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3ABSTRACT

Investment in digital public 

infrastructure offers opportunities 

for economic and social progress, 

but catalysing these and 

ensuring the benefits of a data-driven 

economy are widely shared requires 

the development of appropriate 

models of governance and regulation. 

This is important not only for the 

implementation of rights, such as 

privacy and agency over data, but 

also for realising opportunities from 

new data-based services. This brief 

considers the challenges and trade-

offs involved in two areas that are 

increasingly reliant on data-based 

services and are of fundamental 

importance in people’s daily lives: 

transport and finance. It concludes 

that there is a meaningful leadership 

and co-ordination role for the G20 

in ensuring a just technological 

transition and recommend some 

specific policy actions.
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The G20 under India’s 

presidency has brought 

attention to digital public 

infrastructures (DPIs), or, 

rather, the foundation that enables 

digital public and private services. 

Underpinning this, there is increasing 

evidence of the importance of DPI as 

part of an enabling environment for 

innovation.1 This policy brief focuses 

on the progress towards social and 

economic value created through 

services delivered using DPI. It explores 

how G20 countries might learn from 

experiences in specific sectors on 

how to leverage DPI for more inclusive 

public services. 

Services, including health, finance, 

or transportation, can utilise data to 

improve their offerings and generate 

efficiencies. However, this can result 

in unequal value distribution and new 

forms of exclusion. For example, as 

public and private services increasingly 

rely on DPI, citizens who cannot easily 

access or use digital means—this can 

be due to diverse factors like location, 

disability and poverty—become invisible 

and are excluded from service delivery. 

Those who are already under-served 

are at risk of ever more acute forms 

of exclusion due to digitisation and 

data use. For G20 countries to ensure 

inclusive digital services, all members 

must give attention to the outcomes 

achieved for citizens, which policy 

and technological conditions are best 

suited to prevent exclusion, and what 

they might gain from other members’ 

developments. 

This policy brief addresses two 

important questions: 

•	 How can policy makers across 
G20 countries better assess the 
progress—and its distribution 
across citizens—created through 
investment in DPI? 

•	 How can this knowledge be used 
to inform investment as well 
as regulatory and governance 
decisions around DPI?

The modern metric of economic progress 

has been GDP growth, but there have 

been critiques of this standard measure.2 

Income and wealth distribution have 

more recently moved centre stage, 

after previously being side-lined in 

economic policy debate for decades. 

Continuing technological change raises 

new challenges concerning both the 

assessment of progress and the unequal 

distribution of gains. Technology has 



6 THE CHALLENGE

fundamentally reshaped consumption 

and (increasingly) production, yet its 

impacts are hard to measure both 

in terms of consumer welfare and 

productivity. If anything, the pace of 

technical change in a digital world is 

accelerating. We have not yet found 

the best framework for understanding 

a society in the process of being 

restructured by digital technologies. To 

take a well-known metaphor, data is not 

really ‘the new oil’, but what is it?a 

While there are challenges, digital 

services are highly valued by 

consumers3 and have enabled 

substantial innovation in products and 

business models, albeit hard to identify 

in existing statistics.4 Now, there is a 

need to focus on DPI as an enabler of 

inclusive technological progress.5 

Scope 

To help the G20 and G20 engagement 

groups address potential exclusions 

of using DPI for services, this policy 

brief focuses on economic issues, 

and on two important domains of life: 

transport and finance. These are areas 

where there has been progress among 

G20 countries in developing and 

utilising DPI to transform the delivery 

of services, such as India’s Unified 

Payments Interface (UPI) and private 

ride hailing services like Ola or Uber. 

Therefore, early developments in these 

areas offer important areas for learning 

among G20 countries. Both transport 

and finance are also foundational for 

all other activities; everybody needs to 

move from one place to another, and to 

engage in financial transactions. Both 

require increasing investments in DPI 

and have seen the growth of innovative 

public-private partnerships. And both 

have been substantially transformed 

by digital technologies. Although 

aggregate economic outcomes are 

important, the bottom line is what 

difference “digital”’ has made or can 

make to people’s life experiences. 

