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1.  Introduction 

Modern society is subject to fundamental processes of change at an accelerating pace, 
which is creating many new challenges also for the governance system of the Federal 
Republic of Germany. New information technologies (IT) are rated among the most 
important instruments to tackle the challenges. In order to make use of this potential the 
German federal government has supported the development and the introduction of e-
government applications1 with various initiatives and highly endowed promotion 
programs. For projects in the area of the initiative Bund Online 2005 alone, more than 1.6 
billion euros have been granted. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that many hopes are projected onto the concept of e-
government. However, the breadth of expectations connected with this approach is more 
akin to wishful thinking than rational analysis. In spite of several interesting projects and 
some respectable results especially on the level of local self-government, it is foreseeable 
that many hopes related to the new paradigm of e-government will not be fulfilled. If these 
exaggerated expectations should some day change to disappointment and frustration this 
could obstruct the continuation of important reform processes and, in the worst case, lead to 
an overall discrediting of this approach. 

This analysis presents a balancing viewpoint to the presently dominant euphoria without 
losing sight of the potentials of e-government which are centrally important for the 
development of the German governance system and the realignment of its interfaces to 
society. Particularly, it will be demonstrated that the potentials can only fully be tapped 
when expectations are scaled back and the advancement of e-government is regarded chiefly 
as a strategic investment for the future. Two arguments substantiate this claim and will 
constitute the center of discussion in the following sections. The first refers to the effects of 
conflicting goals, as they have been observed in other contexts of modernization. The 
second argument points to problems with the diffusion of innovations, i.e. to resistances to 
and bottlenecks with regard to the realization of e-government applications resulting from 
the breadth and complexity of the required innovations. Some of the presented findings and 
diagnoses are probably not specific to Germany and can most likely be transferred to other 
developed societies and their governance systems. Before dealing with these specific 
aspects, some fundamental terms, circumstances, and findings have to be discussed. 

                                                           
1 Introductions to the history, current state of affairs and perspectives of e-government, which essentially 
originated in the United States, can be found e. g. at Subhash Bhatnagar (2004), Laura Forlano (2004, 34 ff), 
Jane E. Fountain (2001), G. David Garson, (2004, 2 ff), Martin Hagen (2004, 211 ff) along with Harold C. 
Relyea and Henry B. Hogue (2004, 16 ff). 
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2. E-government according to the Memorandum on e-government 

More than 70 experts from different segments of German society support and have 
contributed to the Memorandum on e-government, where e-government is defined as “the 
execution of processes of public opinion formation, decision-making, and performance of 
functions in politics, state, and administration with the intensive use of information 
technology” (GI and VDE, 2000, 3). 

The Memorandum was published in the year 2000 and has since then been advocated by a 
large number of people. This particular definition of e-government can therefore be regarded 
as clearly dominating in the discussion on e-government in Germany. 

The sociological point of reference of this model is the metaphor of the digital information 
society as a society, in which purpose-oriented knowledge and the new IT as the means of 
its supply possesses great significance (Steinbicker, 2001; Webster, 2002). In public 
perception the transition to this stage is particularly connected with the rapidly increasing 
number of Internet users. The Internet actually does not form the only, but probably the most 
important, technical basis for the information explosion in everyday life, which was initiated 
in the USA in the early nineties and then spread to all other developed countries including 
the Federal Republic of Germany. 

According to the Memorandum the fields of application of e-government can be 
distinguished as electronic administration, electronic democracy, and the reorganization of 

structures and processes.2 

• Electronic administration stands for IT-supported completion of processes at the interface 
of administration and administrative clientele (citizens, enterprises), at the interface of 
administration and its business partners (e.g. in the area of bidding and procurement) as 
well as in common task fulfillment such as in public-private partnership projects. 

• Electronic democracy or electronic participation describes the inclusion of citizens in 
political decision-making, which can be divided into the stages of reception of political 
information, political discourse as an alignment of the different perceptions of problems 
and interests, as well as the completion of the decision-making process by way of political 
decisions. 

• Organizational reengineering – i.e. the reorganization of tasks, organizational structures 
and, in particular, work processes – form another central aspect of e-government, because 
effective electronic administration and electronic participation are unimaginable without 
the preceding organizational innovations. It wouldn't, for instance, make any sense to 
create a modern electronic interface between an administration and its environment by 
means of an Internet portal, when it is backed by an outdated organization that is not 
equipped to manage it. 

