excluded by restrictive social norms, people
who live in rural areas can be excluded due to limited infrastructure. Unless these
fundamental barriers are addressed, the marginalized will remain excluded from
the benefits of a fulfilled digital life.28

Job creation is a large part of digital technology’s potential for inclusion: the
BPO sector has been a positive driver of inclusion and female empower-
ment in countries such as India and the Philippines, for example. In rural
India, these opportunities for women resulted in higher labour market par-
ticipation, a higher age of marriage, better education outcomes, and greater
reproductive choice.29 However, inclusive growth also implies directly sup-
porting people to make sure they have access to, and are able to meaningfully
use, the internet and other technologies. Therefore, it is extremely important
to ensure usage that enhances productivity by reducing the cost of exchange
within the informal economy (for instance, mobile money) and allowing
access to new services and new ways to offer labour, via digital platforms
to excluded populations.x Both job creation for marginalized people, and the
usage of digital technologies were a key focus for the Kit.

The Kit was also an attempt to ensure that inclusion of opportunity
was endogenous to the process of policymaking for the digital economy.
The approach was one of purposefully including marginalized perspec-
tives (which didn’t always succeed) and looking for policy responses that
would disproportionately benefitmarginalized individuals because they were
overrepresented in the informal, and (to date) unconnected, areas of a
country.

A final point here: particularly when considering the interests and needs
of the most marginalized, efficient and effective technology does not always
need to be especially advanced. A rapid randomized controlled trial (RCT)
conducted in Botswana during the COVID-19 pandemic showed that low-
tech (SMS messages) and no-tech (direct phone call) interventions produced
results that translated into a reduction in innumeracy of up to 52 per cent
among the students.30

x The Alliance for Affordable Internet, an advocacy group, frames meaningful connectivity slightly dif-
ferently, as a function of quality of availability, rather than the ends to which it is used. Its definition
refers to ‘when we can use the internet every day using an appropriate device with enough data and a fast
connection’. See https://a4ai.org/meaningful-connectivity/ (accessed February 2022).

https://a4ai.org/meaningful-connectivity/
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Digital transformation: the entry point

While the Pathways Commission’s work focused on the economic vision, the
potential economic transformation is not the only opportunity for develop-
ing country governments. In most countries, a lot of discussion on digital
technologies and the policy formulation around it focused on public ser-
vice delivery by governments. Back in 2017 when the Pathways Commission
started, poor countries were still primarily focused on e-government—that
is, the provision of health and education services digitally—as well as digi-
talization of government itself. From 2020, there simply was no choice: the
COVID-19 pandemic forced countries to move their public services—such
as health and social safety nets—online, and also their economies. On the
demand side, between 2019 and 2021, internet use in Africa and the Asia-
Pacific region jumped by 23 and 24 per cent, respectively.xi In Togo, for
instance, the Novissi programme used deep-learning algorithms trained on
anonymized phone metadata to predict consumption for 70 per cent of the
population, and provided contactless social protection payments to 57,000
new beneficiaries in the hundred poorest cantons of the country.31

However, throughout its research, the potential for economy-wide trans-
formation was less well understood by the Pathways Commission’s part-
ner governments. The prevailing narratives around the economic conse-
quences of digital technologies were strongly influenced by those in advanced
economies. This meant that there were real fears of job losses from automa-
tion. Several claims were made for this, including from the African Devel-
opment Bank and McKinsey, all of which were based on a methodology
developed by Carl Benedikt Frey and Michael Osborne.32 While in itself
an interesting exercise, the policy implications of this work were systemat-
ically overstated, and not necessarily by Frey and Osborne themselves. They
look at the tasks and occupations that could technically be automated, but
ignores whether they would realistically be automated. As the authors state:
‘the actual extent and pace of computerization will depend on several addi-
tional factors which were left unaccounted for’.33 The methodology does not
include any consideration of the commercial viability of adopting new tech-
nologies, or any of the supporting complementary investments, such as new

xi The total figures for individuals using the internet in 2021 was 33 per cent of the population in Africa
and 61 per cent in the Asia-Pacific region. International Telecommunication Union, ‘Measuring Digital
Development: Facts and Figures 2021’.
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infrastructure or skills that may be needed to take advantage of these tech-
nologies. This type of analysis equates the technology with the labour savings
of producing a given quantity (one form of saving costs in production), with-
out acknowledging that lower costs and prices may expand demand and
therefore production, as more consumers (including many poorer ones) may
be able to purchase more, with resulting impacts on overall employment in a
given firm or sector. In addition, these numbers do not account for the fact
that, even if jobs are made redundant, other jobs will be created: how change
works through the entire economy matters.34

With a focus on e-government, and accelerated by COVID-19, govern-
ments have become ever more eager to understand what actions they, the
private sector, and others need to undertake to ensure that the ecosystem that
would support scale could be put in place. In effect, this played to the Oxford
team’s advantage: whether for rolling out e-government or for themore ambi-
tious agenda of digital transformation across the economy, some of the key
building blocks are similar. It requires progress in a number of areas: soft
and hard infrastructure, such as Application Programming Interfaces (APIs),
microservices, digital identification and standards for interoperability; uni-
versal access to electricity; adequate financing; the necessary policy and
regulatory environment to mitigate downside risk; and sufficiently skilled
users to be able to take advantage of digital technology’s potentialxii (see
‘Diagnosing digital readiness’ in Chapter 4).

Some of the conditions for this ecosystem are familiar; they are similar to
what is required for an investment climate that stimulates growth and job
creation more broadly. Technology does not allow the leapfrogging of core
institutional foundations necessary for inclusive growth: peace and stabil-
ity; sensible macroeconomic policies; an investment climate that supports
private-sector development; and a government and political culture that act
in the interest of growth and inclusion, but also do not take on more than
they can effectively manage.35 In other words, technology is not a ‘silver bul-
let’; its transformational potential will need to be carefully managed as part
of a broader policy agenda.

xii In recent years, India has provided a useful model for the kind of soft infrastructure that would be
needed. In 2015, India created a policy on open APIs. Subsequently, in partnership with the non-profit
think tank iSPIRT, the government developed IndiaStack, a repository of open APIs that organizations
and individuals can use to build or improve their applications by accessing data and infrastructure owned
by government institutions and others. Using these APIs, developers can incorporate functions such as
digital user authentication, digital signatures, and payments processing into their applications. Using this
infrastructure, businesses and digital services providers can build completely new products.
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From hypothesis to action

The earlier sections of this chapter have detailed the benefits of digital tech-
nologies and how they may be accessed. This next section discusses how the
Kit was intended to facilitate this access.The first part covers the design of the
Kit’s framework. The second part discusses the three additional preparatory
decisions (or picks) that needed to bemade; these should be considered, even
if the three preconditions discussed in Chapter 2 have been met. These were:
choice of country; choice of local partner; and choice of steering committee.
Next, we examine each precondition, and then look at how the Kit differed
in nature from other competing processes.

Designing a strategic framework

Charting Pathways argued that a national strategy co-designed by govern-
ment, business, and civil society is a first step in the process of a country
taking charge of its own digital development.36 After the Commission’s initial
period, commissioners reflected that writing and talking about a new vision
of digital transformation and the pathways to achieve it was not sufficient: it
needed to test its ideas in the real world. These two notions came together in
the Digital Economy Kit. The Commission co-chair, the Indonesian finance
minister Sri Mulyani Indrawati, in particular, insisted on the need to work
in-country.

The Kit was an actualization of the principle that the Commission
pointed to throughout its work—that countries need to be architects of
their own digital transformation—and offered a framework for them to
do so. It also translated another important principle: the most important
first step in decision-making is learning to ask the right questions. The
answers will look different in different contexts, but the questions can be
applied across all geographies. Thus the Kit suggested questions designed to
plant the right seeds, but it could not be overly prescriptive as there was no
evidence as to what would be needed in five to ten years.37

The objective was to help countries kick-start the process of digital trans-
formation, always with the aim of turning the potential risks of technological
disruption into opportunities for inclusive economic development.While the
specific sectors for growth were not identified a priori because they depend
on country context, Charting Pathways had already proposed the five key
pathways listed earlier in this chapter where technology can lead to growth
and jobs for people living in poverty.
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Themain challenge in designing theKit was how tomake it general enough
to be useful across a range of different contexts—from the poorest countries
to frontier markets—but specific enough to be useful in a particular environ-
ment.38 The design was purposefully a skeletal structure: the barebones of a
framework with detail to be filled in according to the context of that country.
The Kit itself is surprisingly sparse and simplistic (the initial version was just
seven slides!) particularly when compared to toolkits offered by consultants,
which tend to be heavy with flow charts. The Kit’s straightforward nature was
deliberate: it exists to serve overstretched policymakerswhoneed a document
that could be easily understood and referenced. But the apparent simplicity
should not belie the thought that underpinned it, even if the Oxford team
did not always get it right. It was designed to generate not just evidence, for
which a more complex methodology might have been more appropriate, but
rather something more akin to understanding. This was the reason for the
loose design, which marries supply- and demand-side evidence and infor-
mal data with a version of what Jean Drèze calls ‘personal experience and
public debate’.xiii

The Kit was also a reflection of the Commission’s insistence on the urgency
of asking these questions. As the strapline of the Kit’s website says: ‘Coun-
tries that are not taking advantage of the digital revolution need to act now.
There is no time for marginal adjustments—economy-wide plans are needed
to help countries ride the tide of change; harnessing the opportunities tech-
nology brings andmitigating the risks.’39 This emphasis on getting something
started, and quickly, informed the Kit’s focus on feasible, pragmatic recom-
mendations, fuelled by ‘good enough’ data, and its relatively short timeframe:
it was intended to take around six months to conduct (and was relatively
cheap to do so). The Kit was not a longitudinal research study, or especially
methodologically robust in traditional economic terms (and frankly not
something that all research-intensive universities would want to be involved
in, even if Robert Shiller would recognize it); it was a first attempt at some-
thing useful to get countries started, and something that would need to be
reiterated later on.40

xiii Jean Drèze, ‘Evidence, Policy and Politics: A Commentary onDeaton and Cartwright’, Social Science
& Medicine 210 (August 2018): 45–47, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2018.04.025. His example is
not related to digital transformation, but is an essay about the limitations of RCTs, explaining why they
are inadequate to properly inform policymaking.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2018.04.025
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The three partnership picks

Country choice
The first pick was deciding where to work. The Oxford team said they would
only work in countries where there was an explicit demand from senior
policymakers, with incentives, capacity, vision, and energy to implement.
However, in reality, the selection by the Oxford team of where to work was
also a function of ‘marketing’ in so far as only countries that heard about
the Kit could request engagement. And, because of the nature of the fora
the Oxford team attended (international development meetings in capitals,
and particularly at the international community hubs such as New York
and Washington, DC), even policymakers from countries with the biggest
capacity constraints got to hear about it. For example, during the World
Bank/International Monetary Fund (IMF) spring meetings in Washington
in April 2019, the then first alternate executive director for the Africa Group
1 constituency at the IMFxiv asked a number of her counterparts to join a
meetingwith theOxford teampresent to discuss the benefits of the Kit. Other
countries approached the team at a side meeting during the 2019 Common-
wealth Trade Ministers meeting in London. But primarily, it was through
networks of central bank governors, both formalxv and informal, that senior
officials heard about their process and requested engagement.

Several of the initial overtures that eventually resulted in a Kit were supply-
led, with the Oxford team briefing policymakers on its potential (although
often those discussions served to quickly stimulate demand). Sometimes it
was the local partner who did that stimulation. In Mongolia, the partner
Access Solutions was led by a former student at the Blavatnik School who
had returned to her country andmanaged to get the ear of the primeminister
and the head of the Communications and Information Technology Authority
(CITA).xvi She approached the Oxford team to ask whether Mongolia might
be a suitable candidate. The prime minister urgently wanted to understand
the country’s priorities for digital transformation for two reasons: the first
was an awareness that the country needed to diversify its economy away
from a reliance on the mining sector. There was a growing IT sector, which

xiv The twenty-three members of the Africa Group 1 Constituency at the IMF are Angola, Botswana,
Burundi, Eritrea, Eswatini, Ethiopia, The Gambia, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Malawi, Mozambique,
Namibia, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Somalia, South Africa, South Sudan, Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia,
and Zimbabwe. There is also an Africa Group 2 constituency.

xv Benno Ndulu had been chair of the Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI), a group of central banks
and financial regulatory institutions.

xvi Implementation Partner 3, Interview 7, 18 October 2021. Although by her own admission, it took
her two weeks to get the cabinet secretary on the phone.
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already had some capacity—and one global company wanted to establish a
data centre in the country. ‘They needed to know how to answer these kinds
of requests’, according to the local partner.41 Second was that, significantly,
the primeminister saw digital transformation as an anti-corruptionmeasure:
paper trails could be manipulated, but digital trails were more transparent.42
In Bangladesh, local partner BRAC Institute of Governance and Develop-
ment (BIGD), having heard one of the Oxford team speak about the Kit
on a trip to Dhaka, also identified the potential and connected them to the
government.

In Malawi and Lesotho, it was the Oxford team who stimulated the
demand. In both cases, this was via the central bank governor because it was
their belief (a view not uniformly shared about Malawi) that both countries
were in a position to benefit from digital transformation, and that the three
preconditions were met. In the case of Malawi, the Oxford team may have
fallen victim to optimism bias. History is littered with failed policy efforts,
pushed by well-intended but doubtless at times Pollyanna-ish donors, but
which never make it out of the design block, for reasons that we explore
in Chapter 7. But they came out, on balance, with a view that it was worth
a try—a view supported, cautiously, by bilateral donors in-country because
they felt that the digitalization of processes would help to limit corruption.
While the agro-processing sector was captured by rent-seekers, the telecom-
munications (telco) sector was relatively new and free from such behaviours.
In-country donors considered how the work might withstand a change in
administration, and thought that the team’s mitigation strategy—of anchor-
ing the work with the central bank governor, a position that usually outlasts
governments—would mitigate other risks. One of the Oxford team knew the
then governor of the Reserve Bank of Malawi, Dalitso Kabambe, and made
an initial outreach in person. Kabambe quickly appreciated the potential of
the work and called the then cabinet secretary into the meeting. In turn, the
head of theNational Planning Commissionwas appointed to lead the process
from the government side.

In Lesotho, the Oxford team made an initial call to the central bank gov-
ernor at the time, Adelaide Matlanyane, who saw the potential and called the
prime minister that day to discuss the Kit. Here there was a greater expec-
tation that the work could succeed, provided we could get the bureaucratic
politics right. Not coincidentally, she was also a close ally of one of theOxford
team.

Our unnamed country was the only one where it was the funder who
made the initial overture. A bilateral donor in the capital proposed that the
country would benefit from the Kit because the president had prioritized
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digital transformation. By chance, a member of the Oxford team hap-
pened to be in the country that week and was able to discuss it with the
donor in person. But even here it was a priority for the president, as evi-
denced by the fact that he had set up a digital innovation unit inside the
presidency.

This kind of opportunism, of making the best of networks to create a com-
munity of thewilling, and jumping on chances, is in accordancewith adaptive
development thinking. But it should be recognized that it meant that the
Oxford team had a group of countries selected for tactical rather than strate-
gic reasons. Perhaps this did not matter; it certainly was not an issue for the
countries themselves. Also, the objective of the work was not to provide a
representative sample for a research effort, or even a selection of countries
chosen according to a sampling framework to allow us to say somethingmore
rigorous about replicability. But it does bring into question whether the Kit,
or analogous processes, depend on the kind of deep personal relations that
catalysed the engagement in the first place, and whether they would be pos-
sible without it. On balance, the answer is probably that they do require a
policy envoy—someone trusted who is deeply familiar with the context. The
same outcomesmight be achievable without such a person or people, but any
engagement would require much longer to prepare and embed before work
would be able to start.

Finally, the section above suggests the necessity of officials having a pre-
existing level of awareness: (a) that the country would benefit from a process
such as the Kit, and (b) that they had the capacity to co-lead its rolling out.
But it also points up a development paradox: it is the countries with most
need of support from outsiders who are least well placed to take advan-
tage of it, because they may lack the institutional capacity to participate. As
Shanta Devarajan said: ‘really the countries who need the Kit are those such
as Guinea-Bissau and others with very low bureaucratic capacity. But they
may not even recognize that they need it’.

Local partner
The Oxford team foresaw that the local partner would play a pivotal role
in terms of driving the Kit’s process, giving the necessary political econ-
omy steer, localizing themethodology accordingly, and leading the analytical
work. The next pick, therefore, was the identification of such a partner. Ide-
ally this would be an organizationwith the technical capacity to rapidly assess
qualitative and quantitative data, and perhaps even conduct some primary
research (in our unnamed country, a small survey was implemented among a
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non-representative sample of small and medium-size enterprises and house-
holds).xvii The partner would also need to have a deep understanding of the
political economy of the country, be able to steer theKit around turf wars, and
leverage any special interest group presence to maximal effect. This would go
a long way towards ensuring that the analysis was country-owned, and go
at least part of the way to ensuring that the blind spot of local context was
eliminated.43

The team were not always able to identify domestic organizations that
demonstrated the required competencies. Despite efforts to do so (they inter-
viewed people in their network, in-country donors, and the government itself
in an attempt to identify a range of local institutions), in Malawi and Lesotho
the team could not find such a local organization. Instead, they appointed
Genesis Analytics, a partner headquartered in a country of geographical
proximity (South Africa) that had some familiarity with the local context
due to previous work, and a deep understanding of the Kit because they had
partnered with the Oxford team on the first pilot Kit.xviii

How were they picked in practice? In South Africa, the chair of Genesis
Analytics was already well known to the Blavatnik School of Government.
The Oxford team had informally consulted its chair, Stephan Malherbe, on
the Kit’s methodology, and in those discussions it became clear that South
Africa met the preconditions for entry. Also, Malherbe was well connected
politically: in January 2019 he introduced the team to Trudi Makhaya, a for-
mer Genesis Analytics employee who was now a special economic advisor
in President Ramaphosa’s office. Ethiopia was similar: the Tony Blair Insti-
tute for Global Change reached out to Oxford when they heard about the
Kit, suggesting Ethiopia as a Kit pilot due to the country’s imminent tele-
com liberalization, plus the commitment to digital transformation repeatedly
expressed by Prime Minister Abiy.xix In the unnamed country, the team pur-
sued several contacts, and initially appointed a local university to play a key
role in the work. When it became clear that while they had the capacity to
deliver the necessary analysis, they could not help navigate local politics, the
Oxford team supplemented them by also appointing a digital transformation

xvii A total of 1,281 individuals at household level and 826 firms were surveyed, along with thirteen
public institutions.

xviii Shanta Devarajan suggests that the failure to identify sufficient capacity in a partner organization
should have acted as a warning signal—not that the work should not proceed, but instead that the toolkit
should be scaled back and simplified even further.

xix The Oxford team also conducted due diligence to assess the landscape of other potential partners,
but no other serious candidate was identified. While the team was moving quickly, and therefore making
use of tender exemption processes, they are confident that, even with the benefit of additional time, they
would not have chosen otherwise, not least because the potential pool was small.
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consultancy that had one foot in Europe and one in-country, to lead project
management.

Certainly in the case ofMalawi, it was problematic that the partner was not
local. It meant that the Oxford team did not have anyone there on a continu-
ous basis pressing forward implementation. The country’s National Planning
Commission (NPC)—the government partners in the Kit—reported that,
while Genesis Analytics brought much-appreciated technical know-how,
gaps in their local knowledge pushed too much work onto the NPC’s plate.
This left the NPC to act as something of a local partner, which was not the
intention (the aim was always to ask the minimum from overstretched min-
istries in terms of administrative support). One of the NPC leads on the Kit
said: ‘It did matter that the partner wasn’t local. It was very good that they
brought expertise which probably wasn’t available from domestic organiza-
tions, but the fact that they didn’t have the country context to hand meant
that lots of things needed to be explained to them by us.’44

While in all cases the Oxford team did consult with the government as
to the choice of partner, and solicit suggestions from them, ideally the gov-
ernment would have contracted the partner themselves, ensuring that the
key relationship was a domestic one. However, that needed to be traded off
against a desire to not contribute to a government’s logistical burden.

Steering committee
The third pick is the steering committee, perhaps the most important
moment in the Kit process for bringing together a coalition for action (the
others were when the government champion was identified and when the
dialogue participants were chosen).

The steering committee did not feature in initial discussions about the Kit,
but emerged—like so much of the innovation in its methodology—in the
SouthAfrican pilot. Genesis Analytics suggested an advisory board, although
in reality its intended purpose was not to advise so much as to give neces-
sary access to and credibility for senior government and the private sector.xx
These were people who would not be likely to attend a dialogue process, so
this kind of board was the obvious way to bring them in, creating another
layer of people who would be likely to push for implementation of the Kit’s
strategy primer findings.

xx The South African advisory board comprised private sector leaders and senior policymakers, as well
as Genesis Analytics and a co-implementing partner, the Gordon Institute of Business Science (GIBS). It
was chaired byMtetoNyati, whowas theCEOofAltron, a SouthAfrican company providing technological
business solutions.
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In all the other countries, except Bangladesh and Mongolia, the idea mor-
phed into a steering committee, amore accurate nomenclature. In the former,
the Oxford team were advised that, if the steering committee had been led by
the Information andCommunication Technology (ICT)Ministry, their plan-
ning and finance peers would not have accepted it. They were also advised
that such structures quickly become bureaucratized, needing to report on
all stages formally, which would slow the process. Instead, local partner
BIGD drew on an informal group of senior advisors, prima inter pares of
whom were the retired cabinet secretary and head of the government’s digi-
talization agency introduced earlier (see ‘The right government champion’ in
Chapter 2). Their advice, coupled with their presence at dialogue meetings,
ensured that the process achieved the necessary cut-through. (As an aside, in
the environmental sector in Bangladesh, celebrities have lots of cut-through,
but sadly we couldn’t find a digital economy superstar!) In the case of Mon-
golia, the local partner deemed the committed involvement of the IT director
of the Cabinet Office and the chair of CITA to be sufficient.

In Malawi, the cabinet secretary and the central bank governor were
selected as leaders of the steering committee,mainly because theOxford team
expected them to have bipartisan support and thus staying power. But after
the election, both officials stepped down and the Kit process lost its high-level
champions. The digital strategy was published in early 2021, but it languishes
in a cabinet sub-committee waiting for approval as we write.45 And early
difficulties in the creation of the steering committee in the unnamed coun-
try should have alerted the team to problems to come. The president asked
both his digital advisor and his digitalizationminister to co-chair the steering
group. While both initially agreed, the latter dropped out shortly afterwards,
initially delegating the position to a colleague, but later withdrawing them
from the process too (and finally, firing them).46

Having the support of the president’s or prime minister’s office was also
an important part of the design. It was crucial to ensure that the process
was anchored as high as possible, meaning the political economy challenges
outlined in Chapter 2 could be cut through. In some cases (such as Lesotho),
a representative from that highest office joined the steering committee,
but in other cases, support from the top office was informal (South Africa,
Mongolia).

How the Kit differs from other diagnostics

Not unlike global commissions, diagnostics are nowubiquitous.Thiswas also
the case in the area of digital technologies, even though the thinking was still
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nascent.xxi The World Bank, several United Nations (UN) agencies—most
notably the UN Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) and UN Conference
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), but now also the UN Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP)xxii—and a range of private sector consultancies
already had digital diagnostic processes that are in some way analogous to
the Kit.

The most obvious overlap with the Kit is the World Bank’s digital diag-
nostic. They would appear to have a similar function.xxiii For example, the
World Bank’s Lesotho Digital Economy Diagnostic says: ‘Based on quantita-
tive and qualitative assessments and the results of an in-country fact-finding
mission, diagnostic findings provide practical and actionable recommenda-
tions that inform country digital economy targets and decisions on priority
areas for development.’47 The Oxford team’s timelines were similar: the
World Bank was aiming to conclude its diagnostic in three to six months,
while the Kit took six to nine months. Much of the analytical framing was
similar too: the Kit had four pillars (infrastructure; people; finance; and pol-
icy and regulation—with inclusion as a cross-cutting issue), the Bank had
five foundations (digital infrastructure; digital platforms; digital financial
services; digital entrepreneurship; and digital skills), four cross-cutting foun-
dations (competition policy; gender; cybersecurity; and privacy) and four
enablers (macro-economic stability; financial sector stability and integrity;
enabling tax policy; and enabling trade policy). There were also similarities

xxi The thinking on digitalization and digital transformation was new, but the field of information and
communication technology for development (ICT4D) has been around since the mid-1980s. For use-
ful overviews, see: Geoff Walsham and Sundeep Sahay, ‘Research on Information Systems in Developing
Countries: Current Landscape and Future Prospects’, Information Technology for Development 12, no. 1
(January 2006): 7–24, https://doi.org/10.1002/itdj.20020; Chrisanthi Avgerou, ‘Information Systems in
DevelopingCountries: ACritical ResearchReview’, Journal of InformationTechnology 23, no. 3 (September
2008): 133–46, https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.jit.2000136; Geoff Walsham, ‘ICT4D Research: Reflec-
tions on History and Future Agenda’, Information Technology for Development 23, no. 1 (2 January 2017):
18–41, https://doi.org/10.1080/02681102.2016.1246406.

xxii This is far from an exhaustive list: tools now proliferate, but the other diagnostics that were closest
to the Kit in terms of scope of analysis are: UNCTAD’s eTrade Readiness Assessment which focused on
a subset of the digital economy ecosystem; the UN Technology Bank for the Least Developed Countries’
Technology Needs Assessment; and the UNCDF Inclusive Digital Economy Scorecard. See: UNCTAD,
eTrade Readiness Assessments, accessed 28 April 2022, https://unctad.org/topic/ecommerce-and-digital-
economy/etrade-readiness-assessments-of-LDCs; ‘Technology Needs Assessments | Technology Bank for
the Least Developed Countries’, accessed 28 April 2022, https://www.un.org/technologybank/technology-
needs-assessments; ‘UNCDF Introduces the Inclusive Digital Economy Scorecard During UN General
Assembly—UN Capital Development Fund (UNCDF)’, accessed 28 April 2022, https://www.uncdf.org/
article/4958/uncdf-introduces-the-inclusive-digital-economy-scorecard-during-un-general-assembly.

xxiii The Bank has a proliferation of digital diagnostics. Here we discuss the Country Diagnostic, a tool
under the Digital Economy for Africa Initiative, which has two versions: Digital Economy for Africa Diag-
nostic Tool andGuidelines for TaskTeam1.0, and 2.0. In addition, for some countries aCountry Economic
Update with a specific focus on the digital economy was published; see: ‘Country Diagnostics’, World
Bank, accessed 28April 2022, https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/all-africa-digital-transformation/
country-diagnostics.

https://doi.org/10.1002/itdj.20020
https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.jit.2000136
https://doi.org/10.1080/02681102.2016.1246406
https://unctad.org/topic/ecommerce-and-digital-economy/etrade-readiness-assessments-of-LDCs
https://unctad.org/topic/ecommerce-and-digital-economy/etrade-readiness-assessments-of-LDCs
https://www.un.org/technologybank/technology-needs-assessments
https://www.un.org/technologybank/technology-needs-assessments
https://www.uncdf.org/article/4958/uncdf-introduces-the-inclusive-digital-economy-scorecard-during-un-general-assembly
https://www.uncdf.org/article/4958/uncdf-introduces-the-inclusive-digital-economy-scorecard-during-un-general-assembly
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/all-africa-digital-transformation/country-diagnostics
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/all-africa-digital-transformation/country-diagnostics
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in methodology. Some of the Bank diagnostics included stakeholder consul-
tation meetings and concluding workshops to improve the validity of results
and help participants move to the next stage of implementation.48

Notably, in three of the seven Kit countries, the World Bank was either
already in the process of conducting its own diagnostic when the Kit started,
or they started shortly afterwards.xxiv This prompts the question as to the
additionality of our methodology; specifically, what did policymakers per-
ceive that to be?

The primary difference was intent.TheWorld Bankwanted to identify suit-
able programmes for its concessional lending and grant making (investment
programme49), that is, its own planning purposes—although the knowledge
it generated was made publicly available and shared explicitly with the gov-
ernment. The Kit, meanwhile, is intended for the country’s own planning
purposes, although the output might also be useful to donors. That this was
the priority is exemplified by the fact that the Kit started by identifying
opportunities in consultation with those who were starting to build those
opportunities from the ground up. The World Bank, on the other hand, had
already largely determined what mattered in a country’s economy at the start
of its diagnostics, and therefore the metrics to be measured. At one point, the
Bank asked the Oxford team if they wanted to collaborate in one country:
they politely declined, knowing that they had overlapping—and potentially
contradictory—incentives as advisors, lenders, and project managers, and
did not want to get involved in any Bank–client country wrangling.50 There
were other important differences too. Although the Bank was interested in
inclusion—and broadly its work has a sharp focus on financial inclusion—
an evaluation by its Internal Evaluation Group (IEG) found that the digital
diagnostics: ‘do not adequately address issues of poverty and inclusion’.51 It
was also the Oxford team’s assessment that, while the World Bank under-
stands financial incentives, it has limited understanding of non-financial
incentives.

xxiv The World Bank’s South Africa diagnostic was published in December 2019; the diagnostic in
the unnamed country in 2020; and the Lesotho diagnostic in June 2020. Edouard Al-Dahdah et al.,
‘South Africa—Digital Economy Diagnostic’ (Washington, DC: World Bank, December 2019), https://
documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/464421589343923215/
south-africa-digital-economy-diagnostic; World Bank, ‘Lesotho—Digital Economy Diagnostic’ (Wash-
ington, DC: World Bank, February 2020), https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-
reports/documentdetail/196401591179805910/lesotho-digital-economy-diagnostic.

https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/464421589343923215/south-africa-digital-economy-diagnostic
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/464421589343923215/south-africa-digital-economy-diagnostic
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/464421589343923215/south-africa-digital-economy-diagnostic
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/196401591179805910/lesotho-digital-economy-diagnostic
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/196401591179805910/lesotho-digital-economy-diagnostic
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Insiders and outsiders

The term ‘country ownership’ is both cliché and highly contested, for the
obvious reason that there is no one homogeneous ‘country’, but a multiplicity
of interests, views, and priorities.52 This is also the case for digital transfor-
mation, which implicates public and private sectors and citizens. Even if one
takes the government as the appropriate locus of engagement for a strategy
(or strategy primer), then there is no one single person or place to ‘own’ a
concept.

That point made, by ‘country ownership’, we broadly mean a process that
is: initiated and informed by domestic priorities; led by domestic actors who
have the capacity, capability, and interest in doing so; and has an outcome that
is beneficial to wider society. We argue, as David Booth has done previously,
for its conceptual and practical importance.53 In this section, we appraise
the extent to which the Kit met a test in the literature to discern country
ownership, having placed ownership as a core tenet. We set out why policy-
makers said they wanted the Kit. We also assess the role played by outsiders:
the Pathways commissioners, the Oxford team, and the donors who funded
the work.

Country ownership

Gibson and colleagues offer four tests to discern beneficiary ownership (in
relation to aid, which is a good enough analogy).Thebeneficiary owner needs
to: (1) enunciate a demand for aid (the Kit); (2) allocate at least some of their
own assets to the project or programme so that they have a real stake in the
way their own and other actors’ assets are used; (3) obtain real net benefits;
and (4) have clear-cut responsibilities and be able to participate in deci-
sions regarding the continuance or ending of a project.54 The Oxford team
implicitly saw the government, whose electoral chances would be improved
by overseeing of a set of policies designed to improve GDP and extend that
benefit to hitherto disadvantaged populations., as the beneficial owners.

The seven governments did enunciate demand—and they allocated some
of their own assets in the shape of officials’ time and efforts to participate
in (and corral others on to) steering committees or dialogues, or to provide
data. On reflection, the team should have asked for a greater contribution of
government time in Malawi and Lesotho. This could have been a person in
the planning ministry or president’s/prime minister’s office to work along-
side the local partner. The team was loath to do this, not seeking to further
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strain the capacity of these under-resourced governments. However, in retro-
spect, they should have asked for more commitment, perhaps finding a way
to contribute to a salary.

