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Introduction
Francesco Contini and 
Giovan Francesco Lanzara

This book takes issue, both empirically and theoretically, with the  problem 
of building e-government systems for the delivery of public services. In 
its contributing chapters it variously explores a range of phenomena that 
appear when Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) encoun-
ter the current administrative routines and the established institutional and 
normative frameworks of the public sector.

It is commonplace that the rise of the Internet offers the public sector 
a great deal of opportunity for change, and visible changes have indeed 
taken place in recent years. If we take even a cursory look at the public 
services delivered by governments to citizens in most Western democra-
cies, we are likely to be surprised at the extent to which the production and 
delivery of such services are now dependent on ICT. Technology reaches 
out everywhere across an increasing range of public sectors, affecting 
the performance of core government functions and having an influence 
on the very legitimacy of public institutions. Nowadays the presence and 
operations of ICT in the public sector are visible (though perhaps not 
obvious) to any citizen who happens to engage in transactions with a state 
agency through a computer and the Internet – paying a tax or a fine, reg-
istering a vehicle, requesting a birth certificate, or applying for planning 
permission.

Yet, despite the rapid diffusion of ICT-based innovation and the per-
ceived ‘visibility’ of the ongoing changes in the delivery channels of pub-
lic services, the rate of failure of e-government development projects is 
high. Problems and pitfalls in implementation make the ‘Online One-Stop 
Government’ model still a distant ideal (Wimmer and Traunmuller, 2002). 
In practice the design of e-government systems is a difficult endeavour. The 
depth and magnitude of the changes have often been underestimated. The 
construction of a new electronic channel for the delivery of public services 
requires the establishment of a composite architecture, not only techno-
logical but also – and perhaps mainly – institutional. But bureaucratic 
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procedures and institutional frameworks exhibit pervasive institutional 
inertia, which renders transformation difficult.

The generally accepted model for building e-government systems is ‘the 
electronic public service delivery model’. Design focuses on specific func-
tional applications, software programs, virtual interfaces and the output of 
services. The design problem is usually defined as ‘putting public services 
online’. Solutions are mainly imported from e-commerce and e-business 
environments, where ‘the public’ does not exist as a category and users are 
seen as customers buying and selling on the market, not citizens with rights 
and obligations. Yet, e-government is not only or simply e-service provision 
or putting online what is currently traded and delivered offline; it involves 
much more – the design of sound and effective ICT infrastructures and the 
creation of institutionally embedded communication systems. This entails 
nothing less than a reconfiguration of the existing institutional frameworks.1

At the present stage, not much is yet known about the underlying infra-
structures that support the smooth running of software programs and 
functional applications that are critical for the deployment of electronic 
services in the public domain. Only sparse knowledge is available on the 
processes by which such infrastructures are assembled. And even less is 
known about the implications that they have for the overall architecture 
and viability of public institutions and for effective government-to-citizen 
computer-mediated communication. The need for the design of integrated 
e-government architectures has been recurrently evoked, but has not yet 
taken the centre stage in the research and development agenda. This gap 
is partly pardonable because these infrastructures are complex, elusive, 
unbounded and evolving. They defy empirical definition and have ambigu-
ous ‘location’ in space and time. Besides, research so far has largely focused 
on the ‘performance’ of e-government (Dunleavy, Margetts, Bastow and 
Tinkler, 2006), and less on the ICT-enabled ‘architectures’ that support 
and make the delivery of public services possible. Practical concern has 
been on information systems, conceived as autonomous and self-contained 
software applications embodying specialised functionalities, while only 
mild interest has been shown in the emerging problems of interoperability 
of systems, programs or codes that were to be integrated in order to sup-
port more complex functionalities (Hanseth and Lundberg, 2001). Indeed, 
the early experience of e-service development in the public sector shows 
that interoperability extends beyond the problem of technical standards, 
involving critical issues of integration and compatibility between technolo-
gies and institutions (Hanseth and Monteiro, 1998).