In the fields of electronic administration and electronic participation, IT most importantly 
offers potentials as a means of communication and cooperation. However, in the framework 
of organizational reengineering, IT must predominantly be activated as an enabler for new 
organizational concepts, i.e. be made productive as organizational resource. 

At the same time, e-government applications can be realized with different qualities.3 Aside 
from the three fields of application, three forms of application can also be distinguished: 
                                                           
2  This and the following esp. according to Olaf Winkel (2004, 126). 
3  This and the following esp. according to Olaf Winkel (2004, 127 ff). 
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digital information hosting, network-based communication, and online transactions. At the 
information level, applications are limited to the digital provision of relevant knowledge 
without a feedback opportunity. At the communication level, a feedback possibility is added 
to the mere provision of information and, on the transactional level, processes are handled 
continuously and in a legally binding way on the basis of digital networks. It is increasingly 
becoming accepted that it makes sense to speak of e-government only where a specific 
amount of online transactions are actually offered. 

In Germany there is wide agreement that all citizens should benefit from the advantages of 
e-government, not merely those with Internet access. In order to counteract a digital divide 
of the administrations' clienteles, “integrated access management” has been proposed which 
can rely “on the four main channels, Internet, call centre, mobile access, and civic offices 
located in the neighborhood” (GI and VDE, 2000, 13). 

3. Efforts to promote e-government in Germany 

The governance system in Germany is divided into the federal, state, and local level (Bund, 
Länder, Kommunen). The federal republic consists of sixteen states, which all in all are 
comprised of 300 districts and more than 13,000 municipalities. Because local authorities 
are in charge of most government services and the local community is the area where most 
contacts take place between politics, administration, and citizens, the development of e-
government chiefly originated at the local level. But, in the late nineties, the federal 
government took over the leading role. 

A first significant step on the federal level to facilitate the introduction of IT-solutions in the 
public sector was the 1997 ratification of the law on electronic signatures in attempt to 
provide a legal framework for an infrastructure that can be used for many different types of 
online transactions (Fricke, 2002, 49 ff). Since December 1999, all e-government-activities 
of the federal government are part of a drive for an overall modernization of public 
administration. This reform, called Modern State – Modern Administration (Die 
Bundesregierung, 1999; Federal Ministry of the Interior, 2004c), includes, besides the 
promotion of IT-solutions, a strong focus on New Public Management. 

In September 2000, the federal government launched the initiative Bund Online 2005 (Die 
Bundesregierung, 2001; Federal Ministry of the Interior, 2004a; Kleindieck, 2002, 118 ff), 
in an effort to provide all Internet-enabled services of the federal administration online by 
2005. These services are, among other things, comprised of applications on the transactional 
level, e. g. when dealing with special taxation procedures for employers and employees, 
with student scholarships, or with registrations in the area of intellectual property and 
patents. The initiative Bund Online 2005 has been endowed with 1,65 billion euros and is 
coordinated by the Federal Ministry of the Interior. It has developed some basic components 
that are supposed to benefit all federal agencies: a file server for official forms, an e-
payment platform, online information about data security measures, a content-management 
system, a call center, and a federal Internet portal. Furthermore, an e-government handbook 
is available online, which aims to cover all aspects of e-government including managerial, 
technical, and legal aspects. A standards architecture (SAGA) has also been drafted and 
made available to all levels of the governance system. Additionally, a platform for e-
procurement was developed that is supposed to be used by all German agencies. 

In June 2003, the Bund Online 2005 initiative was complemented by the initiative 
Deutschland Online (Federal Ministry of the Interior, 2004b; Wewer, 2004, 347 ff) in order 
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to intensify cooperation and coordination between different levels of the German 
governance system. The core aim of this initiative is to promote integrated electronic 
services inside of and across all levels of administration as well as to create the required 
standards and infrastructures. 

Two other recent federal e-government projects are attracting great interest, namely truck 
Toll Collect and the Virtual Job Market (Virtueller Arbeitsmarkt). Toll Collect (Bundesamt 
für Güterverkehr, 2005; Toll Collect, 2005) is a GPS-based system for collecting road toll 
for trucks using the German autobahn. Commissioned by the German federal government 
and developed by a consortium of the German companies Siemens and Deutsche Telekom, 
as well the French company Cofiroute, the Toll Collect system has been in service since 
January 2005. The Virtual Job Market project (Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 2003; Jander, 
2002, 36) is operated by the Federal Labor Agency (Bundesagentur für Arbeit), the German 
agency responsible for providing unemployment benefits and for matching jobs to 
unemployed persons. The main goal of this project is to connect the agencies' online job 
database to the internal systems of the agency, in order to create a new and effective tool for 
matching jobs to seekers of employment. 

