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Abstract

In recent decades the integrating approach of new information and communication
technologies in the public sector grew faster. Worldwide, most states have made and still make
substantiate efforts towards the coherent strategies implementation in order to favor the
complex process of integrating the new information and communication technologies.
Regardless of the objectives - maximizing efficiency, increase transparency in the decision
process, improve service quality or citizen participation in decision making - what we call
today e-Government has become an essential mechanism in administrative reforms,
independent of aggregation level. The article presents an analysis of the factors that define the
outline of the e-government relational model.
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1. Introduction

If at the conceptual level the e-government platforms necessity is universally
accepted, problems and malfunctions occur during the implementation and effective
use; this reality is common, both externally, being associated to the differences
between states of the world in terms of development of e-government platforms, and
internally, as evidenced by the gap between the sophistication level of online services
provided by the central and local public entities.

Despite this difference, the common starting point in the relationship model
construction and in the e-government platforms development is considered to be the
opportunities offered by new information and communication technologies from the
perspective of expanding the interaction, participation and collaboration in public
entities area

2. Theories on the evolution of e-government platforms
In the context of the society changes which are associated to the accelerate progress in
the XXI century, the opportunity to improve bi-directional information flow and the
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reconfiguration of framework for collaboration between the public and the various
stakeholders categories are real challenges. The high interest for these issues is
evidenced by numerous academics searches on identifying methodologies and models
that explain the new information exchange coordinates and the locally, nationally and
internationally data integration architecture (Dawes, 2010; Gant, 2003; Gelder,
Maesschalck and Colsoul 2010; Klievink and Janssen, 2010; Navarrete, Gil-Garcia,
Mellouli, Pardo and Scholl, 2010; Papenfuss and Schaefer, 2010; Williamset et al.,
2009; Zheng, Yang, Pardo and Jiang, 2009) .

In fact, since 1996, Dawes foreshadow the benefits and the challenges associated with
information sharing initiatives, considering that “government portals will become a
central technical component for interaction, participation and collaboration activities
within networks consisting of governmental and nongovernmental actors”.

The e-government issue in terms of Internet portals functions utility in the public
system has been also the subject of numerous investigations.

One of the first research steps that have provided an initial perspective on the use of
new information and communication technologies in the public sector services was
conducted in 2001 in the United States. The study offered by Kaylor, Deshazo and
VanEck (2001) is based on a comprehensive research approach to e-government
platforms, in which the sample was composed of 123 municipalities whose population
vary between 100,000 to 200,000 inhabitants. Looking at the e-government platforms
development degree and the online services sophistication level, the three authors
have shown that “there is a direct link between the city size and the phenomena of e-
government platforms adoption”.

This link has also been identified in 2002 by Moon, according to which “the city size
and the governance type are key factors on the e-government platforms
implementation and development”. The author points out that unlike central
government entities in which they observed a proactive attitude in e-government
platforms uptake, the local entities are clearly far from the potential results and
foreshadowed expectations in the use of new information and communication
technologies.

Later, in 2004, based on a U.S. cities research, Reddick suggests a two-stage model
that explains the phenomenon of increasing local e-governance. If the first stage
suggests the use of data catalog, the second shows a higher level of sophistication,
namely the creation of transactional framework. Referring to the two dimensions, the
author revealed that “in the G2C relations area, the public services are focused on
cataloging categories, while in the G2G and G2B partnerships, which are more
advanced, that has been reached the transactional level."

Similar studies were conducted by Al-Nuaimi (2009), Attour - Oueslati, Dufresne and
Longhi (2007), Baker, Hanson and Myhill (2009), Hahamis, lles and Healy (2005),
Williams (2008) etc.

A special dimension of this research was the studying of various websites of e-
government in terms of functions that facilitate the closeness to the various
stakeholders categories.

Such an analysis was provided by Gant and Gant (2002), showing that “web portals
serve as an integrated gateway into local government websites, offering a single point
of contact for the provision of online services at the local government level”.

Later, in 2008, Sandoval - Almazan and Gil -Garcia revealed that, by mixing existing
applications in e-government portals, has been created the field for “moving from one-
way information and data exchange to a more interactive involvement with people”.
In fact, as has been shown in the theory and practice, the recent technological
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innovations are those that have supported this development, examples being Web 2.0
and related instruments.

3. Interaction, communication, participation and collaboration:
construction pylons for relational models in public system practice

In the last decade the e-government portals have recorded a constant evolution, this
dynamic being in fact a response to the new Internet features. We are witnesses to the
“radical transformations of portals functions and the principles and interaction
framework with citizens and other social actors” (Lips, 2010). Currently, as revealed
by Sandoval-Almazan and Gil-Garcia (2010), government websites can be considered
such as “communication systems through a computer and the Internet”.

