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Abstract: This study presents the outcomes of a qualitative case study of
implementing e-government Information Systems within the national digital
strategy in a governmental organisation, following action research. The results
show that although e-government is a socio-technical process and has to
accommodate the views of all stakeholders, this is questioned in practice. No
matter if e-government needs to be a tool for decentralisation and
democratisation, this scope may be rendered futile due to the fundamental role
of the political support required to secure future funds for implementation.
While focusing on the changes in business processes that have to be considered
by governmental institutions to successfully implement e-government, the need
for a holistic model, which can embrace the back- and front- office, and be
linked to the real citizens' needs, arises.
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Introduction:

E-government is a phenomenon of an era that e-business is becoming vital in
both the private sector and in the governmental institutions. It utilises
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Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in order to accomplish
reform by fostering transparency, eliminating distance as well as other
divides, and empowering people to participate in the political processes that
affect their lives. Hence, it is regarded as a fundamental enabler of greater
citizen involvement in civic and democratic matters in the sense of direct
democracy as the one practiced in the city-states of ancient Greece [2].
The use of ICT as a tool for change in the structures and processes of
governmental organizations and the subsequent attempt to enable the
exchange of information amongst citizens, businesses and government may
result in improved efficiency, convenience as well as better accessibility of
public services. Ubiquity postulates the omnipresence of networking; an
unbounded and universal network [3]. Therefore, ample and ubiquitous access
to ICT is essential for uniform and consistent diffusion of innovation. This,
however, can only be implemented through the sharing of ICT resources
across governments and their citizens. Hence, the implementation of egovernment as a means for facilitating information and knowledge exchange
amongst all the aforementioned stakeholders remains a challenge.
The structure of the paper is as follows: after a discussion of the barriers of
the e-government concept, the paper explicates the methodological and
conceptual rectifications utilised to address the issue of under-specification in
the e-government literature. A case study was followed in a Governmental
Organization (GO)1 to enhance the understanding of e-government policy
processes and actors and correlate e-government to mainstream public
administration research. The implementation of Information Technology (IT)
projects in the public sector involves multiple stakeholders, such as
administrators, policy-makers and the end-users. Defining the intentions and
responsibilities of different stakeholders within a national digital strategy can
become a really difficult task and differences in their agendas may eventually
render the project futile. The uniqueness of the case study lies in studying and
discussing issues related to e-government implementation at the highest
decision level. The last section discusses these issues and concludes the paper.

2

Barriers in E-government Implementation

Research in the past has investigated issues in respect to the implementation
of e-government using diffusion models. For instance, by using Diffusion
Theory [25], studies have focused on the adoption of IT in the public sector
[5], [14], [22], [23] suggesting inter alia, that the size of administration and
professionalism are the primary determinants of the adoption of computer
1

2
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technology. Rogers [25] presents five categories of determining variables for
the rate of adoption: perceived attributes of the innovation, type of innovation
decision, communication channels, nature of the social system and extent of
the change agent’s promotion efforts. Choudrie and Lee [9] found that the use
of broadband connection within government departments and agencies
improved the QoS and encouraged previously bureaucratic organisations to
re-engineer the way services are delivered to citizens. However, no single
diffusion model best explains all cases [22].
The Information Systems (IS) Success Model [11] and the Technology
Acceptance Model (TAM) [10] suggests another means to study the
implementation of e-government by measuring perceived usefulness and
perceived ease of use influence one’s attitude towards system usage. The
success factors presented in TAM have to do mainly with the acceptance of
organisational software, but have been tested for various users and types of
systems [30] [31], and user adoption of e-commerce [15], [21]. However,
TAM constructs represent the subjective user assessments of a system and
may not be representative of its objective acceptance [6].
Barriers, however, to the success of IS and e-government concern, for
instance, the high cost or the low security of the needed infrastructure and can
impede its implementation and adoption. The integration of various IT
applications and components inside and outside the organisational boundary
remains costly and time-consuming due to the heterogeneity of the computing
environments involved in public-sector organisations [26]. Literature (e.g. [4],
[12]) agrees that governments face a shortage of technical infrastructure. This
shortage presents a significant barrier in the development of the capabilities of
government organisations to provide online services and transactions.
A frequently cited barrier in the literature seems to be the need for security
and privacy in an e-government strategy [15]. The shortage of IT skills is also
a barrier, which contends many challenges regarding the efficiency of a public
administration to provide innovative e-government services [8], [18]. Finally,
a major barrier to the adoption and implementation of e-government is
funding [18], which also relates to the business procedure of government,
management strategy and organisational culture [19].
Organisational barriers relate to structural issues such as fragmentation, poor
relations and communication between the functional departments, and an
acceptance of the strategic benefits of new initiatives by the senior
management (e.g. [1]). Nevertheless, despite the existing literature on the
implementation of e-government, there is a need for more research to be
conducted. Scholars of the discourse have not shed enough light on the
development of new services in e-government [2]. Various initiatives
investigate the application of quality management principles to the delivery of
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public e-services [17], but manifold problems related to their quality still exist
[13].
The relevant literature is limited on studying the outcomes of projects and
hence the political processes underlying e-government development [32]. The
major issue is the definition of procedures and data that need to be exchanged
at different phases of the process. If these procedures are well defined, then
ICT could be applied successfully; and vice-versa, the application of ICT
reinforces the use of good practices and standardisation of the e-government
implementation process. Therefore, amongst the major questions is to grasp
the meaning of e-government and uncover the problems that can emerge
during the implementation of a project. To answer this, the authors set out to
investigate a case study in GO. Before embarking on the discussion of the
case, in the next section the research methodology is explicated.