In most cases, the governments have obtained some real net benefits from
the engagement (see ‘Some early indications of cut-through’ in Chapter 7)
even if those benefits are not evenly distributed across countries. The point
about clear-cut responsibilities is a little harder to assess: the government’s
responsibilities in the process itself were clear cut, but there has been some
avoidable lack of clarity on the part of the Oxford team as to how far down
the path of implementation they are incentivized to remain engaged. Had the
government in any country decided they wanted to withdraw from a Kit, the
process would have stopped. Certainly in one country at least the lead gov-
ernment partner was very clear that she was driving the process and the local
partner—not the inverse: ‘I said from the outset that I wanted consultants
working on this who knew more than me and who had the right skills. It was
important that I identified them.’xxv,55

However, outside these strict tests, there were aspects of ownership
that were less clear-cut. In some countries, particularly South Africa and
Bangladesh, there was more government appreciation of the economic and
social benefits of the Kit, including the perspectives of marginalized commu-
nities to stimulate uptake of digital services. In other countries, there was less
appetite for inclusion and, to an extent, the Oxford team and other external
partners forced the issue. But, in all instances, the Oxford team considered
country ownership to be of primary importance.

We discussed earlier why policymakers want digital transformation. But
perhaps the most important question of this chapter is the following: if there
was already a plethora of diagnostics and toolkits, why did these policymak-
ers, who are inundated with offers of partnership and technical assistance
from outsiders—bilateral and multilateral donors, non-governmental orga-
nizations (NGOs), and academics—see the Kit as being worth their time,
especially when some of them already had digital plans in place? After all,
the Oxford team did not come with any funding (beyond costs to implement

xxv If, however, we consider final beneficiaries to be citizens, and employees and owners of small and
medium-sized enterprises, then it is somewhat less clear whether theGibson tests aremet. Demand for the
Kit was not ex ante expressed by, nor sought from either, although a very small number of both (or people
representing their views) participated—thereby allocating their assets to the process. It is anticipated (and
intended) that they will obtain net benefits from the Kits, albeit with the above caveats. They were not
directly able to decide whether to continue the Kit’s implementation, but the intention is that they would
be part of that continuation, by becoming part of a loose coalition for implementation. Therefore, on
balance, it would appear that the tests are met, but only just. The dialogue process would need to have
been more extensive, and citizens invited onto the steering group for the tests to have been met in full.
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theKit itselfxxvi).This question is particularly pertinentwhen viewed against a
backdrop of outsider-led development projects not succeeding in their objec-
tives. For instance, as James Ferguson says: ‘For the “development” industry
in Lesotho, “failure” appears to be the norm.’56 The answer is that policymak-
ers in our cohort recognized the distinction between what the Kit offered and
the World Bank’s diagnostics. This is revealed by the fact that, in three of our
seven Kit countries, the Bank had already conducted (or was in the process
of conducting) a diagnostic.

Interviewees asked about this articulated varying incentives, but all were
primarily a function of the design. Key among reasons given was the Kit’s
practical nature. Anir Chowdhury from a2i, the Bangladesh government dig-
italization agency, specifically references its focus on feasibility: ‘I had feared
initially that, as it came from Oxford, it would have to have a complex frame-
work and infographics, but I was pleasantly surprised how practical it was.’
He goes on to observe that, in contrast, the National ICT Policy in 2016 fea-
tures 343 (non-prioritized) action items.57 In fact, not only is the policy not
prioritized, there is no obvious penalty for non-delivery either.

This was echoed by Myriam Said in Ethiopia who says she was attracted
by the pragmatism of the approach, and specifically that it focused on quick
wins. This was in line with what the prime minister wanted, as opposed to
infrastructure-based ICT strategies that would take several years to deliver.
She also highlights the Kit’s whole-of-economy design. Significantly, the ICT
ministry had already commissioned consulting firm Dalberg to conduct a
deep-dive on e-commerce and other topics that would advance the digital
agenda in the country. Yet the government partner still strongly expressed
her demand for the Kit, precisely because it looked beyond the government
and service delivery to a range of economic sectors.

Emmanuel Maluke Leteté, senior economic advisor to the prime minister
of Lesotho, explains his rationale for championing the Kit as the potential it
offered to catalyse interoperability. Prior to this, while there were systems in
place for ID and digital payments in Lesotho, these were not interoperable.
The COVID-19 pandemic alerted the prime minister to the fact that interop-
erability was essential for an economic reset to drive post-pandemic recovery,
and it was his view (shared by the governor of the central bank) that the
Kit would catalyse such integration.58 Significantly, he also thought the Kit
offered the potential to catalyse coalitions, both across government and the
private sector.

xxvi The Kits were not expensive, particularly in terms of international development projects: budgets
were low six figures (USD), together with time for a team of around six people in Oxford.
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In the unnamed country, where the process ended up essentially in a ‘turf
war’ between the digital advisor to the president and the minister of digi-
talization, the digital advisor had presented the Kit to the president as a key
opportunity for the country and advised him to support it.The advisor did so
because he felt that current digitalization plans were insufficiently focused on
inclusion, that civil society had not been consulted on them, and that imple-
mentation was slow.59 However, it was clear that the minister did not want
the Kit to proceed.

The role of outsiders

Beyond the initial inspiration for translating analysis into a tool for coun-
tries, the commissioners were not greatly involved in the design of the Kit.
But they played an important role in signalling the utility of such a tool in
their domestic contexts. Co-chair Minister Indrawati was an advocate for
a country toolkit in general, but was also keen for one to be implemented
in Indonesia.xxvii Pathways Commissioner Maria Ramos, who was CEO of
South African financial services company Absa Group and former director-
general of the National Treasury, was similarly of the view that South Africa
would benefit from the Kit. However, the Oxford team, that is the Commis-
sion’s academic co-chairs and secretariat, were deeply involved in the Kit’s
design.

The Oxford team
The Kit was the intellectual brainchild of the Commission’s academic
co-director and member of the Oxford team, Benno Ndulu, who had been
a client of international assistance and was himself a policy architect.xxviii
This first-hand understanding of the vicissitudes of implementing reform
programmes, and of working with outside partners, played a central role in
the design of the Kit.

Importantly, Benno’s involvement meant that, when Oxford attempted to
stimulate demand among policymakers, they were largely receptive to the

xxvii Circumstances—primarily the distraction of a national election—meant that there was no Indone-
sia Digital Economy Kit during the Commission’s lifetime, but a tailored version focused only on digital
skills was delivered later on.

xxviii Benno Ndulu had been Governor of the Reserve Bank of Tanzania from 2008 to 2018. He was
also involved in the founding of the African Economic Research Consortium, of which he was execu-
tive director. For these roles, he was well known throughout the policymaking community in Africa (see
Preface).
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overture, which otherwise may not have been the case.xxix Trust in Benno
was in large part the reason why policymakers in the seven countries were
willing to take a leap of faith and explore these economic pathways, rather
than just sticking to the safe terrain of e-government.

The Oxford team led the initial design process, creating a prototype of the
Kit that was then tested with trusted advisors.xxx As Kits were in train, they
liaised closely with local partners and provided light-touch methodological
inputs. The Oxford team were a stakeholder in the process and as such it was
legitimate that theymade suggestions and critiqued documents, but the spirit
was that their view did not trump in-country views. Ethiopia government
partner Myriam Said says that, while Oxford was respected for its methodol-
ogy, the strategy was presented as owned by the Ministry of Innovation and
Technology (MInT) and signed off by the prime minister. It was, she says,
‘localized and contextualized, not cut and paste. And the outsiders were not
really visible.’ In South Africa and Mongolia, it was felt that promoting the
Oxford connection was helpful in that it added kudos to the process; in other
countries, the team played up the connection. The balance was not always
right. In one country in particular, it was clear that they were unsuccessful
in conveying the approach and spirit of the Kit, so the local partner relation-
ship became more of a consultancy delivering a product commissioned by
Oxford, rather than looking inwards to its own polity.

It would be disingenuous to claim that the Oxford team were completely
hands-off within the ‘small-p’ politics of the process, however well-versed we
were in country-owned approaches.The teamdid attempt to steer the process
where they had influence. This proved to be successful in Ethiopia, where the
close contacts of one teammembermeant they were able to brief theminister
of finance, EyobTekalignTolina. In other countries, their attempted interven-
tions were less successful, notably the unnamed country where they lacked
personal high-level influence or connection. InMalawi, their connections did
not survive the change in president.xxxi However, this shepherding from afar
was not so extensive as to undermine the ownership principle. Neither the

xxix There is emerging empirical evidence that the messenger matters for policy implementation, and
that near-peers may be the most effective communicators. However, future research is necessary to
determinewhether results translate acrossmessengers and to develop a theoretical framework of howmes-
sengers affect behavioural responses. See: Noam Angrist and Gabriel Anabwani, ‘The Messenger Matters:
Behavioral Responses to Sex Education’, forthcoming.

xxx These included Genesis Analytics, digital consultancy Caribou Digital, and Ify Ogo, who at the time
was based in the African Trade Policy Centre at the UN Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA).

xxxi Or subsequent replacement of the central bank governor Dalitso Kabambe who was later charged
with money laundering. He was also found to have had a monthly top-up to his salary of $30,000 with no
records having been approved.
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size of their budget nor the strength of their connections were ever going to
be sufficient to really sway the process.

On inclusion, as discussed earlier, the Oxford team served to keep local
partners focused on these issues. Mark Schoeman of Genesis Analytics says:
‘The Oxford team played an important role in steering the process back
towards a focus on inclusion, in instances where it may have veered away
from that. [Lack of inclusion] was a critique of the World Bank diagnostics. I
think that we as the local partner could have done more to incorporate inclu-
sion dimensions into the primers, in hindsight, but I also think the outcome
would have been worse in this regard without the Oxford team’s steers.’

The donors
The Kits were funded by a combination of donors.xxxii Beyond that, donors,
including those outside the funding base, played a limited but helpful role.
Primary among this was assistance provided by staff based in-country to
assess the country against the three picks, identify local partners, and point
the Oxford team and local partners towards data.

TheOxford teamattempted to navigate a careful linewith the role of donors
during the Kit. Their collective instinct was consciously to limit it during the
process to protect the ownership principle. There was a degree of hypocrisy
at play: the donors were no more—and in the case of country offices, far less
so—outsiders than some of the Oxford team could claim to be.xxxiii In the
unnamed country, the team felt that the donor was attempting to impose
their will on the process—to the extent that there was a discussion among
the team about returning their funds and continuing the process without
them—although, in the end, this proved unnecessary.

However, it would be politically naive to banish the donor entirely, as par-
ticularly in the more resource-constrained of our sample, governments’ abil-
ity to move is limited without donor support. This is particularly important
in what follows a Kit, whether that be alignment of donor programme to pol-
icy plans on digital transformation, or the provision of finance to fund such
plans. In Lesotho, UN agencies played an active role in the multi-stakeholder

xxxii The pilots were part of the Pathways Commission and hence funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation. Later Kits were funded by the UK’s Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (initially
in the previous guise of theDepartment for International Development orDFID); theUnitedNations Eco-
nomic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP); the Omidyar Network, and another
bilateral donor (who funded the Kit in the unnamed country).

xxxiii Again with the exception of Benno Ndulu, in the sense that he was part of the community of
African policymakers, even if he was not part of that country’s government. Note also that, although he
was Tanzanian, he was also close to the South African administration and was a member of President
Ramaphosa’s economic advisory council.
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dialogues and they will—it is hoped—remain part of the coalition of the will-
ing for implementation. The Asian Development Bank is now supporting
digital economy efforts in Mongolia, indirectly as a result of the Kit.60

Key lessons on the Kit’s objectives

Was the vision for the Kit the right one? Did the Oxford team think they
were offering a new model of partnership as an outsider, but in fact fall into
old traps? There are three main lessons we distil from our experiences of
conceptualizing the Kit.

First, the overall design of the Kit was as good as it could have been with
two important caveats. The first is that the Oxford team should have thought
much more carefully about implementation and follow-up. It was probably
right not to attempt to control or prescribe implementation, and instead view
it as an outcome of engendering a loose group of those who had an interest
in seeing implementation happen. However, they had not considered how
to identify whether that group really had been engendered, and whether
the process, the outcome of which was the strategy primer, was sufficient to
engender it, or whether further inputs would be needed. The second is that,
in the pick of country partner, they should not have let the pragmatism of
opportunity trump the careful political economy analysis of the precondi-
tions. In other words, in the case of at least one country—Malawi—while the
opportunity to work there presented itself in that the Oxford team had strong
political connections at a high level who quickly saw the potential of the Kit,
and articulated clear demand for the engagement, they ought not to have
allowed that to take priority in their decision-making. Instead, they should
have adhered to the indications offered by an assessment of the bureaucratic
politics, special interests, and the elite bargain for development. By all
three of these metrics, it was unlikely that the work here would succeed,
at least in the immediate future. This need for a careful political economy
understanding is a theme we return to several times throughout this book.
Had the Oxford team deployed such understanding prior to starting, they
may have been more cautious as to whether some governments had the
capacity and appetite to implement change.

Second, it is vital not to ‘sell’ the Kit to policymakers. The Kit is intended to
be neither a capacity-building exercise nor technical support, both of which
donors might typically offer to government partners. Instead it is for policy-
makers to take up the Kit themselves, with some background support from
outsiders, as its purpose is to help countries articulate their own demand. If
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an outsider initially presents the idea of a Kit to the government, rather than
the government seeking funding to undertake it, which would be the opti-
mal modus, they should not seek to substitute their enthusiasm for country
interest.

Third, people, structures, and networks matter. Who is on the steering
committee, who implements, and how those people are viewed by other
policymakers—all of these questions are of fundamental importance. Some
choices weremade by the Oxford team opportunistically, responding to indi-
cations of interest or by leveraging connections in existing networks—and
not necessarily strategically, as in by carefully considering who can deliver
but also do so in a sustainable way. In some countries that opportunism is
likely to pay off, if primarily by luck. But in other places they should have been
more careful to ensure they had the absolute best combination of people and
spent more time laying the political groundwork.
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4
Assessment
Data and diagnostics

Introduction

‘I used to say to people, don’t talk about digital inclusion in Bangladesh.
We’ve done it. I don’t want to hear it being discussed again. And that was
right, wasn’t it? We’d had digital centres in regions for years—and more than
5,000 of them now.’ Anir Chowdhury, policy advisor for a2i, Bangladesh’s
flagship digital transformation programme, tells a story that perfectly sums
up the need for assessment. Back in 2009, Bangladesh had decided to push for
the digitalization of government services.1 As befits a country that has been
praised for relatively inclusive development policies for decades, it had imple-
mented a strategy of setting up digital centres across the country, including
in poor rural areas, where people could get digital access to government and
other services at scale and at low cost. However, the assumption that the net-
work of digital centres would boost the depth and breadth of access to digital
services did not bear up. Despite this admirable effort, by 2020 only 25 per
cent of the Bangladeshi population used the internet.2 Or asChowdhury con-
tinued: ‘But then I saw the data [from the Kit assessment], and I realized,
actually we just didn’t know enough, but it looked like we probably weren’t
reaching enough people with e-government services.That was a wake-up call
for me. We really had miles to go.’i

Evidence is at its most powerful when it questions prior assumptions.
When dealingwith new opportunities—and challenges—it is not self-evident
how to act most effectively. Bangladesh’s push for digital centres was a rea-
sonable response to try to expand digital access. But data made it possible to
challenge perceived wisdom. When dealing with a complex challenge such
as digital transformation, there are many—and indeed far worse—examples

i For a comprehensive overview of Bangladesh’s development including several of the themes dis-
cussed in this book, such as the role of outsiders, see Naomi Hossain, The Aid Lab: Understand-
ing Bangladesh’s Unexpected Success (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), https://doi.org/10.1093/
acprof:oso/9780198785507.001.0001.

Driving Digital Transformation. Benno Ndulu et al., Oxford University Press. © Benno Ndulu, Elizabeth Stuart, Stefan Dercon,
and Peter Knaack (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192872845.003.0004
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than this one in Bangladesh, where the mistaken belief emerges that an
important problem can be solved with a single, specific solution. The most
striking example has no doubt been the ‘one laptop per child’ policy to trans-
form educational outcomes: give a child a laptop, and they will use it to full
effect and not only develop digital skills, but transform their entire learning
experience. A decade ago, it was promoted as an easy fix in a well-intentioned
way by a US group, based on what proved to be very flawed evidence.ii
Despite plenty of subsequent evidence that the policy does not in itself do
much good, governments across the world have made it their flagship digi-
tal programme in education. Of course, hardware matters, but in practice, a
whole series of other factors—from steady electricity and cheap broadband
access, to learning-centred appropriate software and supportive teachers to
functioning public procurement—are required to make it work.

When it comes to any aspect of digital transformation, no single inter-
vention or policy will in itself be sufficient for success. However, a crack
in one wall may well make the whole building collapse. That was the case
with the space shuttle Challenger accident in 1986, when a problem with a
cheap O-ring resulted in a disastrous explosion.3 In fact, digital transforma-
tion is harder than rocket science: it is not simply a complex engineering and
logistical problem for which the laws of physics and other sciences provide
some clear predictions. It is a systematic attempt to get the best data and evi-
dence together to form a clear assessment on all the factors that constrain
progress—in this case, in digital transformation. This is where a diagnostic
comes in.

This chapter discusses what a good assessment, or diagnostic, should look
like, and how it should be used. In particular, it makes the point that, even
at this apparently technical stage, a key consideration should be looking for
plausible opportunities, in the spirit of what is feasible, rather than aiming
at completeness. An assessment should also be used to understand polit-
ical economy constraints. Who are the political and civil service decision-
makers? Who are the technically more competent or politically more astute
players? Who in the private sector or civil society is influential? And what do

ii For example, see: Julian Cristia et al., ‘Technology and Child Development: Evidence from the One
Laptop Per Child Program’,American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 9, no. 3 (1 July 2017): 295–320,
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20150385; and Diether W. Beuermann et al., ‘One Laptop Per Child at Home:
Short-Term Impacts from a Randomized Experiment in Peru’, American Economic Journal: Applied Eco-
nomics 7, no. 2 (1 April 2015): 53–80, https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20130267. Also in high income settings,
the evidence is not positive; see: Toni Mora, Josep-Oriol Escardíbul, and Giorgio Di Pietro, ‘Computers
and Students’ Achievement: An Analysis of the One Laptop Per Child Program in Catalonia’, International
Journal of Educational Research 92 (2018): 145–57, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2018.09.013. For an over-
all review, see: Morgan G. Ames, The Charisma Machine: The Life, Death, and Legacy of One Laptop Per
Child, Infrastructures (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2019).

https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20150385
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20130267
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2018.09.013
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political rivalries look like? As the Oxford team discovered, this can’t always
be put on paper in a published diagnostic, but the learning that takes place
during the process of completing such an exercise is crucial for the next step.
It is very tempting to be purely analytical on economic, technical, or polit-
ical matters, or to describe what ought to be, but diagnostics too often lead
to either general conclusions or unrealistic next steps. This process should
also be framed as a step towards a sensible strategy, including understanding
everyone’s priors about what to do next with the diagnostic.

Of course, any diagnostic should use all the data available, and as carefully
as possible. The data the Oxford team had at their disposal in each country
were extremely poor. While it may be tempting to seek perfect data and tech-
nical analysis with extensive new data collection, this takes time, and also
risks focusing on what can be easily measured rather than what is important.
There is no doubt that this process is not a science but rather an art, and one
in which the best should not be made the enemy of the good-enough.

The chapter opens by exploring how best a diagnostic should be
approached. It then presents a framework, and detailed discussion, of what,
in the case of digital transformation, such an assessment ought to cover. It
focuses on four areas the Oxford team identified as being most germane to
digital transformation: infrastructure; people; finance; and policy and reg-
ulation. It then discusses how the assessment phase played out in practice,
notably the three challenges encountered on the way: (as stated above) that
quantitative data were of poor quality; that relevant quantitative data fre-
quently did not (yet) exist; and that data are contested by different parties
and are therefore not just a ‘scientific truth’ or ‘fact’ but open to political
interpretation.

All this demands significant efforts to avoid assessments that lead sim-
ply to conclusions consistent with existing assumptions that fail to identify
where or how to act. We argue that there is some literature to suggest
that deliberately separating evidence-gathering and diagnosis from solution
development (which is what the Kit intended to do) can be effective to avoid
confirmation bias—that is, a tendency to seek out evidence in a way that con-
firms everyone’s prior beliefs.4 In some countries, the problem-solving had
already started at this first diagnostic stage (e.g. South Africa) or at the dia-
logue stage, rather thanwaiting until the final strategy primer stage.Outsiders
can play a role here—but if the process is done by outsiders only, it will not
shift the priors of those in decision-making positions. In other words, a nar-
row and rigid framework, and limited attempts to involve local stakeholders
in forging a shared diagnostic understanding of the problem, will be unlikely
to lead to better decision-making and implementation.
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Diagnosing digital readiness

An honourable tradition has developed in providing support to developing
country governments via the use of diagnostics. The best-known systematic
approach in the economics space is the Hausmann-Rodrik-Velasco (HRV)
economic growth diagnostic that provides a framework to investigate which
growth constraint is binding.5 This is used, for instance, by the Millennium
Challenge Corporation, an arm of the US development assistance structure.6
There are many other diagnostics on economic and development issues, such
as theWorld Bank’s Systematic Country Diagnostics, or the frameworks used
by the UK’s Department for International Development (now the Foreign,
Commonwealth & Development Office).iii These follow quite rigid frame-
works, and tend to be implemented from the outside. Their insights are no
doubt valuable, but in practice, it is not clear whether they go beyond use-
ful but rather general conclusions, nor how easily they survive confrontation
with local policymaking structures. This is because they are largely used to
guide how development partners work within a country, and not necessarily
used to share findings with policymakers.

The best way to approach developing a framework is to start, in general,
with the best understanding of the key challenges. As our focus is on how
developing countries can take advantage of new economic opportunities
through digital transformation, it helps to open by discussing some of the
key challenges that this may entail—that is, by asking the right overarching
questions. A diagnostic can then dig into these questions using the best data
and other knowledge available in a particular context. There seem to be three
useful steps to consider.

First, a good diagnostic has to be clear about what one wants to achieve.
In this case, the Oxford team were interested in digital transformation,
with a strong focus on its economic aspects. Specifically they wanted to
know how digital technologies can play a stronger or key role in the eco-
nomic transformation of a country, with changes in the structure of the
economy—away from more traditional sectors—and higher levels of living
standards for the population as whole, with new and better jobs, and other
improvements in people’s lives? In short, what is typically understood by
inclusive growth. If that is the aim, then it is important the diagnostic starts at
a sufficiently general level: a recognition that a key foundation for success in

iii For a careful overview of the different types of methods in growth diagnostics, see: Nicolas Lippolis,
Diagnostics for Industrialisation: Growth, Sectoral Selection and Constraints on Firms (Oxford: University
of Oxford, March 2022), https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/publications/diagnostics-industrialisation-
growth-sectoral-selection-and-constraints-firms.

https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/publications/diagnostics-industrialisation-growth-sectoral-selection-and-constraints-firms
https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/publications/diagnostics-industrialisation-growth-sectoral-selection-and-constraints-firms
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digital transformation is an overall environment favourable for growth and
inclusion.

Thismeans that some of the conditions for digital transformation are rather
familiar—similar to those required for an investment climate that stimulates
growth and job creation more broadly. There is no simple route to prosperity
that avoids building the core institutional foundations for inclusive growth:
peace and stability; sensible macroeconomic policies; an investment climate
that supports private sector development; and a government andpolitical cul-
ture that acts in the interests of growth and inclusion, but also a government
that does not take on more than it can effectively manage. Many of these
basic elements are lacking in some of the countries that are most in need
of whole-of-economy digitalization—and were missing in some of the Kit
countries.

Second, digital transformation constraints are often specific examples of
these more general challenging conditions, and the work on digital technolo-
gies may well be a sensible opportunity to begin to overcome some of these
overall constraints on economic progress. In fact, the Oxford team found
that, by working on new technologies, they had a fairly open door to talk
about these broader challenges, at least in some countries. The reason was
that, by virtue of its relative newness, very senior policymakers were inter-
ested in talking about digital transformation,while vested interests thatmight
block progress were still relatively limited. In Ethiopia, it was different, as it
was home at that time to one of the last state-run mobile phone monopo-
lies, and had restrictive regulations, including on mobile money. Plans for
liberalization of the mobile phone provision were afoot, and anything that
could further signal a break with the past and encourage steps towards a
more liberal, less state-dominated economy was welcomed by Prime Min-
ister Abiy. Via the minister of finance, it was signalled to the Oxford team
that, as part of the diagnostic work and then the strategy primer, ideas about
new approaches to regulation in general were especially welcome, in line with
emerging themes of the country’s HomegrownEconomic Reform: A Pathway
to Prosperityiv agenda.

Third, just moving straight into an assessment of specific constraints
and challenges for digital economic transformation (or any other objec-
tive) may hinder the usefulness of the diagnostic. To be practical and
solution-oriented, it helps to spell out ‘what is the opportunity?’ One may
dream of all kinds of innovative and forward-looking directions for a coun-
try’s economy, but in the final analysis, what will matter is what is feasible

iv The second part of the title may sound familiar.
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in a reasonably short time, given where a country is—in terms of location,
competitiveness, and capabilities. A good diagnostic must spell these fac-
tors out. In most countries, there are plausible opportunities across sectors,
building on using digital technologies to connect people and businesses.
For example, agricultural value added may be increased, such as through
faster and more accurate data on conditions, the development of tools for
precision agriculture, or better and faster supply chains. There may also
be improved opportunities for higher productivity or export of services
such as through internet-enabled services. Digital services may complement
manufacturing growth, for instance, through better quality control or by
using internet of things technology to remotely manage complex logisti-
cal supply chains. Digital connectivity may offer new ways of connecting
disjointed parts of the economy, such as linking the formal with the infor-
mal economy, or integrating or levelling up more remote parts of domestic
economies.

Therefore, to determine whether a country has already attained a mea-
sure of digital transformation—whether it is digital-ready—there are four
areas that should be assessed: infrastructure; people; finance; and policy and
regulation.

Infrastructure—hard and soft

Physical or ‘hard’ infrastructure is vital—whatever the direction of digital
transformation identified—to move, compute, and process information at
large scale; whether to optimize supply chains, connect informal workers
to buyers, or beam services abroad. Connectivity, both globally and within
countries, depends on new infrastructure to ensure high-speed internet as a
fundamental enabler. Currently many developing countries lack this basic
infrastructure. High-income countries, for a given population size, have
thirty-three times as many secure internet servers than low- and middle-
income countries.v There is less of a gap in cellular phone connections, with
only 22 per cent more connections in high-income relative to low- and
middle-income countries, although often not with high enough speed for
internet use.vi In any case, about 90 per cent of peoplewere reported to use the
internet in high-income countries in 2019, as compared to about 50 per cent

v World Bank, World Development Indicators. Data for 2020. For cellular mobile phone connections:
128 versus 105 per 100 people. For secure internet servers: 65,724 per 1,000,000 people in high-income,
as compared to 1,431 per 1,000,000 in low- and middle-income countries.

vi Calculated using a constant population size.
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in low- and middle-income countries (and for low-income countries only,
still below 20 per cent).vii

Of course,many countries are beginning to change this through large-scale
investment. For instance, Indonesia’s Palapa Ring Project aims to bring
broadband to the most remote parts of the country, where fibre-optic net-
work investment of 1.5 billion USD7 appears to have improved broadband
connectivity considerably.8 No doubt, all developing countries have large
financing needs, and the amounts required for catch-up are huge.9 Estimates
for Africa, for example, suggest that there is an infrastructure gap requiring
up to 170 billion USD per year, with a financing gap of about 50 per cent.10
Around 10 billion USD per year alone is needed for the infrastructure for
digital connectivity.11

These are vast sums. Any diagnostic needs to make a judgement as to how
important this type of investment is at the current state of development, and
what the scale should be in the short run. This is important: it is highly
tempting to reduce all the issues to the need for infrastructure finance. It is
something concrete and politically attractive. But a sensible diagnostic should
not just identify some abstract ‘need’ but instead be clear about what the
next step should be in terms of investments to unlock the next stage of dig-
ital potential, not least as so many other investment needs are present. For
example: digital technologies require electricity to operate; thus, stable and
accessible energy generationwill be critical. In some areas, itmay be the bind-
ing constraint for increased use of broadband and internet. As a result, some
countries may need to devote resources and attention towards grid-level
energy-generation and storage technologies over expansion of connectivity
to get more use: a diagnostic cannot simply ignore this.

Hard infrastructure is only one aspect. Digital services tend to be costly and
difficult to create. Oneway to reduce costs is to simplify development through
the use of Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) and ‘microservices’.
These are services distilled to their simplest possible parts, packaged in a way
that other developers can use in their applications. Examples include identity
authentication, payment processing, route planning, and cloud computing
and analysis. Each of these components would be prohibitively costly for one
small business or start-up to build itself, so their provision at the national level
can speed up innovation and bring down costs. Some countries have started
to provide sets of microservices publicly—for example, India’s IndiaStack.12

One key example of a microservice relates to interoperability. In most
countries, different telecommunications (telco) operators, financial services

vii World Bank, World Development Indicators. Data for 2019. Latest reported data point just for
low-income countries is from 2017 at 14 per cent.
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firms, and business services providers often use different technical standards
that tend to limit interoperability between systems.Microservices focused on
interoperability may then be an important area for support or public provi-
sion. However, private sector incentives to promote interoperability are often
limited: avoiding it is a key strategy for incumbents or otherswith a largemar-
ket share trying to consolidate their position and limit entry. Furthermore,
without some rents from it, innovation tends to come to a standstill. There-
fore, enforcing interoperability may not be the best solution for emerging
digital economies.13

Any diagnostic then needs to assess the state of play in terms of this soft
infrastructure provision. Assessment questions include not just the current
state of provision, but also: whether the current balance between regulation,
public provision, and private sector incentives are appropriate; and what a
potentially better division between private and public provision may be, as in
the case of interoperability. This is just one example of a key area for policy
and regulation, picked up later below.

People

The supreme currency in the digital age is not data but people and their skills.
A narrow focus on the labour-saving aspect of emerging technologies is mis-
leading; nevertheless, they will encroach further into routine tasks across the
skills distribution, so a digital economy will need different skills. Economies
will need people with skills that complement these technologies to allow new
opportunities to be captured. Any diagnostic will need to take stock of the
available skills, and a sensible assessment of needs.

Each society will need to have a sufficiently large group with engineering
skills and advanced digital knowledge in its economy. Governments sup-
porting the emergence of a digital economy will also need far more skills
across departments to make decisions and actions that allow economies to
take advantage of the new opportunities. The number of engineering gradu-
atesmay offer one indicator of how a country is doing. India, with its booming
digital development and services sector, has long had a policy promoting
engineering: by 2021, it had around 1.5 million engineering graduates per
year, of which about a sixth move into the information and communications
technology (ICT) industry. This means that every eight years, the number
of engineers added is the equivalent of 1 per cent of India’s total population.
Nevertheless, concerns have been raised about the quality of these graduates,
and only a small fraction end up in relatively high-earning jobs.14
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For the broader workforce, digital literacy will also be required. Increasing
access to the internet no doubt quickly results in improved basic digital skills.
But, in developing countries, only around 60 per cent of those aged 13 years
are able to perform basic digital tasks such as copying and pasting files, with
adults at much lower levels.viii

Finally, back to the original purpose of the PathwaysCommission: one can-
not be blind to the possible disruption to jobs that this digital transformation
may offer. The doom scenarios are well known, and while highly speculative
methods led to these numbers, there is little doubt that if digital transforma-
tion provides the positive structural transformation of economies that some
see possible, it will involve a relative shift in the types of jobs available, and at
least transitory disruption. A diagnostic must consider this—understanding
how labour markets are affected or may respond to change has to be part of
the assessment.

Finance

Governmentsmay have ambitious plans, but whether digital economic trans-
formation will succeed or fail will depend on private sector investment
responses. An attractive overall investment climate will be needed for a pos-
itive response to take place—particularly as, during periods of change or
the emergence of new technologies, investment risks are no doubt higher.
Finance for such investments is always problematic, not least for new busi-
ness models and start-ups: few will have established business records, while
opportunities can hardly be benchmarked against existing business models
and success factors. Specialized finance will often be needed, as lending for
such investments will not easily fit existingmodels within the banking sector.
Any diagnostic has to clearly lay out the finance landscape—including what
could be done to attract new capital domestically and internationally, (such
as venture capital), and how to further de-risk private sector investment in
the digital transformation.

At a very different level, the cost of digital inclusion also has to be consid-
ered. This will need to assess how small firms can take part—and the costs
involved—but also how households, not least the poorest, can access the

viii There are some serious problems in the measurement of digital skills, using out-of-date UNESCO
measurement tools, such as focusing on moving files or this measure of cutting and pasting documents,
while around 60 per cent of the population in developing countries access the internet exclusively via
hand-held devices. See: Matthew Sharp, ‘Revisiting Digital Inclusion: A Survey of Theory, Measurement
and Recent Research’, 1st ed. (Digital Pathways at Oxford, 1 April 2022), https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-
DP-WP_2022/04.

https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-DP-WP_2022/04
https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-DP-WP_2022/04
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relevant technology. A whole range of costs and prices will matter: the cost
of hardware and software, and how affordable usage is for firms and house-
holds (such as the costs of minutes, messages, and data). A microlens—what
it means for various types of firms and households, rich and poor, rural
or urban, remote or near the capital—will be required and may be very
revealing.

