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introduction

‘So, what does all this mean for governments?’ 
It was december 2012, and I was in New delhi, delivering 

a talk at the ministry of Finance’s Annual economics Confer-
ence. I had just finished speaking about how technology was 
turning the world of business upside down when this question 
came at me from the depths of the audience. In my talk, I had 
spoken about how start-ups were using new technologies and new 
forms of organising to build digital empires that were ‘disrupting’ 
incumbent firms across sectors worldwide. I had spoken about 
how these upstarts had pioneered a new way of doing business: 
working backwards from what customers wanted and then build-
ing organisations that used data from users to relentlessly improve 
their offerings. I had described how this revolutionary approach 
had upended the twentieth- century model that favoured large 
corporations with big budgets who had dominated their sectors 
by developing technology (sometimes for its own sake) and then 
pushing it onto mostly passive consumers. the world of business, 
I argued, now belonged to frugal, nimble, customer-centric firms; 
the top-down, ‘bigger is better’ behemoths were a relic of the past.

I had spoken entirely about the private sector, but the voice 
in the audience wanted to know: ‘what does all this mean for 
governments?’

At first, I was taken aback by the question. It was clearly 
important and relevant. what’s more: the person asking it was 
a senior member of the Indian government. As a business school 
academic, I hadn’t until then given the implications of technology 
for government much thought. Somehow, that day, I managed a 
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response that I knew barely scratched the surface of a profound 
and deep issue. But the question would come back to me in various 
guises in the years to come.

what does all this mean for governments?

when I was first asked that question in december 2012, I had spent 
nearly two decades researching and writing about innovation – 
how firms use technology to develop new and better products 
for consumers and how they organise for it. In roughly the first 
half of my career I had studied how such innovation was done in 
the affluent west by large corporations. through my research, 
I became familiar with the classic twentieth-century model of 
innovation in which bigger was believed to be better: innovation 
was about large projects – big teams with massive budgets – great 
secrecy and structured processes that took time to unfold.

then, in the new millennium, I began to study innovation in 
emerging economies like India, where I had grown up. what I 
found there surprised me. In contrast to the western ‘bigger is 
better’, highly structured model, firms in emerging markets were 
frugal and agile in how they went about innovation. they were 
good at doing more with less and at improvising and moving 
quickly with the market.

Inspired by this difference and vitality, I wrote a book about 
innovation in emerging markets and what western organisations 
could learn from them. my co-authors and I called the book 
Jugaad Innovation, after the Hindi word jugaad, which is often 
used in India to describe such frugal and agile innovation. the 
book struck a chord with readers around the world. translated 
into Portuguese, dutch, French, Italian, Japanese and mandarin, 
an early indication of its popularity came when pirated copies 
showed up on the sidewalks of mumbai.

Soon after Jugaad Innovation came out, I began to notice a 
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great deal of interest in frugal innovation in the west for the west. 
this was partly driven by the increasing numbers of western con-
sumers, already feeling the effects of decades of stagnant incomes, 
who were now reeling from the aftermath of the financial crisis 
and government austerity.

But there were positive drivers too. more and more ‘ordi-
nary’ people were increasingly empowered by a raft of new tools 
and resources to develop solutions to problems which only large 
corporations or governments could have taken on a decade or 
so before. this democratisation of innovation was giving rise 
to a frugal economy, underpinned by trends such as the sharing 
economy and the maker movement. what was exciting to see was 
how the internet – along with social media, smartphones, cheap 
computers and software, 3d printers, maker spaces and Fab labs, 
accelerators and crowdfunding – was making it possible for small 
teams to engage in the entire innovation process from originat-
ing and developing solutions to manufacturing, promoting and 
distributing them to a global market. From this revolution came 
‘frugal’ services such as Airbnb and whatsApp as well as products 
such as the Square Reader, an internet-of-things device that can 
accept credit card payments through a smartphone’s audio jack. 
(whatsApp, for instance, was developed by four people in about 
nine months and with about $250,000 in seed funds.)

Inspired by this revolution sweeping across western cities and 
campus towns, I wrote a second book, Frugal Innovation, in which 
my co-author and I described what large and small organisations 
were doing in this space and the principles that underpinned their 
efforts. that book, too, was translated into various languages, includ-
ing French, mandarin, turkish, ukrainian, Italian and Russian.

once again, however, as in december 2012 in New delhi, 
wherever I went, in talks I gave about these books, there was the 
inevitable question from someone in the audience: So, what does 
all this mean for governments? more often than not, someone 
in the audience would also furnish me with answers by speaking 
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about what was happening in governments around the world. And 
so, though my books and career had until then focused on the 
private sector, I became increasingly aware of a parallel revolution 
taking place in the state.

