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Innovation  in  government:    
Kenya  and  Georgia

Two developing countries show how a willingness  
to take bold risks can make government services better  
and cheaper.
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Across the globe, governments of every size face the same 
urgent imperative: rising demand for services running headlong into  
the reality of limited resources. The emerging answer—from  
some unlikely places—is bold, rapid management innovation.

McKinsey’s public-sector practice, under the editorial leadership  
of Eric Braverman, Ceci Connolly, and Nick Lovegrove,  
presents a collection of “snapshots” that capture the people, 
places, and management strategies driving this wave of 
change. The series (based on field reporting and on interviews 
with government officials, senior executives, academics, and 
nongovernmental organizations) focuses on broadly applicable, 
cutting-edge innovations—the disruptive moves that are 
transforming the 21st-century state. Several of the stories come 
from the edge: governments that believe they have no choice  
but to take bold risks.

This project does not endorse political choices, but rather  
examines sustained, significant initiatives. We open with two 
entries: an interview with Kenya’s information and communi- 
cations minister, who is spearheading a government-wide “open 
data” initiative, and a report on Georgia’s customer-focused  
service delivery methods. Later this autumn, we’ll feature insights 
from Brazil, Colombia, Indonesia, Rwanda, and South Africa. 
In December, McKinsey and Oxford University will host an 
international conference with officials, executives, academics, 
and public-sector leaders in the vanguard of these 21st-century 
innovations. 
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Kenya’s open-data agenda is part of a broader movement to find new ways of using technology 
to increase civic participation, to support distributed innovation, and to make development 
more participatory and transparent. One extreme example comes from Iceland, which this year 
updated its constitution by “crowd sourcing” the changes directly with citizens over social media. 
Underscoring the potential is the US Web site Data.gov, launched in mid-2009, which rapidly 
grew to host more than 250,000 government datasets. Although open-data and related “Gov 2.0” 
initiatives are not a panacea, they offer the prospect of more accountable, efficient governance  
by promoting transparency and participation. 

Dr. Bitange Ndemo, Kenya’s information and communications minister, hopes that open data 
gives citizens the information they need to hold government accountable; increases the amount 
of locally produced, commercially viable content; and drives more Kenyans online. He spoke with 
McKinsey in an interview conducted in Nairobi in August. 

McKinsey: What  motivated  you  to  launch  the  open-­data  portal?  What  impact  do  you  want?  

Bitange Ndemo: 
  

Kenya’s open-data plan
In  an  attempt  to  increase  transparency  and  improve  the  country’s  long-­term  economic

prospects,  a  minister  pushes  for  more  and  easier  access  to  information.

Elana Berkowitz and Renée Paradise

Challenge: 
Nearly 40 percent of Kenyans live on less than  
$2 a day, and corruption is still cited as an 
ongoing challenge  for citizens and businesses. 
But the World Bank has reported that if  
Kenya can sustain its recent growth rate, it is  
on track to become a lower-middle-income 
country in the next decade. And a new 
constitution establishes the citizen’s right to 
access government information—a right  
that must now be implemented.

Emerging solution: 
Kenya this summer became the first African 
country to launch an open-data portal  
(www.opendata.go.ke), with previously difficult- 
to-access government information on  
education, energy, health, population, poverty, 
and water and sanitation. Only a few countries 
(including Australia, Canada, the United  
Kingdom, and the United States) have launched 
major data portals. Kenya has also signed  
on to the Open Government Partnership, 
launched by US president Barack Obama at  
the UN General Assembly in September 2011  
(www.opengovpartnership.org).
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McKinsey: Why  is  a  focus  on  corruption  critical  for  Kenyans?  

Bitange Ndemo: 

McKinsey: Open,  machine-­readable  data  is  great,  but  posting  it  online  doesn’t  ensure  it  will  
be  used.  How  are  you  building  a  user  base?  

Bitange Ndemo: 

McKinsey: Open  data  makes  it  easier  for  supervisors  and  the  public  to  hold  government  to  
account.  How  do  you  build  a  government  culture  that  supports  open  data?

Bitange Ndemo: 

1  
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McKinsey: Recent  years  have  seen  increased  investment  in  the  Internet  infrastructure,  
though  overall  usage  remains  low.  Do  you  hope  the  open-­data  portal  will  get  more  Kenyans  

online?  

Bitange Ndemo: 2

McKinsey: Will  this  open-­data  portal  contribute  to  developing  local  content?  

Bitange Ndemo: 

McKinsey: What  are  some  other  apps  you  want  developed  with  the  open-­data  portal?  

Bitange Ndemo: 

2  



McKinsey: What  will  be  the  greatest  challenge  in  getting  to  scale?

Bitange Ndemo: 

Georgia’s ‘one-stop shop’ for citizens  
and businesses
A  reform-­minded  government  tries  to  break  down  “silos”  to  speed  government  services.

Renée Paradise and Ken Schwartz

Challenge:
To help establish its legitimacy quickly after the 
2003 Rose Revolution, Georgia’s government 
needed to boost its revenues. Citizens 
expected a rapid turnaround in the quality and 
delivery of services. Businesses wanted to 
see measurable results before investing. As 
President Mikheil Saakashvili took office, the 
World Bank, citing onerous regulations and 
corruption, ranked Georgia 137th out of 153 
countries as a place for doing business.

Emerging solution: 
To deliver high-quality public services efficiently 
and to streamline regulatory and licensing 
processes for businesses, the government 
created customer-oriented, high-tech “one stop 
shops.” After waging a major anticorruption 
campaign, the administration turned to 
service delivery strategies common in the 
private sector: financial incentives to improve 
performance and the elimination of bureaucratic 
silos and paperwork.
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improvement:
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Related thinking
 

“When citizens are your 
customers”

“The case for government 
reform now”

“Meeting the demand for 
improved public services”

“Fulfilling the promise of 
sub-Saharan Africa”

“What’s driving Africa’s 
growth”

“Four lessons for 
transforming African 
agriculture”
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