In the literature and practice area there are listed a multitude of models explaining the
government websites development and evolution (Gil -Garcia and Martinez- Moyano,
2007; Layne and Lee, 2001; Sandoval - Almazan and Gil -Garcia, 2008, 2010). One
of the most commonly used approaches is the evolutionary perspective that creates
stages and analyzes e-government initiatives upon the characteristics and technical
aspects found in every development stage. This approach has proved its usefulness in
the government websites principles decoding process, offering both effective levers to
quantify the innovation degree and recommendations and directions to follow in
improving framework approach. In fact, as has been specified by the advocates of this
theory, it appears that each of these steps is already an electronic governance form.
Although the 5 stages of e-government platforms development approach (information,
interaction, transaction, integration and participation) have been proposed as
complementary components, and not necessarily mutually exclusive, they can be
easily presented as determinants in the construction of relational models.

3.1. The availability of information

A core function of e-government portals is that of the public information display (Kun
Chang, Melih, Sangjae and GyooGun, 2008; Susan, 2004). Government disclosure
format is extremely important, at least in light of the website attractiveness. In the
world practice are found numerous presentations: some portals are using traditional
structures such as folders or menus, others allow users to search for information using
a search engine, and more recently, some of them use multimedia tools (video, audio
applications or online presentations). Despite the differences in public information
structure, all these forms are trying to create the optimum framework to become
closer to citizens.

Regarding the effectiveness of different ways of structuring public information, the
practice of developed countries provides numerous studies. For example, a research
conducted by Buccoliero and Bellio in 2010 which aimed to identify web content
strategy in Italian town of Venice, revealed that: “the release of the information
should be directly related to back-office structures of the local government”. This idea
is supported also by Gould, Gomez and Camacho (2010) who stating that “the
provision of timely and accurate information is related to internal efficiency and
organizational structure”.

3.2. Quality public services
The opportunity of improving public services quality through e-government platforms
is widely accepted. In the context of the present analysis the interest is granted to the
quality as a determinant factor of the relation models construction.
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Each of the relational models components can be a target for public services and there
is a clear evidence of segmentation approaches (G2G, G2B, G2C etc.). However,
there are differences between these services categories, both in terms of sophistication
level and the integration degree of online conventional benefits. This can affect the
relationship with the various stakeholders categories given the trend of “change, of
stakeholder expectations regarding online services”.

Considered to be fundamental in the relational models construction and
implementation, this approach that may improve the quality of online public services
has been the subject of numerous reform processes (Connolly, Bannister and Kearney,
2010; Papenfuss and Schaefer, 2010 etc.). Moreover, in the literature and practice
areas there are provided some alternatives to government web portals, namely the use
of mobile phones as information and communication support.

3.3. Increasing interaction frequency
The world practice has revealed that many government portals, both central and local,
currently use Web 2.0 tools and applications. However, as academic researchers
mentioned there are very few the portals that show a clear operational and
assimilation of interaction strategy (Sandoval - Almazan, Diaz- Murillo, Gil —Garcia,
Luna- Reyes 2010).
The interaction in terms of e-government platforms must be analyzed in two
dimensions, as follows:
ean internal dimension (G2G and G2E) which facilitate intra-organizational
interaction among central and local public entity and between civil servants and
operational staff of central/local government etc. This interaction can be both a
restricted or a private one which is developed on the Intranet mechanisms applications
and an extended or concentrated one, which is group specialized (blogs, social
media). In fact, many Web 2.0 applications such as blogs and social media (Twitter
and Facebook) can be used both as a support to promote domestic participation in a
structured way and as leverage for creating and development of internal relations,
favoring the decision making convergence (Ballejos and Montagna 2010). According
to a study provided by Noveck, in 2009, other interaction tools beyond e-mail and
Intranet can be “the wiki collaboration, the mental mapping or using RSS and
forums™.
e an external dimension that fosters both interaction with citizens (G2C) and with
different legal entities (G2B, G2N). According to the studies conducted by Noveck
(2009) and Tapscott and Williams (2010), the e-government portals that are using
wiki applications are real tools for sharing ideas and solutions and to promote the
public dialogue. Other channels of interaction with civil society or legal entities are:
the blog, through which can be promoted initiatives, can be disseminated new ideas or
can be developed dialogue with different groups of stakeholders; the new Web 2.0
applications such as social networks: Twitter and Facebook, through which can be
disseminated, with a broad coverage, news, messages, warnings or ideas of
governance; social tags; RSS (syndication content); podcasts etc. Obviously, the
interaction with the different stakeholders categories can occur also in the absence of
Web 2.0 applications, such as comments in the specific area in the e-government
portals that both aim to encourage the public expression of opinions and the extensive
use of chat sessions on specific subjects with various officials.
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3.4. Multiplication of participation channels
Civil society, in general, has provided many channels for participation in government.
According to academics, these channels may vary from those of the framework
facilitating participation in the democratic process (Anthopoulos, SiO, Tsoukalas,
2007), to the one specific to transaction area (Boyer-Wright, Kottemann, 2008).
Need for a multi-channel strategy, as a mechanism to enhance the participation of
citizens in government, has been the subject of numerous studies in the academic
area. In 2008, Ebbers, Pieterson and Noordman proposed such a strategy to expand
opportunities of citizens towards exchange of information and knowledge. This idea is
supported by:
¢ Gil-Garcia, Chun and Janssen (2009), according to whom “participation has the
ability to create value for citizens and government organizations”;
¢ Barnes and Vidgen (2007), who states that “the e-government sites are a gateway to
electronic channels of participation”;
e Ong and Wang (2009), who consider that the interaction with officials and
government agencies, and the stakeholder participation, expanded after use of “online
surveys, forum sites , blogs ...”.
In the literature there are studies that show the impact of the lack of interaction on the
level of participation of stakeholders in the actions of public entities . Such studies are
provided by Fink (2010) and Resca (2010), according to whom the low level of
interaction and related approaches inconsistency may affect the involvement of
stakeholders in participatory approach.
The most used channels participation in government portals are the polls and forums.
These unidirectional tools facilitate the engagement of citizens in relation to
government, allowing the expression of opinions 24 hours from 24, 7 days out of 7,
be it attitude on policies and policy statements, or opinions regarding any malfunction
of public services.
Despite the clear benefits generated (involvement and participation of citizens in
government action), these channels are associated with a major disadvantage, namely
the lack of direct and rapid feedback from the Government. This phenomenon occurs
because many government officials were not aware of these forums and polls
(Matheus, Ribeiro, 2009) .
Although it offers great benefits, e- mail is another tool that can facilitate engagement
and customization bond between citizens and civil servants.