*

looking back, it’s now clear to me that the seeds of my interest 
in government had been sown at an earlier point in my career. 
In 2008 I had been elected to a chair in business at the univer-
sity of Cambridge. the chair had been endowed by the Indian 
government in honour of India’s first prime minister, Jawahar-
lal Nehru, who had studied natural sciences at Cambridge one 
hundred years before. while the focus of the chair was business, I 
knew that it would also be necessary to look at how governments 
worked and examine the links between the public and the private 
sectors. Growing up in India in the 1970s and 1980s, I had been 
acutely aware of the importance of the state in driving business 
and growth. on a more personal level, my father had been a civil 
servant and from a young age I had observed the bureaucracy’s 
crucial role at close quarters.

But from 2012 onwards I started to look for and find opportu-
nities to study government more systematically. I began to teach 
a master’s course on government and technology at Cambridge. 
Shortly afterwards, I became the academic director of a leader-
ship programme for senior Indian civil servants and taught on 
similar programmes for bureaucrats and political leaders from the 
uAe, Nigeria, malaysia and Kazakhstan. I also became an associ-
ate fellow of the Centre for Science and Policy, which had been set 
up to bring academics and policymakers from europe together 
to address issues of mutual interest. From that time on, I would 
meet and speak at length to several hundred civil servants from 
various parts of the world, including the uK, North America, the 
european union and the Commonwealth.
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the more I thought about the question of technology and 
government, the more I realised that it had at least three facets 
to it. First, there were the positive implications for how govern-
ment itself functioned. How could the state use new technology 
and ways of organising to deliver services to its citizens better, 
and do this faster and cheaper? If Amazon, Google and Face-
book could make the customer experience so seamless, could 
harness big data and analytics to do this quickly and cheaply, 
could coordinate huge numbers of actors on both the demand 
and supply side of the economy, bringing efficiency and prosper-
ity in their wake, and keep on relentlessly doing all this better, 
then surely governments could do the same? But I also realised 
there was a second, darker side to the issue. Perhaps govern-
ments could also then use these very tools to gain greater control 
over their citizens, to monitor and surveil them, and accrue even 
more power. If Amazon, Google and Facebook had been able to 
gain so much influence over the lives of people, then how much 
more dangerous could those same tools be in the hands of gov-
ernments? And third, of course, there was the question of how 
governments should view and manage the use of such tools by 
the private sector. what should governments do about the digital 
giants and their immense power? And how should states engage 
with start-ups and social entrepreneurs to stimulate innovation 
and drive inclusive growth? How, in brief, should a government 
be in the twenty-first century?

*

‘the nine most terrifying words in the english language,’ Ronald 
Reagan once said, ‘are: “I’m from the government and I’m here to 
help.”’ Are governments really so bad at getting things done? And 
if they are, what should their scale and scope be? that question is 
the most bitterly contested in contemporary politics.

on one side of the argument are the libertarians, for whom 
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governments are incompetent and inefficient at best, and danger-
ous at worst. For them, the only good state is a small one that 
leaves much of the work of running an economy to the market 
and civil society. this is the intellectual tradition of Friedrich von 
Hayek and milton Friedman, and of politicians from Ronald 
Reagan and margaret thatcher to the tea Party Republicans.

Ranged against them are the statists: those who believe in 
the inherent benevolence of the government and wish to grow its 
powers and use them to influence society and the economy. this is 
the tradition of the Fabian socialists and central planners as well 
as contemporary politicians like Bernie Sanders and elizabeth 
warren and movements such as Syriza, Five Star and Podemos. 
For them, governments are the only force that can redress the 
vagaries and injustices of the market and ensure that all lives are 
valued properly.

It is no surprise that these factions should disagree, and it is no 
surprise that they might both be wrong. But what this book sets 
out to argue is that they are also both, in a sense, right. there is, in 
fact, a way in which governments can be both big and small, gen-
erous and frugal, deeply involved in the lives of their citizens while 
stopping short of meddlesome intrusion. this is true in times of 
stability when the economy and society are ticking along nicely. 
But it is even more true in times of crisis, during financial down-
turns or pandemics, when the state has a crucial role to play but 
must do so efficiently and effectively. during the financial crisis of 
2007–08, for instance, some governments did better than others 
at responding to the problems at hand in how they introduced 
and managed rescue packages and bailouts. the consequences of 
this response lived well beyond the immediate aftermath of the 
downturn. So, too, with the Covid-19 pandemic of 2020. Some 
governments were noticeably better than others at harnessing 
their resources to respond quickly, humanely and effectively to 
the health and economic consequences of the crisis. the best gov-
ernments were able to balance the imperatives of securing public 
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health with ensuring their economies did not grind to a halt. How 
did they do so?