Key Issue Areas

There is a great deal of academic 

and statistical work under way to 

better measure the digital economy in 

a While it may become the fuel of the digital economy, its characteristics are notably different. Data is non-
rival, meaning many can make use of it at the same time and it can be used in perpetuity without being 
depleted (unlike oil). Datasets may also grow in value over time as there are new developments in science 
and technology and aggregated data is more valuable than individual data.
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academic research. But in addition to 

aggregate measures, the distribution of 

value, and therefore, data governance, 

is a priority for policymakers. The 

transport and finance examples 

highlight three broad themes needing 

more focus to enable greater inclusion 

through digital services6:

•	 Data generation, access and 
use: There is variation in data 
generation, access, and use, and 
in the regulatory and business 
models that inform the distribution 
of benefits. Data is the foundation 
for DPI and digital services. 
Therefore, gaps and inaccuracies 
in data have an impact on who 
benefits and how from digital 
services.7 What data is generated 
and how? Does it omit certain 
groups? Do the classifications 
and categories embed biases or 
obscure important aspects? While 
much debate has focused on the 
loss of privacy as  individual data is 
combined to create a transparent 
or “high resolution” profile, it is 
essential to also consider that 
there are still others who are not 
digitally engaged or are unable to 
afford access to such services. 
This makes them digitally invisible.  
Not only does this result in unequal 
benefits across citizens, but the 
use of data to inform decision 

making can potentially reinforce 
their exclusion, as their needs 
and activities are not captured in 
data.8 Who can access and use 
the vast amounts of data being 
generated? Who benefits from 
the resulting services, which 
require data use? At the same 
time, top-down approaches to 
data value do not account for 
trade-offs and interdependencies 
between aggregate and individual 
outcomes.9 More attention needs 
to be paid to new opportunities and 
forms of exclusion in measures of 
progress, to those who are digitally 
less visible.10 

•	 Private and social value: This 
leads to the wedge between 
private and social value in data-
driven digital networks. How are 
external benefits from network 
effects captured and distributed?  
What is better for whom in different 
models of public services? For 
example, in urban transport, the 
approach that is most efficient for 
private sector providers to meet 
demand may not result in the best 
network outcomes or congestion 
outcomes. Moreover, it may not 
equally serve residents across 
a city.11 Some externalities can 
be positive, with benefits mostly 
captured by private providers 
currently. Therefore, there is a 
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key co-ordinating role for public 
bodies to ensure that social 
benefits are also enabled.12 And, 
there is often a partial trade-
off between private and social 
interest. Other externalities are 
negative, for example, increased 
congestion caused by an influx 
of uncoordinated transport 
service providers, which lead to a 
greater need for public oversight 
and regulation. 

•	 Geographic distribution: This 
is important to understand 
the effects of digital services. 
Technology clearly offers the 
potential to reduce place-based 
inequalities but may in practice 
reinforce them.13 For example, 
bank branch closures resulting 
from the shift to online platforms 
can map onto other forms of 
geographical exclusion, and 
increase inequalities, depending on 
the affordability and accessibility 
of digital services.14 Localised 
research is therefore important 
to better understand the needs 
of a community and ensure that 
those who may not be recorded—
or who are under-indexed—in 
data models, are represented in 
the decision making that affects 
fundamental aspects of their lives. 
One key challenge in all this is the 
lack of investment in monitoring 
the distribution of economic and 

social value through data use and 
investigating what and who are 
missing in data.

Case Study Overviews 

FinTech: In addition to the intensive 

use of digital in incumbent financial 

services, emerging businesses focus 

on new models aiming to provide more 

efficient, cost-effective, convenient 

and personalised services. Around the 

world, financial access is on the rise and 

the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated 

investments in and the use of digital 

financial services.15

However, trust in financial institutions 

has eroded over time.16 Technology 

may also have enabled a “predatory 

inclusion”.17 Long-standing challenges 

such as financial exclusion, high fees 

and the cost or availability of sub-prime 

credit that could perhaps be eased using 

technology have not been addressed. 

