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India is in the midst of a closely-watched election. The incumbent, Prime Minister Narendra Modi, is
seeking a second term and there are 900 million people eligible to vote, making this — potentially —
the largest exercise in democracy anywhere in the world.
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Both voters and policymakers in India face a crush of information as they consider their choices in
the election and the priorities that lie beyond; there are numerous report cards on the Modi
administration circulating on both mainstream and social media, including those prepared by the
administration itself. Unfortunately, they also face a crush of misinformation and confusion on social
media. In our view, another critical missing element — especially for a country like India with big,
global aspirations — is an objective evaluation of the government’s performance in policy areas such
as citizen welfare, economic growth, and functioning public institutions.
To address this gap, we developed a performance evaluation framework with three attributes: datadriven measures of progress across a broad spectrum of policy goals; progress against a comparable
peer group of emerging markets; and, given the Indian government’s emphasis on technology as a
policy driver, benchmarks against global technology standards set by the world’s most digitally
advanced governments.
As part of the Smart Societies research initiative launched by The Fletcher School at Tufts University,
we introduced a similar framework in an earlier HBR article: “The Smart Society of the Future Doesn’t
Look Like Science Fiction”. In that piece, we evaluated how any country’s policy performance can be
measured across three broad areas: well-being of its citizens; robustness of the economy; and
functioning of its institutions. We used a global benchmark for that analysis, based on the
performance of the “Digital 5” (D5) countries – Estonia, Israel, New Zealand, South Korea, and the
United Kingdom – to capture the standards set by the digitally most advanced governments in the
world.
To adapt the framework to this analysis of India’s policy performance, we retained the D5 as a global
standard and we also created a new benchmark using a comparable peer group comprising five
emerging market countries: India, Nigeria, the Philippines, Mexico, and Poland. This geographicallydiverse group offers different stages of economic development and represent democracies that are
either amid or just out of an elections cycle. All five countries are also emerging in terms of their
digital economies; they are “Break Out” nations, as measured by our Digital Evolution Index.
In this peer group, two countries, Nigeria and the Philippines, are close to India in terms of GDP per
capita. Two others are more advanced. Mexico is a richer country, but is proximate to India in terms
of the dynamism of its economy — it is ranked close to India on the Global Innovation Index. Poland
helps set a longer-term “stretch” target for economic advancement; while it is part of the benchmark
MSCI emerging markets index, Poland is on the cusp of moving from emerging to advanced economic
status and has been upgraded to advanced status by the FTSE Russell index.
On the voting side, Mexicans voted in July of 2018 and elections concluded in Nigeria in February
2019; the former elected a new president, who started a term in December 2018, while the latter
returned the incumbent. The Philippines, with a crucial mid-term referendum on the current
government, and Poland, with parliamentary elections, are going to the polls in May and November
2019, respectively.
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We refer to this group of five emerging market countries as the EM5. For these countries, we brought
together data on over 178 different indicators, from over 40 data sources, including public and
proprietary databases. Each country was given a score for its performance on each indicator; we used
the best score for each indicator to create the EM5 Benchmark. The methodology for arriving at this
new benchmark follows the one used for the earlier D5 Benchmark created as part of the Smart
Societies research initiative. Given the large number of indicators analyzed, we organized them so
that each indicator could be classified under one of 12 broad benchmark components.
• Citizens/People Components:
○ inclusivity,
○ environment and quality of life,
○ state of talent and the human condition,
○ talent development.
• Economy Components:
○ global connectedness,
○ economic robustness,
○ entrepreneurial ecosystem,
○ innovation capacity.
• Institutions Components:
○ freedom of speech, expression and access to content, both offline and online,
○ trust,
○ safety and security,
○ public services.
We picked the time-frame for the analysis to be 2016- 2017 to align with the mid-point of the current
Indian government’s administration and to enable better comparisons with the peer group.
Specifically, we wanted to avoid campaign-related activity and other factors in the comparison
countries that might cloud the picture. We posed questions such as: How do the EM5 countries
compare against each other and against the global D5 benchmark, introduced in our earlier article?
How does India, in particular, perform relative to its peers? The chart below shows a summary of our
analysis:
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For each country, we computed a score for its performance on each of the 12 components. The scores
helped facilitate several comparisons: between India and another country; between any set of
countries among the EM5; and against the EM5 and D5 benchmarks. This framework also offered a
perspective for each country on relative areas of strengths and weaknesses in individual areas.