In good times and in bad, there are many ways a government 
can achieve more for their citizens with less. Some of these are 
obvious, but many, I argue, are new and depend on new tech-
nologies or developments in the theory of organisations. If we 
put them all together, we have a recipe that just might change the 
world for the better.

whether we like it or not, there really are transformational 
technologies that are altering the potential scale and scope of 
both government and private enterprise. moreover, there are new 
forms of organising that go hand in hand with these technological 
changes. All this has consequences for old arguments about the 
scale and scope of the state. For example, for good or ill, we can 
now have a vastly intrusive state apparatus at low cost. And so 
this book sets out to help the reader discover the real landscape of 
alternatives that we face today: a world in which vast, unaccount-
able bureaucracies can be assembled in a bedroom; the machinery 
of surveillance is privatised, globalised and unaccountable; and 
there are both worrying potential downsides as well as upsides to 
the new means available to governments. And, of course, if our 
governments don’t use these means, others will. the question of 
how a government should be has changed, and this book sets out 
to show how.

In doing so, it aims to be largely apolitical. of course, there 
will always be political arguments about what kinds of issues a 
government ought to involve itself in. my subject, however, is the 
relatively apolitical question of how it should set about accom-
plishing its goals once these issues have been decided upon. I 
realise that this question is not wholly apolitical, of course. the 
desire for effectiveness breaks down at the extremes of left and 
right. For example, those who are fiercely opposed to government 
at any scale may see little point in helping it do its work better; 
they might even cherish its specific inefficiencies and failures as 
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proof of its intrinsically flawed nature, or actively attempt to sab-
otage it. on the other hand, those who support an extreme form 
of statism may be comfortable with government inefficiency; they 
may even believe that the only way to address social inequities is 
by throwing ever more (of someone else’s) money at the many 
problems that societies today face.

this book isn’t meant for either of these factions. If, however, 
you do think there are legitimate things for governments to do, 
and you want them done safely, efficiently and in a way that is 
responsive to democratic correction, then this book is for you. It 
will contain models for how governments can do things, which 
you can use as examples if you happen to work in government, 
or as standards to hold your representatives to if you care about 
how well a government does its job. the book will also show – in 
a cautious way, consistent with the desire not to express substan-
tive opinions about political questions – where the dangers may 
lie. Indeed, more often than not, the success of government pro-
grammes depends not on the ideology that underpins them but on 
the competence with which these programmes are implemented. 
the best plans can be sunk by poor implementation, while even 
mediocre ideas can be made to work if they are implemented well. 
How to make governments better at implementation is, I believe, 
an eminently practical question, of which both libertarians and 
statists can appreciate the value.

the book’s structure reflects these aims. Chapter 1 describes 
India’s unique Id project and illustrates what governments can do 
today in terms of creating digital infrastructure and programmes 
on a huge scale with limited budgets and with effectiveness and 
efficiency. Chapter 2 steps back to survey the field of twentieth-
century political thought: the battlefield of ideas between the 
libertarians who have argued for small states and the statists 
who have argued for big ones. It makes the case that this binary 
argument no longer holds and that, as Aneesh Chopra, the first 
chief technology officer of the uS government and author of 
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Innovative State, puts it, states ‘must leave behind the tired argu-
ments between those who enthusiastically espouse bigger and 
those who staunchly support smaller government, arguments that 
create adversaries and animosity but little advancement’.1 Arguing 
with Chopra, Chapter 2 asserts that: ‘this isn’t about bigger. this 
isn’t about smaller. this is about smarter.’

Chapter 3 returns to India’s unique Id project and surveys 
similar developments in other countries around the world, partic-
ularly China. It looks at positive examples of governments doing 
more and better with less but also examines the dark side of what 
the ability to do so implies. If governments can do more to serve 
their citizens, surely they can also misuse this powerful appara-
tus to conduct surveillance, monitor and police, and eventually 
oppress their people. what are the implications of this power for 
governments and societies?

Chapters 4 to 8 look in greater detail at how governments 
should be in the twenty-first century. they explore four key prin-
ciples of how governments can be more responsive to citizens; 
more inclusive; more experimental; and learn to steer and not row, 
both in how they regulate and cultivate private enterprise.

more specifically, Chapter 4 explores how states can put 
citizens first – both by using new technology and by making gov-
ernment hierarchies flatter – and deliver public services faster, 
better and cheaper.