Policy and regulation

There is no singlemix of policy and regulation that will guarantee a successful
digital transformation. One reason is standard in policymaking: govern-
ments will need to trade off various objectives, such as economic growth,
employment, or equality. It is also where politics and economics meet: con-
nections and vested interests, or a short—versus long-run trade-off, such as
those linked to electoral cycles, can easily clash. This is even more the case
when it comes to digital transformation: there is simply no plan for how to do
it, as precedents and experience are still limited and, as always with new tech-
nologies, uncertainty is central—for example, in terms of which standards
will prove most effective in the market.ix

Policy interventions and regulatory frameworks are required in all of
the four assessment pillars discussed above. Encouraging digital skills is
definitely in the realm of education and skills policymaking, while govern-
ments may also be well-placed to provide appropriate finance for innovation.
Business models for infrastructure provision, whether soft or hard, can be
influenced for the better, and possibly for worse if not carefully done. For
example, the likely importance of microservices, including for interoper-
ability, has been raised, but the trade-off involving the need for innovation
rents for incentives, versus the benefits of adoption by others for scale and
further growth cannot be ignored. Assessing the right balance is not easily
done. Related is competition policy. Many technologies involved in digital
transformation, including information andfinancial services, exhibit increas-
ing returns to scale. This creates incentives for aggressive action to capture
and retain market shares and limit entry (see ‘Downside risks of digital
technology’ in Chapter 3).

ix A classic case is the VHS versus Betamax standard in video. For a general discussion of the eco-
nomics involved, see: Joseph Farrell and Paul Klemperer, ‘Coordination and Lock-In: Competition with
Switching Costs and Network Effects’, in Handbook of Industrial Organization, ed. Mark Armstrong and
Robert Porter, vol. 3 (Elsevier North-Holland, 2007), 1967–2072, https://econpapers.repec.org/bookchap/
eeeindchp/3-31.htm.

https://econpapers.repec.org/bookchap/eeeindchp/3-31.htm
https://econpapers.repec.org/bookchap/eeeindchp/3-31.htm
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No regulation is unlikely to be the answer, whatever entrepreneurs may
sometimes say. Balancing the regulatory burden on business is nevertheless
crucial, and there are choices to bemade, as the differences across East Africa
show. Overall, financial services regulation is often viewed as being suitably
encouraging. But, while favourable regulation allowed Safaricom’s M-Pesa in
Kenya to emerge as a large market leader, in Tanzania, a more competitive
ecosystem emerged through innovative regulatory collaboration.x

The entire realm of policy and regulation should be discussed in a diagnos-
tic, if only as it will provide the entry point for thinking about solutions. It is
also the area where a mature discussion on what ought to be the case versus
what is possible takes place: laying out the choices, why somemay be difficult,
and how theymay impact other firms and people. Taxation is a good example:
for a successful digital transformation, public finance is likely to be required.
New sectors may demand subsidies such as tax incentives to support invest-
ment. Meanwhile, quite a few countries have introduced a domestic digital
transactions tax or other taxes, potentially affecting digital transformation—
Tanzania, Kenya, and Uganda are examples. A discussion on taxation cannot
be off the table. However, discussions should carefully lay out what the trade-
offs are, in terms of incentives for a developing sector and how benefits or
losses in the short term are distributed. Any diagnostic should better explore
the state of play in this respect, and bring as much evidence to the table as
possible.

From questions to diagnosis

Having set out why the Oxford team designed a diagnostic into the Kit and
why the four pillars were selected as focus areas, in this section we discuss
how the first element of the Digital Economy Kit—the assessment phase—is
designed to work.

The Pathways Commission’smain hypothesis is that countries do not know
where to start with digital transformation. A secondary hypothesis follows
that, in many cases, countries do not have an empirically informed overview

x In Kenya, Safaricom’sM-Pesa emerged thanks in part to regulatory provisions that treated the nascent
company differently from incumbent deposit-holding banks. In Tanzania, the private sector and regula-
tors worked together. Across the region, this willingness to engage in nuance meant that regulators did
not simply select the closest existing regulatory package (banking regulation) and apply it to a new and
different product (mobile money transfers). See: Benno Ndulu and Tebello Quotsokoane, ‘Harnessing
Fintech for a Big Leap in Financial Inclusion—Lessons from East African Success’, Pathways for Prosperity
Blog (blog), 2019, https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/blog/harnessing-fintech-big-leap-financial-
inclusion-lessons-east-african-success.

https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/blog/harnessing-fintech-big-leap-financial-inclusion-lessons-east-african-success
https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/blog/harnessing-fintech-big-leap-financial-inclusion-lessons-east-african-success
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of how their economic development is unfolding: they are flying blind into
the digital age. To be able to start making decisions about which sector to
invest in to promote their digital future, in line with the discussion above, the
first task is a diagnostic (or assessment) to understand the status quo of their
analogue economy, but focused on areas where digital technologies present
the possibility of improved efficiency and efficacy.

The diagnostic is intended to locate the starting point for each coun-
try’s digital transformation. This will be based on the current economic and
industrial policy environment, including considering past investments, to as
disaggregated a level as possible. If countries are serious about crafting a plan
for digital readiness, they will not narrow their assessment by excluding sec-
tors at this stage: the value of the assessment is in its breadth, presenting in
one place data and analysis on issues that are typically siloed, but are in fact
deeply interconnected.

However, a comprehensive assessment of the entire economy of even just
one country is a large task; too large for the Oxford team’s effort, which was
aiming to quickly provide a rudder for policymakers to steer the ship in the
currents of digitalization that were already swirling globally. Even though
they knew that factors such as the overall investment climate are crucial for
successful digital transformation, starting at that fundamental level was not
what they set out to do. Nor did they consider it necessary. This is not just
a case of methodological expediency: it is firmly in the spirit of the Kit aim-
ing to focus on feasible starting points in a country, as opposed to the art of
the perfect or theoretical possibilities. In addition, while they wanted to situ-
ate a discussion of the potential for a digital economy in the wider economic
landscape, they also wanted to focus on specific areas.

So the model was to quickly collate all the relevant qualitative and quan-
titative data that are readily available, rapidly evaluate it, and fill gaps with
interviews with key informants. This does not produce perfect data or
fill all data gaps, but gave the local partner and Oxford team—and more
importantly, audiences in the country—data that are good enough to make
decisions. In many ways, the diagnostic was less analogous to the formal
econometric models and more to the kind of process described by Mar-
tin Williams in his proposed mechanism mapping. Williams sets out a
simple framework primarily devised to limit external validity problems in
evaluations, but which can also be used pre-emptively in policy design
to ensure that the domestic context is better understood, recognizing that
‘apparently minor idiosyncratic details can have a major effect on a policy’s
effectiveness’.15
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Assessing the four pillars: questions to ask

As we have seen, the Oxford team judged that an informed overview with a
focus on the four pillars—namely infrastructure, people, finance, and policy
and regulation (Figure 4.1)—is necessary to understand the basis on which
the digital economy could be established. All data available for that coun-
try on each pillar were to be collected and assessed to see what they told
about the status quo of that country in terms of digital readiness, suitably
informed by what is known about other countries of comparative relevance.
The starting point for this datawould always be the country’s existing national
development plans. From that point, the Kit envisages that efforts aremade to
gather both supply- and demand-side data, from private sources where pos-
sible too, and to amalgamate them to shape a picture of the status quo. It was
this cross-analysis that would provide the additionality of the Kit over and
above existing data sources, and which would allow thinking about complex
intersections within a system.16 There would still be gaps. However, data do
not need to be complete to give insights; this model would be sufficient, the
Oxford team anticipated, to inform decision-making, and efforts could be
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Figure 4.1 Oxford Digital Economy Kit diagnostic pillars
Source: Pathways for Prosperity Commission on Technology and Inclusive Development,
‘Digital Economy Kit: Harnessing Digital Technologies for Inclusive Growth’, January 2020,
https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2020-01/Digital_Economy_
Kit_JAN_2020.pdf.

https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2020-01/Digital_Economy_Kit_JAN_2020.pdf
https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2020-01/Digital_Economy_Kit_JAN_2020.pdf
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made to gather qualitative insights from expert interviews or focus groups to
complement quantitative evidence, particularly where such data are lacking
or are unreliable.

The fifth pillar: integrating the vision

The Oxford team decided that a fifth pillar would be needed too to connect
across the others. The digital economy by its nature sits above silos, and there
are interlinkages between all of the above. For instance, the infrastructure
pillar necessarily also looks at policy and regulation, and seeks to understand
qualitatively their role in stimulating competition in electricity and telcomar-
kets.The finance pillar considers factors thatmight constrain the breadth and
depth of finance, which include policy and regulatory constraints. This fifth
pillar was essential for the assessment to be fully able to inform the Kit’s next
stage—a multi-stakeholder dialogue.

Moreover data alone, however good, are not enough to spark the kind of
politically engaged discussion sought. That requires an additional interpre-
tive layer: based on feedback from the South Africa pilot, the Oxford team
realized that it was necessary to have a section in the assessment—a kind of
executive summary—that sets out a story of what the data imply. It is no use
having a comprehensive detail of access to fixed-line broadband or mobile
penetration rates if there is no context—for instance, a picture of what good
service levels are, or what part of the country is doing best. Therefore, in
the second iteration of the Kit, following the pilot phase, the team added to
themethodology a light-touch ‘vision’ section, setting out what digitalization
could look like in agriculture or other pathways.

The Oxford team also wanted to understand the level of prioritization
given to digital technologies, and how they might accelerate transforming
sectors already highlighted for investment and policymaker attention. The
importance of doing this was highlighted in a report on the World Bank’s
digital diagnostics, which critiques the Bank for failure to situate its assess-
ment in the country’s own development plans and therefore made ‘only
modest progress’ in narrowing the gap between country development strate-
gies and digital economy preparation.17 This was a trap the Oxford team
did not want to fall into. So, rather than the Kit rolling out as if in a vac-
uum, it was explicitly situated in the development frameworks already in
place, and around which there was political consensus. Therefore this vision
section, or ‘fifth pillar’ engaged seriouslywith: all national, regional, and some
local development plans and strategies; existing digital strategies; and other
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relevant commitments. For instance, in Lesotho, one of the first tasks was a
close reading of the National Strategic Development Plan 2018/19–2022/23
(NSDP II).18 From this, it would be clear what the country had already
decided to prioritize, and this data would therefore be used to underpin the
assessment of how digitalization could help to achieve those priorities.

The diagnostic process in practice

That was the intention. How did implementation partners actually carry out
the digital economy diagnosis on the ground?What opportunities and obsta-
cles did they encounter when seeking to assess digital readiness? This section
identifies three challenges that local partners faced during their assessment
work in the seven countries. Even though the domestic situation and regional
context variedwidely, the challenges they encounteredwere surprisingly sim-
ilar and instructive for policymakers interested in carrying out future digital
readiness assessments in other countries.

The first challenge was poor-quality data.19 Implementation partners in
many countries found that surveys on infrastructure are outdated, data on
digital access are patchy, private or public sector authorities are unwilling to
share them, and key indicators such as ‘digital literacy’ rely on questionable
definitions.xi Even when national data are up to date and available, they are
rarely disaggregated along the lines of age, income, location, or gender, mak-
ing assessments about inclusiveness difficult. National averages can paint a
relatively rosy picture, drawing attention away from the digital readiness gaps
that marginalized populations face.

The second challenge concerns how to complement data gaps. Reliance
on large-scale surveys alone would have significantly reduced the useful-
ness of the diagnostic, especially given all the problems summarized in
the paragraph above. In each country, implementation partners took dif-
ferent (and some similar) steps to address this challenge in ways that are
instructive for digital transformation advocates around the world. As this
section explains, qualitative methods such as expert interviews and informal
meetings with key representatives fulfilled a number of important func-
tions. They shaped the country diagnostic in areas where quantitative data
is patchy, hard to get, or non-existent. Finding out who is who in a given
sector—a process known as ‘landscaping’—allowed implementation partners

xi Global efforts are underway to address the deficit, stimulated by the need to evaluate performance
towards the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals.
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to quickly identify important stakeholders, their perspectives, and their links,
as well as giving them an early-draft list of possible participants for the subse-
quent dialogue phase: they got a sense of who the digital economy champions
were, and also who would be likely to impede digital transformation. There
are risks here too, and triangulating the incomplete quantitative data and
these qualitative interviews is clearly an important part of a good diagnostic.

The third challenge was data contestation. Data gathering is meant to shed
an objective light on the current state of digital readiness, but it can stir up
its own trouble, partly due to incomplete data and limits to triangulation. As
implementation partners learnt the hard way, sometimes the messenger is
in a perilous situation. The final part of this section zooms in on data that
were contested by the authorities and identifies some pitfalls to avoid in the
country diagnostic phase.

Challenge one: dealing with poor-quality data

Outdated surveys are a particular problem for policymakers seeking digital
transformation. Technology-relevant data have a shorter shelf life than, say,
demographic data, because of the speed of change. A five-year-old survey on
broadband internet access or mobile money use may reveal little about the
current situation in the country.

An additional challenge is patchy data. Up-to-date surveys may be avail-
able, but if they cover only large cities or certain parts of the economy, they
risk ignoring areas and sectors that are essential for a truly inclusive digital
transformation strategy.

In our unnamed country, such data scarcity represented an important chal-
lenge to the diagnostic process in practice. In a bid to resolve the problem,
the local partner decided to take action and roll out their own survey. They
reached more than 1,200 individuals, 800 private companies, and about a
dozen public enterprises with different questionnaires designed for each.20
While they could not claim this to be representative, its sample size was
greater than those of other prominent technology surveys, such as the World
Bank/Gallup Findex, which questions around a thousand people per country.
COVID-19 proved to be both a problem and a blessing for the researchers:
because of health policy restrictions, interviewers could not be deployed
in the field, but many people could be reached at home over the phone.
Businesses started advertising digital sales and service offers. The local part-
ner decided to do a phone survey, but it was very difficult to obtain a list
of domestic firms with their respective phone numbers, either from phone
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companies or the relevant line ministries. In response, the researchers gen-
erated a random draw of phone numbers, using the geographic locations
encoded in the first two of the country’s eight digits. By this method, they
were able to obtain information on: internet usage; digital means of coping
with COVID-19; the availability and usage of e-government services; the cost
of data; integration of digital technologies in the agricultural value chain;
and many other indicators of interest disaggregated by location, age, income,
and gender. The survey results played an important role in shaping the key
messages of the country diagnostic.21

Even in jurisdictions where public or private entities have up-to-date and
disaggregated data, they were not always available because the gatekeepers
were unwilling to share them, or were not permitted to do so.Mobile network
operators are often unwilling to share data, both for data privacy and com-
mercial reasons, although attempts were made in Mongolia and Ethiopia.22
In Mongolia, the Communications and Information Technology Authority
(CITA) refused to share data with our local partner, Access Solutions.

Another data challenge concerned the validity of indicators. While some
variables, such as access to electricity or broadband internet, can be clearly
and uncontroversially measured, others are subject to somewhat vague defi-
nitions. Digital literacy is a case in point. There is currently no agreed, or at
least useful, standardized way to define and measure digital literacy. In prac-
tice, it means that some jurisdictions have a very specific set of requirements,
while for others, merely being able to use a cell phone is enough to qualify as
digitally literate.23

Lack of data disaggregation was another common constraint. Relying on
national averages to assess a country’s digital readiness can lead to unwar-
ranted complacency. This is because people in higher-income districts and
urban areas tend to enjoy better access to the kind of infrastructure and finan-
cial tools that are prerequisites for digital transformation.24 Digital skills also
tend to be unevenly distributed across age, educational attainment, and gen-
der. In some countries, women face particular obstacles to participation in a
digital economy due to a variety of socio-economic and cultural factors.25 A
diagnostic that is serious about providing key inputs into an inclusive dig-
ital transformation strategy must focus on those parts of society that are
discriminated against and marginalized, both in data gathering and policy.

Bangladesh provides an illustrative example. The country has made major
advances in building the foundations for digital transformation: investing
in internet access, expanding mobile network coverage, and developing a
vibrant digital retail finance ecosystem that also benefits low-income house-
holds and small businesses. As mentioned at the start of this chapter, after
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establishing more than 5,000 digital centres in rural locations over a decade
of policy efforts to connect the whole country to the internet, the government
believed they had solved the digital divide problem.26 The diagnostic showed
that the national average of internet access concealed important differences
along the lines of location and occupation, among other factors. COVID-19
brought further digital divides to the fore: fewer than 15 per cent of primary
and secondary school students were able to afford the kind of internet access
they needed to attend school during pandemic-induced lockdowns. Also, key
requisites for digital business, such as a business ID, were much harder to
obtain for rural entrepreneurs.27 In revealing such differences in digital readi-
ness, the diagnostic went beyond national averages, providing an assessment
that informed a much sharper digital transformation strategy in the end.

The fourth pillar of the Kit, ‘Regulation and policy’, poses its own data
challenges. Organizations such as the World Bank and industry bodies such
as the Groupe Speciale Mobile Association (GSMA) have created a number
of indices to measure the adequacy of legal and regulatory requirements in
a variety of issue areas—from doing (digital) business to mobile money—
condensing a wide selection of national rules and regulations into one num-
ber.28 Local partners report that, while useful as a first orientation point, such
indices are often of limited use for a digital readiness assessment. For such an
assessment to be valuable in informing a digital transformation strategy, it
must identify the particular bottlenecks and ‘pain points’ in the current reg-
ulatory and policy environment. Sometimes such bottlenecks are found in
supervision and enforcement, not among the rules in the book.29 In short, no
index or database relieves implementation partners fromdoing the hardwork
of sifting through the rules that constrain digital transformation on paper and
in practice. Expert interviews with practitioners were immensely valuable in
this process, as the following paragraphs explain in greater detail.

Challenge two: the limits to quantitative data

A country diagnostic that truly captures the opportunities for digital trans-
formation (and any obstacles) cannot rely on quantitative data alone. Yet,
quantitative data (albeit far from perfect) are generally all that is available
when considering digital services in developing countries. Instead, local
partners had to make efforts to gather new qualitative data. In all seven
countries such data, gathered in meetings and interviews with experts and
key stakeholders, played a highly significant role in shaping the assessment
and informing the subsequent dialogues and strategy primer. As this section



96 Assessment

shows, qualitative data gathering helped identify regulatory bottlenecks and
take the pulse of different sectors. It also provided a way of reaching out to
marginalized groups and communities that would be key to making a digital
transformation strategy truly inclusive.

Semi-structured interviews and small focus group discussions helped
implementation partners identify regulatory and policy obstacles that are
hard to capture in quantitative assessments. Governmental obstacles to digi-
tal transformation of the economy, be they legal, regulatory, or fiscal, can be
hard to identify on the basis of mere archival research. Bottlenecks may be
created by supervisory practices, not the rules in the books. At the same time,
civil society and private sector stakeholders often have a keen sense of what
is holding them back.

In Malawi for example, interviews with experts and representatives from
telco firms gave implementation partners a nuanced picture of the market.
Business representatives were willing and able to reveal the challenges they
are facing in extending digital infrastructure, the costs involved in operating
the mobile telco system, and the opportunities they see for their firm and
the industry at large.30 Obviously, implementation partners must exercise
caution in incorporating special interest views into a more comprehensive
country assessment.

Qualitative data sources also served as a ‘sense check’ for different sec-
tors, and helped the local partners and Oxford team gauge to what extent
deductively derived policy ideas would actually address the issues on the
ground. Furthermore, interviews were a key instrument in landscaping.
Once the implementation partners had gathered a clearer picture of key
stakeholders, opinions, and incentives, they were able to better define the
composition and topics of subsequent dialogues, and plant the seeds for pos-
sible alliances across civil society, business, and government in favour of a
digital transformation of the economy.

In Mongolia, over a quarter of the population lives in the district sur-
rounding Ulaanbaatar, the capital.31 The Ger district and its residents are
very important for an inclusive digital transformation strategy because of the
area’s size, and the fact that communities there tend to be poor. However,
data about this semi-formal settlement are scarce. The Mongolian partner
Access Solutions chose to roll out small surveys in the district, not aiming
to gather representative data, but rather to obtain a series of snapshots of
relevance for digital transformation. Ger district residents gave answers to
questions about the price and availability of electricity, mobile phone cov-
erage, internet access, small business activities, and the like. The snapshots
helped Access Solutions to address the lack of disaggregation in national
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data and to develop a more nuanced assessment of different underserved
populations in the country and their respective needs and opportunities.32

In Ethiopia, the implementation partner, the Tony Blair Institute for
Global Change, scheduled private interviews with key stakeholders during
the assessment process: private sector and civil society representatives, and
officials in all ministries and agencies of relevance for digital transformation.
The purpose of the interviews was not only to gather information on digital
readiness from stakeholders; they also served as an opportunity to carefully
float preliminary ideas the team had developed in the initial stages of the Kit
process, and to hear whether these ideas had made sense to key participants
or not.33

Thepartners in SouthAfrica, Genesis Analytics, spent a significant amount
of time identifying key stakeholders in different, relevant fields, such as
telecommunications, digital platforms, and business process outsourcing. In
each area, the team created a list of first contacts, who were then asked who
they would recommend for a second round of interviews, and so on. In this
way, they engaged individually with all players relevant for digital transfor-
mation in the country.34 In Bangladesh, the local partner, the BRAC Institute
of Governance and Development, identified who’s who in digitalization in
the country, and sent out individual emails with a few questions. Follow-
up phone calls were common. When stakeholders responded that they had a
very busy schedule—which they often did—one teammember would offer to
join their workout schedule at 6am, jogging with them while chatting about
digital transformation.35

Having established personal relations with so many stakeholders, the local
partners couldmakemore informed choices aboutwho to invite towhichdia-
logue, and send out customized invitations that generated higher response
rates. Landscaping allowed them to identify private sector and civil soci-
ety champions (and detractors) of a digital transformation strategy early on,
helped them forge alliances with like-minded people in government, and
steer clear of pitfalls and mistakes in the subsequent dialogue and strategy
development phases.

Going beyond the general state of digital infrastructure, skills, and finance
that form the bread and butter of the assessment process, Genesis Analytics
took deep dives into subsectors of the economy where digital transformation
could be particularly promising. One such opportunity assessment meeting
in South Africa brought together half a dozen people from Business Pro-
cess Enabling South Africa (BPESA)—the industry association for business
outsourcing—the Gordon Institute of Business Science, and the Harambee
Youth Employment Accelerator (a non-profit including former executives
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from big business). The small group soon agreed that youth unemployment
is a big challenge for South Africa, and that the development of digital plat-
forms for everything from ride-sharing to e-commerce would be one way
to address it. This informal opportunity assessment generated an idea that
took a prominent position in South Africa’s strategy primer, and also forged
a network of influential people willing to turn this opportunity into a reality.
When asked to assess their Kit implementation process with the benefit of
hindsight, a Genesis Analytics representative asserts that ‘opportunity assess-
ments were the most impactful part of the diagnostic process in terms of
coalescing stakeholders around a common vision’.36

Challenge three: data discrepancies and contestation

Even the apparently apolitical assessment stage of a Kit can generate contro-
versies that complicate or derail subsequent stages of the policy process. This
section discusses instances where the gathering or presentation of data on
digital readiness turned out to be politically sensitive or controversial.

Telco firms may have good reasons not to be too welcoming of collabora-
tion during the diagnostic stage, and indeed that proved to be the case. They
may be reluctant to provide user data for privacy concerns (and they should
be), but they may also have a difficult relationship with the government in
general or the regulatory agencies specifically. In one of our countries, state-
owned entities compete with private companies for dominance in the mobile
phone and mobile money markets. In this situation, it may have been the
case that the private firms were reluctant to share data because they feared
that business-sensitive information on digital readiness, such as geospatial
coverage or broadband quality, would find its way to state-owned companies
in the same sector, risking erosion of their competitive advantage.37

Data on digital readiness that is disaggregated along the lines of race and
ethnicity can also be politically sensitive. In countries where unequal access
to infrastructure, goods, and services along identity lines is a salient issue
of the domestic political economy, government partners may be reluctant to
acknowledge (let alone publish) data that shows distributional inequalities.38
In one of our countries, the ethnic composition of the population and the
lack of up-to-date census data was a politically sensitive issue. Government
officials checked every page of the diagnostics report before publication to
make sure no reported data were at odds with official figures.39

Implementation partners also had to choose wisely which countries to use
as benchmarks for assessing, or whether to use comparator countries at all.
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The Ethiopian diagnostic referred to Kenya, Nigeria, and Rwanda as conti-
nental benchmarks, but also included comparisons to ‘new industrializers’
(Bangladesh, China, India) and ‘advanced aspirational economies’ (Estonia,
Israel, Korea).40 TheSouthAfrica assessment includes comparisons toMauri-
tius, selected European countries, Mexico, Hong Kong, other BRICS (Brazil,
Russia, India, and China) countries, and the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD).41 However, in one of the imple-
menting countries, government officials worried about using a neighbour.
Of course, they did not mind comparisons that were favourable to their own
country, but were unhappy about any indicators where the neighbour was
doing better. In the end, an influential person in the local partner team with
long government tenure put in a word to allay the concerns of government
officials and the benchmark was preserved.42

At times data discrepancies between national and international sources
proved to be delicate. The diagnostic process in the unnamed country
unfolded against an inauspicious political backdrop marked by a turf war
between the ministry responsible for digitalization and the digital advisor
to the president. Even though the ministry and the advisor co-chaired the
steering committee on the orders of the president, the minister showed lit-
tle appetite for collaboration. When the implementation partner reached out
to telco and other private sector firms in the digital space, they declined to
share data, asserting that they were not authorized by the ministry to do so.
Moreover, when they used data from theWorld Bank and other international
sources instead, theministry rejected the draft assessment, arguing that infor-
mation on digital connectivity and mobile phone coverage was out of date.43
Several factors might explain why the ministry responsible for digitalization
would obstruct progress in a digital readiness assessment of the country.
One issue is bureaucratic turf: the position of digital advisor to the president
had only recently been created, and the minister was apparently concerned
about being sidelined on matters of digital transformation. A second factor
for obstructionism in the assessment process might be fear of unfavourable
news. The ministry complained that international data failed to show the sig-
nificant progress (in their view) made in digital infrastructure development
under the purview of the currentminister. Even though the presidential advi-
sor assured the minister that the assessment was to be used as a baseline, and
not to make judgements, the report could reveal figures that would cast the
minister’s track record in a less favourable light than desired. As a result of
this political tension, the implementation partner could not count on govern-
mental support in their data-gathering exercise. The assessment report was
subject to extensive negotiations regarding what it was acceptable to publish
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and what it was not, and in the end only a diluted country diagnostic would
see the light of the day.

Key lessons on assessments

The diagnostic work across all seven countries was revealing and proved to
be an essential part of effective engagement with partner governments. And
how it was done was just as important: it set the tone for work with all stake-
holders, informed the Oxford team and implementation partners about the
state of any inputs into digital transformation, and also helped decide the
next strategic steps. Three lessons are worth explaining based on the analysis
of what happened at this stage of the Kit.

First, data only need to be good enough to inform the next set of deci-
sions. It is obviously important that all available evidence and data are used,
but gaps are still extensive.The quantitative data across the board were rather
poor, incomplete, and at times much less relevant than hoped for. It is impor-
tant globally and nationally to improve data collection, starting from better
concepts. Data on digital skills is one example. But in the short-run, gaps
can often be filled through alternative methods and informal data: key infor-
mants, focus groups, and other qualitative methods. It is, however, vital to
make sure that all different types of data are triangulated with each other to
make sure no misleading conclusions are reached. As data gaps are extensive,
it is important to allow enough time and ensure a sufficient budget to do this
type of quantitative and qualitative detective work.

Second, know that politics is everywhere. It needs to be recognized from
the outset that there will be narratives and stories about the state of affairs or
future opportunities that will be hard to budge. It is important to understand
that fact-finding as part of diagnostic work will touch on political, business,
or even petty personal interests and rivalries. Facts, data, and especially inter-
pretations will be contested if they threaten to go against perceived wisdom
or vested interests. The assessment process gives significant insights into the
technical or economic state of affairs, and also into political constraints—a
virtue should bemade of this. Even at this apparently technical stage, insights
should be gathered to understand the respective roles of: political, civil
service, and business leaders; their rivalries; and vested interests.

Third, make sure the assessment remains practical and focused on solu-
tions, andprepares the ground for dialogue on strategic next steps.Diagnostic
work often leads to an endless identification of problems or constraints, but
with limited understanding of what could be done next. The Oxford team
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learnt this early on: it would have been a missed opportunity just to do this
analytical work without an attempt to connect it to actual opportunities in
the country or overall development plans or objectives. It was important
to quickly focus on opportunity areas and think about constraints to their
achievement. For example, in Ethiopia, it meant a stronger focus on digital
financial regulation, given a pending new set of mobile phone licences to be
auctioned; and in South Africa, much attention being paid to job creation in
the digital services, in view of the almost singular focus of government on job
creation as a means of reducing inequality and youth unemployment.
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5
Multi-stakeholder dialogue

Introduction

In a country like South Africa, where the unemployment rate has hov-
ered around 25 per cent for the last several years,i it might seem that trade
unions would be part of a dialogue on digital work opportunities. Yet unions
occupy a very specific space in the country. As well as representing vulnera-
ble workers’ interests in the labourmarket, they are part of the establishment,
described by Haroon Bhorat as ‘big labour’.1 It is suggested that, in a tripar-
tite alliance with ‘big business’ and ‘big government’, trade union efforts are
focused on protecting the status quo in economic development, rather than
representing the interests of the informal sector and the unemployed.2

The dilemma of what role unions play as a stakeholder in digitalization is
present in most countries. Their primary consideration is to protect existing
jobs (of theirmembers—that is, an incumbency effect) as opposed to champi-
oning the creation of new ones and in a new sector: in South Africa, business
process outsourcing (BPO) does not (yet) have trade union representation
for instance.ii,iii Policy reform is nearly always messy and difficult, and will
almost certainly result in losers as well as winners, even if the long-term
intention is for a universal welfare increase as a result. Digital transformation
is so extensive that there is even more potential for messy and tricky trade-
offs than in other domains of reform: digital transfers may undermine banks;
platform-based transport makes taxi drivers anxious; new types of jobs will

i Between 2002 and 2020, the rate has ranged from a high of 33.3 per cent in 2002 to a low of 22.4 per
cent in 2008, and was 29.2 per cent in 2020. See: ‘ILOSTAT—The Leading Source of Labour Statistics’,
International Labour Organization, accessed 29 April 2022, https://ilostat.ilo.org.

ii The country had a tradition of bringing government, private sector, and unions together. Such a tri-
partite grouping had been part of the ‘negotiated revolution’ which brought about the transition from
apartheid rule in the country. Knud Andressen, ‘A “Negotiated Revolution”?: Trade Unions and Com-
panies in South Africa in the 1980s’, in Worlds of Labour Turned Upside Down: Revolutions and Labour
Relations in Global Historical Perspective, by Pepijn Brandon, Peyman Jafari, and Stefan Müller (Brill,
2021), 286–302, https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004440395.

iii Theunions were brought into the South African Kit process not at the dialogue stage, but a little later,
as a partner in the two sector Masterplans (see Chapter 7, ‘Introduction’).

Driving Digital Transformation. Benno Ndulu et al., Oxford University Press. © Benno Ndulu, Elizabeth Stuart, Stefan Dercon,
and Peter Knaack (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192872845.003.0005
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worry trade unions; privacy campaigners worry about economies living off
data; and tax authorities do not want to lose the opportunity to tax a previ-
ously informal economy of rides or rentals in whatever way. Early dialogue
is a central part of shaping such changes, and facing up to the challenges. In
particular, it is a vehicle to ensure that policymakers—and private sector rep-
resentatives, especially those based in capitals and surrounded by elites—hear
the perspectives of the excluded as policy is shaped.iv

In this chapter, we will discuss the role that multi-stakeholder dialogues
played in the specific messy process of the Kit. They served both to clarify
points of confusion and obfuscation, and to create sets of people who have
an interest in the outcomes of dialogues being implemented.

