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Abstract

There are various models and frameworks describing the nature of e-
services in the public sector. Many of these models are based on previ-
ous conceptualizations and have evolved over time, but are first and
foremost conceptual creations with weak empirical grounding. In the
meantime, practitioners in the field have continued to further develop e-
services, and new advancements in technology have enabled new solu-
tions for e-services. In the light of advancements in practice, and the
limitations seen in current conceptual work concerning public e-ser-
vices, we identify a need to refuel the conceptual discussion on e-ser-
vices in the public sector by empirically investigating how e-services
can be manifested in practice. The aim of this paper is to illustrate the
possible variations of e-services in practice, and to discuss this varia-
tion in relation to the conceptual representation of the phenomenon.
Based on qualitative interviews with employees involved with e-service
development and provision at a large governmental agency, we illus-
trate that an ‘e-service’ can take on many different forms within an or-
ganization; ranging from downloadable forms, to complicated self-ser-
vice systems that require expertise knowledge and IT-systems with spe-
cific processing capacity. The notion that all services mediated through
a website can be understood under one general umbrella term, without
further categorization, needs to be challenged.

Keywords: e-services, public sector, e-government, conceptual models,
empirical grounding
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1 Introduction

Providing public services online, e-services, has long been promoted as
a way to innovate public sector operations and to open up for a more
transparent and democratic society. Governmental agencies and other
public organizations have spent considerable efforts on developing e-
services as a substitute or complement to traditional, manual or face-to-
face, services [2]. As a result, e-services have become a routinely used
channel of communication and interaction between citizens and public
administrations [4]. Still, both practitioners and researchers in the field
claim that there is a very large variation in the extent to which e-ser-
vices are implemented in the public sector, and in the quality of these
services [8]. Developing e-services, and ensuring their uptake, has
proven difficult and the underlying reasons for why e-service develop-
ment is challenging are of course many. Lack of sufficient resources
and know-how is highlighted, as well as insufficient understanding and
involvement of important stakeholders in the development process [3].
Some scholars have pointed to the conceptual vagueness of the e-ser-
vice concept in itself, and claimed that the conceptual confusion around
this phenomenon is one reason for slow advancements in this field [10].
Lindgren and Jansson [18] illustrate how the concept of public e-ser-
vices has suffered from “conceptual stretching” [23], i.e. vague concep-
tualization; it can be everything or nothing. The conceptual vagueness
of the phenomenon has gained attention in the research literature; to-
day, there are various models and frameworks describing the nature of
e-services [10; 11]. These models are typically conceptual construc-
tions and we identify a lack of grounding of these models in practice. In
the meantime, practitioners in the field have continued to further de-
velop e-services and new advancements in technology have enabled
new solutions for e-services, e.g. improved performance concerning
processing and storage, as well as increased use of mobile devices [4].
In the light of recent advancements in practice, and the limitations iden-
tified in current conceptual work concerning public e-services, we ar-
gue for a need to refuel the conceptual discussion on e-services by em-
pirically investigating how e-services can be manifested in practice.
The aim of this paper is to illustrate possible variations of e-services in
practice, and discuss this variation in relation to the conceptual repre-
sentation of the phenomenon. This work is built on the assumption that
there are different types of e-services, and that there is a gap between



how we discuss public e-services in the research literature, and the na-
ture of the e-services provided by public organizations. In order to in-
vestigate this assumed gap between how e-services are perceived in lit-
erature and practice, our work departs from three different conceptual
models and one particular public organization.

2 Method

The empirical part of this paper is based on a single qualitative and in-
terpretative case study (cf. [27] [19]) focusing on how a Swedish gov-
ernmental agency (The Swedish Transport Administration) works with
e-services. This paper is written in the context of a research project in-
vestigating the development and use of e-services in that particular
agency. The aim of the project is to better understand how public sector
organizations can work with e-service development in order to ensure
that these services add value for both internal and external stakeholders.
Focus include investigating how e-service development is governed
and on conceptual refinement of “e-service” as a general concept. The
initiatives described in this paper can be categorized as an act of en-
gaged scholarship [26], meaning that we have tried to combine theoreti-
cal and conceptual development with efforts to contribute to the gov-
ernment agency’s problem solving activities.

