Towards a Cumulative Tradition in E-Government
Research: Going Beyond the Gs and Cs

Leif Skiftenes Flak, Maung Kyaw Sein, and @ystein Sebg

Department of Information Systems, Agder University College, Service Box 422,
4604 Kristiansand S, Norway
{Leif.Flak,Oystein.Sabo,Maung.K.Sein}@hia.no

Abstract. The emerging research area of e-Government is gradually moving
towards a level of maturity on the back of increasingly rigorous empirical
research. Yet, there has been little theoretical progress and a cumulative
tradition is not emerging. We argue that a principle reason for this is a lack of
shared understanding about basic concepts and entities amongst scholars in the
field. Specifically, the entities that form the bedrock of e-Government research,
such as “Government” and “Citizen” are conceptualized at a very general level
of abstractions and treated as homogenous groups. We argue that existing
models and frameworks fail to see the vast differences that exist between
categories of these entities. Without a finer grained conceptualization,
comparison of findings across different research studies is not possible and thus
transfer of knowledge between different projects is difficult. This is a
fundamental obstacle in developing a cumulative tradition. Based on an
examination of the literature, we propose categories of “Government” and
“Citizen” at a finer grain and discuss implications for both practice and research
that stems from our conceptualization.
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1 Introduction

E-Government as an area of research and practice has been around for roughly a
decade and a half (and IT in public sector for some 50 years). Recent reflections
based on rigorous examinations of the intellectual development of the field has
revealed that the field is gradually maturing [1-3]. The knowledge base of the field is
growing at a fast rate fuelled by an accelerated increase in the number of papers
published in refereed outlets [3]. More importantly, the quality of research is steadily
improving. There is more empirical research [1, 2], employing rigorous methods
spanning the full spectrum of methods [1, 3], and is becoming multi-disciplinary in
nature [3]. Rigorous research has also reduced the incidence of “dubious claims” [1].
These are optimistic trends and it gives the impression of a dynamic maturing field
with a dedicated and enthusiastic group of scholars.

Yet, there are ominous signs. e-Government remains under-theorized [3] and there
are few attempts at either theory testing or theory building [1]. While the relatively
high interaction with practice can be the envy of related fields such as Information
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Systems, it may well be a weakness. Gronlund and Anderson [1] found that almost
30% of the papers they reviewed were product descriptions. One reason for this may
be the funding policies of the EU that encourages product development and service
delivery [4].

The lack of theoretical endeavours reduces our ability to analyze and understand
current e-Government developments. No wonder Scholl [3] found a lack of shared
vision of the impact of e-Government initiatives. Research has shown limited
crossreferencing and hardly any cumulative studies [2].

Thus, e-Government research is in serious danger of becoming a fragmented field
populated with a series of one-shot studies, albeit rigorous, but little progress towards
a coherent area with its own theories. To do so, it is essential to build a cumulative
tradition which is characterised by the following [5]:

Researchers build on each other’s and their own previous work

Definitions, topics and concepts are shared

Senior researchers view their main role as shaping the field

Each journal in the field has a clear focus

There is some definition of orthodoxy, while unorthodoxy is not discouraged
(p. 13).

Reviews cited earlier (e.g., [1, 3]) reveal that the last three characteristics are
present in e-Government research. Missing are the first two points which both cause
and result in each other.

In this paper, we address the second issue: lack of the shared view about key
concepts. The precursor to articulation of theories in any field is a consensus among
researchers on concepts and definitions. We examine two key and fundamental
entities of e-Government, namely, “Government” and “Citizen” and propose finer
grained conceptualization of these entities. Based on an examination of the literature,
we propose categories of these entities.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 outlines Government and
Citizen as the fundamental entities of e-Government and argues that these categories
of entities are too broad in order to provide a meaningful conceptual basis for
understanding e-Government and to develop normative guidelines for the further
development of the field. To address these issues, Section 2 re-conceptualizes
Government and Citizen into more fine grained categories that are considered to
provide a higher descriptive accuracy than existing conceptualizations. Section 3
illustrates the proposed entities resulting from the literature review in Section 2 and
suggests possible interactions between the entities. Further, Section 3 discusses the
implications this new conceptualization has for both research and practice. Finally,
Section 4 makes some overall conclusions from the paper.