We open with a very brief overview of some of the literature on dia-
logues, then go on to examine how the Oxford team designed the dialogues
to work as they developed the Kit’s methodology. There are different forms
of stakeholder dialogue with different objectives. The Oxford team’s objec-
tives were broad (there were five: building consensus; generating buy-in;
highlighting the key technical and social issues; streamlining and identifying
risk/opposition; and mitigating that risk. They also had a sixth, more amor-
phous, objective around creating the idea of a digital economy, as opposed
to a simple focus on an information and communications technology (ICT)
strategy or e-government). Only some of these were articulated formally
when designing the Kit.

The chapter then elucidates the key challenges encountered at this stage:
getting the politics of the room right, making the talks substantive, and con-
verting talk into action. Indeed, this is the time one is most likely to ‘puts
one’s foot in it’—all the political constraints (bureaucracy, special interests,
and politics of rent-seeking), are in play, but also the economic, financial,
and technical feasibility of the proposed directions need to be taken into
account—and managing this is difficult.

It is important to get around the table all those with a stake in the chal-
lenges and the opportunities that come about from investment in the digital
economy. This is particularly the case with large, complex policy challenges.
Endless diagnostic work does not necessarily result in actionable findings.
Writing a large report or a finalized government plan rarely leads to action.

iv Naila Kabeer, ‘Social Exclusion: Concepts, Findings and Implications for the MDGs’ (Department
for International Development GSDRC, 2005), https://gsdrc.org/document-library/social-exclusion-
concepts-findings-and-implications-for-the-mdgs/. Back in 2000 there was an effort, called Voices of the
Poor, sadly not replicated since, to listen to the perspectives of poor and marginalized populations in
developing countries. The first book of the project’s three outputs sets out a full rationale for doing so. See:
Deepa Narayan and Michael Walton, Voices of the Poor: Can Anyone Hear Us? (Washington, DC: World
Bank Publications, 2000).

https://gsdrc.org/document-library/social-exclusion-concepts-findings-and-implications-for-the-mdgs/
https://gsdrc.org/document-library/social-exclusion-concepts-findings-and-implications-for-the-mdgs/
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And if it does, for most complex policy challenges—such as getting the foun-
dations of a digital economy—a simple command-and-control approach to
policy implementation is unlikely to be successful. To catalyse action, buy-
in is needed from a range of actors. But even that is not enough: a heavy-lift
change such as digital transformation requires alignment among those with
the capacity to deliver change, and those with the power to make it happen.
This is the true value of a multi-stakeholder dialogue.

Finally in this chapter, just before we discuss lessons learnt, we allow our-
selves a brief aside to consider whether this stage of the Kit really delivered
its objectives. We feel justified in doing so as it is fairly common practice
on the part of the international donors and non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) to insist on dialogue, but sometimes it is presented as an end in
itself: there is still too little discussion on the extent of achievements against
objectives, beyond improving the perception of a project’s process.

Why hold stakeholder dialogues?

Across much of the literature on stakeholder participation there is a broad
agreement that dialogue in the process of policy formation is useful, in the
sense that it serves to facilitate the shaping of that policy by the partici-
pants. In its full expression, the participation of all affected groups ensures
that no important interest is unduly disregarded or overlooked in policy
design or implementation3 (although there are disagreements as to the extent
of its efficacy—that is the extent to which the final policy design is an
improvement). Importantly, there is also broad agreement that dialogue pro-
duces benefits, regardless of the direct policy outcome: participants feel more
responsibility for public matters and the process contributes to a higher
degree of legitimacy of decisions.4 Much of the literature (at least around
political economy) is based on a scepticism as to the problem-solving abilities
of the central state (or other authority) and a desire tomove decision-making
prerogatives to fora where groups who have knowledge of the problem and
possible solutions are represented.5 Indeed, it was Rousseau who argued that
participation plays an important role in producing rules that are acceptable
to all.6

In terms of the objectives of such a process, there is a tension between
the idealized version of dialogues, which are about transparency and con-
sensus, and their reality. Høvring et al. propose an interesting distinction
between different rationales and expected outcomes of dialogue: liberal
humanist, critical hermeneutic, and postmodern.7 The first puts a primacy
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on consensus, so contradiction and differences are avoided or downplayed.
In the second, the dialogue is viewed as a power relationship between differ-
ent parties with different goals and agendas, but who work together towards
a mutually acceptable solution. In the third, it is framed that participants (in
this case, NGOs) do not want to either reach a compromise or have a rational
debate, but instead seek control over the framing of what constitutes the right
answer.Therefore, dissent is seen as a positive (as opposed to a negative in the
first two models) to be sought because it will catalyse change.8 Susskind (and
as founder of the Consensus Building Institute, we can imagine his position
on the above9) suggests that, in the context of international negotiations, a
range of objectives may all be pursued simultaneously (see Table 5.1).10

Table 5.1 Objectives for multi-stakeholder dialogues in international negotiations.

Relationship-building Improve relationships among conflicting parties—many
holding fundamentally different values—and improving
the public legitimacy of the process, its products, and its
conveners. Multi-stakeholder dialogues that are undertaken
solely for public relations, however, often have difficulty
maintaining their legitimacy under stakeholder scrutiny.

Information-sharing Gathering existing, and creating new, information relevant
to the issues being considered—including factual analyses
as well as analysis on the spectrum of stakeholder values.
Clarifying areas of disagreement and agreement.

Agenda-setting Identifying key problems, framing future deliberations,
planning future actions and deliberations. The participants
plan together what problems need to be explored in future
deliberations and may make a plan on how to address those
issues using more collaborative dialogues that they plan, and
perhaps implement, collectively.

Brainstorming and
problem-solving

Jointly analysing problems with the purpose of recommend-
ing possible options. The participants seek to identify viable
policy options for the consideration of decision-makers,
without seeking to agree on which options are best.

Consensus-building Brainstorming and problem-solving for the purpose of
developing a joint recommendation or a ‘package’ that meets
the needs of all key stakeholders. The intention is that a con-
sensus among the participants will exert a strong influence
on ‘official’ decision-making.

Source: Lawrence Susskind et al., ‘Multistakeholder Dialogue at the Global Scale’, International
Negotiation 8, no. 2 (2003): 235–66, https://doi.org/10.1163/157180603322576121.

There are interesting parallels to be drawn between multi-stakeholder dia-
logue and the open (as opposed to direct or advocacy) democracy concept,
whereby groups of citizens (or what Landemore and others have called ‘mini-
publics’11) meet to debate and decide policy. In some important ways, open

https://doi.org/10.1163/157180603322576121
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democracy is different from multi-stakeholder dialogue. Participants in dia-
logues are not self-selecting or randomly selected, or elected, but are invited
to join (chosen) by the person or people running them. However, there
are also corollaries: in particular, open democracy’s focus on the principle
of deliberation is useful. Landemore describes it as ‘an exchange of argu-
ments between free and equal individuals’12 and states that there is something
important and valuable about having such groups consider issues in depth.v

Thecorporate social responsibility (CSR) literature offers other useful prin-
ciples: first that it is important to openly discuss the individual positions and
motivations of all participants before a dialogue starts (this resonates with
findings that a minimum common ground is necessary as a starting point for
participatory policymaking);13 second is that dialogue processes should be
considered as continuously evolving rather than linearly defined.14

But key for the Oxford team’s consideration in thinking about the Kit was
the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) literature.vi As part of the pro-
cess of developing the PRSPs, groups of stakeholders were consulted before
policy recommendations weremade alongside grant-making or concessional
lending from the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF). The
point was that policy would be written in the country, rather than by the
Bank or the IMF.15 Even though the outcomes of the PRSPs were highly con-
troversial,vii the Oxford team argued that the design of the multi-stakeholder
consultation process that underpinned them was good.

What the Kit’s dialogue set out to do

This section provides an explanation as to why the Oxford team included
dialogues as part of the Kit, and made them pivotal to the process, and how

v One such open democratic experiment has focused on tech policy. The Canadian Commission on
Democratic Expression organized a CitizenAssembly to work alongside commissioners investigating how
tomake online platformsmore transparent and accountable to users. See https://www.commissioncanada.
ca.

vi In 1999, the Boards of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) approved a new
approach to the challenge of reducing poverty in low-income countries based on country-owned poverty
reduction strategies.These strategies were expected to be country-driven, results-oriented, comprehensive
and long-term in perspective, and foster domestic and external partnerships. They were to be embodied
within a Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP).

vii As a formal assessment of the PRSPs conducted by IMF and World Bank staff found: ‘For many
countries, the development and implementation of broad based national poverty reduction strategies is a
process of “learning by doing”.’ Staff of International Monetary Fund/International Development Associ-
ation, ‘Review of the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) Approach: Main Findings’ (Washington,
DC: InternationalMonetary Fund/World Bank,March 2002), https://www.imf.org/External/NP/prspgen/
review/2002/031502a.pdf. For amore critical review of the PRSP process, see Frances Stewart andMichael
Wang, ‘Do PRSPs Empower Poor Countries and Disempower the World Bank, or Is It the Other Way
Round?’, in Globalization and the Nation State: The Impact of the IMF and the World Bank, ed. Gustav
Ranis, James Raymond Vreeland, and Stephen Kosack, n.d.

https://www.commissioncanada.ca
https://www.commissioncanada.ca
https://www.imf.org/External/NP/prspgen/review/2002/031502a.pdf
https://www.imf.org/External/NP/prspgen/review/2002/031502a.pdf
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the team designed the dialogues to work. This covers their objectives, the
framing, and the invitation list, from excluded groups to government offi-
cials. Dialogues are now common, although not ubiquitous, in policymaking
processes, and sadly too often there is a lack of absolute clarity as to how they
are going towork.TheOxford teamwere guilty of this too, naturally, although
they did give it some thought, as this section shows.viii

The design of the Kit was driven by a belief in the importance of talking to
the (eventual) users of digital technology, in line with the PRSP process. The
Oxford team strongly bought into the notion that asking people what they
think about a proposed reform, understanding its potential impacts (both
positive and negative), and starting to debate trade-offs, makes for better
policy that is more likely to be implemented. In line with the literature, the
hypothesis was that a strategy supported by a wide range of groups across
political fault lines and reflecting the interests of various sectors is more likely
to deliver the intended outcomes over a longer period of time. The team
thought dialogues would deliberately frontload difficult political conversa-
tions, so that tensions would have been, at least to some extent, resolved
before it came to implementation. Most of all, they thought the dialogues
would create informal groups of champions for action—people who felt they
had taken part in the discussions and so would have a stake in the outcomes.
In sum, from the outset they had a critical hermeneutic perspective.

Objectives of the dialogues
The team had six objectives for the dialogue phase, for which the literature
provides a good—but not perfect—basis. The first objective was to build con-
sensus. Quite simply, the Oxford team wanted agreement around a set of
politically, socially, and economically optimal actions for government and
other stakeholders to implement that would kick-start digital transformation.
They did not imagine or specifically (and naively) aim for total agreement
among the group, or anything along the lines of a national digital com-
pact (which the Pathways Commission’s final ‘capstone’ report The Digital
Roadmap16 had probably wrongly suggested),ix but they did intend that the

viii It would be disingenuous to seek ex post to justify our thinking on dialogues in reference to the
academic literature cited earlier in the chapter, for instance. We engage with this literature now, for our
ex-post interest, but to be clear, the Oxford team did not do so as they designed the Kits. Mostly the design
of this part of the Kit was a product of the team’s combined experience of the role the dialogues can play
in policymaking in low-income contexts.

ix When the Oxford team drafted The Digital Roadmap, one of the commissioners rightly pushed back
on this point: they emphasized that countries can deliver useful, coordinated actions without a grand,
whole-of-society owned and supported plan. Frequently, change in complex environments only comes
about because no attempt has been made to do something so difficult. The Oxford team unadvisedly over-
ruled the commissioner, although they softened the message to concede that: ‘despite [the] benefits, a
national digital compact should not be considered a strict prerequisite for action. Implementation of the
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majority of participants would see outcomes they would be incentivized to
support.

Relatedly, by discussing and debating the opportunities identified by the
diagnostic process, it was more likely that a wide number of people would
buy in to the strategy primer. So a second, but linked, objective was to build
a group of people who either implicitly or explicitly would lead or support
its implementation. This meant inviting a wide range of ministries to dia-
logues, among others, ensuring that implementation was not only seen as
the responsibility of the ICT ministry.

The third objective was to examine the complex issue of digital transforma-
tion and the potential it offers a country from a multiplicity of viewpoints—
that is, to fully highlight the issues in the sense of ensuring a complete
understanding of the technical, social, and political content at stake. The
views of smaller-scale, private sector actors, people based outside capitals,
and excluded populations are less likely to be included in policy design if it
is not explicitly sought. It is important to understand the fears, needs, wants,
and concerns of these groups: stakeholder dialogues are an efficient way to
do this.17 Again, in reality this was not quite what happened.

Fourth was streamlining. A diagnostic might point to ten possible priority
sectors, but if theKit is a genuine attempt to set out something implementable
in the short- to medium-term, then a second stage of prioritization is neces-
sary. Dialogues can be a platform to hash out priorities, meaning the task
of agreeing a shortlist across the four pillars of infrastructure, human cap-
ital, finance, and policy and regulation is informed by the views of a wide
range of people. The idea was not quite one of crowdsourcing, but nor was it
one of getting ex post justification for a pre-ordained decision. Rather it was
one of sensible debate. In reality, as wewill see, outcomes ranged from the pri-
orities being driven by the who was in the room, to ‘co-creation not debate’,
as happened in Mongolia.

Fifth, the dialogues would identify risk and, in themselves, be part of a mit-
igation strategy. Unspoken or inadequately articulated opposition threatens
to derail processes, so the idea was to draw out all objections and fears in
group discussions. Here it would also be important to include voices that are
usually excluded.

There was one more amorphous objective too, one that Susskind excludes
from his table but goes on to term ‘the joint construction of meaning’.18
The Oxford team’s starting point was that, if the narratives around fears of

sorts of individual initiatives detailed in the rest of this report can and should proceed, even if local factors
make it difficult.’ Pathways for Prosperity Commission, 2019.
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automation, or fears of how to manage the growth of digital technologies,
were to be effectively challenged, a wide range of stakeholders—from govern-
ment to the private sector, to citizens—would need to be genuinely convinced
that there was an opportunity for them to improve their livelihoods, prof-
its, consumer base, service delivery, or macroeconomic situation via those
technologies. Simply by talking about something, by conceptualizing it, you
help bring it into existence. They did not explicitly or consciously consider
what they were designing in such dialogical terms. Yet, for many of the coun-
tries in which they were working, the notion of a ‘digital economy’, as distinct
from an ICT strategy or thoughts about digitizing some services, had not yet
been imagined by wide groups of people. The Pathways Commission—and
more specifically the Kits—were an attempt to formulate a positive ideal of a
whole-of-economy transformation, offering developing countries the possi-
bility of rapid development, rather than leapfrogging. So this became (again,
retrospectively stated) a sixth objective.

Framing: thinking big
In all of the above, an emphasis was placed on thinking big, even while
seeking to streamline and prevent total abstraction that would preclude the
discussions supporting a concrete outcome; a bit of a contradiction that
the Oxford team and local partners would need to steer. The starting point
was one of possibility, untrammelled by path dependence. Participants would
be encouraged to imagine entirely new business models or governance struc-
tures capable of supporting hitherto unseen innovation.The ideawas to invite
participants to interrogate fundamental assumptions about the country’s eco-
nomic and even political and social trajectories. But in a bid to prevent things
from derailing, as part of the Kit’s methodology, the Oxford team included
a guide to help anchor the discussion during the dialogues. On policy and
regulation for instance, the Kit proposes questions designed to draw out the
views of users and policymakers on whether or not existing rules and stan-
dards are adequate for purpose, in terms of what they cover but also how they
are applied (ex ante or ex post), andwhether they can be adapted for an evolv-
ing digital economy. It sets out questions to guide a discussion on models of
data governance including privacy, data flows, digital competition, and the
broad regulatory environment that would best foster domestic innovations
that have been piloted in other countries at similar stages of development.

The invitation list
The choice of composition of the multi-stakeholder group was almost as
important as the choice of champions for the steering committee.TheOxford



112 Multi-stakeholder dialogue

teamwanted dialogue participants to act in future as an informal set of stake-
holders to the country’s digital transformation project, which would help
mitigate one of the project’s risks: that the findings of a Kit would be adopted
by one regime and ignored or reversed by subsequent ones. This was quickly
put to the test in Malawi, when a contested presidential election took place
shortly after the Kit process started. Fortunately the process was sufficiently
well embedded to continue (at least, at that point).

As for who to invite, besides knowing that it would be desirable, the team
wanted a balance of policymakers, private sector representatives, NGOs, and
thought leaders—this would be decided by sensible snowballing. That is,
they planned to ask thoughtful, well-connected people in the team’s network
which other thoughtful people in relevant areas theywould invite to take part,
a process they started during the assessment phase. The aim was to have all
the relevant line ministries covered, as well as private sector representatives
of the key economic themes and groups representing the citizen voice—in
particular the marginalized. This would ensure that a large number of dif-
ferent perspectives, voices, and interests would be represented, ideally, that
possible actions would be scrutinized and considered widely, and multiple,
intersecting trade-offs outed.

Considerable thought was given to how to ensure that the dialogues really
were inclusive. The discussion would inevitably be somewhat—and at times
highly—technical, and the Oxford team was deeply motivated to ensure that
this would not exclude the perspectives of people whowere not able to engage
with complex, specific terminology and concepts. The team was also mindful
of political concerns around representation: many countries have NGO plat-
forms that represent broader swathes of civil society. Would it make sense
to invite them? Or would that be problematic—in that they may be, if not
fully captured by the concerns of the relatively better-off, then at least pri-
marily constituted of and informed by the middle classes or the relatively
more affluent and less politically marginalized?

In the end it was thought likely that there would be a mix of civil
society groups who were steeped in the technicalities, either of the dig-
ital or economic sectors under discussion and academics who worked
with marginalized populations and were therefore able to articulate the
views and priorities of hitherto excluded people with a certain degree of
credibility—what Susskind describes as those who can ‘speak for’ rather than
necessarily ‘speak about’.19 Individuals who could discuss the needs and chal-
lenges of exclusion from personal experience (what Drèze calls ‘being in the
thick of the implementation process’20) would also be invited, even if they
were not able to fully articulate how such individual challenges connected
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to a systemic one. What the Oxford team did not intend to seek was the
participation of all groups, or even to be strictly representative in any for-
mal sense. This would not be possible within the limitations of the time and
budget.

Getting the right government representation
The team sought to have participants from across the government for sev-
eral reasons. It was important to ensure that line ministries other than ICT
felt consulted and involved in the process of developing the final strategy
primer, so that its implementation would not sit with that ministry alone
(see ‘Bureaucratic politics: death by silo’ in Chapter 7 for a discussion of
why). A mix of political people and technocrats would also be necessary to
ensure that aspects of both desirability and feasibility of policies would be
considered. Technical people in line ministries might be less plugged into the
political economy of change and therefore less likely to understand whether
something could really be delivered. A balance of seniority was also required.
Junior civil servants would know the issues but would not be sufficiently
senior to drive through any of the really good ideas generated.However,more
senior officials may not be across the detail, and may not have time to attend.
The Oxford team also aimed to ensure that the sometimes-marginalized
ministries (and certainly until now typically marginalized in digitalization
processes), such as those of gender, social welfare, or small enterprises,
were in the discussion so that inclusion and its implications would be dis-
cussed on a par with macroeconomic growth. Finally, it was envisaged that
it would be desirable to invite central agencies with a coordination man-
date, such as planning, as well as line ministries to give both breadth and
depth.

Beyond this light-touch methodology, as with all elements of the Kit, it
was not intended that there be a uniform approach to the dialogues. Instead,
their logistical organization and framing would be dictated by the logic of
operating in that context. In this, the Oxford team proved to have foresight,
as the process looked quite different in each country, although recognizably
in each case, it was the ‘same’ process.

How the dialogues worked in practice

So much for the theory. But the process threw up three main challenges. The
first was getting the politics of the room right. Without local implementing
partners this would not have been possible; but, even with these partners,
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it was fraught. The second challenge was ensuring that the discussion was
substantive and constructive, rather than superficial or tub-thumping. The
final challenge was turning talk into action. In this section we discuss these
three challenges in detail.

Challenge one: getting the politics of the room right

Getting the formal and informal politics, the balance, and the
hard-to-pin-down ‘feel’ for a productive discussion right was always
going to be challenging. This is especially the case when discussing issues
that have real bearing on the futures of people and topics where there is a
downside risk as well as potential upside benefit. In national contexts where
this kind of discussion has never been held previously, it was obviously even
more challenging. Getting it wrong risked derailing the entire process, as it
may have engendered suspicion—or worse, destroyed trust in the project of
digital transformation. So how did this challenge play out in real life in our
seven countries? As discussed above, there were some clear markers for what
good would look like. One of these was wide government representation
(but not so broad that the discussion became unwieldy).

Selecting the right policymakers
In Lesotho, the list of policymakers who attended dialogue sessions was
extremely broad—especially so for a country with such capacity constraints
(specifically, small numbers of civil servants in line ministries). Ministries of
Social Development, Health, Agriculture, Communications, Development
Planning, Home Affairs, Trade and Industry, Finance, as well as the Revenue
Authority, the Communications Authority, the Electricity andWater Author-
ity, the National Development Corporation, and the Central Bank attended.
This was a deeply impressive show of engagement.

In other countries, government representation was more limited, but they
were at least the right people. InMongolia, across the four dialogues (focused
on: digital infrastructure; human capital and digital literacy; start-up financ-
ing; and tax, competition, and intellectual property), four government repre-
sentatives attended all sessions. In addition, the head of IT from the cabinet
gave thewelcome speech at the first dialogue, on digital infrastructure; a cabi-
net advisor on entrepreneurship and innovation spoke at the start-up session;
and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs hosted one of the workshops themselves.
However, lacking in both Mongolia and Lesotho was any local government
representation.
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The local partners understood the bureaucratic politics, and carefully
advised on a diplomatic strategy for which organizations should issue invita-
tions, and who they should go to. In countries where the partner was not one
based in the country itself, it wasmuchmore difficult to define and secure the
right political mix. In those cases, there was not always the optimal political
representation in the dialogues. In Malawi, while the process was supposed
to be woven into the consultation process for Malawi 2063, in reality the dig-
ital dialogues ended up being separate, on their own track and led by Genesis
Analytics, although the invitations came from the National Planning Com-
mission, who also attended every session at the working level. The people
in the room were very engaged, especially the telecommunication (telco)
operators, andmany of them were the people who would be doing the imple-
menting. The government and central bank were there. But it was in effect
a parallel process to the concurrent formal government one. Although the
room contained a coalition of the willing, perhaps it was not a large enough
one: it did not necessarily include the people in government who would need
to be convinced of what was under discussion, and who had the capacity to
create the best enabling environment for its implementation.21

In the unnamed country, where there was a stand-off between the minis-
ter in charge of digitalization and the digital advisor to the president, even
the presence of a local partner was insufficient to ensure that political issues
were sufficiently well understood, let alone mitigated or minimalized. The
ministry in change of digitalization had appointed a lead for the Kit process,
but in more than one instance, that person was prevented from attending
dialogues by the minister, who did not want to support the process by hav-
ing the ministry represented at this level. At times, he attended in his own
capacity, as he had personal interest in the project, and an independent rela-
tionship with the president, so was able to justify his attendance.22 There was
always someone, generally more junior, from the ministry in the dialogues,
but as one participant said: ‘That personwas there to either advertise what the
ministry was doing, or to promote the actions of the president [as opposed
to a genuine engagement with the dialogue]. The minister tried to call the
shots with the dialogues and set the agenda.’23 While this did not succeed in
crashing the process, it did delay it, and necessitated a significant number of
bilateral discussions on the part of the digital advisor to the president, who
was forced to intervene and spend his time and political capital on ensuring
that the dialogues came about.

In other countries, where the implementing partner was a domestic one,
these strategically important decisions around building the right commu-
nity, and of etiquette, were less problematic: in Bangladesh for instance, the
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former cabinet secretary Musharraf Hossain Bhuiyan was acting as a senior
advisor for the local partner, BRAC Institute of Governance and Develop-
ment (BIGD). He insisted on issuing the invitations to government officials,
and indeed all stakeholders, himself. He and Anir Chowdhury, the main
government partner from the digitalization agency a2i, attended all the dia-
logue meetings in person. This initially puzzled the Oxford team, although
they later realized it was because the policymakers were sufficiently senior to
command the respect necessary to ensure that potential participants would
take the invitation and the discussion seriously. Without this, they would
have been viewed as informal meetings only, and not be accorded any for-
mal status.24 Bhuiyan also advised that ministries needed to receive credit or
recognition for anything they give money or time to, so names of attendees
were included in the Kit’s final documents.

Strange bedfellows: the private sector and civil society representatives
Finding the right government champions and ensuring buy-in from all rel-
evant public sector stakeholders is difficult enough. But how does one find
representatives from the private sector and civil society that will engage in the
dialogues (and with one another) in the right spirit? How to invite potential
champions of digital transformation from the private sector without giving
the impression that this is an ‘inside scoop’ to get rich with the government’s
blessing? And how to engage a wide range of civil society stakeholders in a
productive dialogue, even those who do not like the government? The fol-
lowing paragraphs outline the main challenges regarding the tricky task of
inviting the right people from the business community and civil society.

The best-prepared implementing partners had already compiled an invi-
tation list long before the dialogue stage. They had dedicated significant
resources to finding out ‘who’s who’ in all areas relevant for digital transfor-
mation during the assessment. This included the obvious incumbents, such
as telco operators and software developers, but also stakeholders in fledgling
industries. Implementing partners invited representatives from call centres,
accountants, and other BPOfirms. In some countries, they also asked firms in
the agricultural supply chain or tourism to join the dialogues. In many cases,
these stakeholders had not talked with the government previously about dig-
ital opportunities, and in some cases they had not even thought about such
opportunities themselves.25

While there were initial concerns among local partners that some pri-
vate sector representatives would regard the dialogues as an opportunity to
tout their business, in practice this was not a problem. Careful framing of
the dialogue topics and the sharing of questions to be addressed ahead of
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the workshops made it clear to all participants that the task of the day was
problem-solving and brainstorming of the country’s digital opportunities—
not marketing. While private sector leaders did not attend in Mongolia, they
sent their juniors (who would actually do the implementation), their bosses
apparently persuaded by the Oxford and Bill and Melinda Gates Founda-
tion names that it was worth their time.26 In fact, in Mongolia—and South
Africa—the dialogues raised awareness among telco companies about the
work they still need to do to ensurewider access for excluded parts of the pop-
ulation: private sector participants in Mongolia were ‘amazed’ to learn that
people in the Ger district did not have electricity, let alone connectivity.27 In
Lesotho, the very vocal participants from the private sector clearly stated that
the reason they had joined the dialogues was to pressure the government to
follow through on implementation.28

Inviting government and business to sit at the same table can cause discom-
fort. Ethiopia has a history of top-down socialist policymaking. The private
sector existed only at the margins of the economy for a long time, and still
does not have a strong voice in the country.While PrimeMinister Abiy’s gov-
ernment proactively seeks to encourage private sector engagement, habits are
hard to change. When the local partner, the Tony Blair Institute for Global
Change, prepared the dialogues in Ethiopia, the minister was surprised to
be invited to a mixed workshop with private sector and government rep-
resentatives. Standard practice was to have segregated workshops: one for
government and one for the private sector. Government officials can feel
queasy about facing criticism from the private sector in a group setting, and
might be loath to admit policy failures when business representatives are in
the room.29 So here the team conducted several initial bilateral discussions to
socialize ideas before a final multi-stakeholder meeting. When the Ministry
of Innovation and Technology hosted a regulatory workshop just for the pri-
vate sector, Ethiotel, the then-monopoly telecoms provider, was a no-show,
so the queasiness evidently ran both ways. In Bangladesh, too, the finance
ministry did not consider it appropriate to be in the same room as industry
representatives or the heads of start-ups.30

Civil society plays a key role in forging a societal consensus on how to steer
the national economy into digital transformation. But again, inviting stake-
holders who represent significant parts of civil society and who can play a
productive role in the dialogues is no easy task. How to deal with civil society
representatives that are in opposition to the government? What if they are
political foes?

In the unnamed country, a workshop on using digital technology to
improve agricultural supply chains was almost cancelled because the name
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of one of the civil society groups on the invitation list sounded like an
organization opposed to the government.The implementing partner checked
their background and assuaged government concerns after it became clear
that they just shared a name but not an attitude with the activist group.31 The
minister, meanwhile, tried to block the invitation of any civil society groups,
apparently because they were concerned about giving them political lever-
age. This person had a history of discouraging engagement with NGOs and
other groups, reportedly for fear that they would undermine policy imple-
mentation rather than provide constructive criticism.TheNGOswere invited
nonetheless, with the support of the presidency.

Representation andmarginalized stakeholders
Unlike many run-of-the-mill digitalization or ICT strategies, the Kit places
a special emphasis on inclusive development. But, while the methodology
insists on considering marginalized and excluded parts of the population
and economy during the dialogue phases, in practice this sometimes became
an afterthought. As an informal self-evaluation by the Oxford team notes:
‘We saw this happen in some of our project countries, where the in-country
project team made impressive in-roads working with ministers and CEOs,
but only made a minor effort to expand the discussion to other groups.
Frankly, the incentive for everyone involved is to cater to the interests of,
and be visible to, the elite sponsors in the presidency or the minister’s office.
We took it upon ourselves to push against this.’32

Under-represented people face several obstacles to making their voices
heard in a national dialogue on digital transformation. First, geographi-
cal barriers and a lack of infrastructure can impede their participation in
person or even online. Second, socio-economic differences can lead to mis-
understandings and distrust of the national elite among ordinary, let alone
marginalized, people. Third, workshops that focus on the technicalities of
digital inclusion can be intimidating for the very people theymean to address.
The following paragraphs illustrate each obstacle in turn.

Geographic barriers
Most workshops took place in the capitals of the seven countries that used
the Kit. While virtual meetings were able to bridge distances, they had draw-
backs of their own. In Mongolia, nomadic herders live a traditional life at the
margins of modern society. Some have adopted cutting-edge technology, for
example, by strapping solar panels to their horses to recharge cell phones.
Nevertheless, reaching out to them in person would have required multi-day
travel, including on horseback. Instead, the implementing team opted to have
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phone calls with representatives from themost remote communities.33 Other
meetings happened by Zoom; in Malawi, disadvantaged participants were
provided with funds for the (relatively expensive) data packages they needed
to buy to access a videoconference.

Socio-economic differences
Ethiopia is divided along lines of geography, ethnic and national identity,
and language, and the politics reflects this. Representing this diversity was
a daunting task. In the end, it was necessary to narrow the scope of stake-
holders. As the local partner says, it is very hard to involve marginalized
voices in the dialogues, especially when even the mainstream is struggling
to make sense of digital transformation.34 However, a workshop was held
with the heads of regional governments and, while it did not account for
other voices, it provided for some valuable diversity of opinions in this federal
country.

It is not only poor and other marginalized individuals who are usually
left out of policymakers’ purview: while most governments have established
channels of communication with large domestic (and international) firms,
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and informal sector workers
often do not achieve such privileged access. Here too, local partners played
a crucial role in breaking down complex questions into hands-on workshop
topics, and ensuring that other parts of society actually had a reason to believe
that their voices would be heard.

In the unnamed country, one of the two local partners was able to draw
on an extensive network of small and informal stakeholders along the agri-
cultural supply chain. They invited spokespeople from a women’s small-
holder farmer cooperative, informal artisans, and a representative of informal
motorcycle drivers. Surprisingly, adding the logos of theUniversity of Oxford
and the donor government’s embassy (which sponsored the dialogues) to the
invitations reportedly motivated stakeholders from the margins of the econ-
omy to participate. When asked why they went to the trouble of attending
dialogue workshops, many participants outlined the problems they were fac-
ing in their work. They expressed the hope that finally somebody would help
them address these problems, and they felt that having these august institu-
tions in the room would help—and many were keen to hear whether their
concerns made it to the final strategy document.35

In Mongolia, one workshop was held in Ger district, the underserved
neighbourhood on the outskirts of Ulaanbaatar. Here, low-income families
struggle with patchy internet access and a lack of work opportunities—digital
or not. The Mongolian partner invited the head of a telco firm to sit at a table
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with awoman from the district. She explained the practical obstacles she faces
in getting internet access, catching the executive by surprise. He might have
believed the apparently rosy statistics of his company and was not aware how
difficult digital access in Ger district really is.36

Intimidating digital technicalities
A related obstacle to inclusion in the dialogues is language. Digital trans-
formation is often portrayed in technical and theoretical terms that have
very little relationship to the concrete, local problems that people face on
the ground. Farmers are often more concerned with how to get their pro-
duce to market than with the Schumpeterian opportunities for digital dis-
ruption that harnesses platform economics.x Lofty language also obstructs
dialogue because it can intimidate people. Here again, implementing part-
ners took on the important task of building bridges. In many cases, they
invited practitioners who were able to speak on behalf of marginalized
communities.