Qualitative data generation and analysis was conducted in an iterative
manner and include three different sources;

e Document studies were performed to get an overview of the govern-
mental agency’s work with e-services. We have focused especially
on three strategy (policy) documents that steer the development and
provision of e-services in the organization; (a) the IT Strategy, (2)
the Digitalization Strategy, and (3) the Service Strategy.

e 25 semi-structured interviews [20] where conducted over a period
of 21 months (March 2015-Dec 2016) with representatives from sev-
eral business areas and hierarchical levels at the headquarters and dif-
ferent divisions of the organization (e.g. strategic planning, commu-
nications, IT-department, controlling, customer service, business de-
velopment). 17 of the interviews were conducted face-to-face, and
eight were conducted using telephone. The interviews were guided
by open ended questions and focused on e.g. how the respondents de-
fine e-services; how they interpret the strategies mentioned above;



management issues linked to e-services; and present challenges and
possibilities associated with e-services.

¢ A hermeneutic literature review [5] was used to increase our under-
standing of concepts and the managerial challenges of e-service de-
velopment, provision, and use. We have explored themes that sur-
faced continuously during the emerging analysis of the empirical
data from interviews and documents from the government agency.
The results of this review are presented in the next section.

The analysis was performed during the research period when interviews
were transcribed (partially, when deeper knowledge were needed) and
the responses were categorized inductively, as a part of a content analy-
sis approach [15]. Working with the analysis in this way is an example
of a reflexive research process [1], generating categories based on the
empirical data while using theory as a guide (e.g. previous research on
conceptualizations of public e-services) [27].

3 Public e-services in the e-government research literature

The literature on e-services in the public sector is growing and includes
a large number of various concepts used more or less synonymously,
such as public e-service [13], e-service [14], digital service [22], e-Pub-
lic-Service [17], e-government service [9], and Web site channel [6]. As
a response to this variation in terminology, Lindgren and Jansson [18]
presented a generic framework for understanding public e-services as
having three dimensions. First, a public e-service must be understood
as a service process, that should create some value for both user and
supplier. Second, this service process is mediated through some inter-
net-based and interactive IT artifact, that is integrated with other IT-
systems in the supplying organization. Third, e-services provided by
public organizations must be understood as public services mediated
online, and thereby as access to governments and public organizations
per se [12]. For example, this last dimension entails a set of public val-
ues, as well as specific regulatory frameworks and relationships be-
tween government and citizen, to be considered.

Other scholars have identified the need for more detailed classifications
or characterizations of e-services in the public context. The result is
considerable literature on how to distinguish one type of e-service from
another, first and foremost with regards to their so-called maturity. The



idea of assessing maturity stems from the seminal paper by Layne and
Lee [16], and has later been manifested in a number of different frame-
works. Although the wording is slightly different in these models (e.g.
[28] [25]), four typical stages can be identified;

1. a website providing information about the agency and its services,

2. a website providing interactive information about the agency and its
services, or providing the possibility to contact people and get further
information through communication,

3. a website providing functions allowing the visitors to hand in and re-
trieve personal information, and

4. a website with network functions for proactive and joined-up ser-
vices involving several agencies and institutions, for handling com-
plete service transactions.

According to critics of these models (e.g. [7]; [10]; [4]), stage models
represent a naive and techno-centric view on technology in which the
maturity characteristics of an e-service are assessed without investigat-
ing the actual demand for and use of the service. The evolutionary as-
pect also implies that the higher stages are inherently better than the
lower. The result of this kind of model is that policy makers may be de-
ceived into using the stage models in a normative manner and thereby
strive for higher stages on weak, or even false, grounds [7].

More recently, Jansen and Qlnes [11; 10] conducted a rigorous review
of current literature on public e-services, and presented a framework for
categorizing digital interaction between government and citizens/busi-
nesses. In contrast to other similar frameworks, Jansen and Qlnes [10]
focus not only on the mode of interaction, but also on the purpose, con-
tent, and outcome of the interaction for both provider and receiver. The
main categories in their framework are the following;

1. Simple, one-way information provision — provide documents to users
for downloading.

2. Two-way communication and information provision — provide spe-
cific information services on user request.

3. Dynamic, secure interaction between user and system — initiate a
well-defined data handling process, complete an electronic form.

4. Secure transaction and contraction — carry out a specific task, regu-
lated by law, which may be part of public service provision.



5. Complete transaction process — initiate and execute a complete set of
tasks, e.g. case handling.

6. Support functions — execute a process that is necessary/required for
executing a task, e.g. log in, eSignature.

These three frameworks presented above focuses on different aspects of
public e-services. The dimensions presented by Lindgren and Jansson
[18] tries to capture the common denominator of the different pro-
cesses/systems included in the public e-service concept. The maturity
stage models, e.g. Wimmer [28], captures different degrees of interac-
tivity seen in different public e-services. And finally, the work by Jan-
sen and @lnes [10; 11] describes different modes of interaction, and the
purpose, content, and outcome of this interaction for both provider and
receiver. We now turn to our empirical example, to illustrate and ana-
lyze how public e-services can be manifested in practice.

