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Abstract

The Indian state serves 1.4 billion people, making even small improvements in its effectiveness
potentially transformative for human welfare. Karan Nagpal, India Regional Director at IDinsight,
has spent years working with both central and state governments to improve how they spend their
two largest budget items: employee salaries and policy programs.

The conversation explores why governments need external partners to experiment with new
approaches, how to overcome bureaucratic defensiveness around performance measurement, and
the critical difference between using data for evaluation versus learning. Nagpal argues for ”policy-
driven evidence” rather than ”evidence-based policy,” emphasizing that successful reform requires
deep empathy for the political economy constraints that government officials navigate daily.

His optimism stems from observing that political leaders increasingly understand the electoral
benefits of effective service delivery, creating incentives for state capacity building that didn’t exist
before.

Supplementary Resources

e Four Challenges to Building Capacity in Government by Madhav Seth (IDinsight
article) [3]

e Strengthening State Capacity to Improve Service Delivery for Citizens in India
by Karan Nagpal et al. (IDinsight project) [2]

e Enhancing Evidence Use in Government Social Programs by T. Arthur Chibwana
(IDinsight article) [1]
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Hello and welcome to a new episode of Big Ideas. Today we
have Karan Nagpal, India Regional Director at IDinsight New
Delhi. Karan leads partnership with the government and inte-
grates data with evidence-based policy decision making. His,
uh, area of expertise ranges from state capacity, primary health-
care to financial inclusion.

We welcome you, Karan.

Thank you. It’s nice to be here.

Yeah. So today we will be talking about improving the effec-
tiveness of India’s state. So Karan, all yours.

Yeah, so something I have been working on for the last many
years is trying to improve the effectiveness of the Indian state.
And when I think through the arc of the kind of work I have
done, T would say that, you know, and all of this is ex post
theorization. Um, essentially you think about governments,
you know, sort of governments spend a lot of money in India
and sort of world over.

And the two main things the governments spend money on, one
is sort of, uh, salaries, so the, you know, sort of compensation
they pay to their employees. And the second is policies and
programs or schemes. And so the largest parts of my work have
been on improving the effectiveness of each of those areas. And
so one part of my work has taken the form of supporting sort
of, uh, capacity building efforts both at the central government
level through Mission Karmayogi, but also in different states.

Um, helping them build, uh, measurement systems or perfor-
mance management systems to improve the performance of the,
uh, people that constitute the state, the personnel of the state,
which is then going to improve the fiscal expenditure that hap-
pens on salaries and wages, right? Because the government is
going to get more out of those employees.
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Uh, and the second part has been in helping governments build
sort of outcomes focused tracking systems that can help them
think through, okay, we are spending this much money, but is
it actually improving the outcomes we care about or not? And
of course, those two, uh, areas are tied in that, you know, you
should start by helping governments think through what is it
that they want to achieve at a high level, you know, and then
drill down to sort of, uh, more granular KPIs or sort of key
performance indicators.

And from that, you know, you actually help them see, am I
achieving that or not? And to achieve that, they require the
staff that constitute the state to be performing in a certain
way, and they need to understand are they performing as well
as they should or not. So that’s kind of been the range of my
work over the last few years.

Yeah, so like, why can’t it happen on its own? Like why exter-
nal partners are needed in this?

I think part of it is goes down to sort of what makes the sort
of, uh, state, uh, much more inclined towards the status quo.
And that’s because, you know, some of these sort of efforts, uh,
they are new, so they are risky. And I think, uh, there is a role
to be played, uh, for sort of trying out different approaches,
experimenting, piloting, failing.

A lot of this is very difficult to do through government systems,
because government systems, when government itself is doing
something, it needs to be sure that that thing will work. Uh,
whereas, you know, for it to be sure that it works, it needs
some degree of sort of risk, uh, capital, risk appetite. And
that typically is provided by external partners who can then
do that sort of experimentation, uh, learn from that, and then
scale that, uh, to, you know, business as usual only when it
works.

And so I think there’s that. I think the other sort of point is
that a lot of these, uh, a lot of these, uh, measures, right? I,
both outcomes-focused governance, but also performance man-
agement, um, they require, there isn’t an intrinsic defensiveness
of the state to doing these things, because, you know, uh, there
is an intrinsic defensiveness to, uh, changing the way we operate
or having our performance be measured.
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And I think, um, you know, and so it takes a lot of, uh, ef-
fort to build the case for the importance of doing this type of
work. And I think hence, sort of we see our role and sort of I
see my role as being sort of somebody who can catalyze that
change, uh, through sort of, uh, partnering with, uh, sort of
mission-driven, willing bureaucrats, uh, decision makers today,
showing that this works, showing that doing this actually im-
proves outcomes for citizens, which is what we all care about.
And then using that to then sort of improve gradually how the
Indian state does its business.

Right. So this, uh, brings to my next question. So you have
worked across multiple states and central government. What
are the biggest obstacles to getting bureaucrats to genuinely
adopt evidence-based, uh, practices?

I would actually turn that question around. So I think, uh, so
my story is that I was sort of, I began my sort of, I did my
PhD. I was an academic, you know, and I was kind of schooled
in this whole area of evidence-based policy making. Um, and
somehow, you know, sort of the technocratic sort of sector out
sitting outside of government, sitting outside of civil society, we
think that’s evidence-based policy making is a good thing.