In Bangladesh, the local partner (BIGD) was the research arm of BRAC,
the famous national NGO that has worked with local communities in
poverty alleviation for decades, and has an extremely well-known (domes-
tically as well as globally) Ultra-Poor Graduation Initiative. The workshop
in Bangladesh that discussed rural digital solutions did not include farmers
themselves, but the team invited a development practitioner who hadworked
with farmers for many years. They were able to formulate the challenges and
opportunities of rural communities in a productive way.37

In South Africa, the partner also refrained from inviting marginalized
communities themselves, arguing that the workshop format and technical
language would likely be intimidating. Instead, they conducted a series of
individual or focus group interviews with potential beneficiaries of digi-
tal transformation—such as unskilled and unemployed youth—and then
represented their collective voices in the dialogues.38

An honest declaration is nevertheless in order. Even if local partners
tried to make sure unrepresented groups were heard, having them present
in dialogues is not the same as making them influential. Across the coun-
tries, partners made genuine attempts at inclusion, but we cannot present
evidence that ex post, these contributors felt heard in the products of the
work.

x For a discussion on Schumpeterian creative destruction and innovation, see: Philippe Aghion, ‘Inno-
vation and Growth from a Schumpeterian Perspective’, Revue d’économie Politique 128, no. 5 (2018):
693–712.
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Challenge two: making talks substantive

To meet the six objectives set out above is a tall order. Doing so necessitates
a well-designed invitation list, and careful orchestration to ensure that suffi-
cient breadth and depth of discussion takes place.Thiswas dialogue challenge
number two, and it entailed a set of trade-offs.

Just another talk shop?
It may seem a fatuous observation, but the more participants there are in the
room, the less substantive discussions are likely to be. The dialogue required
a wide range of actors with the ability to shape the country’s path to digital
transformation. Participants needed to come up with actionable solutions to
real-world problems to avoid the exercise being a series ofmere talking shops.
And that meant having a group that was not too large.

In South Africa, the organizers were clear about what could be achieved
in a stakeholder dialogue and what could not. The team noted that dialogues
can be very productive with a group of around five people. As well as allowing
for a full airing of views, small, hands-onmeetings gave the team a feeling for
who was interested and excited in playing a role in digital transformation in
a certain issue area and who was not.39

It was also a challenge to frame dialogue topics in a productive way. A
workshop that simply aims to brainstorm national opportunities for digital
transformation is unlikely to yield meaningful results. Dialogue workshop
hosts needed towalk a fine line.The purpose of the dialogues was not primar-
ily to create new ideas, but rather to confirm, adjust, and validate hypotheses
that the implementation partner had developed in the diagnostics stage. At
the same time, there was a ‘vision’ element to the diagnostic document, which
encouraged people to think big about the potential of digital. This was an
ongoing tension.

In Mongolia, the dialogues had broad titles, whereas in South Africa, at
least two of the dialogues had a much more specific framing—answering
questions on two topics that had already been outlined ahead of the assess-
ment phase. Dialogues one and two were titled: ‘How might South Africa
capture the increasing demand for globally traded services?’ and ‘How might
South Africa establish itself as a regional hub for frontier technology?’ These
delineated questions reflected the fact that the Kit process here, if not back-
to-front, was at least partially inside-out—that is, that the focus ‘opportunity’
area (youth unemployment) had already been identified before the formal
dialogue process started—and so the dialogue workshops were used to drill
down on that.40
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In Ethiopia, the partner struggled to make dialogues productive. A team
member recalls: ‘There is a balance we had to maintain between construc-
tive feedback and getting stuck on trying to get complete consensus.’41
For example, a civil society organization representative was fundamentally
opposed to digital identity cards. At the time, the digital ID was already a
done deal, and the government was only interested in inputs on ‘how to do
it right’. In this case, consensus was impossible, and workshop organizers
steered the conversation to more productive issue areas.42

Moreover, there was a reticence in Ethiopia to think outside the box. One
steering committee member says: ‘As the steering committee kept saying
to people, “this is the time to do something completely new. This is what
[Prime Minister] Abiy says he wants”. But people were not used to that.
They kept saying: “This is what is possible within the confines of the law”.
We said to them: “But we’re the lawmakers. Tell us what you need and we
will change the law”. It took a really long time for them to get their heads
around it.’43

A dialogue might bring together stakeholders with the right mindset, but
if the setting is not right, it will fail to galvanize support for digital trans-
formation. Setting the stage begins long before the actual dialogue. The
partner in South Africa, having already done their landscaping, was able
to customize invitations, telling prospective participants why exactly they
were chosen to contribute to a given dialogue. Invitations were sent out
weeks in advance, and the team dedicated considerable efforts to following
up via email and phone. In other countries implementation partners sent
more generic invitations. Sometimes stakeholders were invited just a few days
before the workshop because the government put time pressure on the dia-
logue phase. In such cases, the response rate and enthusiasm of participants
were significantly lower.xi

xi COVID-19 threw a wrench in the wheels of the dialogue phases across the world. Most dialogue
workshops had to adopt a digital format, turning into a series of Zoom meetings. This had several draw-
backs in comparison to face-to-facemeetings. First, stakeholders who had to physically travel to ameeting
(and were sometimes given a plane ticket to do so) showedmore dedication to the process, maybe because
they incurred higher opportunity costs. Second, real-life workshops were longer because participants
could engage with focus in a given panel and then relax between panels. The attention span that virtual
meetings are able to sustain is much shorter, as anyone who has tried to attend a full-day conference on
Zoom knows all too well. This constraint also influenced the breadth and depth of the workshop content.
Third, the informal conversations that happen during breaks in real-life conference settings cannot be
replicated online. Breakout rooms are valuable as a tool, but they give dialogue participants a very differ-
ent feeling. As one local partner put it, ‘the magic happens during tea breaks’. Implementation Partner 1,
Interview 1, 23 September 2021.
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Challenge three: turning talk into action

Finding private sector champions for digital transformation is essential,
because only enterprises can provide the capital and entrepreneurial spirit
that are necessary for the digital economy to thrive.44 Without private sector
enthusiasm, the outcomes of the Kit would risk sliding down a well-known
slope in development: once foreign or government funding for a project dries
up, initiatives are soon discontinued and forgotten. However, private sector
enthusiasm could be at odds with inclusive development: digital marketsmay
be less competitive than their analogue predecessors because network exter-
nalities, first-mover advantages, increasing returns to scale, and platform
economics operate to the benefit of a few large players. No business enthusi-
asm, or too much enthusiasm by a few big firms, are thus both outcomes that
dialogue workshop organizers want to avoid if digital transformation is to
be effective and inclusive. To increase the chances that words are followed
by action, organizers of particularly successful dialogues took two steps:
they created wider and more permanent channels of consultation, and they
worked to galvanize coalitions of digital champions. This section illustrates
each in turn.

The dialogue phase laid the foundations for public–private consultation.
But a more permanent channel of interaction between government and pri-
vate sector is needed to address the evolving challenges of developing a
globally competitive digital sector. Bangladesh’s strategy primer suggests
setting up a forum for SMEs and start-ups which could serve as a con-
duit for collective bargaining, and it emphasizes the need for public–private
partnerships in investment as well as in setting the reform agenda.45

Making channels of consultation between the private sector and govern-
ment wider is just as important as making them more permanent. In Mon-
golia, for example, interviews revealed that larger companies, usually telco
companies, commercial banks, and mining companies, had the resources
to comment on and influence government policies. SMEs and start-ups, in
turn, could not easily participate because they were constrained in their
resources and networks. Yet their input plays a significant role in deter-
mining how inclusive the national digital transformation strategy will be in
the end.46

A second step to turn talk into action is to form coalitions of digital cham-
pions during the dialogue phase. Such efforts are an essential element to the
second objective of the dialogues outlined above—to generate buy-in for the
digital transformation process in the country. A small but powerful coalition
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of enthusiastic stakeholders in government, business, and civil society can
be expected to move the digital transformation agenda forward, even when
other stakeholders in each sector are not convinced, or are opposed.

The stakeholder dialogues in South Africa provide an outstanding example
of how galvanizing a coalition of digital transformation champions is a dif-
ficult but important task. Genesis Analytics, the local partner, organized a
workshop on digital services trade and invited Business Process Enabling
South Africa (BPESA), an industry association that represents call centres,
accounting firms, and other business processing outlets. Genesis framed the
workshop to build an inclusive business case: the global business services
sector could seize digital opportunities to win more clients abroad, taking
advantage of language, cultural affinity, and an advantageous time zone for
global firms. At the same time, call centres tend to hire young, low-skilled
workers, and an expansion of the sector could help address South Africa’s
youth unemployment problem.47

A South African coalition of champions in this sector required mutual
support from three stakeholders. BPESA needed top-level buy-in from the
CEOs of member firms, some of whom were less than enthusiastic about
digital services export. As a representative of the industry association told
us, the past can put blinders on the vision of South African business lead-
ers. They know the growth record of the last few years and may struggle to
imagine a more ambitious path of expansion. The call centre industry envi-
sioned a target of hiring 32,000 people by 2023, with a quota set for young
people of colour and from other disadvantaged parts of society. When asked
during the workshop to raise that target to 50,000, business representatives
became queasy: they argued that a lack of market opportunity, regulatory
hurdles to investment, and scarcity of qualified workers would make this
impossible. This is where the second coalition partner came in: invited by
Genesis to the workshop, the Department of Trade, Industry and Competi-
tion offered to devise a sector-specific growth strategy, building on an existing
Public-Private Growth Initiative and focusing specifically on digital expan-
sion. Genesis Analytics also invited a third key player to the workshop: the
Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator. A social enterprise incubated by
big business, Harambee has connections to youth training facilities, foreign
business, and the president’s office. Harambee representatives used the work-
shop to assess the needs of BPESA members. They committed to alleviating
bottlenecks in terms of business opportunities and skills training. As a con-
sequence, business leaders from the call centre sector raised their quota of
young recruits to 50,000 and eventually to 100,000 by 2023, targeting half a
million new jobs by 2030.48
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Value of the dialogue process: did it deliver?

There is so much hand-wringing and naivety around multi-stakeholder
dialogues, that it warrants a separate discussion about whether or not the dia-
logues delivered their objectives. As we argue in this section, every country’s
dialogue process delivered on at least some of the Kit’s six objectives.

First, to assert that the dialogues created consensus to a significant degree
would be an overly positive interpretation. No series of workshops where
selected stakeholders meet each other once for a few hours could achieve
this lofty goal, no matter how well-organized the dialogues. In all imple-
menting countries, the dialogue phase lasted less than six months. In some
cases, the government put so much time pressure on the local partner that
even completing one round of somewhat inclusive workshops was a chal-
lenge. None of the stakeholders were in a position to make commitments
that would allay fears of labour market disruption and digital divides, and
it would be disingenuous to assert that workshop participants emerged with
a consensus, convinced that digital transformation will improve their prof-
its and livelihoods. Moreover, multi-stakeholder dialogues did not discuss
the consequences of digital transformation in any economy, the risk of the
emergence of new platform oligopolies, and new technological dependency
on rival superpowers (China and the USA).

In Mongolia, for example, incumbent taxi operators had initiated a legal
battle against Eazy Ride, a ride-sharing application similar to Uber and a dis-
ruptor in the taxi market. In a case brought by the taxi operators against Eazy
Ride, the supreme court had ruled that Eazy Ride was a taxi company, not
simply a platform, thus their drivers had to comply with taxi regulations,
including where the steering wheel must be in a formal taxi. In the popular
informal taxi market, a majority of drivers use cheaper imported cars whose
steering wheels are on the ‘wrong’ side. The dialogue on digital platforms did
not change the court’s decision on the case, and it was probably unrealistic to
expect it to do so.49

Thesecond objective, generating buy-in fromputative champions of digital
transformation, is much more humble and realistic. While the dialogues did
not forge any national consensus, in some countries they were able to bring
about a coalition of the willing. In most countries, at least a loose group of
people was created who had a stake in implementation. The fruitful conver-
sation between South Africa’s business processing sector, the Trade Ministry,
and the Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator is a case of an actual
coalition being crystallized around an ambitious growth target.50 A series of
sharply delineated and well-designed workshops helped some stakeholders
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recognize that they had allies they were not previously aware of. This pro-
vided them with an opportunity to forge connections that would outlast the
dialogue phase and the Kit. As Mark Schoeman from Genesis Analytics says:
‘It was about relationship-building so we could spot who would be in it for
the long haul.’ There was buy-in (to a greater or lesser extent) in all other
countries too. This objective emerged as the primary one, as it is the first step
in creating the coalition for change. (For a full discussion on whether or not
there was success in converting buy-into coalitions for change that look like
they may hold—see Chapter 7 ‘Some early indications of cut-through’).

Third, the dialogues were at least partially successful in generating a more
complex picture of digital transformation, thanks to the incorporation of
a wider range of perspectives. This was helpful for the implementing part-
ners, and also for stakeholders themselves. InMongolia, for example, hearing
from representatives from marginalized communities added depth to the
picture drawn at the assessment phase. The telco operators in the dialogues
said they had not previously understood access issues in the Ger district.51
This input influenced the final strategy primer in its discussion of the need
and ways to improve mobile broadband affordability for low-income user
groups.

The leading government partner in Bangladesh, Anir Chowdhury, says his
understanding of digital inclusion, already sharpened by data from the assess-
ment phase, was further sharpened when he heard from people. He says: ‘I
heard from the farmer, the widow, the primary school student who couldn’t
get online. AndCOVID brought that home evenmore when less than around
20 per cent of primary school children had access and those that did couldn’t
afford to be online for hours a day for lessons as data was so expensive.’ At
the same time, the Oxford team and partners did not always succeed in mak-
ing them as inclusive as possible. In Bangladesh, it proved difficult to include
participants from provinces beyond Dhaka and Chittagong. Here data costs
for virtual sessions were not subsidized, which doubtless contributed to the
exclusion of the very people whose voices the Kit was attempting to include.
More time could also have been spent explaining to participants beforehand
what was expected from the process.

The dialogues did play a role in streamlining and selecting priority issues
(objective number four), but not a central one. Much of this work had
already been done by the implementing partner in consultation with the gov-
ernment (notably in South Africa) and, while workshop discussions added
significant ‘meat to the bones’, the outline was in place before the dialogues
started.
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Fifth, the dialogues proved to be somewhat valuable in identifying risks
and opposition to the digital transformation project. Open dialogue pro-
cesses in the strategy formulation process did help address some trade-offs,
but not all. Even if evidence is discussed on themutual benefits of opening up
sectors to digitalization and new players, the outcomes of these discussions
would depend on the political economy of the country, and the powers and
vested interests that incumbents hold. In all countries, the Oxford team and
local partners had a sense of genuine engagement, of people coming together
in the spirit of proposing ideas and stress-testing suggestions, rather than
grandstanding.

Finally, was there a joint construction of meaning? This is difficult to
assess in any serious way, but in countries where standalone digital economy
strategies have emerged (Ethiopia), orwhere existing strategies have been sig-
nificantly deepened, based at least in part on the Kit (Bangladesh), it could
be argued that they were successful. The same argument can be made for
Mongolia, where a new digital ministry has been created (see ‘Unintended
consequences’, in Chapter 7), and we can claim with a reasonable level of cer-
tainty that the Kit played a role in creating the environment which led to its
creation. In other countries, it is too early to say whether any (at least par-
tially) shared vision for the economy permeated beyond the people in the
dialogue room.

Key lessons onmulti-stakeholder dialogues

Thedialogueswere rich andpivotal to theKit’s process.Theywere also lacking
inmany of the other digital diagnostics being offered to countries at the same
time as the Kit. So, would we suggest that others conducting a Kit include
them in the process? If so, what lessons do the above experiences suggest for
improving dialogues?

The short answer to the first question is a clear ‘yes’, and leads to our first
lesson: however imperfect andmessy, dialogues are absolutely worth doing as
a way of shaping the strategy primer—the next stage of the Kit—and impor-
tantly, they are worth doing it themselves. As we will see when we discuss
implementation, it seems that the very fact of joining a discussion where
views are engaged with creates a community of the willing, with a stake in
the process. Many of them are people who will go on to pursue some kind of
implementation around digital transformation, which itself has value as an
exercise, even if the Kit itself leads to no specific tangible policy output. There-
fore, creating the buy-in which may develop into a community of the willing
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should be the number one objective of such a dialogue. This is a far more
modest objective than creating full consensus (and is even farther away than
the full social compact suggested by the Pathways Commission’s capstone
report).52

The second lesson is that the success rate of the digital strategy is a function
of how well-crafted the coalition of the willing is; this means that picking the
right people at the table is paramount. A significant amount of time needs to
be spent thinking carefully about who should participate. A careful balance
should be sought between those who are likely to agree with one another
and inviting at least some who may disagree and test ideas. At times the path
of least resistance was followed, with only those who would likely support
the already-determined direction of travel invited. This is expedient in that
the process was less likely to be derailed by disagreement—particularly when
there was extreme time pressure—but a strong chair should be able to contain
and make constructive use of dissenting views to produce a more balanced,
feasible, and supported outcome. Nonetheless there is a trade-off between the
heterogeneity and homogeneity of the participants. In some contexts it will
be important to have a tight-knit, smaller coalition of the willing pushing
forward implementation, whereas in other contexts the coalition will need to
be broader. In either case, explicit efforts should be made to ensure that the
voices of the usually excluded are in the room, otherwise the process risks
not delivering sufficient additionality. More time might also have been spent
carefully identifying participants from marginalized communities, who were
still under-represented in spite of efforts. Policy design failure can best be
attained by listening carefully to people on the ground; more could have been
done to ensure that more of these voices were in the room.

The final lesson is that time should be built in with stakeholders before and
after the dialogues. Aswithmost things, themore you put in, themore you get
out. The relationship with the stakeholders should neither start nor end with
the dialogue meeting. Once the careful process of selection has happened,
they should be briefed ahead of the dialogue and convenors should be fully
aware of their positions and interests a priori, ensuring a more productive
discussion. Had more time been dedicated to explicitly understanding and
articulating the role that each person in the dialogues would play (in both
personal and professional capacities), and had the teamnudged the invitation
list and the framing questions accordingly, it seems likely that the dialogues
would have delivered more detailed and specific views from the room, which
would have made strategy primers and follow-up more robust. Then, as the
process moves on to strategy primer and, hopefully policy uptake, stakehold-
ers should be kept informed as they will not automatically be close to policy
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circles, and so will not be able to keep up-to-date with progress themselves.
To maximize the likelihood of their ongoing support, it will be important
that they see their perspectives reflected insofar as possible in the outcomes.
Susskind makes the point that dialogues often have a poor link with out-
comes.53 Being able to see the fruits of their contribution would also make
it more likely that they would contribute to such dialogues in the future
(remember the Lesotho private sector representative who said that the gov-
ernment was always promising to do things, but rarely followed through on
implementation), giving them faith in their utility, but also underlining that
they were taken seriously as contributors, and that their time and ideas are
valued.
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Strategy primer

Introduction

In spite of its rapid capitalist development, Mongolia still shows some over-
hangs from its communist past. One of these is the subsidies it provides to
farmers in winter months. Simplifying their disbursal was just one of the
(many) reasons why the government was so invested in developing digital
infrastructure. When the subsidies were referenced in the country’s ‘skele-
ton strategy’—strategy primer—the Oxford team was tempted to push back
and point out that, as currently structured, they are inefficient and subopti-
mal, even if the idea of welfare payments to remote or poor populations has
merit.i

But the line was held. This was not a research report commissioned by
and written for Oxford’s benefit and approval. Still less was it a policy report
(and even less a draft of a research paper) of the sort that researchers in a
leading university might themselves produce. It was a document intended
to reflect the discussion in-country, and what people key to economy-wide
digital transformation in that country themselves viewed as possible and
desirable. This was what country ownership meant in practice rather than
in theory. So, in this instance, the Oxford team kept their views on economic
efficiency to themselves. They commented on ideas already in the draft, try-
ing to optimize their presentation for instance, but did not attempt to make
structural changes to it.

Balancing optimality with pragmatismwas just one of the debates the team
had going into the strategy primer development process. Based on analy-
sis from the first step (assessment) and the conclusions from the second
step (dialogue), users of the Kit should be able to draft a strategy primer
with the aim of producing something that is practical and practicable. For

i For a critique of Mongolia’s agricultural subsidy regime, see: Kisan Grunjal and Charles Annor-
Frempong, Review, Evaluation and Analysis of Agricultural Subsidies in Mongolia (Washington, DC:World
Bank, 2014), https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/23360.

Driving Digital Transformation. Benno Ndulu et al., Oxford University Press. © Benno Ndulu, Elizabeth Stuart, Stefan Dercon,
and Peter Knaack (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192872845.003.0006

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/23360
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that reason, strategy primer authors should think through trade-offs in this
phase (such as the one above), but also around length, depth, complexity, and
specificity.

This chapter starts by exploringwhat theOxford team intended the strategy
primer to look like—and, as importantly, what they very consciously did not
want it to look like. Being well-acquainted with the plethora of policy reports
that are made without local input or demand—and which are subsequently
ignored by policymakers—the team made the strategy primer’s number
one imperative to delineate action points that would have wide domestic
buy-in.

It was challenging to deliver a strategy primer that strictly adhered to
that vision. The chapter goes on to set out what these challenges were: first,
there were often a significant number of competing priorities, which meant
the implementing team needed to use additional filters to select priorities
beyond those identified in the assessment and diagnostic phases. The sec-
ond challenge concerns the extent to which items in the strategy primer were
pre-baked. Governments had certain policy priorities that they wanted to
see in a primer, regardless of whether they were a logical outcome of the Kit
process. Thus a fine line needed to be walked between avoiding the primers
merely focusing on pre-existing policies (without either expanding ambition
or failing to prioritize between previously expressed priorities), and writing a
strategy primer that was so new and ambitious that it would not have genuine
buy-in from the government.The third challengewas to shape the documents
such that they would engender action.

The chapter then goes on to consider what needs to come after the strategy
primer process before action can start. By the Oxford team’s own admission,
insufficient attention was paid to this early enough in the design process.
Finally, the chapter turns to lessons learned. It should be noted that the
Kit did not seek to make policy per se, but instead to build a set of rea-
soned actions, or recommendations, derived from local consultations, which
then fed into democratic processes or inspired policy.ii Otherwise this, at
best, bypasses and, at worst, undermines domestic ownerships and pol-
icy process. This chapter argues that, in the end, any strategy needs to be
judged on how reasonable the proposed steps are (technically and econom-
ically, given capability) as well as how realistic (given political constraints,
whether special interests, bureaucratic politics, or political settlement on
rents).

ii In some cases, at the government’s behest, such a stage was skipped and instead the document directly
became an actual government-owned strategy.
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Keeping it local: strategy primer design

From the outset, the Oxford team had been determined that the Kit should
not be a standard developed world-led development project. Key to that, they
wanted to avoid either an attempt, or a perceived attempt, that it be a case of
outsiders setting policy or strategy in other countries.

Policy or research reports—often unsought by the government, coming as
an output of an international academic study or non-governmental organiza-
tion (NGO) analysis—are frequently detached from the reality of the country
to which they are proffered, and are therefore largely ignored.iii They may be
infeasible or not found to be useful to further policymakers’ political man-
date. After all, parliamentarians are not only—or even primarily—looking
for the best evidence of what works, but are seeking re-election, and so are
looking for policy choices that will be popular, which may not always coin-
cide with policy choices that lead to implementation that is effective. This is
an unfashionable view in a world where ‘what works’ language proliferates.

This argument applies to civil servants too, albeit in a different way. Con-
trary to a commonly held perception that they are ‘neutral’, civil servants are
mandated to serve the government of the day (or at least this is the case in
countries where the civil service is aligned to theUKmodel, which holds true
for much of sub-Saharan Africa). And so, while they may be more interested
in efficiency and efficacy than politicians, they are still directed (and therefore
constrained) by the political path of elected officials. This is just as much the
case in developing and emerging countries as advanced ones: policy and poli-
tics are intrinsically linked, in spite of attempts, either naive or convenient, by
outsiders to present one as divorced from the other.TheWorld Bank is barred
by its articles of agreement from getting involved in politics for instance, and
yet as all Bank employees are acutely aware, such a limitation is an expedi-
ency for an institution that works in all policy areas, and particularly one that
has such a strong emphasis on governance and institution building.iv

iii This is not to single out the World Bank, because the same critique could be applied to many inter-
governmental organizations and international NGOs, and because it covers all the Bank’s knowledge
products, some of which are very widely shared and used. However, famously, by the Bank’s own admis-
sion, just over 30 per cent of its papers are never downloaded. Country-specific papers of the type that
might be expected to be most useful to developing country policymakers, are overrepresented in that
number. Doerte Doemeland and James Trevino, ‘Which World Bank Reports Are Widely Read?’, Policy
Research Working Paper (Washington, DC: World Bank, May 2014).

iv There is a rich debate in the literature on evidence-based or evidence-informed policymaking and
the extent to which it happens in reality, and is even desirable. One defence of policy recommendations,
even infeasible ones, is that they allow policymakers to ask the right questions and to frame the problem,
therefore providing value in the long run, even if not helpful in providing solutions in the short run. Carol
Weiss calls this the ‘enlightenment model’ of research influencing. Carol H. Weiss, ‘Research for Policy’s
Sake: The Enlightenment Function of Social Research’, Policy Analysis 3, no. 4 (1977): 531–45.
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So, it makes sense to not pay attention to policy reports penned by exter-
nal actors who do not understand the domestic political context. This is a
rational choice by officials, not least as they frequently face competing sets
of policy recommendations which are mutually contradictory, while making
claims to be empirically motivated, or to offer some kind of essential truth.
Recommendations that do not weigh up trade-offs and come down on the
side of one argument or another are of limited utility.v

The Oxford team definitely did not want to do this with the Kit. The optics
of this were vital. Having insisted throughout that this was a demand-led,
country-driven, and country-owned process, they could not undermine it in
the final stage by telling countries what to do from their ‘ivory tower’.

Therefore, it was intended that the final document of the Kit focus on
locally derived challenges and opportunities for digital transformation. The
national digital readiness assessment and the multi-stakeholder dialogues
would provide key inputs for the digital strategy document. They saw this
as a mirror held up to domestic players—they just held the mirror steady and
made sure that everyone could see themselves in it.

But the Kit did need an output that could be picked up by others, and
around which policymakers and other stakeholders could mobilize, with-
out bypassing domestic planning and strategy processes, to catalyse action.
As discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, the team explicitly tried to locate this
work within the government’s existing development priorities. Initially they
referred to this output document simply as a ‘strategy’. It was Genesis Ana-
lytics, the South African implementation partner, who proposed the more
nuanced concept of a ‘strategy primer’—something subtly different: a pre-
strategy with enough buy-in by powerful people to start full-on strategy devel-
opment later.1 The Oxford team intended for the strategy primer not to be
considered itself as policy, but rather, in an ideal scenario, a helpful set
of actions to be taken into domestic policymaking and incorporated into
future strategies, with budgets attached. This is why, other than South Africa,
the team only worked with countries where there was an impending polit-
ical opportunity into which the strategy primer outcomes could be docked.

v The Pathways to Prosperity Commission’s reports acknowledge this fact, and refrain from policy
recommendations. Instead, the reports offer suggestions: ‘towards national and international action’; ‘pri-
orities for inclusive service design’; and ‘guiding principles’. Only in its final report did the Commission
break from the ‘no recommendations’ principle, to set out a manifesto and a roadmap, the latter of which
set out 26 recommendations.This was because the Commission had been explicitly asked by policymakers
to help them think through the ‘how’ of implementation. The Commission did at least break recommen-
dations down into action for policymakers, outsiders, civil society, and the private sector. Pathways for
Prosperity Commission, ‘TheDigital Roadmap: HowDeveloping Countries Can Get Ahead. Final Report
of the Pathways for Prosperity Commission’ (Oxford, UK, 2019), https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.
uk/sites/default/files/2019-11/the_digital_roadmap.pdf.

https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2019-11/the_digital_roadmap.pdf
https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2019-11/the_digital_roadmap.pdf
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It was also vital that the primer not subvert long-held planning processes, but
instead feed into them. The primer would feature practical action points that
could be slotted into the relevant process, either a national strategy refresh, a
medium-term expenditure framework, or a new national development strat-
egy. Moreover the ideas would already have been considered by the very
people who would need to support them before they could be adopted as
official strategy or plans.

The strategy primer then was designed to be a prioritized (and therefore
brief) list of achievable actions that were a logical conclusion of the assess-
ment and dialogue phases, as far as possible assigned to specific ministries
or organizations to deliver, and with as much specificity as possible. It was
also intended to be a strategic demand-side document that governments
could present to funders. This is the reason why the Oxford team wanted
to conduct one of the pilots in a country that was eligible for International
Development Association (IDA) funding from the World Bank (Ethiopia):vi
they wanted a proof of concept that would allow for potential disbursements
of IDA grants to fund implementation of the digital economy priority actions
that the primer set out.vii

This model—of donors funding demand-led priorities articulated by
the countries themselves, underpinned by analysis pre-tested with key
stakeholders—is still, sadly, far from ubiquitous. Programming priorities, at
least in the case of bilateral aid, still appear frequently to be driven by the
donor’s domestic political concerns (put succinctly, what will appeal to the
taxpayer), characterized most famously by Alesina and Dollar, who state that
colonial past and political alliances are major factors in explaining aid alloca-
tion.viii There are, however, islands of good practice: for instance the financing

vi Five of the seven countries (that is, all apart from South Africa and Mongolia) were International
Development Association (IDA) recipients. The IDA is the arm of the World Bank that grants zero or
low-interest loans to low-income countries with the objective of boosting economic growth, reducing
inequality, and improving living conditions. Every three years it runs a replenishment process among
its donors. The IDA 19 Replenishment, which concluded in December 2019 (to cover the period July
2020–June 2023), included technology as a new cross-cutting theme and included specific commit-
ments on improving digital infrastructure, access, and use of technology for women, and people living
with disabilities and digital financial services. See: Executive Directors of the International Devel-
opment Association, ‘Additions to IDA Resources: Nineteenth Replenishment. IDA 19: Ten Years to
2030: Growth, People, Resilience’ (World Bank, 2020), https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/
459531582153485508/pdf/Additions-to-IDA-Resources-Nineteenth-Replenishment-Ten-Years-to-2030-
Growth-People-Resilience.pdf.

vii It was helpful, and not entirely coincidental, that Benno Ndulu helped ensure that this cross-cutting
theme was included in the replenishment: he played a leading role in drafting an overview of demand-side
interest from partner, or ‘beneficiary’ countries (known as ‘Part II countries’) during the process.

viii This is not universally the case, and as Alesina andDollar identify, multilateral aid looks quite differ-
ent to bilateral aid, even though the same donors dominate the league table of most generous givers across
bothmodalities. SeeAlbertoAlesina andDavidDollar, ‘WhoGives ForeignAid toWhomandWhy?’, Jour-
nal of Economic Growth 5, no. 1 (2000): 33–63. The World Bank does at least ask IDA recipient countries

https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/459531582153485508/pdf/Additions-to-IDA-Resources-Nineteenth-Replenishment-Ten-Years-to-2030-Growth-People-Resilience.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/459531582153485508/pdf/Additions-to-IDA-Resources-Nineteenth-Replenishment-Ten-Years-to-2030-Growth-People-Resilience.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/459531582153485508/pdf/Additions-to-IDA-Resources-Nineteenth-Replenishment-Ten-Years-to-2030-Growth-People-Resilience.pdf
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model of the Global Partnership for Education (GPE), an intergovernmental
organization that supports governments to transform their education sys-
tems, and funds priorities that are domestically decided in a demand-driven
manner, (at least in theory) (Figure 6.1).ix

Assess and Diagnose

Partners in the local education
group review policy
frameworks, sector
performance, needs, gaps, and
existing evidence to identify
critical bottlenecks  and priotity
reforms that have the potential
to leverage system
transformation.

The ministry of education, with
its partners, prepares a 
partnership compact to align
partners and resources behind
a prioritized reform area.

The country and its partners
implement the agreed
programmes and reforms, with 
gender hardwired throughout
the process, improved access to
data, and tracking agreed
results.