To get a sense of how the scores were derived, here’s an example. Pick one component and ask: how
well a country is doing in terms of facilitating, say, an inclusive society? The inclusivity component,
like all the others, is given a score, which itself is based on scores earned along various contributing
factors. The inclusivity score is an aggregate of scores earned for several factors, including labor
market inclusion, economic mobility, diversity and acceptance, and government policies that
promote inclusion. We also observed how these scores have changed over a five year period,
2011/2-2016/7 to get a sense of how the performance has improved or declined leading up to the point
of evaluation, which is mid-way through the administration’s tenure in 2016-2017.
Areas of India’s strengths: talent and innovation
The number one issue for Indian voters, according to multiple surveys, is jobs. While India has a long
way to go in building the requisite levels of job-ready skills and education in the country’s abundant
labor pool, it performs the strongest among the EM5 in Talent Development as well as on other key
questions we sought answers to as part of our analysis. We asked questions like these:
Are ventures able to find people with the right skills? For example, one of the data points we surfaced
found that Indian workers offer the largest pool among the EM5 on the digital freelancing website
Toptal, one measure of the country’s labor supply with relevant skills.
How adept is a country at attracting talent from abroad? India possesses the longest entrepreneur and
investor visa length of all the EM5 countries, making it attractive to entrepreneurs and investors.
Is there training for the work force? In addition to a greater availability of public and private training
services, there are generally more Indians registered in online education platforms from multiple
international sources than the other four countries in our analysis.
India leads the EM5 cohort in innovation. It performs particularly well on several key questions, with
some examples given below:
How much is being spent on innovation? The World Economic Forum gives India a 4.5/7 rating on
company R&D spending. This is the highest value within the EM5 cohort, at 73% of the D5
Benchmark.
Are individuals, companies, and governments willing to innovate? Among its EM5 peers, India’s
innovation capacity rating by the WEF is second only to that of the Philippines.
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How easy is it for startups to borrow money? Indian startups received the most seed and early stage
investments, compared to those of the other EM5 countries. Here, India achieved 44% of the D5
benchmark.
Is this a favorable environment to start a business? India leads the EM5 in terms of conditions
favorable to starting a business and is 45% of the D5 benchmark. That said, it takes time to start a
business in India, an average of 29.8 days, compared to the D5 average of 4.9 days and the EM5
average of 24.4 days.
Overall, India’s strong performance in innovation against the benchmarks is helped by the
government’s emphasis on adoption of digital services and prioritization of a robust ICT industry.
Weaker performance for India in public health, environment, and inclusivity
The state of public health, the environment, and the degree of inclusion are India’s principal areas of
weakness relative to the EM5. We asked questions like these to analyze this:
To what extent is there a general sense of well-being? In a 2017 Gallup survey, for instance, only 3% of
respondents in India reported feeling that they are thriving, in contrast to the EM5 average of 24%.
Are people living longer and are children and adults healthier? Though health standards in India are
improving, India’s life expectancy remains low at 68 years, compared to Poland’s 77.6 years.
Do people of different genders and identity groups have equal opportunities to participate in the labor
force? Women comprise only 24.5% of India’s total labor force, compared to 45% of Poland’s, and
45.4% of Nigeria’s labor force.
How productive is the workforce? While GDP per person employed in India has grown 29% since 2012,
the country lags the EM5 average in productivity.
Other notable peer comparisons
Comparing India to the two countries that are closest in socio-economic terms, Nigeria and the
Philippines, India outperforms Nigeria on all but two components, Freedoms and Inclusivity, and
does better than the Philippines on Talent Development, Public Services, and Innovation.
Particularly notable is India’s weaker performance on inclusivity across the board. Among the many
gaps, consider the low participation of women in the workforce. For India, women constitute 24.5%
of the workforce, whereas Nigeria has the highest ratio of female to male labor force participation —
84% as many women in the labor force as there are men, compared to the EM5 average of 63%. This
true even though Nigeria has only a marginally higher female to male ratio in the 25-54 age category
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than India. The Philippines has a 40% female labor force and laws mandating equal pay for men and
women.
When compared with richer countries, such as Mexico and Poland, India outperforms Mexico on a
number of components: Trust, Talent Development, Safety and Security, and Public Services. As for
Poland, India outperforms it on Trust and Talent Development. India had the highest trust in
government institutions among the EM5. However, Mexico boasts a more satisfied population, with
41% reporting that they were “thriving” in 2017. By contrast, 30% of Poles surveyed report to be
“thriving.” In India, the number was a dismal 3%.