3

Research Methodology

To deal with the research question as outlined in the previous section, this
study followed a qualitative case study strategy. Semi-structured interviews
were scheduled with the system users, the managers and the governmental
leadership of the GO. Thirty interviews were conducted, recorded and
transcribed verbatim. The duration of the interviews was about forty-five
minutes on average. The themes covered the implementation strategy of egovernment and also questions regarding the meaning of e-government for
each of the interviewees, the agency and citizens. Action research was chosen
as the method for the study [7].
Data analysis involved three activities, namely data reduction, data display,
and conclusion drawing and verification [20]. Initial codes were assigned to
the transcripts based on description; interpretive codes were assigned, later
transformed refined into pattern codes (ibid). Themes and patterns emerged
and were further refined in the process.

4

Implementing E-government Project

The decision for the implementation of e-government within the GO was
taken when the need for a more efficient and effective way of implementing
directives and policies occurred. The constant increase in paper documents
describing activities and actions to be taken and the time wasted in locating
these documents; in addition to further external information needed from
other governmental organisations along with internal information from
various departments, led to this decision. Before that, the life cycle of a

4

Emerging barriers in e-government implementation

5

certain issue could begin from a particular document that would be forwarded
to specific persons or services for ‘execution’. Any immediate action would
result in a new document. The completion of all these actions would lead to
the objective, which described a final document.
However, one of the most intriguing aspects of the project was the fact that it
entailed various stakeholders from various departments. End-users, managers
and the board of directors were to be involved. They all had different agendas
as well as different timetables, and thus the system had to accommodate their
different views. Hence, the complete definition and formal analysis of the
existing situation, the priorities, the workflow, the tracing and control of all
the activities and procedures were challenges in the study.
The implementation team, consisted of inter-organisational consultants and
academic researchers, set out to record the end-user requirements. They had to
deliver a definition of the system documents and describe the workflow states
specific to the board of directors. The system would ensure the tracking and
control of all respective issues and activities. Selected users should be trained
in the use of the system, and IT experts would support them.
The analysis showed that six types of activities need to be considered, and in
particular those regarding procedures and activities analysis and related to the
creation of subject matter, data structures and information; activities regarding
the collection and preparation (data entry) or data in the system; those that had
to do with the infrastructure of the project, as well as those with application
development and the integration of IS. Finally, the last part of the
implementation process included the training of all the end-users.

5

An Overview of the IS From a Technical Perspective

The development of the IS was a demanding application in the fields of
information collection and processing. Due to time and budget constraints it
was decided to use open standards, which would allow the interoperability of
the application and dependent services. There are several benefits embedded
in the use of open-source systems and the most important is that they are
developed with the use of non-proprietary tools. Working in such
environments would eliminate the danger of ‘lock-in’ with specific vendors or
software packages. The code of open-source systems could be obtained for
free and any commercial support associated with the product would be
typically comparable or cheaper than other solutions available in the market.
Furthermore, active communities of developers support the open-source
solutions. The combination of open platforms and simplicity of customization
made integrating open-source content management systems (CMS) with other
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software considerably easier. Last but not least, most open-source solutions
also make use of newer technology [24] with all positive or negative
consequences that this may imply.
In the specific project, the requirements and the restrictions set for such an
application included an open architecture independent from proprietary
systems, which would include capabilities of constant development, update,
and extension. The need for the cost to be kept at low levels, since external
governmental funding had not been secured and it was only through non-finite
internal funding channels that the project could be based on. The system had
to be user-friendly and to have a unified, platform-independent user interface.
Ubiquitous, easy and direct access to the system without any geographical
limitations was the final objective.
The solution made use of distributed systems and intranet. In other words, a
Web Server was installed as a central access point for all functions. The basic
components of the system therefore were the Web Server, Document
Management and Retrieval System, Database server, Project Management
System, and a Workflow Management System. Additionally, from the
discussion with the end-users, their requirements included a graphical
representation of the achievement of the objectives, the progress of all issues
and activities as well as resource information; features that would enable them
to set activities, actions, duties and timetables for members of the organisation
as well as to review activities or actions, request and receive reports from
involved parties, analyse and check different scenarios for timetable
comparison, and allocate human and financial resources. Finally, the system
should set new activities or issues and distribute them to the involved parties
or authorities. As part of the system implementation, this study continues with
the description of two examples of the use of the system, which reflect realworld case studies of the organisation.