4 E-services at the Swedish Transport Administration

The Swedish Transport Administration is a government agency respon-
sible for long-term planning of the transport system for all types of traf-
fic, as well as for building, operating, and maintaining public roads and
railways. The organization has approximately 6.500 employees and is
organized in different divisions and geographic regions in Sweden. The
organization was formed in 2010, as a consequence of a merger be-
tween two agencies; where one agency was previously responsible for
roads, and the other for railways. Today, the agency is also responsible
for administering the theoretical and practical tests needed to receive a
driving license and a taxi driver badge, as well as the theoretical test for
the professional know-how needed for a transport license and certifi-
cate of professional competence [24].

The organization is divided into a number of departments and is charac-
terized by the participants as a classic ‘silo’ organization, in which the
various departments govern much of their own work. Each department
is responsible for the development and provision of its own e-services,
but these e-services are then accessed from a shared website (the offi-
cial website of the organization). Looking at the website, the organiza-
tion provides a very large number of e-services. Some respondents
claim that they provide around 80 different e-services, but since the re-



sponsibility for the e-services is spread across various actors in the or-
ganization, it is difficult to get a comprehensive overview of the exact
number of e-services provided by the organization. In addition, several
participants report that there is an ongoing discussion in the organiza-
tion as to what the ‘e-service’ concept means; despite the fact that there
is a definition of ‘e-service’ adopted in the organization that can be
found on their intranet: “E-service. A service that is provided through
an electronic interface, and that is completely or partially delivered
electronically. An e-service can for example provide information di-
rectly on the website, be a part of a case handling process, and some-
times demand log in. Downloadable forms, or other documents that are
printed and saved in the computer to be sent separately as a letter or
email, are not considered to be e-services. Hyperlinks to e-mail availa-
ble on the website are also not considered as e-services.” (our transla-
tion from Swedish).

When interviewing employees in the organization, we asked all partici-
pants to describe how e-services are manifested in their organization. In
the organization, all e-services are accessible from a single webpage,
with an underlying hierarchical tree structure of webpages. Looking at
the site where all e-services are presented, alongside the interview ma-
terial, we see that the e-services provided by the Swedish Transport Ad-
ministration can be divided into five different types. We have extracted
these types inductively from the empirical material and labelled them as
follows:

1. Information e-service — a link that gives access to forms and docu-
ments.

2. Automated (self-service) e-service — an interactive interface that en-
ables self-service for the user, with no human involvement in the
back-office.

3. Mediating e-service — an interactive interface that mediate/is part of
a service process, in which the user indirectly interacts with a case
handler.

4. e-Service portal — an interactive interface that presents several re-
lated e-services together.

5. Open data — API’s provided online that other organizations can
download and use.



The first type, information e-service, refer to forms and documents
made available on the website. Most participants add that these docu-
ments are not ‘proper’ e-services according to the organization’s defini-
tion, but that these documents are still made accessible on the same
website (context) as the other e-services. The second type, automated
(self-service) e-service, refers to e-services with no human involvement
in the back-office parts of the system. In this organization, there are
only a limited amount of automated e-services provided and these are
typically directed towards a set of well-known professional users that
are frequent users of these particular services. One example is an e-ser-
vice for administrating special transport permits for heavy goods on the
road, which transport companies can use in a self-service way. The
third type of e-service above, mediating e-service, refers to an e-service
that is part of a larger service process, in which the user indirectly inter-
acts with a case handler. This is perhaps the archetype of e-service. In
this organization, the complexity of these services ranges from uncom-
plicated forms in which citizens can fill in information to be handled by
case handlers at the administration, to very complex systems in which
railway operators can plan and apply for capacity on the railway infra-
structure. The last example requires both expert users and very specific
IT-systems on both the user and supplier side, concerning both software
and processing capacity. The forth type, e-service portal, refers to a
one-stop-shop made up by several related e-services. The e-service por-
tals are typically directed to the administration’s contract customers.
The services provided within the portal can be of all of the different
types above. An example of such an e-service portal is a portal directed
towards railway operators, in which the service for planning and apply-
ing for railway capacity mentioned above is included. The last type,
open data, refers to the open data offered by the organization. In this
particular organization, a recent decision has been made to perceive
Open Data as a service, and hence also as an e-service. The open data
provided through API’s include data sets covering maps, traffic data
(e.g. for public roads, railways, and ferries), and basic facts of the or-
ganization. In a sense, Open Data could be understood as the first type
of e-service, information e-service, but both technical solution and con-
tent is different from the typical documents provided in the first type of
e-service.