At the state level some more or less comprehensive e-government strategies have been 
developed. Generally, the state governments aim to cooperate closely with the cities, towns, 
and districts. Some examples for activities on the state level:4 

• The Bavarian approach for e-government, focusing on providing user-friendly access 
and on developing efficient and uniform administrative procedures. All suitable services 
are supposed to be delivered electronically on the basis of interoperable technical 
components. The goals of this concept include setting up a central electronic signpost in 
order to help citizens to find their way to the needed agency and to offer electronic 
forms. 

• In Lower Saxony, government leaders and heads of administration want to gain more 
experience with comprehensive e-government solutions by implementing several pilot 
projects, which include the use of cross-linking applications such as e-payment, 
distribution of electronic signatures to special target groups of heavy users of 
administrative services, and long-term archival of electronic documents. 

• North Rhine Westphalia, the German state with the largest population, has defined ten 
pilot projects in order to identify and verify solutions for basic issues in areas such as IT-
security and data protection. The projects range from online inquiries into real estate 
registers to electronic procurement on the transactional level. 

• The e-government agenda of Rhineland Palatine is focusing on four core areas: 
connecting all agencies by improving the state Intranet, implementing a uniform 
document-management system and an electronic workflow system, promoting the use of 
electronic signatures, and improving the state Internet information portal. 

For many years, the federal and state administrations have cooperated in developing uniform 
software applications for the German internal revenue offices, which are connected in part to 
the federal or state governments, respectively. These activities are coordinated by a company 
called Fiscus (Bruhn, 2005). 

                                                           
4 This and the following esp. according to Martin Eifert (2004, 122 ff), but compare also at August W. Scheer 
(2003, 89 ff). 
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Because the innovation potential of the German cities, towns and districts varies 
considerably, the status of e-government on the local level is characterized by a strong 
heterogeneity concerning the progress towards electronic administration, electronic 
democracy and a successful reshaping of organizational structures and procedures (Eifert, 
2004, 124). Besides general information, the core group of digital services commonly 
offered on the local level comprises registration of residents, car licensing, building permits, 
numerous cultural services, enquiries to various registers, and e-procurement.  

An obstacle with an effect even more on municipalities than on the federal and the state 
levels is the heterogeneous IT-landscape (Gernert, 2000, 47 ff). Different offices are 
developing and operating comparable systems and applications at the same time. For 
example, dozens of different software solutions are used every year for approximately 4 
million registrations and re-registrations. The same can be said for the 15 million vehicle 
registrations that are performed with a host of different IT-systems. 

In 1998, the Federal Ministry of Economics and Labor launched the Media@komm 
initiative (Eifert, 2004, 120; Federal Ministry of Economics and Labor, 2000; Grabow and 
Siegfried, 2002, 151 ff) in order to support German cities, towns, and districts in dealing 
with the above mentioned problems, and particularly to foster the use of electronic 
signatures at the local level. More than 130 local administrations took part in an open 
competition, and in 1999, three prize-winners, the cities of Bremen, Esslingen, and 
Nürnberg, were each awarded about 8 million euros to be used for implementing their 
concepts. In the course of Media@komm, a broad variety of solutions for electronic business 
and for secure legal communication between local authorities have been developed and 
tested. Examples include the area of electronic planning, online reminder procedures, 
services for electronic registration information and the electronic awarding of contracts, and 
online libraries. Moreover, the Online Services Computer Interface (OSCI) was developed 
for secure and trusted data exchange. 

In 2004, the Media@komm initiative was succeeded by the campaign Media@komm-
Transfer (Federal Ministry of Economics and Labor 2004a, 2004b), expediting the 
development of e-government on the basis of experiences and findings gained from its 
predecessor, but also from other appropriate activities. Under this framework, selected 
municipalities regarded as highly innovative and ambitious in e-government, have teamed-
up in a national transfer-network in order to standardize innovation schemes. One project of 
the network, located in both Berlin and Magdeburg, is dealing with mobile electronic 
administration, which can be regarded as a special quality of e-government. Currently, there 
are attempts to establish Media@komm-Transfer also across borders in cooperation with 
countries such as Poland and Russia. 