5.1

Workflow Example 1: Research Institute Foundation

Among the several responsibilities that rely on the duties of GO is the process
of National Research Institute Foundation. Therefore, the first example needs
to deal with the required workflow for such a task to be properly completed
within the new system. Twenty-one steps, all of them inextricably tied on the
process, part the process of foundation. All steps are listed bellow followed by
a visual representation of the workflow. The authors feel that the chosen
simple and visual way of presenting the framework serves best the study as a
whole (Figure 1).

6
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Workflow Example 2: Legislation Process

Processing of new laws is one of the major duties of GO. Legislation
processes are marked by original and ongoing negotiations, which tend to be
critical to the definition of the political community as well as the development
and operation of the constitution, requiring habits of dialogue and
compromise [19]. There is often no closure to the constitution-making process
[29] and in this context the participation of citizens plays a centric role.
Countries with decentralized power tend to be less corrupted [28] and that is
the main reason why several developed countries around the world have
marked the end of an era and the beginning of new one, under the hegemony
of new social forces [19]. Democracy implies the existence of a political
community, and as such constitutions followed social forces that promoted
democracy; they did not create them from scratch. Therefore, the second
example needs to deal with the required workflow for a new law to be
properly implemented. Fifteen steps, all of them inextricably tied on the
legislation process, part the procedure. All steps are listed bellow followed by
a visual representation of the workflow. The visual presentation of the
framework enhances this study as a whole (Figure 2).

Figure 1: Workflow of Research Institute foundation case study
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Figure 2: Workflow of legislation process case study

The implementation took place considering the aforementioned steps after
consultation with the users of the system. The steps were to be followed after
the system was finally implemented. The aim of the system was to save time
and money in three ways: firstly, decisions would be taken on the spot and
sent electronically to the corresponding stakeholders; any modifications
would be sent immediately for ‘execution’; and thirdly, since every decision
would be kept electronically, savings would occur in terms of paper use, as
well as the GO would eventually go ‘greener’.
However, despite the aim of the board of directors and the implementation
team to have everything in place, two unexpected events took place, which
postponed the implementation. The first had to do with the different agendas
of stakeholders that came to the foreground, soon after the system was
designed. Senior managers perceived IS/IT in the public sector not as a tool
for democratisation and decentralisation but rather as a utility, and their
influence was reflected on the budget of the project, where the cost for
implementation was dramatically reduced. Moreover, the end-users treated the
IS as a potential enemy which could effectively change their way for
completing their tasks. Their different agenda compared to the agenda of the
board and the governmental leader of GO and the futile attempts to reach
consensus brought the project to a permanent standstill. Furthermore, the
involved stakeholders had different workloads; this acted as a hindrance
mechanism to the implementation. It was really difficult to take them away
from their everyday duties and train them to adapt to the new system. The
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second event was also an outcome of the period in which the implementation
took place. Shortly after the user requirements and the implementation
process started, the tenure of the governmental lead came to an end and any
attempt to reform the GO was cancelled.

6

Discussion and Conclusion

E-government is considered to be one of the key contributors to the
development of an information society and governments around the world
have seen its rapid evolution when there is an integrated approach to planning
and implementation of public sector reform. However, the application of ICT
in e-government should not be considered as an end in itself. The case study
has shown that even if there is political will to implement e-government, the
different stakeholder agendas may render it futile. This study has not focused
on the role of the heterogeneity of the computer environments involved in
public-sector organisations [27], and suggested that e-government is not
simply the use of IT for delivering services to the citizens; instead, the
turbulent political environment in which e-government needs to operate plays
an important role.
The success of e-government is dependent on the deeper recognition of
complex political and institutional environments in which it is going to
operate [32]. Indeed, this was evident in the case from the fact that when the
tenure of the governmental lead came to an end, the project was cancelled. It
was not, thus, dependent on IT skills [18] or specific software since open
source products were chosen. It was, however, dependent on funding (ibid) –
related to organisational culture [19]– which stopped after the political
support was removed. Hence, to secure the success of future e-government
projects, funding may not be directly related to political support. Projects that
are important for improving the efficiency of decision-making and
improvements in everyday working practices would be implemented,
irrespectively of any changes in the political / governmental leadership.
Additionally, this study makes a case for the changing agendas of the
participating stakeholders. In particular, the initial support of the stakeholders,
replaced in the later stages of the project due to changes in their working
practices indicates that the managerial concern needs to be focused not only
on the acceptance of the strategic benefits of new initiatives by the senior
management [1], but also by end users, since the investment aims at
modernising the organization at all levels [16].
As an addition to the current status of e-government, future work needs to
answer the dilemma whether e-government is really a tool for decentralization
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and democratization or the result of a socio-technical process towards a new
model of public administration; an answer will boost the evolution of egovernment and provide citizens with effective access to better quality
services. Finally, one of the basic concerns is business process management in
governmental institutions to successfully implement e-government principles.
Therefore, future research needs to focus on a holistic model, which can
embrace the back- and front-office, and be linked to the real citizens' needs.
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