But I think it’s important to interrogate evidence, what evi-
dence means, what constitutes evidence, what counts as good
evidence, um, and who decides what is evidence, you know?
And so in some sense, uh, a lot of my approach for the last
seven and a half years that I’ve been at IDinsight has been
to flip that around and sort of to think about policy-driven
evidence rather than evidence-based policy.

I think, uh, people who constitute the Indian state, be they
political leadership, ministers, their advisors, be it bureaucrats,
uh, middle management, frontline workers, they are incredibly
hardworking people who are optimizing within very difficult
constraints. And I think often I have realized that sort of in
the academic community, we do not appreciate or think through
or have empathy for those constraints because we are living
in a very different, uh, organizational culture, organizational
environment.
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And so I think, uh, bureaucrats, uh, and sort of decision mak-
ers in governments, be they bureaucrats, be they politicians,
do adopt or do change the way they are doing things, but if
you actually communicate to them the evidence, or if you gen-
erate evidence that they need, that is practical, that is feasible
within their constraints. And that requires a deep apprecia-
tion for, empathy with, understanding of the political economy
constraints that they face.

India is a very complex society, our state is very complex.
The relationship between the state and society is very different
across, you know, different parts of India. And so I think un-
derstanding all of that requires a lot of humility. And I think
when people from outside show that humility, I think the peo-
ple in the government are actually quite willing to change the
way they are doing things.

And I think the fault often is in the sort of, uh, those of us
sitting outside the state who kind of think that, you know,
we’ve generated evidence and now the state should accept it.

Yeah. Uh, so you were talking about the way of doing things.
My question to you is there’s an inherent tension between using
data for evaluation versus the learning. So how should govern-
ment navigate this to actually improve programs?

Yeah. I think we think about this a lot, right? And I think,
uh, in some ways there is a theory of change that says that
actually using data for evaluations is good, right? That’s how
you evaluate programs and if they don’t work, you know, we
should change those programs, we should scrap those programs.

If it works, we should scale those programs. I think we often
don’t think to the emotional aspects of evidence or evaluation.

And I think, especially when evaluations, you know, sort of, uh,
don’t work, uh, I think there is often a, uh, intrinsic, instinctive,
defensive mechanism, you know, that makes us all sort of, uh,
be defensive about the program. And that’s true for all of us
as humans, right? So if, if we see that your performance is
not good, it makes me feel un— if someone tells me that, I
feel unsafe, I feel sort of hurt, I want to fight back, you know,
because my ego is important in that moment. And that’s sort
of also true.
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And so I have sort of come to realize that, you know, those
goals are different. Learning, using data and using evidence
for learning is very different from using it for evaluation. It
doesn’t mean it shouldn’t happen the evaluation, but I think
it’s important for those to be distinct parts of the state. Uh, I
think my approach has been that, uh, it’s actually learning is
important because you ultimately want people to take better
decisions over time.

They will take those better decisions if they are learning. And
it’s not just individuals, right? Uh, government is a complex
system. The system will take better decisions if it learns.

But for it to learn, it needs to overcome the initial defensiveness.
And T think, uh, so for us as an organization, we definitely
prioritize the learning elements of it. Uh, you know, and that
requires understanding when we are communicating something,
uh, what language and what vocabulary should we use, how
should we position it, how should we time and sequence it, you
know?

I think they’ve learned this even from our nonprofit partners.
When we do an evaluation and say the evaluation doesn’t work,
it’s not as if that they are all like, oh, that’s excellent, great,
let’s, you know, you’ve opened our eyes, great, let’s shut down
this program. They’re also defensive. They’re also like, no, but
you haven’t thought through this aspect, that aspect.

That’s, you know, this context matters. And, uh, because, you
know, I think they have been working hard on the program.
So we have, through that work, learned that you have to take
people along for the journey.

As we learn, as we learn new things, we need to process it
ourselves and we need to co-process it with our sort of partners
in government and non-profits. And so I, I, we definitely, or I
definitely prioritize the learning element of it, uh, because it is
learning which will lead to improvements over time.

Right. So, um, from this conversation, you look very optimistic
about your goals. So can we talk more about this or can you
share some light on this?
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I think I'm optimistic because I think the Indian state is on a
trajectory that it is sort of improving and it is, you know, we
are building a lot of digital systems that are, you know, making
the quality of the data better, more reliable. I think, you know,
the Indian state and its political leadership, both at the central
level, but also state level, there is a certain commitment to
delivering public goods and services, to making promises to the
electorate and to actually achieving those promises.

And people have seen that when you do that, uh, you can get
reelected. And so, because the political leadership knows that if
they deliver, they get reelected, they care about delivery. And
I think that desire, that political sort of direction that we need
to deliver services to citizens and to be able to do that requires
improving the state to, uh, do that. I think that’s what gives
me optimism.

And I think, you know, the other sort of thing is that it’s kind
of like a, a, a moral imperative to work with the state. The
state, the Indian state serves one point four billion people, and
if we’re able to make even a tiny, tiny dent in its capacity, in
helping it improve, I think it would, you know, be, be a really
important, uh, landmark for human welfare.

Completely. I completely agree with you. This was an infor-
mative talk. Thank you, Karan, for being here.

No, thank you so much.
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