D 21 (Ahrens, 2005; Alpmann and Eder, 2002, 101 ff) represents a very large German 
public-private partnership created in 1999 in order to prepare Germany for a successful 
future in the electronic age. More than 400 representatives of enterprises, associations, 
political parties, political institutions, and other organizations are currently participating, 
including global players such as AOL, BMW, IBM, Microsoft, and Siemens. They are 
assisted by an advisory board chaired by the Chancellor of the Federal Republic of 
Germany. One of the major projects supported by the initiative D 21 is the implementation 
of the Electronic Health Card (Federal Ministry of Health and Social Security, 2004; 
Initiative D 21, 2004). This microprocessor card is anticipated to universally replace the 
current health insurance cards in Germany and is to become a part of a highly complex IT-



 
 
6 

based health-infrastructure connecting patients, medical doctors, dentists, hospitals, 
pharmacies, and health insurance companies. 

E-government projects that aim at changing the decision-making structures of German 
democracy have been playing only a very minor role until now. Occasionally, there have 
been experiments with electronic elections, e. g. in June 2001 at the election of the council 
of young citizens (Jugendgemeinderatswahl) in Fellbach, at the appointment of the 
personnel committee (Personalratswahl) in the State Office for Data Processing and 
Statistics of Brandenburg in January 2002, and at the election of the student assembly 
(Studentenparlament) of the University of Osnabrück in February 2002 (Otten, 2002, 10 ff; 
Will, 2002, 23 ff). Especially on the local level, several electronic elections and discourses 
without a legally binding character were conducted in recent years. (Ewert et al., 2003, 227 
ff; Märker and Trénel, 2003, 7 ff). The Media@komm and Media@komm-Transfer 
initiatives have also contributed to this point (Hagedorn, 2003, 365 ff). In the summer of 
2001, the so-called E-Democracy-Project of the German Federal Parliament (Bundestag) 
was started. From the beginning, this project dealt less with particularly supporting 
democratic action as an advantage for the citizenry, but rather with academic efforts 
exploring the potentials of e-government in Germany (Bizer 2003, 211 ff; Der Deutsche 
Bundestag, 2001). 

4. High expectations 

With e-government and the new IT as its catalyst in Germany and beyond, the connected 

spectrum of expectations is broad.5 The following catalog contains only the most significant 
points: 

• improvements of effectiveness: the impact of political-administrative action is to be 
optimized. This may be realized through the setup of IT-based information and reporting 
systems for administrative governance or by means of Internet-based integration of 
citizens into working on current societal problems. 

• efficiency gains: the cost-effectiveness of political-administrative action is to be 
increased. On the one hand, this is to be realized by shifting the administrative front 
office onto the PCs of citizens, and on the other hand particularly by elimination of 
discontinuities between different media and the optimization of production chains by 
utilizing IT as an organizational means in and between administrations. 

• improvements of citizen service: the administration is to better account for citizen 
demands through new forms of service delivery enabled by using IT as a 
communicative, cooperative, and organizational means. In this context the issue of non-
stop government is also being addressed which seeks to commit the public 
administration to provide 24-hour service, or the issue of one-stop government which 
aims to provide administrative services from a single source, providing digital services 
to citizens via live-event portals. These portals are characterized by bundling many 
different services, anticipating individual life events such as birth, school enrollment, 

                                                           
5  Further information concerning the broad spectrum of expectations connected with e-government in 
Germany are available esp. at Initiative D 21 (2002), but compare also at Bertelsmann Stiftung (2002), Stefan 
Friedrichs et al. (2002, 12 ff), Horst Geschka (2001, 123 ff), Franz-Reinhard Habbel (2002, 49 ff), Stephan 
Jansen and Birger Priddat (2001, 15 ff, 91 ff), Willy Landsberg (2002, 20 ff), Wolfgang Naujokat and Bernd 
Eufinger (2002, 46 ff), Olaf Winkel (2001, 10 ff ) and Brigitte Zypries (2002, 43 ff). 
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military service, commencing employment, unemployment, self-employment, house 
building, and retirement. 

• expansion of information access to political matters and improvement of the 
transparency of political-administrative actions: government Internet portals shall not 
only provide the citizenry with the raw data about, for instance, social conditions or 
government performance, but also with information about current political processes.  

• enhancements to responsiveness regarding governance action: especially the feedback 
relations between elected representatives and the represented should be intensified. 

• improvements in the area of public participation: network communications should not 
only be used to include the citizenry increasingly into democratic processes at the levels 
of information and discourse, but also to enlist it more strongly than before on the level 
of political decision-making.  