As India votes, our analysis finds shows that the Modi administration has made advances on several
fronts, most notably in education, skill-building, and support for innovation and it has improved
trust in government institutions relative to previous administrations and relative to its peer group;
overall India had improved in seven out of the 12 components when studied over a five year period
leading up to 2016-17. There are still crucial areas where India is lagging its peers: fewer freedoms,
lingering low productivity – and most significantly, insufficient progress towards building a more
inclusive society.
Economic robustness has suffered as well, with a combination of drastic measures, such as
demonetization, poor implementation of tax reform, and increasingly protectionist policies. The next
administration – whether it is a return of the incumbents or new leadership – should pay close
attention to these gaps and prioritize closing them to ensure inclusive growth and India’s role as an
emerging global power. It is, after all, expected to be the world’s fastest growing large economy for
years to come – and uneven performance against its peers and global benchmarks will only serve to
undermine the nation’s impact on the world.

Bhaskar Chakravorti is the Dean of Global Business at The Fletcher School at Tufts University and founding Executive
Director of Fletcher’s Institute for Business in the Global Context. He is the author of The Slow Pace of Fast Change.

Ravi Shankar Chaturvedi is Associate Director for research and Doctoral Research Fellow for Innovation and Change at
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What is a “smart” society? While flights of
imagination from science-fiction writers, filmmakers,
and techno-futurists involve things like flying cars
and teleportation, in practice smart technology is
making inroads in a piecemeal fashion, often in rather
banal circumstances. In Chicago, for example,
predictive analytics is improving health inspections
schedules in restaurants, while in Boston city officials
are collaborating with Waze, the traffic navigation
app company, combining its data with inputs from
street cameras and sensors to improve road
conditions across the city. A city-state such as
Singapore has a more holistic idea of a “smart
nation,” where the vision includes initiatives from
self-driving vehicles to cashless and contactless
payments, robotics and assistive technologies, dataempowered urban environments, and technologyenabled homes.
More broadly, we might define a smart society as one
where digital technology, thoughtfully deployed by
governments, can improve on three broad outcomes:
the well-being of citizens, the strength of the economy, and the effectiveness of institutions.
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The potential for technologies to enable smart societies is rising. For example, internet-of-things
sensor applications are envisioned to deliver a wide range of services, from smart water to industrial
controls to e-health. The market for smart technologies is predicted to be worth up to $1.6 trillion by
2020, and $3.5 trillion by 2026. Surely, given the size of the opportunity, increasing interest among
governments and policy makers, and the explosion of relevant technologies, we can start to
understand what smart societies are and establish standards and ideals to aim for.
The Fletcher School at Tufts University and Microsoft Digital have launched an initiative to explore
this issue, with several questions as the guiding framework:
1. What are smart societies, and what are their core components?
2. Are there countries that might offer realistic models for such societies?
3. Are there patterns of different approaches to smartness reflecting different contexts, histories and
societal priorities?
4. What are the implications for policy makers, particularly as they consider digital technology —
whose applications are growing at an accelerated pace — as a lever for getting to smartness?
To answer these questions, we began with a simple premise: Neither “smartness” nor the technology
to be deployed is the end goal. A smart society ought to be defined by a framework that is based on
outcomes. Its building blocks are what governments and policy makers aim to provide for their
citizens. The technology is just a way to get there.
The next step was to identify potential models for smart societies. A natural group of countries to
use as role models was the Digital 5, or D5, nations, representing the most digitally advanced
governments in the world. The group comprises Estonia, Israel, New Zealand, South Korea, and the
UK. Their objective, as set out by the D5 charter, is to provide the best digital public services and to
share practices across these high-performing digital governments. There is a plan to admit more
countries to this group as it establishes practices that can benefit countries from across the world.
To set an aspirational but realistic target, we created a benchmark that combines the best attributes
of these advanced digital nations. Our hope is that it serves several purposes. First, it sets a standard
for policy makers based on what has been demonstrated to be feasible by at least one of the D5
nations. Second, with the benchmark as a composite, no single nation achieves it and yet each of the
five countries’ progress toward the ideal can be assessed in terms of performance against the
benchmark. If any country intends to close a gap, it can turn to the others to learn about best
practices and import knowledge that could help it get to the benchmark. The benchmark, therefore,
is a tool for policy makers, technology innovators, and others to evaluate progress and prioritize the
gaps, thus enabling a dialogue among the key actors and a plan for action.