5 Discussion

As can be seen in the categorization above, a ‘public e-service’ at the
Swedish Transport Administration can refer to many different kinds of
services and technical solutions. The inductive categories are similar to
the generic e-service models provided in the literature. We soon identi-
fied that there were conceptual challenges related to e-services in the
organization too; just as in the literature. The general e-service defini-
tion adopted by the organization includes all inductively generated
types, except for the first; information e-service. But when you look
closer at the definition, it seems to refer to any kind of interface on their
website, except those that link to a downloadable document or email.
Interestingly, in their work practice, everything online that has some in-
teractive feature is treated in terms of being an e-service on the organi-
zational website. In this particular organization, the ‘e-service’ concept
hence becomes the kind of stretched term that Lindgren and Jansson
[18] are describing; it means just about anything that is provided
online. For the participants that are working with the actual develop-
ment and provision of these e-services, this definition is not informative
and even creates problems. It does matter what kind of e-service you
have at hand; e.g. it matters a great deal when it comes to e-service pol-
icy, development, provision and use if the e-service is used (1) to per-
form and deliver a fully automated decision; (2) as part of a service
process involving a case handler; (3) to be part of a set of interrelated e-
services, presented together in a portal; or (4) to present a packaged
data set as open data. It also matters if the user is known, such as pro-
fessional contract customers, or if the e-service is directed towards the
more vaguely understood citizen or an unknown entrepreneur using
open data. This in turn brings different consequences for how to under-
stand what capabilities for e-service development and delivery are
needed in the organization concerning service architectures, processes,
policies, and reference models able to consider specificities of the local
context [4].

The inductively generated categories above show many similarities
with the maturity stage models; with the important difference that there
are no normative connotations regarding the value of the respective
kind of e-service. When comparing the framework presented by Jansen
and QOlnes [10] with the inductively generated categories, we see that



the first category in our inductive categorization, ‘information e-ser-
vice’, matches with the first one in Jansen and @lnes’ framework, ‘sim-
ple one-way information provision’. But thereafter, it is clear that our
inductively derived categories are differentiating e-services in a differ-
ent way. Applying Jansen and Qlnes’ framework on e-services in our
case organization would help describe the mode of interaction for each
e-service under study. However, their framework does not include any
aspects concerning type of users involved, nor the notion of Open Data
as an e-service. According to the framework presented by Jansen and
Olnes, open data access could indeed be classified as ‘simple one-way
provision of information’; but open data provision requires a lot of
work behind the scenes, in comparison to uploading a form online.
Considering how much work the Swedish Transport Administration
puts into the packaging of their data in API’s, it seems reasonable to
add this type to our understanding of public e-services. In sum, each
model and categorization discussed in this paper, including the induc-
tive categories, captures certain — and slightly different — aspects of
public e-services. But they also leave other aspects out of the descrip-
tion; none of these models/categorizations seem to be exhaustive or
useful if used in isolation.

6 Concluding remarks and future research

Our analysis is based on a limited amount of literature and one single
case. Still, several interesting points can be made when investigating
similarities and differences between the theoretically driven conceptu-
alizations of public e-services in the research literature, and how e-ser-
vices can be manifested in practice. Above, we illustrate that an ‘e-ser-
vice’ can take on many different forms within an organization; ranging
from simple downloadable forms, to complicated self-service systems
that require expertise knowledge and IT-systems with specific pro-
cessing capacity from both user and supplier. The notion that all ser-
vices mediated through a website can be understood under one general
umbrella term, without further categorization, must therefore be chal-
lenged. There seems to exist a need for a general definition that can be
used to understand the core of the public e-service concept; but in order
to understand how public e-services can play out in practice, we need
more detailed characterizations of the concept. The existing models
presented for this purpose capture various aspects, but are still limited.



We argue for a more comprehensive and scalable typology that can be
used to categorize public e-service for multiple purposes. For example,
the models/typologies present today lack information on (1) type of
technical solution, (2) type of public service, as well as (3) type of user.
We also identify a need to separate the types of public e-service from
the normative notion that one type is inherently better than the other.
For this purpose, we would like to call for further empirical investiga-
tions of how e-services are manifested in practice. By refueling the con-
ceptual discussion on public e-services with further inductively induced
categorizations of the phenomenon — as both process and technology —
better conceptualizations can be made that, in turn, can be used to ad-
dress the prevailing challenges with public e-service development.
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