Prioritize and Align Act on Evidence,
Learn, and Adapt

The assessment is based on the 
enabling factors of ‘Data and 
evidence’;  ‘Sector coordination’;
‘Gender-responsive planning’;
and ‘Volume, equity and 
efficiency of domestic public
expenditure on education’.
This process leads to a nuanced,
context-sensitive analysis of the 
education system. The analysis 
also includes an assessment of
a country’s performance to 
support system transformation.

The partnership compact is a 
new key strategic tool to drive
system transformation. It drives
the country’s focus on sector
bottlenecks and transformative
solutions to address them.
The partnership compact allows
each country to adapt the GPE
model to its context, defines 
GPE’s engagement, and ensures 
that partners’ financing is 
complementary and
harmonized.

This in turn increases
accountability and allows
evidence-based course
correction during
implementation.

Figure 6.1 Global Partnership for Education operating model
Source: GPE/The three phases of the GPE 2025 approach/Extracted from https://www.
globalpartnership.org/what-we-do/how-we-work on June 24, 2022.

Look and feel

The primers for different countries were intended to be different, depending
on the context and how the document was to be used. The Kit says explicitly:
‘The format will differ depending on the audience, the level of social consen-
sus, and a range of other factors.’2 However, there were some basic elements
that themethodology determined each primer should include as aminimum.
These were: a summary of key motivating findings from the diagnostic anal-
ysis; a national vision and strategic objectives; and a credible set of activities
that could achieve these objectives, together with an initial appraisal of com-
mitments, partnerships, approaches, resources, and riskmanagement needed
for implementation. Further, this latter part should include SMART (specific,
measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound) objectives for each of the

en masse what their priorities for grants are at the time of each replenishment round, although alloca-
tion is still weighted by governance considerations (the Country Policy and Institutional Assessment for
instance has been described as a ‘powerful exercise of international public authority’, which might be the
very opposite of country-demand, even if it is a measure of governance effectiveness, albeit a controversial
one).

ix Global Partnership for Education (GPE) aims to promote policy dialogue to identify key education
priorities that have the potential to unlock system-wide change and then aligns external support to those
priorities.

https://www.globalpartnership.org/what-we-do/how-we-work
https://www.globalpartnership.org/what-we-do/how-we-work
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four pillars of digital readiness (what to do); for each proposed action or ini-
tiative, a clear indication of which strategic objective the action is intended
to support (why to do it); and lead individuals, institutions, or partnerships
accountable for each proposed action (who will do it).3

The length of the primer was important. It could not be a ‘laundry list’
or it would not get done. But it needed to be long enough to include justi-
fication for each point, so that people using it who had not been part of the
process—orKit participantswhowanted to explainwhy theywere promoting
certain outcomes—could pick it up and use it. It needed an intrinsic rationale
explained in sufficient detail, but not so much detail that it became unusable.

On that last point, the Oxford team thought it should be written in simple,
accessible language, but sufficiently technical to serve a purpose and be taken
seriously as a sober, well-supported document. It should have an executive
summary, and include (hopefully attractive) diagrams that present evidence
in a useful way. That said, the lead government partner in Ethiopia rejected
the initial strategy design, saying it was too academic in style with not enough
graphics.4

As to who would hold the pen, many people had been involved in the
formation of the strategy primer—everyone interviewed in the assessment
phase and all those present at the dialogues, for instance—as well as the steer-
ing committee. But it was important that it not be written by committee.
The methodology gave the pen to the local implementation partner, with
significant support—including comments, suggestions, and review—from
the Oxford team. Another important element of the design was to use the
final steering committee meeting as a place for that group to comment on
a near-final version. Key stakeholders were sought to provide in-depth com-
ments before themeeting,meaning that any significant disagreements should
have been ironed out by a final validation session.This would be, by necessity
of the way the Kit has been developed and evidenced, a top-down docu-
ment: in spite of the broad constituency that influences the primer, it was
not designed to be a bottom-up document with widely held consultations on
its contents. Lots of people were spoken to, but direct inputs were not sought,
nor was it posted publicly, or even shared widely for review. It should also be
noted that the majority of people spoken to were members of the elite, even
as representation from the marginalized was sought (and often, those people
were proposed by elites too).

In sum, the strategy primer was designed with pragmatism in mind: tech-
nology was moving quickly and governments could not wait for extended
enquiries before they started to put in place actions that would manage it
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for everyone’s benefit. And nor would unnecessarily complicated or non-
prioritized documents serve them. However, it seems that, in some contexts,
we were over-optimistic about just how pragmatic the primer was without
other concerted efforts and actions.

The strategy primer in practice

In this sectionwe consider the extent towhich the strategy primers in practice
were faithful to the vision and themethodology.We do so through the lens of
the key challenges faced in formulating them, which can largely be grouped
into three areas: boiling down all the information; limiting the pre-baking;
and deciding who should implement what. This section also discusses what
needs to happen between drafting the primer and the point where it can start
to influence action. This entails a validation session with the steering com-
mittee, but also a communications strategy—something theOxford teamhad
not thought about at the outset.

Before that, it is worth expanding a little on the strategy primer versus strat-
egy discussion. As referenced above, Genesis Analytics came upwith the idea
of a strategy primer. Their insistence on it, as opposed to a ‘strategy’, was a
function of the fact that South Africa in the Digital Age (as the Kit process
there was known), did not feed into any formal planning process. Instead,
it was docked into the Public-Private Growth Initiative.x The Oxford team
subsequently adapted the Kit methodology to reflect this thinking, and the
terminology of ‘strategy primer’ was then adopted in four other countries:
Bangladesh, Lesotho, Mongolia, and the unnamed country. In Ethiopia and
Malawi, the government opted to publish the final document directly as a
digital strategy. In the former case, the Kit moved straight from the dialogue
phase to a formal digital strategy that was discussed and signed off by the
cabinet, with a foreword signed by Prime Minister Abiy. The local partner,
the Tony Blair Institute for Global Change (TBI), had been reluctant to jump
directly to a national strategy document, wanting to move more slowly to
allow more deliberation of trade-offs; but of course, they were delighted that
it was taken up into official policy.5

x South Africa in the Digital Age (SADA) was formally linked to the Public-Private Growth Initiative
(PPGI) between the Presidency and the private sector. The PPGI was formed in response to the February
2018 State of the Nation address of President Cyril Ramaphosa in which he called on citizens to ‘Thuma
Mina’, or avail themselves to be part of the solution to the many challenges facing South Africa. This is the
primarymeans by which the government is turning growth proposals by themarket and non-government
players into policy. Genesis Analytics, ‘SADA Initiative to Develop Forward-Looking Economic Strategy
for SA in a Digital Age’, 20 June 2019, https://www.genesis-analytics.com/news/2019/sada-initiative-to-
develop-forward-looking-economic-strategy-for-sa-in-digital-age.

https://www.genesis-analytics.com/news/2019/sada-initiative-to-develop-forward-looking-economic-strategy-for-sa-in-digital-age
https://www.genesis-analytics.com/news/2019/sada-initiative-to-develop-forward-looking-economic-strategy-for-sa-in-digital-age
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Challenge one: boiling it down

Taking a steer from themulti-stakeholder dialogues, marrying it with quanti-
tative and qualitative analysis from the assessment phase, and turning it into a
digestible, credible, actionable document where people still recognized their
expressed hopes and fears, was a challenge.

In Bangladesh, the process proved too difficult. There were ‘arguments
for days’ according to one person from BRAC Institute of Governance and
Development (BIGD), the local partner, who adds: ‘Some of them were on
fundamental issues, like whether this was about people or about economic
impact? How were we to really decide what mattered? And why would we
choose five areas rather than six?’6 The reason for this was, in part, that the
dialogues had produced plenty of ideas, but few concrete proposals on how
to solve problems. This meant that BIGD was forced to go back to several
dialogue participants for bilateral discussions.

In South Africa, in some ways the boiling down process was less strenuous
as the key decision on focus had been taken near the start of the process.
But it was certainly a task to precis the information to justify proposed
action. The final result, Pathways to Digital Work: A Strategy Primer for South
Africa’s Digital Economy, was a masterpiece of elegant concision.7 It outlined
three pathways, namely: exporting globally traded services at scale; unlock-
ing demand for low-skilled labour through digital platforms; and establishing
SouthAfrica as a frontier technology hub for the region. Actionswere divided
into quick wins (in the next year), medium-term priorities (three years), and
long-term investments (five years), with five specific actions delineated for
each (see Figure 6.2). But even though this was logical and consistent with
the analysis, in reality there was still a large number (thirty-three) of actions
prescribed in total.8

Malawi proved to be the most challenging context in which to prioritize.
This was, in large part, because the National Planning Commission (NPC)
was the lead government agency for the Kit. A relatively new part of Malawi’s
government, the NPC had just published a broad vision document called
Malawi 2063.9 The director general of the NPC chaired the steering commit-
tee, and he had an incentive to include as many of the priorities of his agency
and the Malawi 2063 vision as possible. As with all ministries in Malawi,
the NPC has significant capacity constraints, and at the time there were few
people with a detailed understanding of the opportunities that digital tech-
nologies present. Therefore, they were keen to keep references to sectors
across the spectrum, in the hope that digital technology could unlock eco-
nomic opportunities across the board. The Digital Economy Strategy (as the



The strategy primer in practice 141

Quick wins
Actions in the
next year

Universal digital
inclusion

Expedite spectrum
allocation
Address steep price curve of
mobile data tariffs
Provide tablets to secondary
learners
Establish principles for
digital service regulation

Include digital usage in basic
education curricula
Shift government service
delivery to online platforms
Establish open ecosystem
participation
Build soft digital
infrastructure

Establish digital access as a
socio-economic right
Develop a digital services
small business sector
Address the issue of
language in digital content

Improve efficiency of South
Africa’s work visa process
Update the relevance of
the critical skills list
Re-channel budgeted
government funds behind
jobs in demand

Address the departure of
skilled talent
Change the way
government funds for skills
in demand are managed
Develop industry-wide
mechanisms for reskilling

Mainstream work
readiness and on the job
training in the private
sector
Modernize South Africa’s
accreditation system

Empower public-private
teams
Continue competitive and
sufficiently broad incentives
Establish a digital innovation
team in government

Address regulatory
bottlenecks to the scaling of
digital business
Develop sector-specific
charters for FDI
Position gevernment as a
strategic digital purchaser

Modernize South Africa’s
labour laws for the digital
age
Update South Africa’s
competition framework

Unlock corporates as a
source of demand for
digital innovation
Identify South Africa’s
areas of competitive
advantage in digital

Establish Centres of
Excellence in priority
areas
Develop an early-stage
capital provision strategy

Penetrate key off-shore
markets
Scale the set of
ecosystem facilitators

Human
capital

Government
support

Innovative
business

Medium-term
priorities
Actions in the
next three years

Long-term
investment
Actions in the
next five years

Figure 6.2 Summary of actions in South Africa’s Digital Strategy Primer
Source: Genesis Analytics, Gordon Institute of Business Science, and Pathways for Prosperity
Commission on Technology and Inclusive Development, ‘Pathways to Digital Work: A Strategy
Primer for South Africa’s Digital Economy’, 2020.

strategy primer was called in Malawi) reflects this broad remit: rather than
selecting specific sectors from the start, its analysis centres on three wide-
ranging components, namely: (1) the digital core; (2) digital services; and
(3) digital solutions (see Figure 6.3). In spite of some resistance, Genesis Ana-
lytics, the ‘quasi-local’ partner, was able to include very specific actions, the
economic—if not political—feasibility of which had been informally tested.
But the final strategy presents sixty-four actions over three areas and nine
sub-areas, severely challenging the feasibility of implementation.10 The local
partner, reflecting on the experience with hindsight, regretted that they had
not been able to have a sharper focus on digital agriculture.11

The unnamed country provides another example of how difficult it can be
to develop a focused strategy primer. Here, the Kit process was marred by
bureaucratic politics on the government side, and by capacity constraints on
the local partner side. Two different local partners worked together on the
Kit, and the resulting strategy document struggles to stay focused on precise
digital pathways to prosperity. The ninety-six-page document features eight
recommendations, four strategic opportunities, three strategic objectives, five
strategic sub-objectives, and five priority sites. Its recommendations include
ideas that reach beyond the digital realm, such as the ‘creation of industry
federations for informal workers in all areas, with their respective norms
and quality standards and certificates’. Others, such as the idea to ‘make the
country a reference for companies that seek offshore locations for their back
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Services

Core

Solutions

health, and in the rise of digitally traded services.

The Digital Core provides the foundations upon
which the digital economy operates. This includes
skills and education, device access, and network
access needed to facilitate safe and affordable
participation in the digital world.

Digital Services offered by the public and private
sector enable the operation of the digital economy.
This includes digital government which enhances
government performance, digital financial services
that enabele transactions, and eTrade that provides
access to local and international markets.

Digital Solutions tramsform the performance of
established sectors to improve competitiveness and
create new areas of opportunity. This includes the
application of digital technologies in agriculture,

Figure 6.3 Three components of Malawi’s digital strategy
Source: ‘Malawi in the Digital Age: A Digital Economy Strategy for Inclusive Wealth Creation’, 2021.

office tasks’ are more clearly part of a digital strategy, but lack focus on who
is responsible for what action. Overall, the strategy primer for this country
recommends a total of fifty-six policy actions.

TheMongolianDigital Strategy ismore concise, outlining six digital strate-
gies that range from mobile internet connectivity to the full digitization of
government service delivery. Many policy recommendations focus on digital
access, regulatory changes, and enabling policies that can be clearly assigned
to responsible line ministries or agencies (see Figure 6.4). But even in this
short, twenty-page document, boiling it down was not easy. The final doc-
ument features a total of sixteen policy recommendations and forty-two
actions, all to be completed in a five-year timeframe.12

Challenge two: howmuch pre-baking is right?

If the goal was for the strategy primers to have uptake, centring them
around issues for which there is already a strong constituency or deliv-
ery mandate is a no-brainer. Particularly as the processes were brief,
there was a need to include existing government priorities from the start.
The strategy primers would be implemented with far greater ease if they
played into existing efforts rather than if they ranged into difficult terrain,
and this approach befits work that is driven by the principle of country
ownership.
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Figure 6.4 Mongolia’s roadmap to a digital inclusive society
Source: Access Solutions LLC, ‘Mongolia in the Digital Age: National Digital Strategy Primer for
Mongolia’, 2019.

However, in reality, if the ambition of the primers is limited to setting out
what elites have already decided to do in their bargain, they would provide
little additional value.The tension between these two positions was a real one
in several of the Kit countries, although the above Manichean presentation
is an exaggeration: this was a spectrum and countries sat at different places
on it. For instance in Malawi, the breadth—while it can be critiqued for its
lack of focus—is a reflection of priorities that have already been set, and there
was a clear tension between the need for brevity (on the part of the partners)
and the fear of watering down on the part of the government, even if Genesis
Analytics was pushing for this.13

In Ethiopia, the local partners, TBI, started sketching out possible strate-
gic priorities and actions early on, during the final parts of the assessment
step. They tested, expanded, and refined these ideas during the dialogue ses-
sions, which meant that by strategy time, they had a very clear idea in mind
of what the document would say (see Figure 6.5). However, even here there
were policy proposals and actions in the final version that were not derived
from the process, but ratherwere there because various lineministries already
supported them. One key example is a pre-existing literacy target that we
mentioned, which was based on a partial understanding of current liter-
acy levels and no evaluation—or attached budget—as to how it could be
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PATHWAY 1:
Unleashing value from agriculture

1 2 3 4

PATHWAY 2:
The next version of global

value chains in manufacturing

PATHWAY 3: PATHWAY 4:
Building the IT enabled services Digital as the driver of

tourism competitiveness

Figure 6.5 Ethiopia’s pathways for prosperity as outlined in the digital strategy
Source: Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, ‘Digital Ethiopia 2025: A Digital Strategy
for Ethiopia Inclusive Prosperity’, 2021.

increased. There was strong interest on the government’s part to ensure that
any digital literacy target in the digital strategy would be connected to that.
While everyone agreed that digital literacywas fundamental to a digital econ-
omy, TBI (the Tony Blair Institute for Global Change) had recommended
a more empirically grounded method to identify feasible targets. Sadly, this
proved not to be possible. For the sake of consistency, the governmentwanted
digital literacy included in the strategy as a specific target.

In SouthAfrica there was not somuch a baking-in, but an early decision on
principles that would guide the Kit’s course. As an early part of the dialogue
phase, Genesis Analytics had convened a meeting of trusted partners to help
them (they thought) flesh out the parameters of what a process could look
like in the country. In thatmeeting, because of whowas in the room—notably
HarambeeYouth EmploymentAccelerator, withwhomGenesis Analytics has
a close working relationship—the focus of the strategy primer was decided:
youth unemployment. This is not an illogical decision for a country that had
youth unemployment rates of 63 per cent in 2021,14 and there was a clear
pathway between the platform economy and new economic opportunities
for those young people. But it was an early decision on the opportunity of
digital, nonetheless.

Another less obvious example occurred in the unnamed country. Inclusion
was clearly in the sight lines for the kind of digital transformation the Oxford
team was aiming to support. It was important to the government and other
partners too: the very premise of why the Kit would be useful to the country
in the first place, and the reason why it was so strongly supported by the pres-
idency, was because of fears that the current digital strategy had insufficient
focus on inclusion.15 However, the donor funding the work had repeatedly
raised concerns that there was inadequate focus on gender in the Kit process.
As a result, the first draft of the strategy primer discussed gender extensively,
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although not in a particularly substantive or supported way. Women’s groups
had been proactively invited to join the dialogues and attempts had been
made to disaggregate data by gender where possible. But nevertheless, in the
steering committee feedback meeting on the near-final draft of the strategy
primer, it was argued that this was more lip service than substance.16 The
local partner said: ‘We know that inclusion is important and that we need
to get the gender aspects right. But that can’t be above everything else, above
the whole economy. That might work in [donor home country], but it doesn’t
work here. There are other things we need to think about, including getting
digitalization right for everyone.’17

Significantly, genderwas not even necessarily a key priority for the donor in
country: the instructions to focus on inclusion had come from the capital.The
push to focus on it was right, in that there is clear evidence that women are
economically marginalized across the region, and digital technologies offer
clear potential for economic empowerment. But did the donor’s insistence on
gender—to caricature their position—being mentioned in every paragraph
of the strategy primer, end up looking and feeling like just another form of
conditionality, even if of the progressive type?

For some of the other forms of government intervention in the strategy
primers, pre-baking would seem too strong a term. In Bangladesh, a2i’s Anir
Chowdhury vetted the strategy primer before it was presented to the govern-
ment. He fed back to BIGD that it needed to focus more on soft skills, not
just hard ones. The Bangladesh government was concerned that the country
was losing out to India and elsewhere because management capacity in the
country was very poor. In his view, had he not insisted on the strengthening
of this element, it would likely not have been accepted.18

Challenge three: putting names to actions

To avoid no one putting their hand up to implement action points, strategy
primers were designed to pin policy recommendations specifically to leading
entities in government, business, and civil society that would be responsible
for their implementation. This is easier said than done.

The local partners who drafted the strategy primers may perceive a tight
and logical connection between the policy recommendations and the min-
istries and agencies in charge of implementing them. But from the perspective
of those ministries and agencies, the gap between words and action is wide.
There are several good reasons for this, and the following paragraphs elab-
orate on three of them: recognition, budget constraints, and bureaucratic
inertia.
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Recognition
If we understand bureaucratic actors as seeking to maximize power, recogni-
tion, purview, and budgetary resources allocated to them, the strategy primer
may not be a fitting instrument to advance these objectives. Recognition for
taking on a policy action only translates into power if it comes from the top—
that is, the head of state. This is one reason why anchoring the strategy high
is essential. Moreover, there is an implicit hierarchy among line ministries,
with finance and planning typically commanding more power than others. If
the strategy primer is anchored in a low-ranking ministry, such as informa-
tion and communications technology (ICT) or innovation and technology,
other bureaucratic actors are unlikely to pay much attention to the recog-
nition they might receive from them—a phenomenon that the Oxford team
dubbed ‘death by silo’.19 Some strategy primers enumerate several agencies
and ministries as responsible for a policy action without carefully assessing
how and why these authorities would work together. But, as both practition-
ers and students of bureaucratic politics know, departments are jealous of
their autonomy and do not like to be coordinated.20 In such cases, agreeing
to be responsible for a policy action on paper, and then doing nothing about
it is a rational response.

Budget constraints
Budget constraints are a second reasonwhy putting names to actions is a chal-
lenge. Each of the actions listed in the strategy primer requires a budget.With
finite resources available to a ministry or agency each year, taking on a policy
action has an opportunity cost. To alleviate this constraint, local partners in
some implementing countries identified donors, international organizations,
or NGOs as potential funders. But the strategy primers did not clarify how
external funding would actually be obtained. Whether or not they should
have done is an open question.

Bureaucratic inertia
The third reason why putting names to actions is easier said than done is
bureaucratic inertia. Each ministry and agency develops its own operating
plan in line with the overall priorities of the administration, with key deci-
sions made after an election and at the beginning of a fiscal year. The brief
consultations envisioned in themulti-stakeholder dialogue phase are unlikely
to influence that process. In the more carefully crafted strategy primers,
local partners worked hard to establish more permanent channels of coor-
dination and consultation, aiming to ensure that policy recommendations
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would not be crowded out by other priorities before assigning the responsi-
ble ministries and agencies. On the other side of the spectrum, some strategy
primers enlisted authorities as responsible for policy actions after consulting
with them once, or even without including them in the multi-stakeholder
dialogues.

Lesotho’s strategy primer pays the most attention to addressing obstacles
to implementation pre-emptively. Genesis Analytics attempted to put imple-
mentation front and centre of the strategy primer for the country, learning
from widespread concern regarding government effectiveness during stake-
holder consultations, and from their ownmixed success in implementing the
Kit in other countries. Lesotho’s strategy primer identifies four focus areas
(digital government, infrastructure, population, and business). But, in con-
trast to other countries’ primers, it adds a fifth—coordination—because it
is ‘critical to the successful development’ of the other four areas.21 Coor-
dination here means joint execution of the primer (in this case, already
called a ‘digital strategy’) by the government, civil society, and the pri-
vate sector. And it goes further still to suggest the exact institution in
charge of its implementation. The strategy document notes that ‘given
the uniform feedback from all stakeholder groups—that political changes
have adversely impacted the digital transformation process—the strategy
is anchored in the PMDU (Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit)’,22 as seen in
Figure 6.6.

Digital
Transformation

Council
Digital Transformation Task Team

Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit

Prime Minister’s Office

Digital government
working group

Digital infrastructure
working group

Digital population
working group

Digital business
working group

Figure 6.6 Lesotho’s proposed implementation leadership structure
Source: ‘Lesotho’s National Digital Transformation Strategy’, 2021.

From strategy to action

A list of action points is not sufficient; even with a group of stakeholders who
feel personal ownership of its contents, and with individuals or specific min-
istries allocated to deliver, there is amissing stage between agreeing on action
points and drawing them down into a strategy.
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Bridging process

What is needed is a bridging process that takes a concise action and unpacks
it to spell out specific steps needed before the action can happen. This might
involve considering what laws or policies need to change before this action
can be implemented, or it might be a group of people convening beyond the
Kit process to socialize the ideas and get wider buy-in. This is where the pro-
cess risks falling down, not least because if actions do not have budgets as
well as a name attached to them, they may disappear between the cracks of
competing priorities.

In SouthAfrica andEthiopia, theOxford teamdid attempt such a follow-up
process, in part because they had a budget to do so, and the local part-
ner signalled that it would be useful. In Ethiopia, the socialization point
was particularly important because inter-ministerial coordination as well as
coordination of the federal and regional government face serious challenges.
As one government partner there says: ‘We’re a federal state, but the dif-
ferent departments are also like mini-republics.’23 Efforts to do something
similar should have been made in other countries too, although the Oxford
team was leary, as outsiders, of staying involved too far down the line of
implementation. This is the first of our key lessons—see below.

Beyond that, in all countries there was a validation session where the steer-
ing committee met to discuss any last adjustments to the strategy primer,
and to sign it off. This required careful orchestration; in all instances, near-
final versions of the primer were presented bilaterally to key agencies to
get feedback before validation in a bid to prevent nasty surprises at the
end. In the unnamed country, however, there were still some fundamen-
tal questions in the validation meeting, such as why some targets had been
chosen in an apparently arbitrary manner. But it did not matter too much
as there was time to rationalize targets before the primer’s final version was
issued.

The importance of communications

To elevate the strategy primer from other analytical documents, it is impor-
tant to have a communications strategy in place. This seems obvious, but the
Oxford team gave insufficient thought to this a priori, other than speaking
to the local partner’s communications team to discuss how we could support
their dissemination efforts. In Mongolia, the launch of the strategy primer
was televised and attended by the prime minister. This was in no small part



From strategy to action 149

responsible for the political focus the document received, although this was
unlikely to happen everywhere. In South Africa, Genesis Analytics issued a
press release, which was picked up by multiple media outlets.24 There was
also a public launch of the primer in Bangladesh, although this too nearly
fell victim to bureaucratic politics: an advisor to the prime minister had
initially been invited, but he was worried about what might be in the strat-
egy primer, so in the end the meeting was chaired by the state secretary.25
This is in unfortunate contrast to Malawi where the primer has yet to be
signed off by the full cabinet. The importance of a communications strat-
egy was brought into sharp relief by Prime Minister Abiy in Ethiopia, who
said: ‘give me something to announce or something I can chair’. Even a pri-
oritized strategy primer is not prioritized enough for themost senior political
champions.

If external communications are important, so too are internal communi-
cation channels. For example, it also proved necessary to aim the strategy
‘lower’: to the bureaucrats who would be charged with the Kit’s implementa-
tion. This was done in one country with mixed success: key elements of the
strategy primerwere presented at ameeting of financeministry officials at the
level of department level. Even though theminister of finance—whowas aKit
enthusiast—opened themeeting, there was some unease among participants.
At least one official responded that, until there was universal electrification
in the country, the digital strategy would not be implemented.

In the case of Ethiopia, local partner TBI had engaged with other min-
istries from the start, learning about their work streams and incorporating
various policy projects into the digital strategy, even when they did not logi-
cally flow from the digital readiness assessment or the consultations.Thedraft
strategy, finalized in February 2020, had been circulated among key advi-
sors in different ministries, and TBI had kept a detailed record of feedback
obtained from different parts of the executive branch. Still, the government
partner recalls clashing with ministerial silos when seeking to obtain buy-in
for the digital transformation project beyond the Ministry of Innovation and
Technology. And, even though the council of ministers approved the digi-
tal strategy in unison in mid-2020, senior and mid-level management was
reportedly hesitant and fearful, looking at the downside risks of implementa-
tion.26 Moreover, the informal network did not extend to the National Bank
of Ethiopia (NBE). As explained earlier in greater detail (see ‘Introduction’
Chapter 2), the central bank issued a draft policy that proposed criminal
penalties for some of the digital finance activities that the digital strategy was
promoting. Onlywhen the primeminister exerted his authority over theNBE
was this policy clash avoided.27
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Key lessons on strategy primers

Here we present the three lessons learnt from the Oxford team’s experience
of the strategy primer phase: including an additional support stage; avoiding
a ‘laundry list’ approach; and shifting bureaucracy.

The first lesson is that the strategy primer is not the final stage of the Kit.
It became clear early on in the process that the Kit requires an additional
stage of support—or, at the very least, the clear identification of a group
to champion the process up to its take-up in a national strategy. This real-
ization came about in the South Africa Kit (the first pilot) and the Oxford
team should have adapted the methodology to reflect this learning. Until
actions have a budget attached, (ideally) a person, or at least an institution
assigned to implement them, and sufficient people in those agencies under-
stand and support the actions. However, the danger remains that they will
fall victim to one or more of the three reform challenges: bureaucratic poli-
tics; special interest groups; and the lack of an elite bargain. In this perilous
period, the local implementation partner should stay involved, supporting
small but important actions, such as identifying precisely which laws and
policies will need to change before policy take-up can happen, or look-
ing for policy opportunities as situations change. One such action could be
supporting the socialization of the strategy primer to the lower ranks of gov-
ernment who will be responsible for implementation (and whose incentives
might be aligned with the status quo rather than change), rather than just
leaving it to the top levels only and at the level of championing. This may
imply taking a discussion of the Kit outside central ministries and outside
capitals.

The second lesson is to avoid a laundry list. This is the corollary of the
challenge of prioritization. As with all multi-stakeholder processes, there
will be a natural desire from participants to ensure that everyone’s inter-
ests are reflected in a final document, particularly if the strategy primer is
seen as digital transformation’s ‘shop window’. But at this stage of digital
planning, ruthlessness is required. Precisely because a whole-economy trans-
formation is so all-encompassing, the list of recommended actions must be
sufficiently brief so as to be actionable in the short and medium term. In
some country contexts, it will be challenging to push for brutal prioritiza-
tion, but where possible, it should be attempted. For instance, attempts to
push back failed in Malawi, and this was an indication that at least one of the
Kit’s preconditions—likely the elite bargain—was not present. Had it been
present, it seems probable that there would have been willingness to pare
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down recommendations, even as the broaderMalawi 2063 strategy was being
implemented (see Chapter 7, ‘Attribution versus contribution’).

Lesson three is that the strategy primer should be designed less with aca-
demic quality and consistency in mind, and more with consideration of what
it will take to shift bureaucratic politics. The primers were of variable quality
in terms of the analysis contained within them, the logical consistency of the
listed actions, and in some cases even the optimality of those actions. Presen-
tation matters: its accessibility and attractiveness are paramount. The primer
needs a strong executive summary, which includes a table setting out iden-
tified actions; it needs to be easy to read, visually engaging and, ideally, with
clearly assigned tasks. However, this is less important than how the power
and turf in assigning tasks are acknowledged. The strategy primer should
be designed such that it responds and strengthens coalitions of the willing
between government, the private sector, and outside donors. This is more of
a political than a technical process, and the document should reflect that.
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7
A critical viewon implementation

Introduction

As he said it, some people around the country were holding their breath.
The ‘he’ was the newish Minister of Trade and Industry, Ebrahim Patel—
overseeing the Department of Trade, Industry and Competition (DTIC)—
and the ‘it’ was the announcement of South Africa’s new Masterplan for
Global Business Services—potentially catalytic for the country’s digital trans-
formation.1 Minister Patel was known to be sceptical about digital technol-
ogy, worried that it was just a modern version of sweatshops and flighty
international investment using regulatory arbitrage to chase down the lowest
tax and technology transfer regime. A previous similar Masterplan, on infor-
mation and communications technology (ICT) and the Digital Economy—
which was to have been overseen by the Department of Communication and
Digital Technology, and into whichmuch effort had been poured—had effec-
tively been torpedoed when the previous minister was fired. So the stakes
for this new Masterplan were high. Minister Patel opened his speech firmly
in the analogue world, describing what he sees when walking around the
shop floor, and even discussing his hopes that South Africa could manu-
facture a new model of BMW car. It was not looking good for the launch
of a strategy on digital, one that could offer historic (not an overstatement
when one considers the length and depth of the country’s labour market
woes) potential to address the country’s inclusive growth and youth employ-
ment challenges; and not least as it would build on momentum—the country
had just been voted the number one destination in the world for customer
experience outsourcing (CXO)-inward investment, ahead of India and the
Philippines.2

But, as he started to talk about the Masterplan itself, he suddenly switched
into the language of opportunity. He set out with passionate commitment
how the business process outsourcing (BPO) sector can be the engine of job
creation for unemployed young people in South Africa. As Mark Schoeman
fromGenesis Analytics says: ‘it was as if the words of the strategy primerwere

Driving Digital Transformation. Benno Ndulu et al., Oxford University Press. © Benno Ndulu, Elizabeth Stuart, Stefan Dercon,
and Peter Knaack (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192872845.003.0007
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coming out of his mouth. And he is an extremely hands-on, careful minister.
He made track-changes on the Masterplan himself. If these words are in his
speech, you know he believes in it himself.’

There’s many a slip between proposal and implementation.3 This is a state-
ment that is so obvious as to be banal at the best of times and in the
most functional of contexts. However, in poor, highly resource-constrained
countries—such as another of theKit countries,Malawi, for instance—it does
bear repeating, as policymaking can be seen as a triumph of hope against
expectation. It was precisely for this reason that Malawi’s National Planning
Commission (NPC) was established in 2017, in recognition of the lack of
success to date in turning aspirations into action.

So what did the Oxford team imagine was going to be the outcome of the
Kits in the seven countries, at least some of which have been plagued by past
delivery failures; what has in fact been the outcome to date; how did the team
think about success; and what has been learnt along the way?

