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3. Public Policy Principles for Driving Digital Quality of Life

Information technology (IT) is the most important factor driving 
improvement in a wide array of areas critical for the quality of life 
for individuals and healthy societies. But by and large, policymak-

ers have not fully appreciated the extent to which IT is driving change 
and enabling improvements, nor the impact—pro or con—that pub-
lic policy can have on this development. Though it is beyond the scope 
of this report to lay out a detailed policy blueprint for IT-enabled 
change, it is imperative that policymakers around the globe need to 
follow at least ten key principles if their citizens and societies are to fully 
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benefit from the digital revolution. To ignore these 
principles risks slowing down digital transformation 
and minimizing the benefits of a digital society.  The 
ten key public policy principles are outlined below.

1. Look to Digital Progress as the Key 
Driver of Improved Quality of Life

Progress in a host of policy areas—including health 
care, transportation, energy, environment, public 
safety, and the economy—will be determined in part 
by how well nations develop and deploy IT. Solv-
ing surface transportation challenges, for example, 
will be difficult without the widespread use of IT, 
whether it is to implement congestion pricing or to 
provide real-time information on traffic conditions.

Policymakers in all nations should make spurring 
widespread use of IT a key component of public pol-
icy. Given the importance of IT to solving pressing 
societal problems, it is time that policymakers see 
IT issues not just as a narrow sideline but rather as 
a key component of public policy that supplements 
the government’s three traditional tools of tax poli-
cy, government programs, and regulation. In other 
words, spurring digital progress should become the 
fourth leg of the government’s stool.

Digital transformation must be put at the front 
and center of a wide array of public policy areas. IT 
transformation must become a key component not 
just of the commerce or telecommunications agen-
cies but of every government agency or ministry. 
Government officials at all levels should lead by ex-
ample by leveraging their own IT efforts to achieve 
more effective and productive public sector manage-
ment and administration.  In addition, they should 
focus on how their actions can drive digital progress 
generally in the broader society and economy.

2. Invest in Digital Progress

Many of the technologies and applications driving 
digital progress will be developed by the private sec-
tor and purchased by individuals, with little or no 
role needed for government. But many IT applica-
tions are inherently related to core public functions 
including transportation, education, health care, 

public safety, the provision of government services, 
community development, and the environment. 
These IT applications must be considered critical 
areas for increased public investment because they 
form core components of the new “intangible” pub-
lic infrastructure that is driving improvements in 
quality of life. In addition, governments should be 
investing in research and development (R&D) and 
supporting private sector R&D to help develop new 
technologies and applications, including areas such 
as robotics, large-scale sensor networks, speech rec-
ognition and advanced computing.

3. Ensure Affordable and Widespread 
Digital Infrastructure

For the digital revolution to continue, policymak-
ers must invest in renewing and revitalizing the un-
derlying digital infrastructure. This entails not only 
spurring investment in physical IT infrastructure, 
but also ensuring that the appropriate and neces-
sary regulations and standards exist to spur, and not 
hinder, adoption. Thus, for example, policymakers 
should make adequate spectrum available for wire-
less innovation by taking measures to open up un-
used “white spaces.” In addition, policymakers must 
remain vigilant in ensuring that the components of 
our digital infrastructure, from global positioning 
system (GPS) signals to high-speed broadband Inter-
net access, continue to be upgraded and improved.

4. Encourage Widespread Digital  
Literacy and Digital Technology  
Adoption

The benefits and promise of the digital information 
revolution are immense. As IT becomes more central 
to improvements in our lives, it will be important to 
ensure that the majority of citizens are digitally liter-
ate and have access to digital tools so that they can 
take full advantage of these benefits. In 2008, about 
75 percent of American adults reported using the 
Internet;1 the comparable percentage in many de-
veloping nations is lower. Internationally, there are 
multiple reasons why the Internet usage rate is not 
higher, including the affordability of Internet access, 
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particularly for broadband telecommunications.2 In 
developed nations, though, perhaps the most impor-
tant factor why the Internet usage rate is not higher 
is a lack of digital literacy. 

To succeed in today’s economy people at least need 
basic computer and Internet skills. In the United 
States, some organizations, like One Economy, have 
taken steps to encourage digital adoption. And some 
states, like Kentucky and North Carolina, have stepped 
up efforts to expand digital literacy and IT and broad-
band takeup, especially in rural areas.3 Around the 
world, various groups are working to improve digital 
access. Some companies, like Microsoft, have taken 
significant steps to help build digital literacy.4 ITC, an 
Indian technology conglomerate, sponsors a program 
called “e-Choupal” to provide 6,500 Internet-connect-
ed computers in villages across nine Indian states.5 But 
national governments need to do more in partnership 
with the for-profit, nonprofit, and state and local gov-
ernment sectors to spur digital literacy and takeup. 