In many parts of the world, people feel abandoned by the 
state. equally, where markets rule, people have felt the power of 
these markets to alienate. Chapter 5 explores ‘social security’ and 
how governments at different levels can be more inclusive in their 
approach to diverse groups in society.

Chapter 6 looks at how states today can use their privileged 
access to the public to conduct experiments and learn from the 
results. How can governments – as the digital giants do with their 
customers – use new technology, data and behavioural science to 
nurture their relationship with citizens in smart and nimble ways? 
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How can they quickly scale up solutions that have been proven to 
work at the experimental stage, and look across domains to share 
best practices across different levels of the state?

Chapter 7 explores how states can steer their economies by 
regulating industry and new technologies in a better way. In the 
next few decades, the world will see the advent of radical new 
technologies in many areas: artificial intelligence, robotics, driver-
less cars, quantum computing, genetic engineering, and so on. 
these technologies could transform our lives for the better. they 
could also cause untold disruption and suffering. It will be up 
to governments to manage and regulate them in clever ways that 
realise their potential without endangering society and citizens. 
For economies to be innovative and flourish, Chapter 7 argues 
that it is necessary for governments to strike a balance between 
the extremes of a laissez-faire approach to new technologies and 
heavy-handed regulation that might kill them even before we can 
assess their potential for positive change.

Chapter 8 looks at how governments can steer and not row in 
how they cultivate industry and enterprise. It shows how govern-
ments can tap into the creative potential of their companies and 
citizens so as to stimulate and not stifle innovation.

to survive and prosper, governments must be able to adapt 
and change. But government bureaucracies are often resistant to 
change: they are hierarchical, follow structured processes, suffer 
from siloed thinking and punish failure, thus discouraging innova-
tion. Chapter 9 looks at how states can change all this by creating 
structures, attitudes and practices that encourage those within 
governments to prepare for the future.

eventually, however, the ultimate driver of change in how states 
function comes from citizens and how they interact with their 
governments. what must citizens do to get the government they 
want? How can they make elected officials sweat, not only during 
elections but at other times too? Chapter 10 looks at how citizens 
should choose their leaders, and what counts as useful experience 
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to run a government in the new millennium. the chapter also 
examines the role of the engaged citizen and citizens’ movements 
in holding governments to account.

throughout the book, I consider stories and cases from 
both developed countries (such as the uS, the uK, denmark and 
Canada) and developing nations (such as India, China, Kenya 
and Bangladesh). this choice is fuelled by a conviction that 
cross-country comparisons matter. In important respects, govern-
ments are similar wherever they are: they have similar objectives, 
resources and constraints, and comparable ways of working and 
processes. But even where they differ, comparisons can be reveal-
ing. After all, something that one country does differently and 
well can inspire people from another to change.

moreover, I build the book on stories and cases rather than on 
argumentation alone. this stems from my conviction that things 
often work differently in practice from what ideology might lead 
us to expect. Paying close attention to what actually happens when 
we try to do something in real life can be illuminating and instruc-
tive. most of the stories I’ve chosen are from the last ten years and 
therefore relatively recent. Some, however, date from before the 
financial crisis of 2008. those older stories, I believe, remain rel-
evant. the basic techniques and possibilities of government don’t 
change that fast. Indeed, in some cases their effects remain for 
a long time. In still other cases, a certain amount of time must 
elapse before we can see what the true effects of a change might 
be.

*

this book is about how to make governments work faster, better 
and cheaper. As such it has immediate relevance for those who 
work for or with governments. But it is also written with the general 
reader in mind. In an age when governments have never been more 
important, and when public impatience and dissatisfaction with 
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public institutions are growing, this book hopes to inform and 
inspire people about the transformative potential of the state 
working in tandem with its citizens.

teaching, writing and thinking about the question ‘what 
does this mean for governments?’ has convinced me that we are 
on the cusp of a revolution in how states function. we are rapidly 
moving from an old model of government – top-down, inside-out, 
expensive and slow – to one that is bottom-up, outside-in, frugal 
and quick.

For over a century, the most explosive question in political 
thought has been about the size of the state. Should it expand 
and take an active role in all sorts of areas of life? or is that just 
meddlesome and wasteful? these questions might have made 
sense in the previous century. Now, with revolutions in technol-
ogy and organisational structure, a revolution is also coming in 
the essential business of government. It is of great importance, 
therefore, that we again ask the question of how a government 
should be. If we don’t, we risk ending up with one we would not 
wish to be governed by.
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