Financial data is being combined with 

other information in unprecedented 

ways.  While many have gained access 

or enjoyed service improvements, issues 

may be exacerbated for those who sit 

at an intersection of income deprivation, 

lower levels of education and lack of 

internet access. The G20 has already 

recognised the need for an explicit focus 
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on digital financial inclusion through its 

High-Level Principles and can play a 

role in oversight, shaping guardrails for 

customers and best practice sharing.18

Governments must recognise their 

role as important enablers re-thinking 

financial infrastructure for digital and 

data. This can be done in a number of 

ways,19 such as:

•	 Establishing digital identity 

•	 Ensuring open, interoperable 
payments systems 

•	 Enabling electronic provision 
of government services and 
payments 

•	 Co-ordinating design of digital 
markets and systems. 

Developments that support the “rails” 

of the financial system are increasingly 

being used for private-sector–led 

innovation and developments, as are 

the new frameworks for financial data 

and public-private partnerships.

Transport: In recent decades, 

innovation in data use has also become 

an important element of discussions 

on how to improve transport options. 

The use of data in transport in cities 

varies globally. Data infrastructure build 

upon the layers of physical transport 

infrastructure, such as roads,20 and 

become integral foundations for 

accessing services, facilitating their 

use,  shaping operations, and informing 

decision-making processes.

While there seem to be clear 

opportunities for some easy wins, such 

as providing users with more rapid, 

detailed and personalised information 

on services, it is not straightforward 

to define what progress looks like. In 

addition, how data has been integrated 

into public and private transport 

services in cities can lead to inequalities 

in access, use and benefit. Data has 

been used to transform the point of 

service, which feeds into planning. This 

misses out on information (e.g., about 

trips not taken) that is not represented 

in the data generated.

A key question for governments using 

data in providing transport services 

is who benefits and in what ways.21 

Progress must not be judged only 

in terms of economic ends, but also 

consumer value and environmental 

aims. Impact also entails accounting 

for the direct experiences of transport 

services, and what it enables people 
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to achieve. However, most measures 

focus on direct user experiences of 

transport, as opposed to what people 

can achieve (or not) because of 

transport availability. Bridging this to 

scholarship that considers inequality 

and exclusion across individuals’ 

transport experiences is important for 

seeking inclusive social and economic 

outcomes. An opportunity for the 

G20 would be to push for prioritizing 

measures focused on the distribution 

of benefits, as opposed to what is 

easily quantifiable.

Governance opportunities and 

challenges: There are strong arguments 

for policy intervention in the data 

economy.22 Arguably, inclusive digital 

services require both technological and 

regulatory and policy foundations. The 

importance of policy to inclusive value 

creation is evident from the research 

into finance and transport discussed 

previously in this paper. 

Governance of data in financial 

services sits at the intersection of 

several risk areas and associated 

regulatory perimeters. For example, as 

financial services become increasingly 

interconnected, governments will 

need to grapple with third party risks, 

concentration risk, accountability 

and oversight due diligence and 

compliance, solvency and financial 

stability, and consumer protection.23 

Thus far, governments have tended to 

rely on existing regulatory tools and 

approaches with some attention to the 

potential for RegTech, or an integrated 

regulatory technology, that uses data 

for supervisory functions to help with 

real-time assessment of macro risks, 

illicit activity and distributional effects. 

However, so far, FinTech seems to 

result in unequal opportunities, which 

potentially exacerbate other inequalities. 

In transport, regulators across cities 

globally often favour open data 

to support innovation and market 

entry. Technical standards and 

common formats have helped in the 

implementation of open data policies. 

However, private companies’ generation 

and use of data for transport services 

presents distinct regulatory challenges 

around competition as well as and 

value distribution. There is no single 

“best” approach across locations about 

when regulation of transport services 

should be developed, by whom and 

the form it should take. Another, often 

unaddressed, question for regulation 

that the authors’ research highlights 
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refer to the missed opportunities to 

better serve all citizens as unrealised 

preferences—these are not visible in 

data. A challenge for regulators across 

G20 countries is how to identify missed 

opportunities, while continuing to 

ensure secure, rights-respecting data 

use and innovation.

Summary

So, is digital innovation driving progress 

for G20 countries? As with all important 

technologies, there are pluses and 

minuses. Against a background of the 

cost-of-living crisis and a decade of 

rumbling doubts about how well the 

market model is functioning, there is 

also reason to believe that digital and 

the use of data are exacerbating some 

inequalities.  This is a failure when the 

technology holds so much positive 

potential to achieve Sustainable 

Development Goals. As the G20 

countries seek to work together, it is 

even more important that they are able to 

learn from one another on how to design 

and implement policy environments for 

inclusive digital progress.



