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Why do we measure our kids at home? 
Are kids who get measured better off 

than those who don’t? If so, why? 
Why do we measure things?

How to make measurements matter?
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?

“We are at the 
beginning of what I 
call The Industrial 
Revolution of Data.” 
Joe Hellerstein , 
Nov. 2008

2009

A decade of Data Revolution, expectations, revelations, 
experimentations, controversies, questions…





From Big Data to IA: what can we learn?

1. It is at least 60+ years old.
2. It still generalizes poorly. It has no sense 

of context. It is still pretty stupid.
3. We are far from general AI. 
4. Humans are still in control (for better 

or worse).

…but…
1. The (good) magic / core of the current AI is 

the credit assignment function to 
encourage and reinforce neurons / 
functions that help the most achieve the goal 
(and reverse if not).

2. The key difference and is data. Big Data.

…it’s neither new nor black magic…







Data centers CO2
emissions > entire 
airline industry

Technology does 
have a dark side



But we can’t give up on technology. 

Before the start of the demographic transition, life was short, births were 
many, growth was slow and the population was young. 

Ronald D. Lee: “Malthus and Boserup: A dynamic 
synthesis (1984)



A positive vision: Towards “Human AI” ecologies

“The big question that I'm asking myself these days is how 
can we make a human artificial intelligence? (…) I don't 
want to think small—people talk about robots and stuff—I 
want this to be global. (…) 
What would happen if you had a network of people where 
you could reinforce the ones that were helping and 
maybe discourage the ones that weren't? That begins to 
sound like a society or a company”. 

The Human Strategy. www.thehumanstrategy.mit.edu

MIT	Prof	Alex	‘Sandy’	Pentland:



Main challenges to a Human AI
1. Powerful agents have an 

incentive for this not to work
(e.g. economic and political elites 
benefit from status quo).

2. Most societies / countries 
currently lack appropriate data 
connections, capacities, and 
culture for this.

3. There is widespread digital and 
analog distrust, disdain, echo 
chambers, alternative facts 
narratives, hampering cooperation, 
consensus, compromise.

è Very hard for facts to “matter”



Data  è Decisions è Development?

“Despite the many publications I think there are 
still many holes in our knowledge. There is a 
further need for empirical research on the lines of 
‘political ethnography of indicators’.

Particularly is there a gap in theory and 
empirical studies on the line of causality from 
‘data’ to ‘decisions’” 

Morten Jerven, 2015

What does the evidence suggest? 
Why?



GDP/capita vs. statistical capacity: a rather weak link 



Science Zagheni, E. and I. Weber 2012 “You are where you e-
mail: Using e-mail data to estimate Conference proceedings, 25 
June 2012. international migration rates.” In: ACM Web 

Challenge: Privacy, representativeness, power…
Sample bias correction factors
(“not everybody has a cellphone”)

Power imbalances(s) and 
abuse(s) with data access and 

analysis 

Privacy-Utility Tradeoff



Elisabeth MEDOU BA DANG, 
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“Open Algorithms” (OPAL): a revolutionary vision to 
make facts and measurements matter, and data, 
algorithms and AI ‘work’ for the majority and the SDGS



OPAL: Setting Human AI data systems and standards  

2.	Certified	open	algorithms	developed	by	
developers	are	sent	and	run	on	the	servers	of	
partner	private	companies,	behind	their	firewalls.

1.	Partner	private	
companies	(here	a	telecom	
operator)	allow	OPAL	to	

access	its	servers	through	a	
secured	platform.	The	data	
never	leave the	servers.

3.	A	governance	system	including	a	Council	
for	the	Orientations	of	Development	and	
Ethics	(CODE)	ensures	that	the	algorithms	
and	use	cases	are	ethically	sound,	context	
relevant,	etc.;	users	benefit	from	capacity	

building	activities	

4.	Key	indicators	derived	from	
private	sector	data	such	as	
population	density,	poverty	
levels,	or	mobility	patterns,	
feed	into	use	cases	in	various	
public	policy	and	economic	
domains.	Data	are	safe,	
minimized,	used	(more)	ethically.	



Founders Funder

Partners

OPAL is a unique case of a Public-Private-People 
Partnership piloted in Colombia and Senegal



We define data literacy as the “the desire 
and ability to constructively engage in 
society through or about data”.

Trai ing workshop “Big Data et Developpement durable” 
OPAL – Data-Pop Alliance Dakar Mars 2018

Keys to make measurement matter: “(rational) 
compassion”, connections, and data literacy 



Thank	you	

eletouze@opalproject.org
@mit.edu

@datapopalliance.org


