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government. It is widely believed that
business organisations are better run,
and are quicker to adopt innovative
practices as has been demonstrated or
distilled through academic research. This
certainly is true, and government bodies
have often benefited by learning from
business organisations. The simpler ways
of doing this are through training,
engaging with consultants who advise
businesses, and by bringing in business
leaders to run government organisations.
Occasionally, privatisation of government-
run programmes has also led to increased
efficiency and effectiveness.

However, there have been instances
where this turns out to be untrue, and
governments actually lead business
organisations in assimilating management
research and in adopting innovative
practices. Two such recent instances
have prominently been covered by the
media.

In 2013, Carl Frey and Michael
Osborne from Oxford University produced
their short but seminal study on the
future of work. They traced the history
of work in the developed economies
prior to the industrial revolution, right
up to the twenty-first century, and
concluded that mechanisation and
automation had consistently improved

productivity, reduced headcounts, and
eliminated certain skillsets completely.
Thereafter, they studied more than
seven hundred modern occupations in
the US for their susceptibility to
substitution by robots over the next ten
years. They concluded that 47% of these
professions were at high risk of
elimination. And this was widely reported
in the press. However, what the press
did not dwell on was that this was
merely ground zero. The percentage
would be higher if medium risk
occupations were included. Another
insight that was ignored was that, unlike
in the previous waves of mechanisation
and automation, low-skill workers would
come to face with increased demand for
their services in certain new occupations,
provided they reskilled. In a sense, the
threat was bigger than reported, but so
were the opportunities.

Most managers took the report as an
interesting document, but one that did
not warrant immediate assimilation and
action. It was preposterous and difficult
to imagine that so many occupations
would simply evaporate. They probably
did not notice that over the last decade-
� Robotic surgery had become

commonplace in major hospitals in
metro cities.

� Most of the electronic news feed
relating to sports and business results
were now generated by robots.
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� The industry was becoming increasingly
capital intensive, requiring fewer
workers per unit of output.

A focused study of the report would
have generated confidence in its
methodology, and sparked the required
managerial action. However, the report
did get attention from certain political
leaders who were alarmed at the
devastating impact around the corner
and were drumming up support for
drastic action. Andrew Yang, a US
Democrat, seeking nomination for the
upcoming presidential election, is the
best example. Yang collected significant
reference material on his website to
support the claim that a vast number of
ordinary people will be left unemployed
during the next decade, thanks to AI
and robotics. He has become a votary
of a Universal Basic Income to be paid
out to each person, even as those
affected reskill themselves to fill new
requirements. It is certainly odd that
businesses which should be worrying
about issues like orderly retrenchment
and selective reskilling have simply not
been talking about this issue, far less
making financial provisions for it. Thus,
Yang assimilated the Frey and Osborne
study better than any business leader.
He was not nominated by his party, and
was therefore unlikely to be the President,
but he brought the entire discussion into
the mainstream.

The second example comes from
Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein's work
on increasing the likelihood of desirable
behaviour by well-designed and well-
timed 'nudges' - subtle suggestions and
work-design changes that ensure desired
behaviour. Sometimes, the nudge can be
as simple as a short communication,
e.g., sharing the percentage of people
who have completed a task that all are
required to complete. At other times,
the nudge can be a prefilled format that
the person would otherwise have to fill
entirely, populating the fields with values
that are in the person's best interest.
They have listed ten types of nudges in
all, ranging from default rules, reminders,
and simplifications, to the invocation of
social norms. This was outlined in their
eponymous book published in 2008, and
detailed further in Sunstein's short guide
released in 2014. The three key elements
of well designed nudges are:
� They do not rely on economic

incentives.

� They do not suppress or restrict the
choices available to an individual.

� They are always in the best interest
of the individual.

Apart from the systematic work in
deploying this concept at Google, as
documented by Laszlo Bock in his book
'Work Rules!', there has been little
documentation of how businesses have
built on Thaler and Sunstein's work. It is
certain that companies are using nudges
to get people to do what is desirable,
but there is little evidence of formal
focus on this tool. In contrast, the US
President's office had put a Behavioural
and Social Sciences team in place in
2014, as did the UK government through
its Behavioural Insights Team (often
called the 'Nudge Unit'). This year, the
Economic Survey of India 2019 (released
just before the Union Budget) has
devoted space to a discussion over the
effectiveness of nudges in obtaining
desirable behaviour. The author of the
document has been a student of Thaler
and has been able to sell his ideas at
the highest levels within the government.
One noticed the Finance Minister's
mention, in her budget speech, of
prefilled income tax returns, a standard
nudge type. One can reasonably expect
more such initiatives during the next
twelve months. The Indian industry is
certainly lagging behind the government
in the explicit recognition of this
technique.

Two swallows do not make a summer,
but it is clear that while the government
has much to learn from the corporates,
the latter needs to be prepared to learn
from the government as well. Luckily,
the present government's initiative of
allowing lateral entry into senior executive
positions, formerly reserved exclusively
for those coming in through the civil
services, will further facilitate this two-
way learning.
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