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Technology as Enabler of Institutional 
Reform in Government

INTRODUCTION 

Information technology and public administration are 
an odd couple. Students of information technology 
have long neglected arduous issues of public sector 
reform and public policymaking (Borins, Kernaghan, 
Brown, Bontis, & Thompson, 2007; Homburg, 2008; 
Orlikowkski & Barley, 2001). Likewise, public adminis-
tration scholars have rarely paid attention to information 
technology beyond treating it pragmatically (Gruening, 
2001), at the periphery of governments’ core activities 
of policy making and policy implementation. This situ-
ation of disciplinary negligence, however, has changed 
since the advent of the admittedly voguish term elec-
tronic government (“e-government”). E-government 
refers to a practice in which governments throughout 
the world embrace information and communication 
technologies in order to transform the machinery of 
governance (Bekkers & Homburg, 2007; Borins et al., 
2007; Chadwick & May, 2003; Dunleavy, Margetts, 
Bastow, & Tinkler, 2006; Heeks, 2006).

The relation between technology and transformation 
is not as straightforward as might appear at first sight 
(Williams & Edge, 1996; Weerakkody & Reddick, 
2013), for at least two reasons. First, the clamor for 
transformation and reform was first heard in the begin-
ning of the 1990s (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992) without 
technology playing a role. Rather, the focus was on 
organizational and managerial changes, in particular 
focusing on establishing customer orientation and use 
of market-type mechanisms (Guy Peters, 1996; Hood, 
1991; Pollitt, van Thiel, & Homburg, 2007), that later 
blended with the emergence of new technologies that 
actually enabled the envisaged transformation. Second, 
e-government practices throughout the world display a 
huge variety of forms, shapes and effects that are not 
easily attributed to technology alone. In the national 
policies of the United Kingdom and the United States, 
for instance, the focus is on achieving one-stop service 

shops that enable transactions with citizens on the basis 
of clearly defined “service themes” (Chadwick & May, 
2003). At municipal levels in Sweden, on the other hand, 
e-government takes the form of electronic interactions 
between municipal commissioners and citizens, in such 
a way that citizens can watch video broadcasts of city 
council meetings, and can submit questions to commis-
sioners during the half-way break (Grönlund, 2003). 
In other contexts, the e-government phenomenon is 
seen as instrumental to a dazzling array of labels like 
“e-governance” (6, 2004), “open government” (Bertot, 
Jaeger, & Grimes, 2010; Linders, Wilson, & Bertot, 
2013) or “government 2.0” (Eggers, 2005). 

The above discussion makes clear that the use of 
ICTs in government has moved from being a peripheral 
concern, to a topic that concerns the core activities of 
government, policy making and policy implementa-
tion, and that e-government is intrinsically linked to 
transformation and reform of governments. It does not, 
however, make clear how to circumscribe and define 
“e-government,” where the trajectory of transforma-
tion leads to, and what obstacles and dilemmas can 
be witnessed in practice. The remainder of this article 
addresses these issues.

BACKGROUND

Electronic government (or e-government) has emerged 
as a powerful catchphrase to indicate situations in which 
ICTs are associated with bureaucratic renewal and in-
stitutional innovation in general (Homburg & Bekkers, 
2005). The term New Public Management appeared in 
the 1980s in Anglo-American discussions about how 
to reform rather traditional bureaucratic structures and 
practices. One of the dominant observations related to 
bureaucratic renewal and New Public Management was 
that it truly was management ideology: In talk, writ-
ing and discussions, there was a powerful and almost 
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compelling rhetoric of administrative transformation, 
yet in practice the clamor for reform suffered from a 
lack of useful and practical instruments with which 
actual change could be accomplished. Since the advent 
of Web technology, many reform adepts have embraced 
information and communication technology, and have 
used the concept of e-government as a “tool” to actu-
ally implement changes in and around governments. 
In The Economist of June 24, 2000, it is stated that 
the once fashionable idea of reinventing government, 
is now finally being made possible by the Internet 
(Symonds, 2000).

Central to the reform ideas at the corner stones 
of New Public Management and the emergence of 
communication technologies is the focus on client (or 
citizen) orientation. Not surprisingly, many definitions 
of e-government emphasize electronic service delivery 
as a main objective for e-government (for a review, see 
Yildiz, 2007), thus portraying e-government as “e-
commerce for governments” (Wimmer, Traunmüller, 
& Lenk, 2001). There are, however, various arguments 
for declaring such a definition too narrow in focus 
(Bekkers & Homburg, 2005b).

First, e-commerce concerns itself with transactions 
between suppliers and customers. If we extrapolate 
that to ICTs in relation to government, we see that 
the notion of “customer” is far more problematic. 
Citizens can be customers, in the sense that they are 
beneficiaries of public services, but at the same time 
they are co-creators of the policies (in the case of the 
city of Bollnäs in Sweden mentioned above), and, more 
importantly, they are sometimes involuntarily involved 
in transactions with governments (e.g., in the case of 
electronic tax services and electronically administered 
fines for speeding).

Second, the objectives of e-government applica-
tions address, in many cases, various and sometimes 
conflicting values, other than efficiency of service 
delivery and customer orientation alone. E-government 
implementations can also serve other purposes like 
increasing transparency of the government apparatus 
(Homburg, 2008; LaPorte, de Jong, & Demchak, 2000), 
bridging the gap between citizens and administration 
(Bekkers & Homburg, 2005a), or addressing (and 
preferably decreasing) the democratic deficit.

Third, many public electronic one-shop facili-
ties necessitate data sharing and standardization of 
practices among multiple, relative autonomous agen-
cies in order to provide integrated services. From a 
technological point of view, it is understood that data 

sharing is severely hampered by lack of consistency 
of data and, in general, a lack of data standardization. 
In the information systems literature, various Strategic 
Information Systems Planning (SISP) methodologies 
have been proposed that can be put to use to alleviate 
this situation. In specific e-government initiatives, 
however, data sharing is not so much hampered by 
more or less operational inconsistencies, but rather 
by checks-and-balances (e.g., between executive and 
judicial branches in penal law enforcement) and dis-
agreement over professional values (of social workers 
and medical professionals in cases of child protection 
services).

Fourth, it may be tempting to assume that e-
government is a more or less direct translation of a 
global, unequivocal and consistent wave of administra-
tive reform, New Public Management. A closer look 
at the phenomenon New Public Management reveals, 
on the other hand, that the trajectories of reform are 
different in various institutional contexts (Pollitt et al., 
2007). New Public Management takes many forms and 
shapes in Singapore as opposed to Denmark, Spain, 
or Guatemala, to name a few institutional contexts, 
and so does e-government. This issue is furthermore 
addressed in the subsequent section.

In recognition of the arguments set out above, e-
government is defined not as e-commerce for govern-
ment, but rather as a redesign of information relations 
of a public agency with stakeholders in its environment 
(Bekkers & Homburg, 2005b; Homburg, 2008). Re-
design, in this definition, can apply to front offices, 
that is, to relations between governments and citizens 
(in either of the roles of customer, voter, “citoyen” 
and subordinate of policy) but also to back offices, 
indicating a redesign of information relations between 
various agencies, or even branches of government. In 
the subsequent sections, we first discuss explanations of 
the diffusion of the “e-government”-phenomenon, and 
second, we explore issues and obstacles in the adop-
tion of e-government by public sector organizations. 

DIFFUSION OF “E-GOVERNMENT”: 
SOME DETERMINANTS 

Internationally, the actual implementation and take-
up of the e-government phenomenon by public sector 
organizations has lagged behind policy ambitions. In 
trying to explain the actual diffusion of e-government, 
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