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It’s Time for India to Go Citizen-Centric

RICH LESSER &
NEERAJ AGGARWAL
O

Reformsof many kinds have been
atthetopof government agendas
worldwide for centuries. Broadly
speaking, they aim to enhance
citizens’ lives by lowering the cost
of services, reducing bureaucracy,
and curtailing corruption. Re-
formsalso involve broadening the
bouquet of servicesprovided, as
well as improving their quality,
while keeping the cost to the ex-
chequerataminimum.

While the concept of reformis
age-old, thenature of reformhas
historically been supply-centric
—how government servicesare
accessed and administered. What
we are seeing now is the opportu-
nity tochange the lens of reform,
centered not around service supp-
ly, but around the customer of
government services. This “citi-
zen-centricreform™ has atruly
transformative power dueto the
availability and affordability of an
array of digital technologies.
Accesstohugesetsof datacan
help isolate problems and develop
targeted solutions. Government
initiatives can nowreach the
remotest of regions nearly instant-
ly because of ultra-fast connec-
tivity at fractional costand time.
Empowered with these disruptive
tools, governmentsaround the
world can rethink how they enga-
ge with and support their citizens
toimprove overall quality of life
and access toservices.

Several nations arealready

starting toseize the opportunity,
takingdecisive steps towards
transforming governance. A few
years back, Australiaembarked on
ajourney toreform citizen servi-
cesprovided by its Department of
Human Services (DHS). The DHS
providesover 200 services in-
cluding social-security benefits,
medicare, child support, and
disability support.

The DHS collaborated with The
Boston Consulting Group(BCG) to
formulate a ten-year vision and
define three broadobjectives: to
makeiteasiertoaccessservices; to
deliver better outcomes for citi-
zens; and to deliverservices more
efficiently fortaxpayers. The core
of thereform involved new ways of
segmenting and streaming custo-
mers, as well asexpanding online
services, lean operations, and the
useof technology. The DHS levera-
ged apps and integrated platforms
toincrease convenience for Aust-
ralia’scitizens.

The healthcare sector has ex-
perienced asimilar push. Around
the world, policy makersand
healthcare companiesare war-
mingup tothe idea of Value-Based
Healthcare, which attacks spira-
ling costs by focusingon patient-
centric outcomes. Sweden’s health-
caresystem hasbeenapioneerin
overcoming the obstacle of timely
andreliable data. Forexample, its
registry for acute coronary care
now collects data covering almost
80 percent of all patients. Sharing
this data with clinicians has led to
acycle of innovations. Indeed,
between 1998 and 2009, Sweden’s
average 30-day mortality rate for
patients who suffered acute heart
attacksdecreased by adramatic
65%. Overall, Sweden has among
the best healthcare outcomesin
Europe, with similar excellent
performancein healthcare spen-
ding. Sweden’s example shows that
improved quality can be achieved
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with lower costs.

Asthe world gradually adopts
some of these reforms, thereisa
tremendous opportunity for India
tobeat the forefront, Reforms
approached through the effective
use of technology have the potenti-
al to break the “iron triangle” of
Affordability, Access, and Quality
for the first time acrossmany parts
of government. The Jan Dhan
Yojana has brought marginalised
membersof the population into
thebanking system, while Aad-
haar has given billions of Indiansa
digital identity, The telecom revo-
lution placesIndiaamong the
leading internet nationsin pro-
vidingubiquitous high-speed
connectivity. With a strong tech-
nology foundation, India can now

target citizen-centricreformsin
critical areas.

Indeed, as healthcare isone of the
mostcomplex issuesof ourtime,
and as large-scalechange isalways
difficult, India’s healthcare system
facesmany challenges. These
include insufficient infrastructure
and publicspending, as well as
inequity inaccess. On the demand
side, pooreducation levels, low
awarenessof new-age but common
diseases, and a belief in traditional
social practices have led to signifi-
cantdilution in healthcare con-
sumption. Theeffective trans-
formation of healthcare systems
requires closer and more efficient
cooperation among the public,
private, and civil sectors. Tech-
nology hasthe power toallow India
to potentially leapfrog healthcare
system evolution by decades. For
example, thereisa clearopportu-
nity toaugment the existing tech-
nology stack, digitise healthre-
cords, and usepredictivealgo-
rithms to focus on prevention and
early detection. The shortage of
doctors and specialists must be
addressed with the development of
new digital health platforms.
Mobilisingalarge and diverse
community of stakeholderscan
pave the way for India to take
advantage of high impact, mutual-
Iy reinforcing innovations that are
cost-effective and scalable.

Beyond healthcare, the Haryana
government, inassociation with
BCG, hastaken bold stepstotrans-
formtheeducational system in
India. Technology hasnotonly
played a majorroleinreducing
corruption and bureaucracy, but
has emergedasapotent forcein
improving thequality of educa-
tion. In fact, the Aadhar-based
identification of more than two
million government school stu-
dents has helped eliminate fake
enrollments, potentially plugging
sizeable fund leakages and freeing

up funds foruniforms, scholars-
hips, and other benefits.

Simultaneously, onlineemployee
services have become more trans-
parent. They are being deployed to
transform bureaucratic procedu-
resforapproximately 100,000
employees. In addition, tech-
nology-based, in-class interven-
tions are being piloted to improve
learning outcomes whileallowing
communication andcapacity
buildingat scale.

Overall, India has a wide array of
social safety-net programs forits
citizens, ranging from areassuch
asfood security and employment
guaranteesfor women tochild
development. Such programsare
supported by huge infrastructure,
large workforces, and complex
supply chains. What theyoften
lack istransparency — and there-
fore, effectivenessand efficiency.
The same principles of trans-
formation that Haryana has used
forthe education sector can be
applied toany large-scale, citizen-
oriented system in the country to
achieve broad-based, transforma-
tional results.

Ultimately, it is safe to say that
technological changeisaccelera-
tingatanunprecedented paceand
will change the world as we know
it. This dynamic change, combined
with rising consumer expecta-
tions, creates a major opportunity
for governments to initiate needed
reforms. India can holistically
embrace the power of citizen-
centric reforms and make a concer-
ted move towards realising its
extraordinary promise.
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