• enhancements of legitimacy and acceptance: the enrichment of public participation 
enabled by e-government is also seen as an instrument to increase the legitimacy and 
acceptance of political-administrative action. 

• improvement of work conditions: in the interest of administrative staff, fragmented 
functions are to be integrated under the framework of organizational reengineering in 
order to achieve effects connected with such concepts as job enlargement and job 
enrichment. 

• safeguarding the lawfulness of administrative action: in a period where law-oriented 
administration is increasingly being criticized for its high use of resources and its 
bureaucratic rigidity, new IT is regarded as a basis for more effective and efficient ways 
to maintain legality. At the center of attention are the opportunities provided by audit 
systems, document management systems, and workflow management systems as means 
for control and documentation of administrative procedures. 

Overall, the impression mounts that the new paradigm of e-government in German scientific 
and political discourse is connected with all objectives which, in the past, have been 
attempted to be realized with a host of different modernization approaches. Examples are the 
introduction of the bureaucratic model as a central German administrative innovation in the 
19th century, the Bürgeramt (citizen bureau) and the New Control Model as effective 
leading ideas of administrative reforms of the late 20th century, and finally the approaches 
of public governance and civic community, which have just gained supporters in Germany 
in the recent past. It is hardly possible to find any objective in these concepts which isn't also 
claimed by a protagonist of e-government. 

Comprehensive expectations are also expressed in the Memorandum on e-government. 
Among other things it says:  

“Multi-faceted goals are connected with administrative modernization in the long term. It 
concerns not only the improvements of efficiency and/or productivity, but also a number of 
further goals, such as effectiveness, transparency, rendering of account, or system stability and 
reliability in exigency ... When fully viewing the target system of administration, the large 
potentials of e-government can be seen. Beyond the increases of efficiency, all desirable goals 
regarding the modernization of state and administration can be promoted. This can be a benefit 
for the effectiveness and transparency regarding the performance of public functions and, 
especially, for the promotion of democratic cooperation. Additionally, the foundations of state 
actions can be secured ... Also, the service quality of state actions can be improved, and it must 
be particularly stressed that electronic government does not automatically imply a reduction of 
human contact in the interaction between citizens and administration ... On the other hand, the 
administration produces services of a completely different character ... Pertaining hereunto, 
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almost dramatic possibilities result for improvements of the organization of these services. Much 
disposition activity can be omitted, the necessary legal and fact-related information is more 
easily reachable (GI and VDE, 2000, 7). 

The fact that the spectrum of expectations connected with e-government is broader than 
hopes cherished in connection with any other modernization model, gives leverage to the 
first argument supporting the thesis that expectations connected with this paradigm in 
Germany are exaggerated. 

5. The first argument: conflicting goals 

Whoever assumes that one reform model can promise equally thorough improvements in all 
aspects such as effectiveness, efficiency, citizen service, citizen participation, employee 
friendliness etc., ignores a substantial point: the relations between these goals feature 

partially conflicting aims on a systemic level and, thus, can not be resolved completely.6 

This applies, for example, to the relationship between participation and efficiency or the 
relationship between legality and efficiency. The conflict potential between the relationship 
of participation and efficiency is well-known: Whosoever wants more participation, must 
consider that participation procedures can cause high expenditures of time and money. And 
neither can it be excluded that participatory decision-making processes lead to solutions that 
are expensive. Tensions between legality and efficiency result from the fact that 
safeguarding the lawfulness of administrative action requires different mechanisms, which 
are connected with high expenditures. Examples are the principle of hierarchical control, 
which is expensive because it simply doubles work, or the principles of file keeping and 
documentation in writing, which imply comprehensive documentation procedures, or the 
necessity to maintain the availability of legal advice for all phases of administrative activity, 
which isn't free of charge either. 

And that's not quite yet the whole picture. Additionally, these goals can compete in specific 
contexts with the interests of different participants. Thus, the goal of citizen participation 
can interfere with the power interests of professional politicians. And the goal of a more 
efficient utilization of funds can conflict with the interest of securing resources in 
administrative bureaucracies. 

When looking more closely at the chances and limitations of the new IT, it can clearly be 
seen that – and this is a central point – they cannot dissolve the basic conflicts described 
above. They merely create new leeway, which can be used in concrete problem cases to find 
solutions, which more successfully than before lift the different rationalities and interests to 
a common denominator, but which will always remain sub-optimal with regard to individual 
goals. 

