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From e-government to digitalisation in the public sector
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But what is digitalisation?

3



Research questions
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How is digitalisation defined in the academic 
debate in the e-government field?
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How do practitioners in the public sector define 
digitalisation?
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Exploratory approach combining literature and interviews
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Qualitative 
interview study: 
How is digitalisation 
understood by 
employees in the 
public sector?

Literature review: 
How is digitalisation
defined in the 
scientific discourse in 
e-government/ 
digital government 
studies?

Content analysis: 
Comparison of both 

domains & 
development of 

themes underlying 
digitalisation



Literature review: Search for digitalisation/digitisation

• Searched outlets (as far as we had access)

• Government Information Quarterly

• International Journal of Electronic Government Research

• Information Polity

• International Journal of Public Administration in the Digital Age

• Transforming Government: People, Process and Policy

• Electronic Government, an International Journal

• Journal of Information Technology and Politics

• The Electronic Journal of e-Government

• EGOV-CeDEM-ePart Proceedings

• Dg.o Proceedings

• HICSS Proceedings

• 269 articles containing the term digitalisation/digitisation

• Out of these, 8 articles define or explain the term
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Interview study: Practitioners’ understanding of 
digitalisation

• 16 interviews with public sector employees in Germany

• Different federal levels

• Different departments

• Managers as well as employees

• Part of a larger study

• Relevant question: What do you understand by digitalisation?*

• (*German language does not differentiate between digitalisation and 

digitisation)
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Results from literature review

• Digitalisation/digitisation is often used without definition or explanation

• Examples of the 8 definitions

• “Digitization of government refers to the use of information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) by government organizations to 

execute their business and management processes” (Meijers 2017)

• “digitalisation as ...the manifold sociotechnical phenomena and 

processes of adopting and using these technologies in broader individual, 

organizational, and societal context.” (Hofmann & Ogonek 2018)

• “digitization refers to the technical process of encoding practices into 

technical tools (e.g., CMS), digitalization involves the wider socio-

technical system” (Busch et al. 2018)

→ Different aspects, no clear distinction between digitalization and digitisation
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Results from interviews

• Examples: Digitalisation is…

• “processing, forwarding, storage of transactions, information in electronic 

form” (I1)

• “conversion of analogue formats into digital signals” (I2)

• “It doesn’t just mean only implementing the current processes 

electronically. For me, digitalisation means thinking again about the 

complete background, really thinking about everything.“ (I13)

• “changing work routines; that the collaboration between departments 

that we have now will change” (I12)

→ Different aspects, different anchor points (personal experience, within their 

public organisation, including the citizens)
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→ One definition can contain several themes

→ Themes not mutually exclusive

Themes of digitalisation
Literature 
review

Interviews

Transformation of analogue to digital x x

Technical infrastructure x

Use of ICT x x

Consequences and implications x x

Vehicle for modernisation x x

Process transformation and automation x x

Digitalisation as a process x x

Sociotechnical phenomena x

Analysis: Eight underlying themes of digitalisation
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Themes (1) analogue to digital and (2) infrastructure

• Transformation from analogue to digital

• Literature sometimes differentiates between digitisation 

and digitalisation

• “technical process of encoding analog data or

information and of converting it into a digital format” (Busch et al. 2018)

• “make analogue data available, so that they can be processed by the 

computer” (I14)

• Technical infrastructure

• “includes infrastructure expansion in the broadest sense, i.e. infrastructure 

and broadband expansion in the first place” (I9)
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Themes (3) use of ICT and (4) infrastructure

• Use of ICT

• An end in itself vs. use of ICT in order to 

perform an activity

• “use of [ICT] by government organizations” 

(Meijer 2007)

• “disseminating information via the Internet, i.e. via digital media, including 

e-mail or similar” (I4)

• Consequences and implications of the use of ICT

• Focus on the outcome rather than on the process

• ‘Neutral’ (use of a new application), ‘negative’ (increased workload) or 

‘positive’ consequences (more flexibility)

• “for me, [digitalisation] is clearly connected with the purpose of using, 

distributing [these formats] and whatever else I can do” (I2).
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Themes (5) modernisation and (6) process transformation

• Vehicle for modernisation

• Improving outdated structures/processes vs. evoking a feeling of modernity

• “a welcomed tool to demonstrate modernization through technology, […] 

introducing technology to modernize the way business is conducted” (Paulin 

2018)

• “progress, future-oriented, modernisation” (I5); “a term that meanwhile 

fits into this time” (I7) 

• Process transformation and automation

• Internal, external or comprehensive changes in the 

whole process chain

• “automating parts of or whole work processes” (Busch et al. 2018)

• “digitalisation really means completely questioning existing concepts” (I13)
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Themes (7) digitalisation as a process and (8) socio-
technical phenomenon

• Digitalisation as a process

• Digitalisation not only leading to process change but being an ongoing 

process itself

• “phenomena and processes of adopting and using these technologies” 

(Hofmann and Ogonek 2018)

• “[Digitalisation is] what we have ahead of us as a process” (I14).

• Sociotechnical phenomenon

• Including technical and social aspects as well as their interplay

• “the manifold sociotechnical phenomena and processes” (Hofmann and 

Ogonek 2018) 

• The involvement of “the wider socio-technical system” (Busch et al. 2018)
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Discussion: Common understanding of digitalisation?

• Digitalisation is often used but seldom defined in e-government literature: 

Digitalisation as a well-known, unambiguous concept? 

→ Obviously not!

• Broad variety of meaning associated with digitalisation

• Overlapping perspectives between literature and practitioners

• However, the socio-technical perspective is limited to literature; practitioners’ 

view is more ‘hands on’

• Different perceptions of digitalisation can explain humans’ different reactions

• Lack of shared understanding is the major barrier to innovation processes in 

the public sector (Cinar, Trott & Simms 2019)
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Conclusion: Where to go from here?

• Do we need a new, all-encompassing definition of digitalisation?

• Make understanding of digitalisation explicit in research

• We build on prior knowledge BUT digitalisation ≠ digitalisation

• Same understanding needed when collaborating in field work

• Find a common language in practice

• Joint understanding needed for innovation processes

• Avoid misunderstandings and resistance
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