Methodology
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We collected data on the D5 countries on over 240 different indicators, covering three major areas:
citizens and their well-being, the economy, and the state of institutions. Over 40 data sources were
used, including public and proprietary databases. Each country was given a score for its performance
on each indicator; we used the best score for each indicator to create the Smart Societies Benchmark.
Given the large number of indicators analyzed, we organized them so that each indicator could be
classified under one of 12 broad benchmark components. These broad components were:
• Citizens/People Components: the four components in this category are:
○ inclusivity,
○ environment and quality of life,
○ state of talent and the human condition,
○ talent development.
• Economy Components: the four components in this category are:
○ global connectedness,
○ economic robustness,
○ entrepreneurial ecosystem,
○ innovation capacity.
• Institutions Components: the four components in this category are:
○ freedoms offline and online,
○ trust,
○ safety and security,
○ public services.
Each component is made up of different clusters of indicators. As an example, consider the first
component listed above: inclusivity. The score assigned to this component is an aggregate of scores
earned by different clusters of inclusion-related indicators; the clusters that make up inclusivity are
labor market inclusion, economic mobility, diversity and acceptance, and policies that promote
inclusion. In turn, the “policies that promote inclusion” cluster includes indicators such as data on
policies, laws, and regulations that promote access for marginalized or disadvantaged groups. As
observed above, each D5 country gets a score along each indicator. Thus, the benchmark score for the
Inclusivity component is the aggregate of the top scores for each indicator within this broad
benchmark component. The scores for each component were normalized.
Finally, each of the D5 countries was scored along these indicators, and the resulting country score
was compared with the benchmark to evaluate each country’s progress and to derive patterns and
differences in priorities. Collectively, the D5 nations serve two important purposes for our project:
They give us a way to construct a global benchmark that can be used to assess D5 nations and other
countries, and they each offer a case study and model for what smart can look like.
The outcomes of this exercise are shown in the exhibits below. Higher scores along each of the 12
components are represented by the distance from the center. The line connecting each country’s
component scores across all 12 components is its “Smart Society Footprint.”
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There are several implications that flow from this analysis.
• The D5 nations constitute an extraordinary group, with the world’s most digitally advanced
governments, and collectively they help us define a global benchmark for a smart society. The
benchmark is aspirational and yet feasible.
• The D5 nations share several characteristics, even as they offer role models for different types of
smart societies. Each has a democratically elected government that plays an active role in offering
services to its citizenry. Each is a highly evolved digital player. As reported in our recent HBR
article “60 Countries’ Digital Competitiveness, Indexed,” each scored highly on our Digital
Evolution Index; with the exception of South Korea, each is also in a state of high digital
momentum. Yet each also has a unique context.
Consider some of the key differences:
• Estonia is an outlier. It is a small country, formed out of the breakup of the Soviet Union. It used
technology to build out its government services and embrace a market economy.
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• Despite their historical associations, the UK and New Zealand are at extreme ends of the
connectivity spectrum. The UK is often identified as a global hub (a position that is going to be
tested during the Brexit process), with strong global economic and political connections; New
Zealand is geographically distant from much of the economic and political centers of the world, and
is used to operating at the periphery of the global economy.
• Both Israel and South Korea have escaped the “middle-income trap”, successfully transitioning
from middle-income to high-income status – a relatively rare feat. They both are key players in the
global economy today, have great geopolitical significance, and are strong U.S. allies. Israel is
mostly surrounded by hostile neighbors in a politically tense region. South Korea resides in a
different politically tense region, in North Asia, with an active threat of conflict with its nucleararmed neighbor, North Korea, and the added tensions created by China’s growing dominance.
We asked Colin MacDonald, Chair of the D5 and the New Zealand’s Government Chief Digital Officer,
about the differences between the D5 countries. He said: “Although we all bring a diverse range of
perspectives, the D5 allows us to leverage the knowledge and experience of our smartest people,
creating faster and more efficient digital governments for our citizens. We do this through
collaboration and sharing. We all learn from one another, and adopt the solutions that will work in
our own countries. Ultimately, this makes us all stronger as digital nations.”