And yet another circumstance has problematic effects in this context: the tendency that 
conflicting aims do not decrease with the dissemination of the new IT but actually intensify. 
Because where traditional technical restrictions lose their impact, specific goals can be 
pursued more effectively than in the past. But if consistent use is made of this possibility, 

                                                           
6  The circumstance that public action is always subjected to different systems of reference was already 
mentioned by Claus Offe in the mid 1970's (Offe, 1974, 344). But compare also at Fred Argy (2004, 22 ff) and 
James Q. Wilson (1989, esp. 72 ff). 
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although the preferred goal stands in a competition relationship to other goals, then 
retrogression must be accepted in other places.7 

More accurately, thus, one must assume that the progressive digitization of interactive 
relations in the triangle of politics, administration, and society not only will lead to an 
increase of room for maneuver for the reconciliation of conflicting aims, but also to an 
increase of the conflicting aims themselves to be solved within this leeway. As much as 
these aspects are underestimated, the concomitant potentials of e-government are overrated. 

6. The second argument: problems with the diffusion of innovations 

The second argument supporting the thesis represented here results from the consideration 
that the potentials of e-government are not only smaller than is generally assumed because 
of the problems arising from conflicting goals, but in addition can be realized only under 
specific conditions and often only at high cost, which is not always taken into consideration. 
A broad range of parameters is to be considered in this regard, which determine the success 
or failure of respective projects. It is assumed here that the most important factors for the 
diffusion of e-government applications are found in aspects of technology, organization, 
knowledge, culture, law, finance, benefit, management, conceptional integration, and 
politics.8 

The technical aspect 

In order to realize e-government, it must first be ensured that the administrative clientele – 
particularly citizens and enterprises – have IT-equipment or at least IT-access at their 
disposal. Naturally, the same applies to administrative employees and politicians, who are 
supposed to be included in appropriate projects. Likewise, a transaction infrastructure must 
be installed, on basis of which those involved can cooperate. The components of such an 
infrastructure are a system for the organization of sending and receiving, electronic data 
interchange for the handling of business procedures, a digital signature to ensure the 
authenticity of communication partners and the integrity of conveyed messages, a 
confidentiality function for privacy protection, a payment system for the collection of fees 
receivable for administrative services, and a firewall, which, among other things, offers 
protection from viruses and worms. Finally, the interoperability of the technical procedures, 
which are used at the interfaces of governance system and society, particularly in the front 
and back offices of the administration, must be ensured. This requires the integration of 
different technical systems or rather the elimination of discontinuity between different 
media. The problem emerging in this regard: the efforts and expenditures connected with 
warranting the specified technical preconditions are immense, and often underestimated. 

The organizational aspect 

With regard to organization it must again be emphasized that electronic administration and 
electronic participation can, for reasons already mentioned, be realized only where 
                                                           
7 It is to be stated here that the virtual world of the networks differs from the so-called "real" world also in that 
the prevailing structure relationship is no more an "as-well-as", but rather an "either-or". This could be noted 
for the first time in the so-called "crypto controversy", which emanated from the United States in 1993 and 
spread to Europe and other parts of the world in the mid 1990's (Winkel, 2003, 185 ff). 
8 Comparable catalogues of relevant parameters can by found at Bertelsmann Stiftung (2002b), 
Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und Arbeit (2002), Stuart Culbertson (2004, 59 ff), Jörn von Lucke (2002, 
68 ff) and Peter Weill (2004, 25 ff). 
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organizational structures have been rearranged in the necessary manner. This can only 
succeed when they are aligned with the new rationalization paradigms which have spread in 
the economy over the last twenty years (Piore and Sable, 1984; Womack et al., 1991; 
Rayport and Sviokla, 1995, 75 ff). Here, a break with the Tayloristic model of production in 
centralistic structures and a redirection to diversified quality production in teamwork 
structures could be perceived. 

A related problem is the enormous challenge represented by the integration and optimization 
of structures and procedures, which already failed in Germany in many places during the 
introduction of instruments of New Public Management, or the New Control Model as its 
German variant. The Sunday speeches of some politicians and the bold drafts of their 
consultants create the impression that this challenge is now to be overcome under the new 
label of the e-government simply in passing, as it were. 