The G20’s Role
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The aim of the G20 under 

India’s presidency includes 

navigating global crises and 

change in a ‘sustainable, 

holistic, responsible and inclusive 

manner’.24 We address the last point 

highlighted in the aim. Inclusive progress 

requires a context- and sector-specific 

view. The G20 has an opportunity to 

collate, discuss and promote measures 

of progress through services delivered 

using DPI that promote a fair and 

inclusive digital transition. 

Potential roles for the G20 in response 

to the issues and evidence presented in 

this brief include:

•	 Building a shared global 
recognition of progress as 
entailing shared social and 
economic value: As G20 countries 
consider how to progress together 
and individually, appropriate 
measures are important. Data 
use in public and private service 
delivery can contribute to value 
creation in direct and diffuse 
ways for individuals, firms and 
communities. Current measures 
of progress through data use 
are inadequate for considering 
direct and indirect gains, and the 

trade-offs between outcomes. 
Research25   has laid out different 
approaches to measurement. The 
G20 can explore and share different 
opportunities for value creation, 
and promote more comprehensive 
approaches for states to consider 
social and economic value. 
This could be done through 
existing working groups, like the 
Development Working Group or 
the Digital Economy Task Force, or 
through research and convening 
conducted in engagement groups 
like the T20.

•	 Sharing experiences, challenges 
and opportunities for cross-
context learning: G20 countries 
have a diversity of experiences 
supporting digital services that 
operate at different scales, including 
within and across countries. Their 
diverse experiences, motivations 
and challenges offer an important 
opportunity to share learning about 
inclusion and value creation. By 
utilising the multiple forums around 
the G20, it is possible to collate 
different experiences of progress 
within varied geographical, 
sectoral and economic contexts 
as well as evidence of exclusion 
and strategies for expanding the 
reach of the value created.
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•	 Focusing on cases where there 
are both significant opportunities 
for progress and large risks of 
exclusion: A focus on high impact 
areas like finance and transport 
is important to ensuring that 
investments in DPI do not prove 
counterproductive—if for example, 

it results in new forms of exclusion 
and harm to (some) users. A 
closer comparative look, which 
is possible within international 
structures like the G20, can enable 
governments to consider and 
weigh different approaches and 
support productive investments. 



Recommendations 
to the G20

3
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•	 Convene a multi-country and 

cross-sectoral body to explore 
gaps in specific forms of data 
generation as well as risks and 
opportunities. Policy debate 
has focused on issues such as 
localisation once the data has 
been generated, but the underlying 
question is how is society being 
represented in data because that 
will shape what it can become. 

•	 Promote measures of progress 
that better account for social 
and economic value and its 
distribution, and also extend work 
on digital measurement beyond 
high-income economies. Many 
innovations in DPI and digital 
services originate outside of high-
income economies. The G20 is in 
a unique position as a multilateral 
body to highlight and learn from 
these diverse experiences, and 
what inclusive progress through 
digitalisation of services looks like. 
A beneficial approach could be 

to focus on data use cases that 
will have the biggest impact on 
people, and how to ensure more 
inclusive benefits and mitigation of 
risks in these cases. In addition to 
transport and finance, health and 
food supply chains are important 
areas related to well-being and 
exclusion.26 

•	 Agree and commit to evaluating 
DPI investments from the 
perspective of the creation and 
distribution of economic and 
social value. There is a need to 
go beyond high-level principles 
and into specific governance and 
regulatory models. While these will 
differ according to context, there 
will be opportunities for sharing 
insights and challenges across the 
G20. In fact, G20 countries might 
consequently be better positioned 
to determine which approaches to 
DPI might best benefit all and make 
more evidence-based decisions 
about governance and regulation.  

Attribution: Diane Coyle, Stephanie Diepeveen, and Sumedha Deshmukh, “Digital Public 
Infrastructure: Mitigating New Forms of Exclusion to Enable Tech for All,” T20 Policy Brief, July 
2023.
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