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FOREWORD

David E. Bell

I am a marketing professor. A lot has changed in my field in recent years. 

Now marketers try to influence your buying behaviour by sending you 

personalised ads through social media. The ‘personalisation’ is automated 

because it is possible to track how you responded to previous ads, when you 

bought, when you didn’t and so on. Advertisers know exactly how effective 

their campaigns are. They also know that people are highly influenced, not so 

much by the marketers themselves, but by people they trust. In the old days, 

these influencers were friends or neighbours. Now they are more likely to be 

people who have developed a following online and who can influence their 

followers on what to buy. Advertisers now try to co-opt these Key Opinion 

Leaders by courting their opinion or, more simply, paying them a fee. In 

China, there are highly watched online ‘talk shows’ where the guests are 

celebrity KOLs.

There are so many other changes in our lives brought about by digitalisa-

tion that it’s hard to keep up. Cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin soon could hold 

more value than all of the world’s gold. This in a handful of years, and all 

due to digitisation.

Politics is also not what it was. ‘Smoke-filled rooms’ are long gone. The 

public used to find out, if they did at all, about who voted for what, long after 

the fact. Now, every politician’s votes, statements and blunders are known 

at once. The amazing political ascent of Donald Trump may have been due 

to his constant tweeting: talking directly, constantly, to his supporters, an 

example few seem to be copying.

There is a common lesson in these transformations. It is that we should 

no longer think of people in terms of demographics, like the middle class, 

the left or the baby boomers, but as individuals, because we now can, and 

we should.
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Public policy has not got that message. Governments still make invest-

ments, launch programmes and urge the citizenry as if people came in blocs, 

often just one bloc. This book is a call to action to rethink how we do public 

policy. The authors call it Quantum Governance to highlight the central role 

of the individual.

Their proposal is not just a think piece. They have carried out a systematic 

analysis dissecting public policy effectiveness across most countries of the 

world. They have identified a number of fixable issues:

1. Governments tend to launch programmes without enough regard for 

the absorptive capacity of the people. If you have your thirteen-year-

old listen to online college lectures, it won’t do any good because the 

child doesn’t yet have the capacity to take it in. People come in all 

shapes and sizes, with respect to how they process information, their 

capabilities and their needs. Public spending that exceeds the absorp-

tive capacity of the nation is a waste of money. Some countries may 

need to invest in building, or at least measuring, absorptive capacity.

2. Public policies interact with one another, yet they are often supervised, 

funded and monitored as if they are independent. These days we can 

figure out how they interact and plan accordingly. The authors present 

a periodic table’ illustrating how policies may be seen as interrelated.

3. Companies are increasingly turning to the concept of a Balanced 

Scorecard to assess their condition and to measure progress. By 

analogy, countries need to consider how they measure their nations’ 

balance sheet: how well off are they? Age-old measures like GDP and 

Balance of Payments don’t capture the cumulative welfare of indi-

viduals, their potential or their quality of life. These measures were 

invented when data was hard to come by and never did a good job 

handling the intangibles of value creation.

The authors propose a new equation for understanding the effectiveness 

of public policies in which government actions and capabilities should be in 

balance with the absorptive capacity of the people. In marketing, we have a 

concept of the customer journey: a person begins the journey never having 

heard of a product, then they become familiar with it, then they develop an 

opinion, then they decide whether to buy or not. These journeys are highly 

idiosyncratic and highly dependent on influencers and cultural norms. In the 
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public policy arena, one speech from the White House cannot possibly trans-

form the thinking of many.

On the other side of the equation, governments should introduce good 

policies, more accurately a good mix of policies and implement the policies 

efficiently. However, more than that, they need to have the capability to per-

suade and lead. In today’s partisan world, half of a country’s people may not 

find the leadership credible.

There is much more detail to be found in theory and in the book. I think 

you would agree that in this digital age where breathtaking change is hap-

pening in almost every facet of our lives, the way in which governments man-

age our quality of life is ready for a makeover.

David E. Bell

Professor at Harvard Business School



PREFACE

Where do we stand as a global community in terms of development? Some 

might argue that before COVID-19, things were looking up, economies were 

fully recovering from the 2008 Financial Crisis, exponential technological 

progress was holding the promise of accelerated growth, and according to 

the most optimistic analysis, there was the promise of better jobs and a net 

creation of new ones. Low- and middle-income countries were achieving 

noticeable progress in poverty reduction, and the win-win scenario of green 

economies combining a lower environmental footprint and higher innova-

tion and growth was depicted as a reachable and attractive future.

If we look closer at key facts, the myth of the great acceleration might 

be just that: a myth. Economists have been grappling with the productiv-

ity paradox where the technological miracle is not fulfilling its economic 

promises, productivity growth being at its lowest historical levels. Displays 

of social unrest have been accelerating all around the world with the emer-

gence of several large-scale movements, be it the Arab Spring, Occupy Wall 

Streets, climate strikes, or the Black Lives Matter movement. Combined with 

the rise of populism, this denotes the erosion of social cohesion and strong 

opposition to the status quo and our traditional societal paradigms. Finally, 

the United Nations cannot repeat this enough; the world is overwhelmingly 

not on track to achieve Sustainable Development Goals. COVID-19 is set to 

make things worse with implications far beyond the short-term impact we 

are seeing. What started as a health crisis has since evolved into a deep, eco-

nomic, social and political one. A crisis threatening to reverse thirty years of 

achievements in poverty reduction, double the number of people facing star-

vation, set us back in the transition towards greener economies as short-term 

priorities prevail and worsen our monetary infrastructure as central banks 

around the world engage in perpetual money printing to try and contain the 

socio-economic damages.
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However, there is a silver lining linked to our human tendency to revisit 

fundamental questions in a crisis context. Indeed, the crisis offers a win-

dow of opportunity, a small time-bubble during which people are collec-

tively drawn to understanding what went wrong, asking what it was that 

brought us here, and considering changing our business-as-usual practices, 

frameworks and paradigms. We invite the readers to engage in this long-

overdue process to avoid wasting this opportunity. By bringing attention to 

fundamental questions, we set out to identify the constants of development, 

the key drivers of changes across the space–time continuum of our societies.

This journey led us to the conclusion that we need a new policy frame-

work. One that does not rely on linear mechanistic thinking, and one that is 

not constrained by a reductionist approach to the world, segregating realities 

into artificial dichotomies and abstract silos: the economy, the private sector, 

the civil society, education policy and innovation. One that is aligned with 

real-world complexity and one that takes the individual as the main unit 

of analysis and action. For far too long, we relied on a misleading vision of 

human beings, portraying them as simple atomistic agents. We need to bring 

back the individuals in their full complexity to the change formula. For any 

social organisation is nothing else but a network of interacting individuals 

and no public policy can deliver impact or progress in development goals 

without an impact on individuals’ lives. People are the key conversion fac-

tor. Their ability to absorb public policies and convert them into tangible 

achievements is the only real driver of change and should be at the heart of 

our development reflections.

 It is time to centre our actions around the  

quantum unit of the social world: the citizen.

Fadi Farra,

Founder and Managing Partner, Whiteshield,  

Former Lecturer at the Harvard Kennedy School of Government, and  

Former Head of Unit, OECD.

Christopher A. Pissarides,

Special Advisor and Director, Whiteshield and  

Nobel Laureate in Economic Sciences
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