The knowledge aspect 

Accordingly, it is emphasized that all who are involved with the introduction of e-
government – citizens, enterprises, administrative employees, and politicians – must acquire 
new technical knowledge. But that's not yet a complete description of the specific needs for 
learning and qualification arising in this framework. When their personal computer becomes 
the administrative front office, citizens must at the very least attain a minimal threshold of 
administrative competence. Certainly, even the best Internet portal will hardly help, if its 
users have not the slightest idea of the functions, structures, and processes of the 
organizations backing it. To become fit for e-government, administrative employees must 
not solely acquire new technical skills, but also specialized operative knowledge to handle 
changed and enriched tasks resulting from organizational reengineering. Strengthening the 
social competencies of administrative employees is another key factor when it comes to 
guiding citizens in their use of the new instruments or when using these on their behalf. 
Finally, the learning processes of politicians who want to get involved in e-government need 
to extend beyond the mere acquisition of technical knowledge. Continuous contact with 
better informed and interconnected citizens demands more specialized knowledge and social 
competence from politicians. 

This need for new qualification arises in a situation where politics, administration, citizens, 
and enterprises have already been facing new requirements for quite some time, which 
necessitate additional learning. This further complicates overcoming the problems on the 
knowledge level. An administrative employee, who has in the past been involved in the 
introduction of instruments of the New Control Model, thus, is now being requested to 
actively participate in the processes for the implementation of e-government and to acquire 
the necessary abilities and skills without delay. In such cases, it is not sufficient to simply 
assume or postulate a willingness to be trained. Rather, this readiness must be directly 
stimulated, promoted, and rewarded. Finally, it should be given special attention to the fact 
that the openness and willingness of people to acquire new abilities and skills presuppose 
special preconditions on the cultural level, which cannot be created and called up just at any 
time. 

The cultural aspect 

On the cultural level, not only the question of the willingness to learn is determined but also 
the more general question is decided whether citizens, enterprises, administrative 
employees, and politicians are ready to adopt the necessary innovations in the context of e-
government. The development of trust represents one of the most important aspects here, 
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because an untrusted socio-technical system can fulfill the assigned social functions just as 
poorly as could a system, which is actually not reliable. However, it has long been known 
that cultural adaptations cannot keep up the pace of such technical innovations as are on 

center-stage during the introduction of e-government.9 Cultural change needs time, 
especially in this area, and definitely cannot simply be mandated. 

The legal aspect 

It is obvious that the legal aspects of the adoption of e-government must also be considered. 
Pragmatic steps include the reduction of legal barriers, such as the requirement of appearing 
in person and simultaneously presenting an identity card or a personal signature. When legal 
obstacles complicate the workflow, the new IT equally loses power as a rationalization 
instrument. Although the German signature law provides for replacing of personal signatures 
with qualified digital signatures, this is presently not permissible in many cases because of 
opposing area-specific regulations, e.g. in the registrations department. 

It is not only the inertia of traditional structures and cultures which makes the solution of 
such problems a difficult venture, but especially not yet knowing much about the limitations 
of what can be realized by means of digital signatures. Should confidentiality protection 
unexpectedly be organized by way of a public key infrastructure for digital signatures, the 
resulting intricate complexity may actually suggest the maintenance of traditional forms of 
identification and legally binding exchange of messages at least in specific local contexts. 

The financial aspect 

Obviously, citizens and enterprises who want to communicate and cooperate directly with 
the public administration from their personal computer can only do this if they have the 
necessary financial means at their disposal. Sufficient financial means are necessary also on 
the part of the political and administrative institutions planning to operate e-government. 
Usually this will mean that not only their own financial resources, but also outside funding 
have to be available. Especially the experiences gained in German local self-government 
show that e-government projects of larger extents succeeded above all, when additional 
funds could be obtained from suitable advancement programs. But despite the efforts of the 
government, grants even for IT-projects are not easily available in light of the long standing 
public budget difficulties in Germany. 

Frequent references to possibilities for public-private partnerships are useless if they remain 
unspecific. Occasionally such solutions are realized when setting up and operating portals. 
They appear much less practical, however, with organizational reengineering and with the 
vertical and horizontal integration of technical systems in this respect – which is precisely 
the area with the greatest costs. 

The benefit aspect 

A recommendation that can be found over and over says that win-win situations should be 
created by the implementation of e-government applications. This implies the intention to 
ensure that citizens, enterprises, administrations and politics, as well as service providers, 
hardware and software suppliers, and all others who are involved, can benefit from the 
innovations. Naturally, this idea is captivating in its simplicity and straightforwardness, 

                                                           
9  As observed by William Ogburn already in the 1950's in his theory of the Cultural Lag (Ogburn, 1957, 167 
ff). 
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because, indeed, it can be assumed that all sides will be willing to invest in e-government if 
all sides can expect guaranteed returns. 