Given these premises, the purpose of this book is to contribute to a deeper 
understanding of the emergent technical and institutional architectures for 
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e-government. Its major source has been a multiple-year research project 
on ICT for justice in four European countries. The project was sponsored 
by Italy’s Ministry of University and Research and jointly coordinated by 
the Research Institute on Judicial Systems of the Italian National Research 
Council (IRSIG – CNR) and the Research Centre for Judicial Studies of 
the University of Bologna (CESROG) during the years 2002–06. Among 
the project’s main objectives was the development of new methodologies 
for supporting ICT-based innovation in the judiciary and in public admin-
istration at large. As a critical public sector in contemporary democracies, 
justice exhibits specific characteristics that make it quite an interesting 
field for studying ICT development for e-government and the electronic 
delivery of public services. The judiciary is a normatively thick public 
domain, with a heavy regulative status and a bulky legacy system that 
make it quite recalcitrant to innovation (Di Federico, 2001). Problems 
of authority, autonomy, control, territorial jurisdiction, legal validity and 
legitimacy make all efforts at introducing ICT to the judiciary rather cum-
bersome. The interactions of ‘new’ technical procedures and requirements 
with engrained institutional practices often produce rigidities that obstruct 
the processes of innovation and the long-term evolution of the emerging 
ICT-mediated institutional ecology. Given the institutional conditions, the 
design of an integrated ICT-enabled institutional framework is difficult.

Yet at the same time, because of the very same characteristics men-
tioned above, the judiciary constitutes a field of phenomena and problems 
that can also offer broader insights into ICT-based innovation in the public 
sector and the dynamic interplay of ICT and institutions. The encounter – 
at times cooperative, at times competitive – between two powerful regimes 
of regulation – technology and the law – generates problems of account-
ability, effectiveness, legitimacy, fairness, authority and agency, which, at 
any rate, are shared by all government sectors where the delivery of public 
services to the citizen is the critical mission. But in the judiciary, perhaps 
due to its peculiar normative ‘thickness’, problems and tensions tend to 
manifest themselves in a magnified manner.

The argument running across the chapters is two-fold: on the one hand 
ICT and the networked information infrastructures that support the public 
sector’s bureaucratic procedures help to build new institutional architec-
tures and administrative processes; on the other hand the institutional and 
legal order channels and shapes ICT, treating it as a new object of codifi-
cation. In this framework, the electronic delivery of public services is regu-
lated by a mixed regime of technical and normative rules and entrusted 
to public-private networks, where private companies play an increasingly 
important role.
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When an e-service is implemented two major changes occur:

1. ICT becomes a constitutive element of the public sector and the gov-
ernment’s overall institutional fabric, not simply an instrument or a means 
to an end. ICT technical standards and software codes tend to assume 
regulatory functions, adding to, complementing or displacing traditional 
legal norms and regulations. Therefore two different regulative regimes 
emerge, which work in parallel and in competition and whose interactions 
often generate adverse side effects.

2. Public administration must increasingly rely on private companies, 
often multinational corporations, providing technical infrastructure, soft-
ware applications, skilled personnel, and a range of critical functionalities 
such as identity certification, payment systems, technical maintenance and 
the like. Consequently, new institutional arrangements emerge that are 
increasingly based on private-public partnerships and extensive outsour-
cing, which in turn demand new forms of regulation and management, 
sophisticated contracting and new procedures for accountability.