This chapter argues that, as we write this, it is too early to say what worked.
Thefinal Kit, in Lesotho, was only signed off by the cabinet in June 2022. In no
country has the vision of the strategy primer been fully implemented. Imple-
mentation that has happened has been mixed. Impact is still further away.
Here we do not attempt a rigorous evaluation of the Kits. Doing so would be
useful at some point (although best practice suggests that an evaluation be
planned and started before a project starts).4 Instead, in this chapter, we con-
sider some early indications that the Kit has achieved cut-through. Where
that has happened, it has been due to (at least some of the) concepts from the
strategy primer being picked up by governments, which is evidence of the
existence of coalitions of the willing. Such coalitions are now present in most
of the seven countries, although there is great variation in the strength of that
coalition in each of them.

The chapter then offers an attempt to unpick implementation shortfalls
(again to date) to examine why they might have occurred, or could be likely
to occur in the future. We claim that shortfalls—and indeed successes—in
implementation, and the strength of the coalitions formed, can until now be
understood in reference to our three perspectives on the political economy of
reform. Some are due to not getting bureaucratic politics right, such as ‘turf
wars’ and inter-ministerial silos. Others are due to a lack of special interest
groups. Still others have failed to take off—at least so far—because there never
was an elite bargain in place that was willing to gamble on digital transforma-
tion in the first place.While we have a loose interpretation of implementation
and an appropriately cautious acknowledgement of the Kit’s role in its causal
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pathway, implementation is nonetheless important.i The cases with the best
prospects for implementation going forward show a good match with all of
the three perspectives of political economy reform too. Table 7.1 sets out the
timelines of each Kit and the publication date of the final product of each.

Table 7.1 Timelines of the seven Digital Economy Kits.

Country Digital Economy Kit process Strategy primer published

Mongolia April–September 2019 September 2019
South Africa January–October 2019 January 2020
Ethiopia July 2019–February 2020 June 2020
Unnamed country August 2019–February 2021 March 2021
Malawi February–September 2020 January 2021
Bangladesh March 2020–January 2021 March 2021
Lesotho April–December 2021 December 2021

It is also worth mentioning the role of happenstance which, by its very
nature, cannot be predicted, but can be planned and prepared for. The most
obvious form, considering the timing of the work, was the COVID-19 pan-
demic, which could either be conceived as a challenge or as an opportunity
for implementation. In South Africa, it proved to be both for ‘South Africa in
the Digital Age’ (or SADA, as the Kit was known there). According to local
partner, Genesis Analytics, who wrote a document assessing how to deliver
inclusion during a crisis: ‘In particular, the SADA focus on digital inclu-
sion had to shift from just enabling economic opportunities, such as learning
and earning, to enabling the range of social welfare benefits that the digital
economy can deliver to remain relevant.’5

Happenstance can also be seen in the story at the top of the chapter: one
Masterplan fell because the minister fell, another looks like it may succeed
because a minister was appointed who understands and shares the vision.
The preparation came in that Genesis Analytics and other partners already
had the analysis ready to feed into the new Masterplan once the previous one
had failed, adapting it to shape the new framing.

Of course, all the early signs of progress could yet prove to be a house of
cards. It is easy, in one’s eagerness for impact, to confuse causation and cor-
relation, even as one tries to guard against it. We limit our discussion to one

i In a novel aggregation of six randomized trials and 100,000 people, Angrist and Anabwani (forth-
coming) show that the single most important feature of determining whether an education programme
works across settings is how well it is implemented. This might sound obvious, but ex ante many things
could matter most, such as baseline levels of learning, the country context, or the scale of the trial.
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of contribution, rather than attribution. It is very difficult to really say that a
specific initiative, or the fragile bud of progress, is an outcome of one short
process. As time elapses since the concerted energy of the Kit process, the
messiness of politics and human nature may prove too powerful to keep the
structures built (coalitions) in place.

Some early indications of cut-through

In most countries, we can see early signs that a loose alliance of people
with shared interest in supporting the strategy primers’ conversion into pol-
icy implementation does exist, in some shape or form. In some countries
there are signs that they may be blossoming and perhaps sustainable over
the medium term. In Lesotho, the primer has been signed off by the cabi-
net. Elements of it are now shaping the country’s new World Bank lending
programme, which will focus more on digital literacy in the public sector
as a result of the findings of the Kit process. One interviewee who is part of
the Bank’s team that covers Lesotho says: ‘The strategy has influenced our
thinking, but more importantly, it means that the government partners have
a better idea of what they want, and so they can come to us and other donors
and articulate what they need from us. That’s very helpful.’6 The primer has
also been reflected in the national budget.7 Efforts are in train to attempt to
ensure continuity of implementation into the next administration (at least
one of the other current coalition parties will remain in place beyond the 2022
elections). Care is being taken to ensure that the strategy primer language
that is translated into the budget and policy documents is written in a way
that has political longevity: what Emmanuel Maluke Leteté, senior economic
advisor to the prime ministerii—and Kit’s steering committee leader—calls
‘business continuity’. According to Leteté, there is a group of private sector
actors who are mobilized to follow implementation, in addition to a group of
policymakers. He says: ‘The Government of Lesotho system owners believed
in working in silos, which goes against the whole essence of systems integra-
tion. Now they have come to realize the importance of working together. …
The private sector was also very vocal in the strategy primer process and will
hold us to account for delivery.’ That said, the country’s capacity constraints
are very real and will be highly challenging to surmount.

South Africa would seem to provide the clearest example of a coalition
that looks like it might have staying power. The grouping of the DTIC,

ii In June 2022, the lead government partner, Emmanuel Maluke Leteté, was appointed as governor of
the Central Bank of Lesotho.
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the industry association for business process outsourcing—Business Process
Enabling South Africa (BPESA)—Harambee Youth Employment Accelera-
tor, and Genesis Analytics has delivered a plan to create 100,000 jobs in the
BPO sector by 2023, and 500,000 by 20308—a doubling of previous ambi-
tion.iii The strategy includes a provision that one in five of the jobs created
would go to excluded young people.9 This has been effectively ratified by the
Minister of Trade and Industry with his signing of the aforementioned global
business services Masterplan which will set out implementation.

In Ethiopia, the Kit directly fed into the country’s first digital strategy, Digi-
tal Ethiopia 2025,iv whichwas signed off by cabinet, leapfrogging any strategy
primer process, with the foreword signed by Prime Minister Abiy. There is a
group of lineministries now tasked with implementing its different elements.
Aswe discuss below, some of its constituent elements were already happening
prior to the Kit, but one area of progress since is that the country has started
to design a fund to support a digital start-up ecosystem. This was led by the
Ministry of Finance.v

In Mongolia, 181 e-services were launched within six months of its sig-
nature, on the e-Mongolia platform.10 The government is now developing a
digital strategy that goes beyond services to consider cybersecurity, among
other issues.

In Bangladesh, while (in the main) the Kit was just one of several
initiatives—all of which have been pushing in a similar direction on digi-
tal transformation, according to government partner Anir Chowdhury—in
one place, a line can be drawn to the primer: that is, progress on small and
medium-sized enterprise (SME) digitalization. Identification (ID) for digital
businesses has now been established, and the use of that ID to provide one-
stop services in access to finance, markets, and skills is now in train, with
Access to Information (a2i) working with the central bank, the SME Foun-
dation, and the twenty-three different ministries (!) that are involved in skills
development. However, further implementation may suffer from the absence
of one voice in the coalition for change. The traditional ready-made garment
sector is a key driver of Bangladesh’s integration with the global economy and

iii The previous target was to create 50,000 new jobs in the sector by 2030. See: Genesis Ana-
lytics et al., ‘South Africa in the Digital Age: Think Globally-Traded Services, Think South
Africa’, 2019, https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2021-06/Think%20globally-
traded%20services%20think%20South%20Africa_SADA%20strategy_22092019.pdf.

iv Digital Ethiopia 2025 also reflected the work of Dalberg, the consultancy firm advising Ministry of
Innovation and Technology (MinT) on e-government. Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, ‘Ethiopia
2025: A Digital Strategy for Ethiopia Inclusive Prosperity’, 2021, 2.

v Analysis commissioned by Digital Pathways, the Pathways Commission’s successor initiative,
looked at how this design might best proceed. Alexander Munro, Walid Ahmed, and Lisa Skin-
ner, ‘A Technical Note to Guide the Creation of a Fund to Support a Digital Startup Ecosystem
in Ethiopia’, September 2021, https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/
2022%2001%2014%20Ethiopia%20Digital%20Fund%20Ecosystem%20Final%20PW.pdf.

https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2021-06/Think%20globally-traded%20services%20think%20South%20Africa_SADA%20strategy_22092019.pdf
https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2021-06/Think%20globally-traded%20services%20think%20South%20Africa_SADA%20strategy_22092019.pdf
https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/2022%2001%2014%20Ethiopia%20Digital%20Fund%20Ecosystem%20Final%20PW.pdf
https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/2022%2001%2014%20Ethiopia%20Digital%20Fund%20Ecosystem%20Final%20PW.pdf
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economic growth. Today, this sector has a sophisticated system of represen-
tation within the government, distilling and communicating the preferences
and challenges of its multitude of firms. But there is not yet any equivalent
on the digital economy or even information technology (IT) industries. One
government representative says that, if the BPO sector had a system of repre-
sentation akin to that of the ready-made garment industry, the government
would be able to understand their needs and constraints better in order to
help them thrive in the digital economy.11

In other countries, language from the primers is now in evidence in
national policy documents developed after the Kit process. This is the case
in Lesotho, Malawi, Mongolia, and the unnamed country.vi

Attribution versus contribution

While the section above seems optimistic that alliances formed by the Kit
may prove to be sustainable (although in the unnamed country, there is a
sense that the coalition was a confected one that may well not outlive the
authoring of the country’s updated digital strategy), we must be very careful
not to overclaim. Some of these alliances were pre-existing, and themost that
we can say with any confidence is that the Kit has helped move them along;
none of the South African partners forming the jobs plan were new to one
another, for instance. In the case of actions converted into policy commit-
ments in government strategies, these are documented ambition, but cannot
be claimed as implementation. Moreover, a causal pathway that leads from
the Kits cannot be verified. For instance, in Malawi, the new implementation
plan for the vision document, Malawi 2063, contains some commitments
that map onto the strategy primer.vii However, any interpretation needs to

vi The latest digital strategy for Bangladesh is being drafted at the time of writing.
vii The digital skills commitments in the Malawi Implementation Plan-1 are particularly close to the

primer (which was published directly as a Digital Strategy in Malawi). See: National Planning Commis-
sion, Malawi, ‘The Malawi 2063 First 10 Year Implementation Plan (MIP-1)’ (Government of Malawi,
2021), https://npc.mw/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/MIP-1-WEb-Version-8-November-2021-Fast-view.
pdf. The Digital Strategy sets out the actions: ‘Revise teacher training curriculum to include blended
learning, device usage for education and LMS’ and ‘Develop a community digital champion programme
to deepen digital literacy and skills across Malawi’, both of which are reproduced in their entirely in the
MIP-1, while the Digital Strategy’s ‘Provide open access to digital content and support for teachers and
students in all schools (solar panels, offline WIFI’ maps to the MIP-1’s: ‘Provide open access to digital
content and support for teachers and students in all school’. In another example, the Digital Strategy has
an action to: ‘Establish and carrier-neutral internal exchange point (IXP) in Lilongwe to reduce transit
costs’ which is marginally less specific in the MIP-1: ‘Establish a carrier-neutral internet exchange point
(IXP)’. In other instances, the MIP-1 is significantly less specific than the strategy that resulted from the
Kit, and while there is a potential read-across, it is not possible to tell with any certainty that that language
has been informed by the Digital Strategy. For instance, the Digital Strategy contained an action to: ‘Phase
out the 10% excise on data and text package purchases’. MIP-1 has a prioritized intervention to: ‘Review

https://npc.mw/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/MIP-1-WEb-Version-8-November-2021-Fast-view.pdf
https://npc.mw/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/MIP-1-WEb-Version-8-November-2021-Fast-view.pdf


Some early indications of cut-through 159

be made with care, as they could have been inspired by other processes and
will compete with many other commitments for implementation. In all like-
lihood, the delivery of Malawi 2063 may lie outside current government
capabilities.

Similarly, some of the initiatives outlined in Digital Ethiopia 2025 are
now in progress.12 New directives and regulations from the National Bank
of Ethiopia, including the National Digital Payments Strategy 2021–202413

and the Licensing and Authorization of Payment Instrument Issuers Direc-
tive14 are creating a more hospitable environment for digital payments and
mobile money. Both of these originate in the Digital Strategy. Other ele-
ments of the Strategywere already in train before theKit started. For instance,
telecommunications liberalization had been trialled since 2018.viii However,
lead government partner, Myriam Said, says that the process was accel-
erated because of the Strategy, which ‘gave a wider context and focus to
the need to liberalize. … [The strategy] gave a better understanding to
new entrants on why they needed to compete, and clearly articulated the
focus of the government on how to build the digital economy, and their
priorities.’

Likewise, quick wins one and two in the South Africa primer15 (‘expe-
dite spectrum allocation’16 and ‘address steep price curve of mobile tariffs’)
have both been addressed—at least in part—since the primer was published.
But in neither case can it plausibly be claimed that the Kit was responsible
for this outcome: in the latter instance a popular campaign under the title
#DataMustFall was launched back in 2016.17

Moreover, the above developments have of course occurred against a global
background of increasing interest among all governments of the impor-
tance of digital technologies, even before COVID-19. Specifically, elements
of e-government, if not digital transformation, were already underway—in
the sense that they were both planned for and starting to be implemented
in the real economy—in Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Mongolia, South Africa, the
unnamed country, and to a lesser extent, Lesotho, before the Kit started.
Before the Kit started in early 2019, South Africa already had a growing
BPO sector which was absorbing the labour of young people. Bangladesh
has had a digital strategy in place since 2011,18 building on a vision for
digitalization published as long ago as 2009 (even if, in reality, this was more

the tax regimes governing the ICT sector to ensure regional competitiveness’. Whether one relates to the
other is an open question.

viii In June 2018, the government announced plans to partially privatize Ethio telecom, along with a
number of other publicly owned industries. William Davison, ‘Ethiopia Plans to Partially Privatize Ethio
Telecom and Ethiopian Airlines’, Ethiopia Observer (blog), 5 June 2018, https://www.ethiopiaobserver.
com/2018/06/05/ethiopia-to-partially-privatize-ethio-telecom-and-ethiopian-airlines/.

https://www.ethiopiaobserver.com/2018/06/05/ethiopia-to-partially-privatize-ethio-telecom-and-ethiopian-airlines/
https://www.ethiopiaobserver.com/2018/06/05/ethiopia-to-partially-privatize-ethio-telecom-and-ethiopian-airlines/
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about e-government than digital transformation). Before the Kit kicked off
here, the share of exports from the BPO sector was growing, and there was
extensive use of digital payments. Mongolia already had a well-advanced
platform-based economywhich was exporting services to Australia. Ethiopia
had a dynamic services-based economy with growing digital finance. The
unnamed country had a digital plan in place, and a digital code that could
put some advanced economies to shame (at least in respect to cybersecurity,
affordability of mobile data, digital infrastructure development, and de jure
enforcement. De facto enforcement was a different matter).

Only in Lesotho and Malawi did the Kit represent almost entirely new
thinking for the government; even so, non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) and donors were already exploring possibilities—and in Lesotho, at
least, in conjunction with the government—around mobile money projects.
Pilots had been underway in both countries before the Kit.ix

At best therefore we argue some contribution—but we stop short of claim-
ing attribution—on specific initiatives. Our assessment earlier in the book
that there is something important about the Kit process itself, that catalyses
a group of people to think about digital transformation in a different way,
informed by some of the concepts of and discussions engendered by the Kit,
is corroborated here. A donor partner in Mongolia says: ‘The Kit has opened
up space for the protagonists to go on and do useful things.’19 Similarly
in Bangladesh, the lead government partner says that several of the people
involved in the Kit took the thinking it generated into strategy formation in
the COVID-19 period, including into a Post-COVID Business Continuity
Plan and several sector-specific strategies, including for governance, educa-
tion, and health.20 He adds: ‘The strategy primer discussed interoperability at
length. Before COVID this was a technical term, but after COVID it became
a policy term, and several of the people leading on it took their ideas from
the Kit process. The same was true of people bringing issues on the digital
divide into the new policies developed in our COVID response.’21 And even
where coalitions may not last, there is some evidence that Kit participants
found it useful. One private sector participant from Malawi suggests that,
while they have not undertaken a course correction as a result of the Kit, they
describe the sense of shared purpose that the dialogues revealed as pushing

ix For example, in 2013 the Lesotho Ministry of Finance requested from a group of partners the devel-
opment of a financial inclusion roadmap. Making Access Possible (MAP) Lesotho, ‘Lesotho Financial
Inclusion Roadmap: Household Welfare and National Growth through an Enhanced Quality and Depth
of Financial Inclusion’, 2014, https://www.uncdf.org/article/804/lesotho-financial-inclusion-roadmap-
migration.

https://www.uncdf.org/article/804/lesotho-financial-inclusion-roadmap-migration
https://www.uncdf.org/article/804/lesotho-financial-inclusion-roadmap-migration
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them to do what they had already planned, only sooner and with a greater
sense of certainty that others would join them.22

Implementation as designed in the toolkit

The implementation of the Kit was fundamental to the Oxford team’s theory
of change, but paradoxically, it was the area that was least well thought out at
the design stage, in the sense of any formal articulation. Indeed, the Kit doc-
ument itself was silent on the issue, adding only (and somewhat gnomically):
‘The strategy primer will mark the end of [the] Digital Economy Kit process,
but the beginning of something broader.’23

The uncodified intention was that implementation of the Kit’s recommen-
dations would come as a consequence of getting the upstream inputs right. To
recall, these were the Kit’s three preconditions (right government champion,
right timing, and country demand being in place) plus its three partner-
ship picks (country, local partner, and steering committee). Once these were
brought to bear on a well-executed process of assessment, plus dialogue lead-
ing to a strategy primer, this would serve up a set of policies to be debated and
hopefully incorporated into policy by the government. Importantly, the pro-
cess would also have delivered a set of champions from across the polity who
had some stake in those policies being implemented, even if that stake was
only that they had been in the room (in the steering committee or dialogues)
when they were thought up.

While the Kit document did not articulate how it could happen, theOxford
team did not naively imagine that this process would be automatic. The team
calculated that the recipe of the Kit process and the ingredients of diagnosis,
dialogue, and primer were necessary for delivery to flow. A key part of this
was the ongoing presence of the local (or quasi-local) partnerwhowould have
the knowledge, connections, and incentive to continue to support implemen-
tation, even if they would have to seek funding to do so elsewhere. But the
team felt it would be important for themselves to step away at this point:
that the domestic foundations would be sufficiently strong for the build to
go ahead without them.

It is also worth noting again that part of the Oxford team’s design thinking
was that the strategically developed primer and the ideas in it would be attrac-
tive for external donors to fund, and, in an ideal world, they might also use it
as an organizational tool to coordinate their own development and/or digital
programming in the relevant country. They hypothesized that the process of
designing the strategy primerwould force governments to consider trade-offs
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and their own priorities, such as could then be presented to donors for sup-
port, rather than the current situation—a cynical, but sadly too often accurate
reading—whereby donors attempt to sell governments programmes designed
in their home capitals or in Washington, DC.

Implementation in practice

Between one and two years have passed since the publication of the strategy
primers in six of the seven countries. Clearly, this is not enough time for an
authoritative assessment of what worked and what did not. Yet some empir-
ical evidence of advances and gaps in implementing the strategy primers
is available, and a comparison across countries suggests that the pattern
of successes and shortcomings in implementation to date is not random.
This section throws light on early-stage implementation progress by com-
paring the policy actions proposed in the strategy primers against published
government policy and tangible actions, drawing on policy documents and
interviews with digital experts in the implementing countries as well as the
Oxford team.

Implementing a digital transformation strategy is an instance of reform,
and reform is fraught with political economy challenges. In this section,
we look at evidence of implementation advances and bottlenecks that have
emerged across countries and connect it back to the main theoretical
approaches to the political economy of reform, to identify patterns that can
be instructive for a wider range of countries in the future.

The discussion starts with bureaucratic politics. The digital strategy in
some countries is facing the risk of implementation by one line ministry
or agency only. But careful course correction by the implementation team
can wean digital policy out of the hands of the ICT ministry and return it
to an all-of-government project, as the example of Ethiopia shows. Second,
special interest groups in general, and an enthusiastic digital business sec-
tor in particular, matter for implementation. We contrast implementation
in a country where the BPO sector has taken the lead on digital transfor-
mation, and one where it has not. Third, we look at implementation from
an elite bargain perspective. Digitalization of public services can threaten
lucrative rent-seeking practices and thus create strong, if hidden, opposi-
tion. We offer preliminary thoughts on how elites that are unwilling to forgo
a lucrative status quo obstruct implementation in one country. And we
show how the Prime Minister ofMongolia tied his anti-corruption campaign
to government delivery of digitized services, speeding up implementation
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of the country’s digital strategy. The section then considers some of the
consequences of the Kit that were unintended.

Bureaucratic politics: ‘death by silo’

A digital transformation strategy as envisioned by the Kit requires an
all-of-government approach. This is easier said than done. Local partners
in all implementing countries have secured high-level buy-in from the start,
involved different line ministries and agencies in stakeholder consultations,
and circulated the draft strategy primer among different parts of government.
But, even if the steering committee is chaired by top-level government offi-
cials, and if the president or primeminister endorses the strategy primer with
a preface or special launch ceremony, the hard work of implementation falls
to individual line ministries and agencies.

The bureaucratic politics perspective outlined earlier (see ‘The public sec-
tor and bureaucratic politics’ in Chapter 2) sheds light on why bureaucratic
actors may resist the implementation of the digital transformation strat-
egy. First, purview and inter-ministerial hierarchies matter. Line ministries
have an incentive to defend and, if possible, expand the policy area under
their authority. Encroachment by another ministry or agency may jeopar-
dize purview, career advancement prospects, and operational autonomy in
the future. Put simply, nobody likes to be coordinated. From this perspective,
inter-ministerial collaboration and coordination in policy implementation is
likely only when mandated from above, and adequately funded. Moreover,
many governments feature an implicit hierarchy of line ministries, with the
finance ministry (and its budget allocating power) at the top. ICT ministries
or agencies, however, tend to command little authority in the cabinet of min-
isters. In some countries, state organs such as the central bank, competition
authority, or financial prudential supervisor have statutory independence
from the executive branch, and they are unlikely to take orders from any line
ministry. The Oxford team and local partners were well aware of this, warn-
ing that if the ICT department or a digital agency is put in charge of the digital
strategy, it is ‘doomed to death by silo’.24

Second, government bureaucracies seek to secure and expand the bud-
getary resources at their disposal. A line ministry or agency has no incentive
to implement a given policy if the required financial and human resources
are at odds with the budget allocation of its own operational plan. As a
consequence, policy tasks that expand beyond the standard operations of the
ministry or agency need to be accompanied by additional funding.
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Third (and conversely), bureaucracies resist an expansion of their man-
date if capacity constraints are binding. Bureaucrats in line ministries may be
hesitant to take up digital policies when they lack the required skills, under-
standing, or motivation to train accordingly. This phenomenon can manifest
at the top, as well as among middle managers and lower-level government
employees.25

To address the implementation obstacles mentioned above, governments
have experimented with new institutional approaches that elevate the power
of the ‘centre of government’. In some countries, the president’s or prime
minister’s office has attained power and responsibility for cross-government
coordination.26 In others, a dedicated delivery unit helps and coordinates
policy implementation across ministerial silos. As policy challenges become
more cross-cutting, the centre is increasingly called on to lead policy pro-
cesses. An OECD survey of thirty-seven countries in 2018 revealed that
digitization of government services is high on the agenda of centres of gov-
ernment, together with high-level programmes such as support for the digital
economy.27 No survey is available for developing countries, but anecdotal
evidence points in the same direction.

Since the United Kingdom under the Blair administration pioneered it in
2001, more than twenty-five countries have created delivery units.28 Ideally,
such units operate as ‘servant leaders’, helping line ministries with policy
implementation by keeping track of programme advances, connecting peo-
ple and resources, and exerting their authority to overcome institutional
barriers, all while leaving credit for policy success to the ministries them-
selves.29 Yet the initial enthusiasm regarding delivery units has given way to
widespread disillusionment in recent years. Many such units are closing or
struggling because they lack highly visible political backing, have not com-
mitted to a tightly defined remit, hired staff who lack an all-of-government
vision, or did not ensure cross-government ownership of the delivery unit’s
agenda.30

The lessons learnt from the successes and failures of delivery units apply
to centre-of-government approaches to improving policy implementation in
general: strategic planning at the centre, be it on digital transformation or
other issues, needs to be well-anchored in institutional and political terms
to influence the direction of policy in practice.31 Centres of government
that rely chiefly on budget and compliance requirements as tools have seen
limited success. Practitioners report that line ministries can regard cen-
tre officials as naive and lacking in depth of issue-specific knowledge. In
contrast, centres of government that develop a collaborative leadership style
by dropping command-and-control methods in favour of decentralization
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and empowerment of ministerial counterparts have witnessed better results
in implementation.32

The remainder of this section illustrates how bureaucratic politics can
encumber the implementation of the Kit through the example of two coun-
tries, and how implementing partners have addressed such challenges. The
first example shows how a ‘turf war’ over purview within the government
has likely derailed implementation in one country, and how delegation of
authority away from the ICT Ministry has helped resolve a stalemate in the
second.

The unnamed country: battles for turf
The unnamed country serves as a cautionary example of how bureaucratic
politics can encumber implementation. Here, the digital transformation
strategy got caught in the previously outlined turf battle between theministry
in charge of digitalization and the president’s digital advisor.33 The ministry
had developed and published a digital strategy in 2016, which was incorpo-
rated into a government action plan. But, in an effort to make policymaking
more agile, the president appointed a digital advisor with a scope of respon-
sibilities that overlaps with the ministry. The digital advisor jumped at the
opportunity to implement the Kit in the country, potentially hoping to estab-
lish their own track record and build a reputation as an agile policymaker
in the eyes of the president.34 In contrast, the minister was not enthusias-
tic and may have perceived the Kit as an encroachment on the purview of
the ministry. Due to language barriers, an overly technocratic local imple-
mentation partner, and reliance on advice from a foreign donor instead of
domestic sources, theOxford teamwas not aware of this bureaucratic tension
within the government.35 Even though the president appointed the minis-
ter and the advisor to co-chair the steering committee for the Kit process,
the ministry refused to cooperate and all but ignored the development of the
strategy primer.36

To increase the chances that the policy recommendations of the strategy
primer would be implemented, the digital advisor involved other ministries.
They asked the ministry in charge of digitalization to jointly schedule a
whole-of-government meeting to discuss the strategy primer. In his eyes, the
approval of leading government officials in the ministries of planning, agri-
culture, industry, and so on, would make it difficult for the ministry to block
the toolkit implementation process. Yet nothing happened, as the minister
was apparently not comfortable with the Kit process, saying the ministry’s
feedback had not been taken into account. After several months of inaction,
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the digital advisors themselves scheduled the meeting through the presi-
dent’s office.37 Meanwhile, the ministry has developed its own update to the
national digital strategy.

Ethiopia: the refresher strategy
The Ethiopian team learnt that keeping the digital strategy anchored high is
easier said than done. As explained in greater detail earlier (see ‘The strat-
egy primer in practice’ in Chapter 6) the steering committee made sure that
the prime minister himself endorsed the digital strategy. A government part-
ner notes that, if the minister of innovation and technology alone had signed
the strategy document, other ministries would not have taken implementa-
tion seriously.38 Yet, in spite of the top-level endorsement, and even though
a key government champion of the strategy was promoted from the min-
istry to the prime minister’s office, implementation risked getting stuck at
the Ministry of Innovation and Technology (MinT). Eight months after the
publication of the digital strategy, implementing partner, the Tony Blair Insti-
tute for Global Change (TBI), and the government champion organized a
‘refresher meeting’ to refocus the minds of officials who had been pulled
away by urgent additional projects and the escalating security situation in the
country.39 Such review meetings to check on implementation progress and
re-engage leaders are a prominent tool for improving policy effectiveness by
the centre of government.40 As a result of the refresher meeting, the digital
strategy was divided into four sub-strategies, eachwith its own project owner.
For example, the National Bank of Ethiopia owns the digital payments pol-
icy, and the new Ministry of Trade and Regional Integration is in charge of
e-commerce, rather than MinT.41 The TBI team has also renewed its engage-
ment with the finance and planning ministries, lobbying them to embed the
digital strategy in the next ten-year plan of the government, with budgets
allocated to specific policy actions.42

In sum, bureaucratic politics poses a challenge to implementation long
after the strategy primer has been signed and published, and continu-
ous engagement across silos—and vertically down into line ministries—is
required to raise the chances of a digital strategy actually turning into policy.

Special interest groups: a force for good as well as bad

Political economists often regard special interest groups as an opposing force
to reform. The power of vested interests is seen as contributing to suboptimal
public policy43 and even to ‘institutional sclerosis’,44 reducing government
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effectiveness if reform threatens the business model of the establishment. In
the financial sector specifically, incumbent special interest groups have been
found to use their political power to oppose reform out of concern that it
would introduce competition and erode their position in the economy.45

Yet, as this section shows, in practice special interest groups can also
support and hold the government accountable to its promises, thus facili-
tating reform implementation. The private sector, in particular, can mobi-
lize resources that the government considers indispensable.46 Practitioners
concerned with improving government effectiveness note that ‘deliberately
mapping and engaging external stakeholders will often mean the difference
between success and failure’.47 Empirical research on reform shows that the
distribution of costs and benefits is a key predictor of implementation success
or failure. Specifically, the likelihood of implementation rises in relation to
the benefits powerful business interests can expect to reap from reform.48

The political economy literature discussed earlier (see ‘Special interest
groups’, Chapter 2) identifies two causal pathways for this phenomenon. A
trade theory approach would identify champions of reform based on factor
endowments and comparative advantage. The second one takes a histori-
cal institutionalist look at the relationship between rule changes and their
benefactors.

From a trade theory perspective, digital transformation can be under-
stood as an instance of global economic integration. Increasing a country’s
openness to cross-border exchanges of goods and services creates winners
and losers within an economy. From a sector-specific dynamic view of
the economy, we would expect digitally empowered firms that can harness
scale economies to be in favour of digital transformation, and their analogue
competitors to be opposed to it.

The historical institutionalist perspective ismore sceptical about this. Here,
special interest groups are supporters of reform because rule changes endow
themwith greater authority over profitable business opportunities. As Farrell
and Newman note: ‘Those interest groups that have succeeded in embedding
themselves within the relevant institutional frameworks will unsurprisingly
use their advantageous position to pursue regulatory policies that favour
them (and potentially disfavour other groups).’49 Private sector champions
of a digital strategy can hope that the government provides them with sub-
sidies, tax exemptions, preferential access to key infrastructure, barriers to
entrance for newcomers, and privileged access to policymakers in the digital
space in the future. In a policy environment shaped by such policy feedback
and path dependency, being an early champion of the government’s digital
strategy could confer insider benefits for years to come.
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The empirical track record of digital reform progress in two implementing
countries provides tentative but fitting support for this theory. The following
paragraphs briefly show how the existence of a strong special interest group
in digital services has catalysed implementation in South Africa, and how the
absence of such a group has contributed to slow and partial implementation
of the digital strategy in Bangladesh.