2 Theoretical Conceptualizations

Arguably, “Government” and “Citizen” are the most fundamental entities in e-
Government research. Yet, these terms are taken almost for granted and there is
hardly any scholarly examination of what they mean. In the absence of theories, this
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is not surprising. However, existing theoretical expositions offer some possible
avenues. One such direction is provided by the framework proposed by Grénlund [6]
which distinguishes three “spheres of governance” (p: 7), namely formal politics,
administration and civil society. Although not explicitly stated, it can be reasonably
argued that the term “Government” as used in the literature includes formal politics
and administration. The term “Citizen” is exhumed in the remaining sphere, i.e., civil
society.

This model is useful in distinguishing the types of interaction between key entities.
However, it depicts a very high level conceptualization that stands the risk of
oversimplifying the complexity of governance. Each sphere, or stakeholder group,
contains a variety of stakeholder interests and different modes of operation, and it is
clearly impossible to view any of the basic stakeholder groups as unified entities
promoting just one or a few common interests. For example, politicians set policy on,
among other things, providing services to citizens while civil servants such as
administrators execute them. A large part of the citizenry simply consumes these
services but a significant minority actively attempts to influence policy. This leads to
different objectives of communicating within and between these groups. It is on this
premise that we propose categories of these entities.

2.1 Reconceptualizing ‘“Government”

Government entities are often classified according to hierarchical position in a
multitier structure. Typically, such structures involves a national central governing
organ (the central government), a regional level (e.g. the County) and a local level
(city or municipality) [7, 8]. The tier-distinction can be a purposeful one as the
different tiers perform different and separate tasks that in total represent the spectre of
services available to society. However, practical government service production often
requires interaction between tiers and also within tiers (but across different entities).
This internal interaction, where data needs to flow between entities, is often referred
to as horizontal or vertical integration in the e-Government literature [9]. The
tierdistinction can be useful to visualize this interaction, but is insufficient as a means
of understanding the complex challenges associated with actually making such
integration happen. To sharpen our understanding of governments, we propose a
further classification of the internal aspects of e-Government.

Although slightly dependent on hierarchical position, government entities can
easily be further separated in three distinct groups, namely administrations, service
providers and politicians. With such a categorization, administrations represent
management and coordination functions of government agencies. The public
administration literature often refers to government agencies as typical bureaucratic
structures entailing a fascination for management and control [10]. While a
bureaucratic tradition certainly exists in government agencies, we argue that such
entities are more faceted than this rather stereotype description allows us to
understand and that the preoccupation with management and control only reflects the
description of what we refer to as Administrators. A typical example of this category
would be Chief Administration Officer of a municipality and this person’s staff. The
primary concern of this group is to govern it’s agency according to directions
provided by other agencies such as county and central governments and to ensure that
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the operations of the agency is maintained within budget and according to rules and
regulations. Much of the e-Government literature has focused on the interests of the
Administrators by discussing the potential of e-Government to provide better control
and coordination and increased cost efficiency [10-12]. While the administrative
element of government entities certainly constitutes an important aspect of e-
Government, this aspect fails to encompass other, equally important aspects like
facilitating citizen centric modes of governance and increased democratic
participation [13]. Therefore, we propose to distinguish between Administrators and
Service providers, allowing a more nuanced conceptualization of government entities.

Service providers represent a different entity with a somewhat different purpose
from the Administrators. This group represents an agency’s interface toward civil
society with the purpose to ensure that public services are supplied as specified by
administrations and politicians. However, the close and constant interaction with the
service consumers places this group in a somewhat different position from
administrators. The service providers are thus more likely to be concerned with the
quality of the service they offer than being overly engaged in budgets and overall
strategy of an agency. While there are several mentions of government employees as
a distinct group within governments [7, 14, 15], viewing government entities in light
of whether they have primarily administrative or service perspectives have not been
extensively explored in the e-Government literature. However, the proposition that
there does exist a segment within governments that differs from the mainstream
understanding of governments as administrators has been suggested in a recent
Norwegian study of benefits management practice [16]. Also, Griffin et. al. [17] and
Peristeras et al [18] stress that (local) governments performs various roles, one of
them being a service provider. This study does indicate that government employees
occupied with service production and provision differ in their interests versus
government employees that are predominantly occupied with more administrative
duties. We therefore argue that the concept of service provider is more meaningful
than government employees as employees as a category inevitably would represent
both our proposed categories of administrators and service providers.