The Smart Societies Footprint analysis reveals that each D5 nation is an archetype of a distinct model
of “smartness,” which reflects a combination of the country’s context and priorities. In a world with
limited resources, the ability to prioritize and identify areas of focus and particular form of smartness
that fits with each country’s circumstances can prove to be essential. Here are some of the distinct
patterns, which offer models for other countries to use.
Strong Institutions Footprint: Estonia’s footprint reveals its initial priorities on establishing strong
institutions, particularly in its commitment to assuring post-Soviet era freedoms to its citizens. Its esolutions have resulted in high levels of government transparency and easy access to data and public
services. Its priorities on creating an open and decentralized system that links multiple digital
applications and services are core to how it accomplished these outcomes. Its key gap areas as
revealed by its distance from the benchmark are in establishing greater connectedness and
robustness of its economy. Given its heavy investment in digital infrastructure, the government can
leverage this foundation to narrow the gaps.
Strong Innovation Footprint: Israel demonstrates strength in the area of innovation, while its
greatest opportunities for closing gaps are in the area of strengthening institutions. In addition to the
technology-related innovations that are a product of Israel’s investment in its national security
infrastructure, a major government plan, the Digital Israel initiative, with its emphasis on high-speed
internet connectivity, has been a boon for businesses looking to operate online. The country can
utilize the same technological platforms for improving public services and improving the state of
interaction between the government and its people – which our analysis has identified as being
among the gaps that need to be narrowed.
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Strong Well-Being Footprint: New Zealand offers a case study in strengths in the components that
ensure well-being of a country’s people, including the environment and quality of life, inclusivity,
and the state of its talent base. Here, policy makers view digital government as one where digital
technology is a tool for governments to interact with its “customers” — citizens and businesses — so
that they can experience public services in a seamless, integrated, and trusted manner. Given its
physical distance from much of the world, New Zealand has some inherent challenges in narrowing
the gap in its global connectedness; its investment in a seamless digital ecosystem to enhance the
well-being of its people and the quality of its institutions indicates a focus on areas where it can
compensate for its physical distance, and also attract and retain talent to narrow the gaps in the areas
of innovation and entrepreneurship.
Strong Public Services Footprint: South Korea has utilized a digital initiative, Government 3.0, to
provide personalized public services. One of the key areas where the government needs to narrow
the gap is in the robustness of the economy and the quality of its institutions. The Government 3.0
initiative is potentially a powerful lever in advancing such an objective through several means:
ensuring greater transparency and providing more data on the workings of public agencies,
encouraging more cross-agency collaborations, and helping people find jobs and economic
opportunities more readily.
Strong Economy Footprint: Historically, the UK has been one of the world’s most significant
economies. It is the fifth largest in terms of GDP, and is one of the most globally connected of all
major economies. It has historically been the preeminent hub for global finance because of a
combination of history, geography, and its strengths in digital technologies. As one of the authors of
this article (Chakravorti) has observed earlier in HBR, “Would a Hard Brexit Cripple the EU’s Digital
Economy?” the UK is a star performer among EU digital economies. These strengths show in the
benchmarking analyses above. The conundrum for the UK is that, with Brexit, it runs the risk of
diminishing its economic strengths. Already, since the Brexit referendum, it has been the worstperforming advanced economy in terms of growth; its currency has lost more than 13% of its value
against the dollar because of the uncertainties caused by Brexit. In order to compensate for the
turbulence ahead for the economy, it is essential for the government to use tools at its disposal to
shore up the other aspects of society. Here the UK’s Government Transformation Strategy 2017-2020
and “Government as a Platform” approaches help provide first-rate digital services to grow talent,
improve workplace conditions, and help transformations through shared platforms and data.
These case studies suggest that before we can take advantage of the ways in which smart technology
can strengthen economies, make institutions more effective, and improve citizens’ well-being, we
need to bring the idea of a “smart society” down to earth, defining it in ways that are practical,
actionable, and focused on outcomes. Benchmarking can help governments better understand their
current capabilities.
Of course, it’s quite possible that one day all smart societies will be traversed by flying cars and
lighted by streetlights that communicate with each other. In the meantime, we can get societies to be
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a whole lot smarter by making better use of the technology we have at hand. As the footprints of the
world’s most digitally advanced governments indicate, even the best-positioned nations have some
gaps to close. And those gaps, and the technologies to close them, vary according to every country’s
unique context and priorities.
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