South Africa: the digital competitive advantage
Published in January 2020, South Africa’s digital strategy primer identifies a
dozen ‘quick wins’—that is, policy actions that can be implemented within a
year. Two years later, some of the quick wins have been won indeed. Among
them are two related to special interest groups: the strategy primer calls on
all involved parties to ‘unlock corporates as a source of demand for digital
innovation’ and ‘identify South Africa’s areas of competitive advantage in
digital’.50 The BPO sector’s industry body (BPESA) was involved in South
Africa’s toolkit process long before stakeholder consultations started. And
BPESA has continued to work with the local partner, Genesis Analytics, and
the Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator (a social enterprise backed by
big corporate funding) in implementing the digital strategy. In 2019, parallel
to the Kit process, the three groups joined forces with the DTIC to formu-
late a strategy to promote (digital) global business services.51 Buoyed by the
pandemic-induced shift to digital services, the BPO sector has grown signif-
icantly, and thanks to coordinated skills training by Harambee, youth and
people of colour comprise a significant share of the 255,000 people it cur-
rently employs. As a South African digital economy expert notes, the scale at
which the private sector is training and incorporating labour into digital ser-
vices is magnitudes higher than what the government would be able to do.52
Under the umbrella of the 2019 strategy, BPESA and its private sector allies
can be expected to leverage their connections with DTIC to push for further
implementation of digital transformation policies. In an additional effort to
implement the strategy primer, Genesis Analytics provided significant input
to the formulation of a National ICT andDigital EconomyMasterplan.53 The
original Masterplan vanished (along with the deposed minister in charge of
it), and COVID-19 has also shifted government priorities away from digi-
tal transformation, complicating implementation efforts (see Table 7.2). But
there is hope that another minister will move to implementation, as the
beginning of this chapter explained. In sum, even though the government
has struggled to turn the policy recommendations of the strategy primer into
action, the involvement of special interest groups means that components of
the strategy are being implemented in parallel with the public sector.54
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Bangladesh: the need for a private sector leadership
In Bangladesh by contrast, the absence of an influential special interest
group risks holding back implementation of the digital strategy. Published
in March 2021, the country’s strategy primer places much emphasis on
private sector development. Of the twenty-three policy recommendations
of the primer, thirteen focus on improving conditions for and scaling up
Bangladesh’s digital business. Proposed actions include ‘making Bangladesh

Table 7.2 Genesis Analytics’ account of the course correction in South Africa.

As can be expected, the implementation of complex initiatives can be fraught with
unanticipated challenges. It is useful to take into account what went wrong, and the
mitigating strategies employed as the initiative was implemented:

Shifting priorities in a global pandemic: during the course of its work, South
Africa in the Digital Age (SADA) established a strong relationship with the
South African Presidency, in particular regarding their work tackling South
Africa’s large youth unemployment crisis. In the midst of planning for a pro-
gramme of work focused on digital inclusion to enable South Africans in
townships and rural villages to access economic opportunities, the COVID-
19 pandemic struck. The Presidency team’s priorities rapidly evolved to
addressing the immediate need for delivering social welfare benefits and
humanitarian relief to vulnerable South Africans. SADA had to be agile in
adapting its approach and focus to the pressing need for digital technology
to aid in the COVID-19 recovery process, as well as the longer-term eco-
nomic upliftment benefits of the digital economy to remain a relevant and
trusted partner. In particular, the SADA focus on digital inclusion had to
shift from just enabling economic opportunities, such as learning and earn-
ing, to enabling the range of social welfare benefits that the digital economy
can deliver to remain relevant.

The peculiarities of institutional budgeting processes: SADA was afforded the
unique opportunity to assist the Presidency in conceptualizing how the dig-
ital economy should form part of the country’s employment stimulus plan
in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis. To address the dire need for employ-
ment creation, the president set aside R100 billion (~6 billion USD) of the
national government budget to support this stimulus plan. This provided
a unique opportunity to allocate funds to improving digital connectivity
across South Africa so that more people could access learning and earning
opportunities in the digital economy. However, the institutional funding
process required that the funds be spent within the current financial year or
risk the fund-receiving institution’s financial record with the National Trea-
sury being negatively affected. As a result, SADA spent a large amount of
time in private sector engagements with broadband providers to verify how
much funding could realistically be absorbed in the current financial year
to provide comfort that accepting the funds would not negatively affect the
government’s budget allocation.

continued
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Table 7.2 Continued.

Making decisions with a scarcity of information: one of the challenges that the
SADA initiative is tackling is the urgent need to extend fast and affordable
broadband connections across the country to drastically increase internet
uptake from the current level of approximately 50 per cent of the popu-
lation. Making decisions about how best to achieve this is difficult in the
absence of readily available information regarding the costs of deployment
for various technologies, the number of households where the economics
of broadband infrastructure deployment are viable, and the willingness of
consumers to pay for internet services in low-income communities. South
Africa has very limited learning from past examples; other international
examples, while useful, exist in very different contexts. To address this, the
SADA project team conducted extensive engagements with private broad-
band providers to understand the economic drivers of their service offering,
and then compare this with available demographic data on household den-
sity and affordability. In many cases where low-income households are not
currently spending on broadband internet connectivity, proxies had to be
used, such as spend on mobile network data or DSTV spend (a satellite
television broadcaster with penetration among low-income communities).
Still, planning and design decisions had to be made with scarce data. SADA
therefore proposed that the broadband initiative be run as a pilot to test and
learn what works before scaling up nationally.

Source: Pathways for Prosperity Commission on Technology and Inclusive Development and Genesis
Analytics, ‘South Africa in the Digital Age: Delivering Mass Digital Inclusion through a Crisis’, March
2022, https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/SADA-delivering-mass-digital-inclusion.

a recognized global service location’ for IT and BPO services, as well as ‘con-
necting the informal and formal sectors of the economy through the help of
digital technologies’. To facilitate these policy outcomes, the strategy primer
calls for the establishment of better channels of consultation between digital
champions and the government.55

A year later, the digitization of public services delivery under the umbrella
of e-government has gained momentum. However, the country has not seen
much progress regarding the promotion of its digital firms. In the eyes of the
local implementing partner, the lack of private sector leadership is a major
reason for this shortfall in the implementation of the strategy primer.The ICT
and BPO sectors comprise a large and growing number of firms, but most do
not have sufficient sophistication and scale to compete internationally, and
no industry champion or powerful industry association has emerged.56 In
contrast, Bangladesh’s ready-made garment sector was able to develop strong
and unified channels of representation in its dealings with the government.
As a result, it was able to obtain subsidies, trade financing, and other public
sector support that helped it thrive. A government partner closely involved
in developing the Kit argues that the IT and BPO sectors can learn from

https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/SADA-delivering-mass-digital-inclusion
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their colleagues in the textile business. A well-developed business associa-
tion would arguably be able to create momentum on the public sector side,
too, helping the ministries of commerce and ICT converge around a coher-
ent policy to promote digital business in Bangladesh.57 But without a special
interest champion for the implementation of the strategy primer, both the
private and public sector are struggling to put words into action.

Elite bargain and rent-seeking

Besides bureaucratic politics or special interest groups affecting implemen-
tation, it may also be that the underlying conditions are simply not present
to achieve much progress. The fundamental reason is the nature of the
elite bargain between those with power or influence about control over and
the distribution of resources. Every economic deal is also a political one.
It is possible that the states and their economic and political leaders that
we encounter only want to do the best for their citizens; they are passion-
ate about promoting economic and social development; are accountable to
the people; and nepotism and corruption are totally absent, together with
other idealized outcomes. Few states will reach that level, but the degrees
to which this is missing will vary. Understanding this will be important
for the success of any attempt to progress developmental and economic
agendas.

It is important to take such a lens to the countries the Oxford team was
working in. Understanding whether the elite bargain has any interest in
progress, in development, or whether the underlying deal is largely about
short-term distribution of profit or rents is important. Others have com-
mented on this in the context of development—such as those using the related
‘political settlement’ framework of Gray andWhitfield58 as well as Khan,59 or
the political economy work by Pritchett, Sen, and Werker.60 Still others have
long commented that many developing country states are neo-patrimonial,
whereby a few control the state just for their own profit, and use clientelist
politics (that is, rewarding loyal groups, such as ethnically or regionally based
ones, with jobs in government).61 What all these frameworks have in com-
mon is that the nature of politics, and the way it controls and distributes the
state’s resources, may limit whether it is actually willing or able to accommo-
date attempts for new long-term policy. Processes such as diagnostics simply
become rituals (‘this is what states do’) with no intention of ever implement-
ing anything: bringing in advisors and consultants, holding consultations,
agreeing strategy documents, and allocating budgets, are just ways of either
showing influence or seriousness, or distributing favour. What the state is
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really about is something else: capturing and distributing rents and power,
either corruptly or legally through control of the state. Politics is then all
about keeping control of the state—and when not in control, destabilizing
those who control it.

Malawi: a country too far?
It is hard not to be concerned that such processes matter for the countries
we work in. Let us be clear: in all countries in the world, politics has aspects
of this, even in strong democratic and liberal states, whether through lob-
bying, party finance, and more. The issue is mainly one of extent. In this
sense, it is clear that the Oxford team should have considered long and
hard before working in Malawi. Prior to starting, the team had long discus-
sions on whether to do this. Malawi is not a country known for a dominant
political class succeeding in showing serious commitment to growth and
development. A poor and quite aid-dependent country, it has had a history
of rampant corruption, including when dealing with aid money. One of the
Oxford team has written about this: at the request of cabinet ministers, the
author was trying to provide advice on food security, including on fight-
ing procurement fraud, only for the key contact subsequently to be arrested,
allegedly the perpetrator of the very corruption the author was asked to help
fight.62

One of the Oxford team in the end swayed the others, as they had a highly
influential contact in the form of the governor of the central bank, whose rep-
utation was reasonably good, and who felt like someone who could help to
make the Kit project happen. During an early visit in 2019, the team member
was able to engineer high-level meetings with the minister of finance and the
head of the civil service—both key people for achieving coordinated action.
They all agreed that Malawi needed a more strategic long-term approach to
its economic challenges, and digital transformation could be one of the areas
in which a more planned, strategic approach could be reflected. The newly
founded NPC would be the counterpart, to signify this long-term and more
strategic commitment to this aspect of Malawi’s growth and development
strategy.

The experience proved to be very different. Two developments definitely
stacked the odds against progress. First, when the Oxford team started the
process, they thought that the presidential election result of 2019 meant
that Peter Mutharika would be in post for a second term. Many observers
shared their surprise when the supreme court overruled the results and
requested a new election. The surprise came, not because they thought Pres-
ident Mutharika had won fairly, but rather that few would have expected the



Implementation in practice 173

court would have sufficient independence and interest to pick this fight with
the president. New elections were held, and Lazarus Chakwera won, bringing
considerable risks that the politics surrounding the takeover would cause our
work to be shelved because of its links to the previous regime.

The second development was that, not only were the minister of finance
and governor of the National Reserve Bank—the Kit’s intended sponsors—
sacked, they were subsequently pursued for alleged fraud and corruption.
As is so often the case in Malawi, while preaching long-term commitment
to growth, it would at least appear that these key contacts were otherwise
engaged. While the Kit continued in the meantime, it probably did not help
its cause that it had started from these interactions.

However, this did not necessarily mean an end for the Kit, as the lead of
the NPC continued in post throughout.x In many ways, it gave the process a
semblance of independence and commitment. Nevertheless, despite having
been published in 2021, subsequently a year later, the strategy primer still
needs to be signed off by the sub-committee for economy of cabinet of min-
isters. This then needs to go to full cabinet for sign off, even if some of the
measures in it have been taken up into the country’s implementation plan, as
per above.63

There is no doubt that bureaucratic politics has also contributed to the
delay. The NPC led the process of developing strategy, and then submitted
it to the cabinet committee on the economy. However, the Ministry of Infor-
mation and Digitalization has said the NPC can not present it—it needs to
come from them.This has delayed the process as they need to formally review
the Kit.64 However, this is likely to be more reflective of an all-too-common
phenomenon in Malawi, whereby those in influential and powerful positions
are barely concerned with any longer-term strategic approach, but rather are
happy for the processes to take place. Other explanations are possible, but
the end result is there: despite seeming enthusiastically committed to taking
a strategic approach, in practice, it just grinds to a halt with little to show for
it—at least for now.

Does this mean that the Oxford team should not have tried to partner on
a Kit in Malawi? That is hard to say. While previous experience did not give
strong encouragement, the presence of a seemingly dynamic and commit-
ted central bank governor (who had a personal point to prove, as one of the
Oxford teamxi was a highly respected former central bank governor) gave

x It was originally intended to be developed ‘in close collaboration with key government partners, chief
among them the National Planning Commission, the National Reserve Bank and the Ministry of Finance’.
Digital Pathways at OxfordUniversity, ‘Terms of Reference: Digital EconomyKit Implementation: Toward
an Inclusive Digital Economy Strategy for Malawi’, May 2020.

xi Namely, Benno Ndulu.
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them some encouragement to try. Furthermore, the emergence of an NPC
seemingly ambitious to be more long-term focused and keen to partner, gave
a further positive signal. Even though it was potentially disruptive, Presi-
dent Chakwera’s election boosted us as well; his early and credible strong
commitments to fighting corruption made a difference. His commitment
to cleaning up politics gave further encouragement that the Kit’s consen-
sual approach was strategic. Nevertheless, the end result—to date—feels too
much like business as usual for Malawi, that is that the Kit risks not changing
anything.

Mongolia: the digital economy as an anti-corruption mechanism
The case of Mongolia provides much insight into how dedicated policy
action from the top can break resistance to reform by rent-seeking parts
of the government. The prime minister decided to connect digitization of
government services with his anti-corruption campaign that has galvanized
implementation of this part of Mongolia’s digital strategy.

Published in September 2019, Mongolia’s strategy primer envisions that
it could ‘fully digitize the Government public service delivery’ under the
banner of e-Mongolia by 2025.65 Mongolia’s government started to use an
open-source data exchange solution as early as 2016 to connect the infor-
mation systems of all its ministries. But implementation was hampered by
the reticence of public officials to digitize and share information across
the government. The e-Mongolia initiative proposed in the strategy primer
goes much further. It entails the provision of hundreds of government
services—from passport renewal to drivers’ licences—in digital form. Citi-
zens would be able to request government services online and obtain doc-
uments at ATM-like service machines that are scattered throughout the
country.

But the provision of government services has traditionally been a prof-
itable source of corruption in Mongolia.66 Some local officials would collect
side payments to initiate or expedite the processing and renewal of docu-
ments. Obtaining business licences in particular would require significant
bribes, good personal connections, or both. Moving the provision of these
government services out of the hands of officials and into the digital realm
thus meant closing down lucrative opportunities for rent-seeking.

Oyun-Erdene Luvsannamsrain, cabinet secretary at the time of theKit pro-
cess, was enthusiastic about the e-Mongolia programme. The 40-year-old
politician made efforts to assign digitization tasks to all ministries and
organize conferences to teach public servants about the benefits of e-
Mongolia. Together with the head of government, he also organized a
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trip to Estonia to facilitate peer learning about digital public services
provision.67

Less than a year after the publication of the strategy primer, its main
author, Bolor-Erdene Battsengel was appointed chair of Mongolia’s Com-
munications and Information Technology Authority (CITA). She was put in
charge of overseeing the implementation of the e-Mongolia platform, which
was launched in October 2020.68 But, as the first woman to hold this posi-
tion, the 27-year-old faced stern opposition: the older men that comprise the
Mongolian cabinet were not only uncomfortable with digital technology, but
also with receiving advice from a young person and a woman. Thus, culture,
bureaucratic politics, and rent-seeking all worked hand in hand, threatening
to derail the implementation of the strategy primer.

However, in January 2021 and following public protests that led to the res-
ignation of the government, the ruling Mongolian People’s Party decided to
nominate Cabinet Secretary Oyun-Erdene as the country’s next prime min-
ister. In his inauguration speech, Oyun-Erdene reiterated that rolling out
e-Mongolia was a priority for the government.69 More importantly, Mongo-
lia’s new leader announced that any agency andministry that is falling behind
in digitizing its services will be subject to inspection under the ongoing anti-
corruption campaign.70 In other words, by explicitly linking e-government
and anti-corruption policies, the prime minister turns the heat on those
elements of his administration that resist digital reform for rent-seeking
purposes. For policymakers elsewhere in the world who are interested in
increasing the chances for public sector digital reform to be implemented,
this may be a strategy worth emulating.

Unintended consequences

If the above outcomes might have been predicted in the literature, there have
also been some unintended consequences of the Kit—both good and bad—
for which the Oxford team could not have planned. These are outcomes that
no one would have put on a logical framework (logframe) and which have
come about as a result of happenstance.

The most obvious of these occurred in Mongolia, as referenced above,
where one protagonist has gone on to do extraordinary things. Not only did
the kudos of the Kit result in the local implementation partner, Bolor-Erdene
Battsengel, being appointed to lead CITA, but the prime minister was also so
convinced by the centrality of digital transformation to the country’s econ-
omy that he created a newministry, theMinistry of Digital Development and



176 A critical view on implementation

Communications, of which he appointed her state secretary. In turn, that the
government is taking digital transformation ‘so seriously that they’ve created
a whole ministry to lead it’ has catalysed donor support: the Asian Develop-
ment Bank is committing a chunk of its new technical assistance budget to
digitalization efforts.71

InEthiopia it happened that, just as it was becoming apparent that theMinT
did not have sufficient political clout to oversee the implementation of the
strategy in otherministries, theministermoved to theMinistry of Education,
and his lead digital advisorMyriam Saidmoved to the primeminister’s office,
where she was able to drive implementation. MinT continued to ‘lead’ the
strategy (meaning no one lost any face when that shift happened).72

Finally, there is some limited evidence that the methodology of the Kit
has influenced how policy is made outside it—an unintended outcome. In
Bangladesh, the government partner tells us that, because of his involvement
with the Kit, he had seen the value of brutal prioritization, and was able to
insist that more than one hundred recommendations in a post-COVID ICT
priorities paper be whittled down to only a handful.73

There may be perverse outcomes too: it is worth asking ourselves the ques-
tion of whether, as outsiders, the Oxford team unknowingly exacerbated
tensions in the unnamed country, where the digital ministry and the digi-
tal advisor to the president were already locked in a turf war before the Kit
even started.

Key lessons on implementation

What have we learnt from this implementation experience to date? We do
not have the benefit of significant hindsight as some of this work is so recent.
However, what we lack in depth of perspective, we gain in freshness of
insight, and room for iteration and course correction. Here we present our
three key lessons on implementation: consider implementation from day
one; find strong digital reform champions; design implementation with risks
in mind.

The first lesson pertains to finishing the Kit and publishing the strategy
primer; while it took a great deal of careful thought to design and support
their delivery, they were the easy parts. It is implementation that is proving
harder than expected. Future iterations of a Kit—or a similar process—will
need to focus more on how to keep government partners engaged; how
to ensure continuity across changes in administration; how to leverage a
public–private coalition of the willing; how to keep such a coalition intact (or
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at least test what is the minimum viable coalition for change); how to keep
in-country donors engaged, and ideally using the primer to coordinate their
own programming; and other aspects of turning words into action. Some of
this was done in an overly piecemeal fashion by the Oxford team. Implemen-
tation needs to be built into the process from day one, with feedback loops
and iteration; it cannot be an afterthought and a separate new part of the
work. From the outset, the team did not give sufficient thought to follow-
up and implementation, which is a design error. As they designed the Kit,
the Oxford team’s view on implementation was that it should not be a priori
planned, as it was so dependent on the context: they would launch it and then
it would take on a life of its own.This proved to be naive, even if motivated by
the laudable desire, as outsiders, not to interfere in processes that are properly
domestic ones. The team should also have been clear with all partners from
the outset about how far down the road of implementation they would be
able to go.

The second lesson is that just as the Oxford team tried to anchor spon-
sorship of the Kit at the highest levels, implementation needs to be anchored
highly too. Ideally the lead should be policymakers with a broad remit to take
charge, rather than the ICTministry alone. In summary, details are a function
of bureaucratic politics. Implementation probably will not be linear, so make
sure there is someone (senior) who grips it. Implementation is too heavy a
lift to leave to a technical or bureaucratic team (although they need to be
on board too—see ‘Key lessons on strategy primers’ in Chapter 6). Instead,
implementation should be focused in ways that respond to and strengthen
coalitions of digital reform champions across government, private sector, and
donors.

The third lesson is: be aware that implementation is not just a technical
issue of capability and commitment, but also a function of local politics.
Political cyclesmay create opportunities, andpoliticiansmay be keen to spon-
sor visibly the announcement of policies. However, transitions of power and
changes in concurrent political narratives can then create risks to imple-
mentation. The real test is how much implementation survives political
transitions. This also suggests that one should design implementation with
this risk in mind.
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8
Conclusion

Introduction

Today—four years after the Pathways for Prosperity Commission was set up
to stimulate it—there is strong interest among senior politicians and policy-
makers throughout the developing world in capturing the benefits of digital
transformation across their economies. What was, just a few years ago, an
unusual commitment among early adopters (such as the Philippines, and
India), is now a common aspiration in most countries, as evidenced by the
pervasiveness of the language around such transformation. This has been
spurred of course by the new exigencies of the COVID-19 pandemic, which
forced service provision and large parts of the economy online. Countries are
now eager to understand how to make this work.

However, between rhetorical intent and actual implementation, there is a
huge gap. At the highest level, governments may say they want to implement
digital transformation, but that is quite different from extending that political
will to lower ranks of the civil service—to the bureaucrats on whom imple-
mentation will fall—and it presupposes a sustained appetite and capacity to
do so. We pointed to an example of this in one of the seven Digital Economy
Kit countries: while the finance minister had been a champion, on exploring
it with senior bureaucrats in his ministry after it had been signed off by cabi-
net, he found significant resistance and lack of understanding of the approach
(See ‘Bureaucratic politics: death by silo’ in Chapter 7). In Ethiopia, the local
partners signalled the importance of investing in getting buy-in and planned
a series of socialization meetings with relevant senior policymakers who had
not been directly involved in the Kit.

In this book we have explained what we mean by that contested term:
‘country ownership’. Parsing aside, it remains the case that the Kit, and its
implementation, is contingent on governments owning the process from the
outset—from the decision to proceed, to the selection of the steering commit-
tee, through the diagnostic and dialogue, to their own strategy development.
As the Kit has been developed by outsiders, rather than commissioned by a

Driving Digital Transformation. Benno Ndulu et al., Oxford University Press. © Benno Ndulu, Elizabeth Stuart, Stefan Dercon,
and Peter Knaack (2023). DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192872845.003.0008
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government or group of governments, such ownership involves a transfer;
in this case, from the Oxford team to the person (or people) who will lead
it domestically. This is not straightforward to achieve. In all countries, the
team found a degree of stickiness; and in reality, no country demonstrated
full ownership during the Kit process. The extent to which this undermined
the project’s outcomes and impact is difficult to assess ex ante. Ownership is
not static: in our unnamed country where theminister in charge of digitaliza-
tion was initially supportive of the Kit, (and had been asked by the president
to co-chair the steering committee), there were later attempts to scupper it.
In Malawi, where we thought the strategy primer was dead, as we write, it is
being picked up by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology and
shared with the newly renamed Ministry of Information and Digitalization
(note the latter part of the name) and the Office of the President and Cabinet:
there may be life in it yet. And if ownership is difficult to pin down in time, it
is also difficult to be sure of its depth and breadth, and whether the alliances
fostered during the Kit process are sufficiently coherent and robust to
endure.

Seeing this work through into implementation is proving the hardest part.
This is not surprising: any complex reform is also complicated. While the Kit
is relatively contained, bringing together rather small groups of people, once
countries move into wider implementation of whole-of-economy transfor-
mation, this will by its nature necessitate the involvement of a larger range
of actors inside and outside of government. Opportunities for the three pit-
falls we discuss throughout the book—bureaucratic politics, special interests,
and the elite bargain—to thwart the process will be multiple. In addition, the
contrast between the speed of change in digital technology and the exponen-
tial rise in the volume and nature of data generated, represents a particular
challenge to government reform, which is typically slow.

This book has argued that, because of the singularly challenging nature
of implementing digital transformation, it cannot be conceived as a single
process. The dialogues and diagnostics started in a Kit will need to keep hap-
pening iteratively. Countries themselves need to learn and adjust, and this
will need to become part of the domestic implementation culture, not sim-
ply something done by outsiders conducting the evaluations. In addition,
bargaining will need to be a continued process between government actors:
even if they agreed to it once, they may prioritize other policy projects later
on. For this reason, stakeholders—both inside and outside of government—
will need to keep line ministries’ feet to the fire. Again, it is too early to
be certain whether or not this will happen in the seven countries discussed
here.
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But beyond this, throughout our depiction of what the Oxford team tried
to do, and how the Kit played out in actuality, our primary conclusion is
that, even when you think you have been politically smart—and the Kit was
designed with realpolitik at its heart—you probably have not been smart
enough. The biggest obstacle to reform can be the government itself; even
governments that appear to be enthusiastic project owners. Bureaucratic turf
can derail things. It was certainly the case in our unnamed country: a bet-
ter political reading could have foreseen this, even if we could not have
prevented it with a change in design or in partners. Inter-ministerial rela-
tions can also make or break a reform process. The precise dynamics of
this are relatively understudied, but we should have taken more time to
carefully understand the political cultures of the seven Kit countries before
undertaking the process.

None of this is to say that the Oxford team should not have proceeded with
the Kit in any of the countries (althoughwemay come to that view forMalawi
if the strategy primer continues to have relatively little traction, despite new
efforts). In all cases the Kit has produced something of value. Most impor-
tantly, the process itself has created coalitions of actors—of varying degrees
of tightness—who have articulated, through their participation in the Kit,
some shared incentive to champion a digital plan. In the unnamed country,
that coalition may not endure. But even in Malawi, private sector players we
interviewed cite the creation of a community of the willing that has spurred
them to take action more quickly and more comprehensively than other-
wise would be the case. We can go further: in some countries—Bangladesh,
Ethiopia, Lesotho, Mongolia, and South Africa—the fruits of this labour are
starting to sprout. That said, we need to be appropriately modest about the
extent to which we can ascribe the contribution of the Kit. Perhaps the defi-
nite thing we can say, beyond pointing to alliances fostered, is that via those
alliances, the Kit has pushed with the grain, and to a lesser or greater extent,
consolidated and accelerated movements towards digital transformation that
were already burgeoning.

What have we learnt on digital transformation?

Rather than a formal evaluation, this book has been written in the spirit of
sharing lessons from the Kit process with policymakers and their external
partners who are seeking to bring about digital transformation. The small
sample size, and the fact that the sample was constructed outside any for-
mal statistical method, are the reasons why we must also be modest about
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the generalizability of its findings. We do not have a sufficient body of evi-
dence or temporal distance from the project’s start to be able to propose an
overall theoretical framework of digital transformation, or to report conclu-
sive outcomes or impact. However, there is a basis for claiming that we can
offer these lessons with some degree of confidence: our observations during
the Kit’s development and implementation, while by themselves inadequate
to make any great claims, triangulate with theory and our previous develop-
ment experience. Nor do we claim that the Kit is the only way to kick-start
digital transformation. Countries had already started the process before the
Oxford team came along, and rival diagnostic processes also have elements
to recommend them.

Three overarching lessons

We have set out our findings at each stage of the Kit process. But here, for
those who use our methodology or something analogous, we propose three
overarching lessons on digital transformation:

Lesson one: meet the preconditions for successful
implementation

From the start, it is preferable to focus on the ‘how’ rather than the ‘what’,
even in such a technical field as digital transformation. Implementation is
affected by the design of the process, as well as by a thorough understanding
of the local politics, inside the bureaucracy and beyond, across the econ-
omy, society, and political class. Others seeking to deploy the Kit, or similar
processes, should spend time ensuring the preconditions (country demand,
right champion, right time) and three partnership picks (country, local part-
ner, and steering committee) are in place. In Bangladesh, the Oxford team
should have identified a strong champion from the information and com-
munications technology or business process outsourcing sectors early in the
process. In the unnamed country, the Kit may have benefited from involv-
ing the finance ministry from the outset. Often, time was constrained at the
behest of the government, eager for early findings to feed into political timeta-
bles: this was the case in Ethiopia and Mongolia. In Ethiopia for instance the
Ministry of Innovation and Technology wanted results ahead of an expected
2020 election. In these instances, the team should have planned an extension
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period beyond that to course correct. Most importantly, the process should
be approached as an alliance-building effort, rather than a research effort.
Implementation sits outside the Kit, and is to be driven by this alliance, but
nevertheless likely avenues for implementation and its challenges should be
considered, and themethodology adjusted to take this into account, from the
start.

Lesson two: gain value from the process itself

However imperfect, the process itself was worth it. Sensible people can
disagree about the Kit’s value. Optimists would argue that there is some indi-
cation that elements of the Kit have taken root and things are moving, even
if we can not be precise on the exact causal pathway. However, a pessimist
could equally point out (correctly) that nowhere yet has the process deliv-
ered all that could have been hoped for. We come to the judgement that it
was the right thing to do. The fundamental idea was for outsiders to gather
people together who were inside the system to support the development of
a view. As part of that process, they would discover areas of special interest
and uncover any rent-seeking, meaning that people could not hide behind
their turf wars. This is one of the only ways that outsiders will ever be able
to help with similar change processes—it may be the only way to achieve the
kind of deep-rooted change (with or without outsiders) that digital transfor-
mation implies. It was never realistic to think that one process could change
everything that ‘transformation’ implies, but the Kit has made a contribu-
tion of some kind in all countries. It was also relatively inexpensive, both in
monetary and human capital terms. For that contribution to be amplified
and deepened, follow-up processes, iterations, and course corrections will be
needed.

Lesson three: the importance of internal coalitions

We learnt that, even when the in-country conditions are right, outsiders only
have a small role to play in digital transformation in general, and in the Kit
in particular. A domestic coalition of the willing among powerful actors in
government, business, and civil society is what drives digital reform. Do not
let outsiders over-interpret the importance of their role. That point made, we
now offer a set of lessons for those outsiders wanting to help in any kind of
reform processes.
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Five lessons for working on reform sensibly
as an outsider

This book suggests inferences which may have saliency for outsiders work-
ing on other development issues beyond digital transformation. We list five
such lessons below. Some are seemingly banal (yes, yes, have a local partner)
but still do not always happen in practice. This of course begs the ques-
tion as to whether including them in a list in a book will really help bring
them about. Still, we think they bear reiterating. Other lessons are more
unusual.

1. It may be helpful to work with a local partner who has an incentive to
remain involved in implementation: either because they alreadywork in
the relevant area; they are the trusted ‘go-to’ partner for the government;
or because, by working on a process, they become sufficiently invested
in it to be incentivized to remain connected into the government.

2. Having someone with first-hand understanding of the challenges that
policymakers involved in a programme face—perhaps a senior poli-
cymaker from another developing country—may assist in getting the
attention and gaining the trust of domestic officials who have so many
others competing for their attention. In Ethiopia, Myriam Said, the lead
government partner, explicitly said that having, in Benno Ndulu, a per-
son in the Oxford team who was a former senior east African official,
discuss the Kit with policymakers early in the process was an essential
part of the government understanding its potential, adding: ‘It couldn’t
have happenedwithout him.’ In Bangladesh, the former head of the civil
service intervened to resolve a conflict that arose while developing the
strategy primer, which could otherwise have sunk the project. Having
a senior local or regional policymaker or éminence grise involved may
also ensure a sensible design.

3. It is important to fully understand the demand side in the country.
This goes beyond simply talking to a partner agency in government.
It entails proactively mapping and testing demand across a range of
ministries and external stakeholders whose championing of the pro-
cess would be necessary. Having identified the players, the temptation
to sell your process or programme as a solution to their problems may
be great but should be resisted. A preferred approach is to explain how
and why your offer is useful to them.
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4. Outsiders can probably only help bring about change in a small way,
but the art is in offering that small help to the right set of people inside
(and outside) government—an alliance that may be able to overcome
the challenges of bureaucratic politics to deliver something large.1 It is
not so much a matter of picking the right issue but identifying the right
people.

5. Large- and small-p politics: you can not ignore them. Of course this
is not news. However, it is shocking how often it is remembered
afterwards, and not considered seriously beforehand.

Having piloted and developed the Kit, the Oxford team now leaves the con-
struction site. Various agencies and consultancies have taken it as a basis for
their own work; this is deeply gratifying as the Kit was always intended to
be open access and to exist beyond the lifespan of the involvement of the
University of Oxford. However, it is our heartfelt hope that the build will be
finished. Beyond that, we hope that this book will inspire other builders in
other countries, and that the lessons in this book will be useful to them in
that process and used alongside a plan. While the future may feel even more
uncertain now than when the Kit process started, we are optimistic about the
potential of digital technologies; when managed properly, we consider they
can be a powerful force for inclusive development.We are also optimistic that
outsiders will not always have ‘misadventures in the tropics’, but instead can
provide support in a way that is genuinely useful.

We leave the last word with the poetic Emmanuel Maluke Leteté, former
senior economic advisor to the prime minister of Lesotho and now cen-
tral bank governor, just one of the government luminaries whose vision and
tenacity makes him the foreman of his country’s digital economy: ‘We will
definitely move forward. The path of implementation has been set and the
strategy primer will surely inform this. I am looking forward to ensuring the
lives of the people of Lesotho change and that they can use digital means as
quickly as possible for the betterment of their lives.’

Endnote

1. Note also that those people will change. Just before this went to press, Bolor Erdene-
Battsengel was forced to resign from her role of vice minister in Mongolia’s Ministry of
Digital Economy in her words, due to ‘organized misinformation and cyberbullying’.
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