5. Do Not Let Concerns About  
Potential or Hypothetical Harms Derail 
or Slow Digital Progress

By definition, all technological innovation involves 
change and risk, and driving digital progress is no dif-
ferent. As we go forward in an array of areas, policy-
makers must give adequate concern to issues of pri-
vacy, security, civil liberties, and other related issues. 
But the focus should be on addressing these concerns 
where appropriate in ways that enable digital progress 
to rapidly proceed—not on stopping or slowing digi-
tal progress as so many advocacy groups and special 
interests try to do today. In part because of the claims 
made by some of these groups, and notwithstanding 
the progress that IT enables, all too often, well-inten-
tioned policymakers are willing to consider laws and 
regulations that would slow digital transformation 
and reduce, not improve, quality of life.

6. Do Not Just Digitize Existing  
Problems; Use IT to Find New  
Solutions to Old Problems

IT offers powerful new methods for collecting, ma-

nipulating and distributing data; however, IT is a 
means and not an end. Simply using IT to con-
tinue existing practices will not necessarily lead to 
significantly better results. Thus, educators who 
merely use IT to replace classroom instruction with 
equivalent computer-based instruction and do not 
change their teaching methods, for example, may 
not see significant increases in students’ learning 
outcomes; on the other hand, educators who use 
IT to change and improve their teaching methods 
may see impressive improvements in learning out-
comes. 

Organizations may find that investing in IT to 
solve targeted problems not only helps with the 
targeted problems but also gives them the tools 
they need to solve additional problems. City gov-
ernments like Baltimore that collect citywide data, 
for example, can analyze this information in real 
time not just to improve deficient city services but 
also to discover new opportunities for government 
savings. Policymakers should recognize these ben-
efits of IT, and promote the use of new solutions 
that harness IT to address existing problems in new 
ways.

7. Create Reusable Digital Content 
and Applications

Rather than focusing on creating flashy websites 
and graphics, government agencies and minis-
tries should concentrate on creating reusable digi-
tal content using interoperable standards such as 
XML. Providing digital data that can be shared and 
reused multiplies its value many times—and is far 
more valuable than just building a website that may 
solve only a small set of problems. 

Similarly, government-funded software appli-
cations should be developed to meet the needs of 
multiple users, such as other states or government 
agencies. One of the major benefits of software is 
that although the development costs can be high, 
the marginal costs of producing an extra copy are 
low. Governments should encourage local govern-
ments to create and share reusable applications 
rather than having each community build a new 
application on its own. For example, Canada ini-
tially developed AlphaRoute, an online adult lit-
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eracy application, as a pilot project in Ontario, but 
now allows any publicly funded literacy and adult 
education center in the country to use it without 
charge.

8. Collaborate and Partner with the 
Private and Non-Profit Sectors

Policymakers should encourage collaborations be-
tween stakeholders in the public and private sectors. 
Government cannot provide its own digital solu-
tions to every problem, nor will it always come up 
with the best solutions.6 Instead, government should 
embrace opportunities to partner with the private 
and non-profit sectors. For example, in the United 
States, a number of public-private partnerships are 
working to spur demand for broadband services. 
One such partnership is ConnectKentucky which is 
helping to foster demand by providing a variety of 
services, including the No Child Left Offline project 
that provides computers and training to disadvan-
taged populations.

9. Lead by Example

When practical, government should be an early 
adopter of new technology rather than solely rely-
ing on industry to lead the way. Through techno-
logical leadership, government can play an impor-
tant role in spurring markets and proving concepts. 
For example, government agencies can pursue green 

IT initiatives by establishing telework policies and 
creating telework best practices.  Similarly, govern-
ment could lead on promoting digital signatures for 
e-government applications.

10. Nudge Digital

Scholars have shown that using “choice architec-
ture” institutions can encourage or discourage cer-
tain group behaviors, such as saving for retirement 
or eating healthy, by how the decisions are framed.7  
In fact, in a recent book on this subject, authors Tha-
ler and Sunstein popularized the idea that govern-
ment policy should “nudge” citizens towards good 
behaviors. Policymakers should recognize the power 
of this tool in shaping citizen behavior and design 
public policies that nudge citizens to more digital 
technologies.

As shown repeatedly throughout this report, digi-
tal solutions often provide substantial cost-savings 
and improve quality and outcomes. For example, 
imagine all of the savings in energy and paper if by 
default all personal banking and credit card state-
ments were electronic. If citizens had to opt-out of 
programs, such as receiving electronic statements, 
instead of opting in, more individuals would par-
ticipate. While exceptions still need to be made to 
provide fair and reasonable access to government 
services for all citizens, governments should make 
the default choice digital and not prevent private or-
ganizations from doing the same.
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