Both administrators and service providers execute policies that are set by
politicians. The central tenet in politics is the ability to shape society based on a
particular notion of an ideal (and just) society [19] . The shaping of society is largely
done by controlling government spending, i.e. allocating budgets to promote
particular directions on societal development. Public spending can be given further
directions through the development of policy and guidelines that administrations are
instructed, or inspired, to carry out. Additionally, politicians may shape society
through laws and regulations [19].

2.2 Reconceptualizing “Citizen”

Citizens comprise a major stakeholder group in the e-Government literature including
work related to eDemocracy and eParticipation (e.g. [20-22]). Citizens are often
discussed in relation to other stakeholder groups. For example, the relationship
between citizens and politicians focus on the interaction between the two groups ([13,
23]), on how participation varies between these stakeholder groups [24] and on their
specific roles [23].
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In these discussions citizens are often seen as a homogenous group. An exception
is Wimmer’s model [25]. We agree and argue that citizens are a heterogeneous group
with different interests and views on how they can utilize government services and
influence and take part in public decision making processes. Their different
relationships and roles influence on how these should be addressed when new e-
Government services are to be implemented. We suggest that citizens can be divided
into the three distinct groups; consumers, activists and direct decision makers.

Consumers are more interested in the product and the services offered by the
government than the political process leading to these offerings [26]. Their concern is
the quality of such services, and may not be influencing the decision making [27-29].
The role of such consumers in the decision making process is often limited to
choosing between candidates in elections [26], thus supporting or rejecting the current
political regime.

A large proportion of current e-Government projects reflects a consumer
perspective on citizen participation.. Even where citizens ostensibly have the
opportunity to influence the decision-making process and policy, such as discussion
forums for political debate, the authorities define the purpose for the communication
beforehand and control the debate [29]. The use of such discussion forums are often
connected to elections and used to inform and be informed by electors. The power
balance between different stakeholders in the decision making processes are not
challenged [29].

This “traditional” view of citizens as consumers differs markedly from the citizen
as activist view. Activist citizens seek to be more explicitly and directly connected to
decision making processes [19, 30] and emphasize the role of open discussions in a
well functioning public sphere [31]. Politicians and citizens share an interest in
dialogue and discourse leading to the formation of political opinion. Activists not only
try to influence through traditional channels or solely through elected representatives,
but they also seek to obtain visibility for alternative political expressions and criticism
without interference from the political elite [32-34]. They seek to influence the
political process [35-38] by using technological means to promote their interests such
as public discussion forums [29]. Activists seek a much more interactive and
interwoven role between themselves and other stakeholder groups taking part in the
decision making processes (e.g., politicians and administration). They even contribute
to setting the political agenda.

While activists attempt to influence the decision making, they do not actually make
decisions, in contrast to a direct democracy system where citizens actually make the
decisions [29, 39]. We refer to this group as decision makers.

Direct (cyber) democracy has been suggested as an ideal form of e-Democracy by
some scholars [28, 40, 41]. Despite optimistic theorizing, the actual implementations
of direct e-Democracy has remained rare [42-45]. Thus, the idea of citizens as direct
decision makers has currently more academic than practical interests. Citizens are
now seen to have both interests and wisdom to rule, and representatives are “generally
regarded as a necessary evil that could and should be avoided in different ways” [26].

There are some examples of discussion forums that support citizens as direct
decision makers [29]. These forums represent a direct channel to raise issues and
affect decisions. The citizens are online affecting the decisions to be made (mostly at
the local level). Citizens set the agenda both for public discussion and decisionmaking
[29].
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e-Government services based on a direct decision maker-view of citizens would be
radically different than those e-Government services directed towards other categories
of citizenry. ICT plays a critical role in implementations where the Internet no longer
represents a supplement to traditional communication channels, but instead a crucial
precondition for democracy [28]. A direct E-Democracy initiative requires
communication technology to support coordination among a great number of
decision-makers, i.e. citizens, possibly geographically scattered, with diverse interests
and backgrounds.

3 Discussion
The primary contribution of our paper is a finer grained conceptualization of two
fundamental entities of e-Government: Government and Citizen. Table 1 summarizes

our conceptualization.