A variety of institutional configurations result from the encounter and the 
entanglement of different elements: the technology, the law, the bureau-
cracy and the market. These elements have limited mutual compatibility 
and, when they come together, they generate frictions and tensions. The 
chapters of this book explore, each in its own way, the varied phenomen-
ology and the practical implications of such encounters, with a specific 
focus on the limited compatibility and the tensions that arise in the pro-
cess of building e-government systems and architectures.2 The four chap-
ters of Part I contribute in different ways to opening and articulating the 
emerging conceptual space at the intersection of ICT and institutions. To 
begin with, Giovan Francesco Lanzara describes the emerging landscape 
of digital institutions as an ‘assembled mix’ of technical and institutional 
components that are in part an evolutionary outcome and in part a prod-
uct of human intervention and design. In an ‘assemblage’, administrative 
action tends to be ‘dislocated’ to technical devices and administrative 
capabilities are increasingly enabled and mediated by the technical infra-
structure. Taking the case of the Internet, in the second chapter Barbara 
Czarniawska reviews the idea that institutions and the legal order in gen-
eral are inscribed in machines and technical norms and the implications of 
this for e-government and e-justice. She discusses how the Internet and its 
norms may become mechanisms for social control, thus performing crit-
ical institutional functions, but at the same time she points at the boundar-
ies of such control. Jannis Kallinikos’ ideas about the regulative power of 
technology and its implications for bureaucracy are presented in the third 
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chapter. The author points out that, due to limited compatibility, effect-
ive translation or reduction of bureaucratic procedures to technological 
devices and media require ‘functional simplification’ and ‘system closure’, 
without which e-government systems and the operations of e-bureaucracy 
will be seriously impaired. Antonio Cordella and Leslie Willcocks broadly 
examine the mutual relationships between bureaucracy and the market in 
the making of e-government systems, going beyond the unsatisfactory 
experience of New Public Management. Based on an appraisal of the UK 
public sector they assess the possibilities and the limitations of outsourcing 
in the provision of government e-services and stress the need for a new bal-
ance between the private sector and the market on the one hand and, on the 
other, the crucial mission of public bureaucracies in modern democracies.

The five chapters of Part II deal with experiences of ICT development in 
four European countries. In the fifth Chapter Marco Fabri compares two 
very divergent examples in Europe, Italy and Finland, leading to what he 
calls the constraining and the enabling models for e-justice development. 
Whilst in Finland the procedural law is seen as an enabler of technology, 
in Italy technology is regarded as an enabler of the exact application of 
procedural law, with the two models yielding quite different outcomes as 
to the effective development of e-services for the citizens. Stefan Koch 
and Edward Bernroider’s study of the Austria’s ICT projects in Chapter 6 
illustrates the transition from traditional ICT development based on main-
frame, proprietary logic to the open logic of the Internet. As the design 
focus shifts from in-house software applications to interfaces and com-
munication infrastructures, the new systems, in order to be developed and 
operated, require the collaboration of multiple private and public actors 
within a changed institutional configuration that crosses the boundaries 
of traditional bureaucratic organisations. In Chapter 7, based on a rich 
case study of a web-based electronic system for money claims in England 
and Wales, Jannis Kallinikos illustrates how the technical components of 
the pre-existing installed base can be resourcefully exploited and smartly 
combined with institutional and normative components to the purpose of 
designing the new services. Kallinikos argues that complex administrative 
procedures undergo a process of functional simplification to fit techno-
logical requirements, while offline procedures are occasionally activated to 
back up the online system. Next, Marco Velicogna and Francesco Contini 
tell the story of the painstaking and controversial effort to develop a web-
based portal and e-services for the Justice of the Peace Office in Bologna, 
Italy. Tracking the ongoing process of development as participant obser-
vers and project facilitators for more than two years, the authors describe 
the subtle dynamics of the installed base, technical and institutional, and, 
most crucially, discover that the achievement of a satisfactory alignment of 
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technical and institutional infrastructures requires a continuous activity of 
bargaining, brokerage, coordination, cultivation and bricolage within the 
project. Finally, the last Chapter by Francesco Contini pulls the research 
threads together drawing the major lessons from the case studies. Using 
the theoretical concepts illustrated in the first part of the book, Contini 
assesses and compares the different development experiences in terms of 
the multiple mediations that need to be enacted between the technology 
and the institutional framework both in the design and in the contextual 
use of e-services. Such mediations are shown to play a critical role in the 
making of assemblages and in dealing with the issue of the fair accessibil-
ity and usability of e-government services in contemporary democracies.

Notes

1. The scale of the institutional changes entailed by ICT and government 
is stressed in several studies and reports to the European Commission. 
See for example Leitner (2003).

2. Giovan Francesco Lanzara was responsible for editing Part I of this 
volume and Francesco Contini for Part II.
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