3.5. Creating new opportunities for collaboration

Collaboration is the last component, and perhaps most important, of the approach of
building a relational model of e-government. Usually, people access government
portals to obtain information and data, both as inputs to their decision making and as a
simple cognitive actions to ensure consistency. Moreover, global practice has shown
that very little of them want explicitly to work with different entities of the public
system.

Importance of collaboration in e-government platforms comes, as revealed by
numerous academic studies (Inglehart, 1997; Parent, Vandebeek and Gemino, 2005;
Tolbert and Mossberger, 2006 etc.) from the direct relationship between it and the
level of confidence of civil society in government action.

According to various surveys, citizens, regardless of geographical location, show
consistently low levels of trust in government. Against this background, it was
observed that the use of applications such as wikis and social networks (Facebook,
Twitter), given their ability to accelerate the phenomenon of interaction and thus
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multiplying forms of collaboration, generated an improvement of level of public
confidence indicator.

In the context of the proposed analysis should be noted that public confidence
indicator covers not only the relational dimension specific to G2C, but also includes
working with various non-profit organizations (G2N) and even the media
(newspapers, television, radio) which, in democratic context, are essential
components.

Based on the reduced frequency of collaboration between different stakeholders and
the government, in the literature there are works that indicate that “this type of
partnership is characteristic, predominantly, in emergencies, context in which the
government portal is perceived as an alternative channel for access to public
information that support decision-making” (Maldonado, Maitland, Tapia, 2010).
Obviously this theory is constantly criticized in academia, most studies noting that the
new role of citizens, in an interconnected global environment, is to be a “prosumer:
producer and consumer of information at the same time” regardless of the existence
of a crisis situations or not.

For other academics, research on collaboration and sharing of information revealed
the need for reconfiguration of government processes, organizational structures and
procedures.

In this context, a new organizational paradigm was proposed, namely Public Sector
Knowledge Networks, considering that the exchange of information and their sharing
through the networks improve government processes and facilitate collaboration . To
support the previous statement, Dawes , Cresswell and Pardo (2009) explains the
difference between the new paradigm and the classical public network: “as opposed
to other types of networks, Public Sector Knowledge Networks (PSKN) deals with
information and knowledge sharing beyond traditional boundaries of the
organization, trying to meet public needs that one organization canot manage in an
independent manner”. This type of network requires the existence of bidirectional
relationships between people, processes, software and other information technology.
Like interaction, collaborative approach can be analyzed in two dimensions: an
external dimension that reveals the collaboration between government and
stakeholders, and an internal dimension, which emphasizes partnerships between
different levels of the public system.

Collaboration with various categories of stakeholders can involve many instruments.
For example, e-government portals may have the warning systems (Dawes,
Prefontaine, 2003), designed to identify any failures or security threats, the context in
which stakeholders would use it to alert the authorities.

Similarly, there are many forms of collaboration within internal relations of the public
system. One option is the collaboration between different entities or between local
and central level to provide a common framework for the provision of online services.

4. Conclusions

Regardless of the nature and type of relationship, e-government portal is a hub of
opportunities for collaboration and exchange of information between government and
non-governmental actors.
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