Table 1. Entities of e-Government

Basic entity | Sub-categories | Description Source
Government | Politician (GP) | Publicly elected decision and policy maker | [46]
(G) (e.g. mayor, councillor, parliament member)
Administrator Middle and higher level salaried career | [14]
(GA) employees executing politicians’ policies
(city manager, health department head)
Service Lower level salaried career employees | [16, 17]
provider carrying out day to day government jobs
(GS) directly or indirectly interacting with citizens
(e.g., case officers in school department,
advisors and information providers in taxation
office)
Citizen (C) Consumer Uses services offered by the government [26, 28,
(CCon) 47]
Activitist Citizens involved in efforts to effect specific | [19, 26,
(CAct) government policies and decisions through | 29]
civil action often individually or in groups
(e.g., Amnesty International)
Direct Decision | Citzens are directly responsible for the | [28,29]
makers (CDD) decisions being made in a direct democracy
system.

The subcategories allow us to look at more specific interactions between the
entities. Table 2 summarizes these interactions.

Table 2. Interactions between the entities of e-Government

Type Interaction Example
Within Politician — Administrator | Politicians discuss policy issues and convey
entities GP2GA decisions to city employees

Administrator — Service

provider GA2GS

Strategic, tactical
making and task accomplishment

and operational

decision
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Table 2. (continued)

Politician -  Service | Only informal

provider GP2GS

Service provider — service | Handing cases from citizens that cross

provider GS2GS departmental boundaries (e.g., placing a child
through school)

Administrator — | Deliberations and decision making on issues that

Administrator GA2GA require involvement of more than one
department

All C2C interactions

Discussions on projects. Discussions on social
issues

All B2B interactions

Discussions on implications and consequences of
government decisions

Between Politician — all Citizen | Deliberations on social and governing issues and
entities categories projects (such as a new road)
Administrator — | Information on forthcoming initiatives or
Consumers GA2Ccon | explanations of decisions already made

And Administrator —
Advocacy groups (CAg)
Service  provider  —
Consumer GS2Ccon

Use of government services

This conceptualization has important implications for both research and practice.

3.1 Implications for Practice

By clarifying further the key concepts of Government and Citizen, our framework can
eventually contribute to the practice of E-Government, especially in developing e-
Government systems. Determining requirements for specific systems is not easy [29].
One approach that has been used successfully is genre-based where the
communicative genres between entities are analyzed to determine requirements. We
propose that subcategories of an entity have different genres of communication with
another entity. Our framework can help designers to me more specific about these
genres. The subcategories are also different categories of stakeholders with different
powers, urgency and legitimacy.

3.2 Implications for Research

In our conceptualization of e-Government, we limited our analysis to two high level
entities, namely Government and Citizen. A third stakeholder group that is important
in e-Government, Businesses, is left out of our analysis, largely because this entity
only has received marginal attention so far and we consider it therefore somewhat
premature to theorize around it. Still, when reflecting on the Businesses at least two
possible categories spring to mind: “individual businesses” and ‘“business
associations” (such as chamber of commerce and industry associations. We do,
however, leave conceptualization of Businesses to future research.

Even the three categories of Citizen we propose leave out other important
stakeholders. For example, we conceptualize “activists” as individual citizens.
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However, an important part of civil society is groups of such individuals collectively
known as “advocacy groups”. These groups have longer life span and often centred
around causes that are more sustained. Examples are Amnesty International and
Human Rights Watch. These groups are often subsumed under “NGO”. However,
they are different from NGOs that focus on providing specific services — such as
BRAC the Bangladesh-based NGO that aims at rural development. This is a fruitful
avenue for future research.

4 Conclusion

We argued that despite advances in both quantity and quality of research in e-
Government, there is little evidence of building a cumulative tradition. We believe
that the main reason is a lack of shared meaning and understanding on primary and
basic concepts in the field, specifically entities such as Government and Citizen. We
delved into these entities and proposed categories of these entities. Like any new
conceptual framework, our proposed re-conceptualization seeks to provide a clearer
understanding of a phenomenon based on logically integrating prior work in the area.
The academic community will find our concepts useful to compare findings across
studies and re-interpret prior findings. For a field to mature, possibly to become a
discipline, theory building is essential. (for a good discussion on the “disciplinarity”
of e-Government see Scholl [3]). The first step to articulating theory, as Eom [48]
points out is consensus building among the scholars of the field about concepts and
definitions. Our paper is a step towards such consensus building.

Obviously there is a need to validate our concepts. Our conceptualizations are by
no means complete or even comprehensive. It is a work in progress, and its usefulness
lies in serving as a springboard for further work towards achieving conceptual clarity
and developing a cumulative tradition in e-Government research.
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