Unfortunately, this idea also has blemishes: most gravely, it is generally not possible for 
administrations to enter into a win situation, except from parts of the so-called G2B-sector 
(i.e. the area, within which administrations and enterprises cooperate). This already results 
from the circumstance that e-government can almost always only exist as an additional 
service, i.e. that the conventional operation must be maintained in central fields of activity 
not only during, but also after the introduction of respective applications. And it is also 
uncertain whether politicians will, after the introduction of tools facilitating electronic 
democracy, see themselves in a winning position, when they are exposed to close citizen 
contact between elections, too – especially when they will be dealing with particularly 
competent, well-informed citizens, who are ready to spread their impressions gained in 
exchanges with their political representatives via the Internet at any time and into all 
directions. Essentially, the entire range of problems addressed above under the heading of 
conflicting goals could also apply here. 

The management aspect 

E-government projects are not self-actuating. They require differentiated planning, control 
and coordination. Therefore, professional project management is necessary. With more 
comprehensive projects a business plan should also be present. This point is not as trivial as 
it may appear at first sight. The absence of suitable project management ranks among the 
factors that caused e-government projects in Germany to fail in the past. 

The aspect of conceptional integration 

Conceptional standards are also needed for the implementation of e-government applications 
because the introduction of the new IT is not a purpose for itself but a means to an end. 
Concepts are necessary particularly with regard to the future state of the governance system 
and society, and about how to get there. With regard to the administration, this question is 
connected with the term administrative reform. Therefore, a linkage of e-government to 
administrative reform is definitely required on the conceptional level. Likewise, the links 
between the New Control Model and e-government, which both aim, among other things, 
towards the modernization of organizational structures and procedures, can hardly be 
overlooked. 

Scientific reflection offers only little assistance in this regard because until today, by and 
large, it did not deliver a systematic linkage between these areas. This could conceivably 
back a development where different trends meet quite unplanned and with more or less 
coincidental results. Furthermore, it cannot be ruled out that the cluelessness, which 
manifested after the New Control Model reforms in many places in Germany, may be 
transferred to the realm of e-government. 

The political aspect 

The development of strategic goals for reform projects that integrate aspects of e-
government with aspects of other modernization models is without a doubt much less a 
question of scientific reflection than a question of political guidance. Particularly, members 
of parliaments and local representative bodies are called upon when the respective goals and 
priorities are determined. Whether they will always be equal to this responsibility, however, 
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must be doubted, for the democratically legitimized political decision-makers have often 
enough lacked strategic orientation in other modernization contexts. 

A further task assigned to politics in this endeavor is the initiation and ongoing support of 
innovation processes, which includes demanding as well as rewarding successes. The latter 
represents a contribution that should particularly be made by governments and 
administrative management. Ongoing political support of e-government is, last but not least, 
required because of the high demand for funding and in light of the circumstance that the 
emergence of win-win situations can be expected only in exceptional cases. The emerging 
difficulty here lies the issues of administrative reform and concomitantly of e-government 
representing topics, which are not at all media-suited, and therefore rarely politically 
pursued in a consistent and continuous manner. 

7. Current developments 

In light of the discussed problems and challenges it is not surprising that there were both 
positive and negative experiences within the realm of e-government in Germany. A 
comprehensive account and analysis of these experiences is lacking up to now. However, 
some of the highlights and some illustrative instances can be manifested and presented here. 

A selection of encouraging experiences: 

• The central goal of the initiative Bund Online 2005, to provide all Internet-enabled 
services of the federal administration online, has been fully attained. By February 2005, 
more than 340 services of federal government departments were available on the 
Internet. 

• Several projects conducted within the Bund Online 2005 framework have been operating 
very successfully. This includes such projects as the electronic processing of payments 
for federal student loans (Bafög) by means of a document management system 
(FAVORIT) in the Federal Administration Agency (Bundesverwaltungsamt), fully 
embodying the vision of a paperless office. Another example is a procedure for 
submitting electronic tax returns (ELSTER), which has been widely accepted by tax 
payers and tax advisors alike. 

• The federal Internet portal and the e-government handbook, which was published and is 
continuously updated online by the Department for Security in Information Technology 
(Bundesamt für Sicherheit in der Informationstechnik), have a firm standing in the 
German e-government environment. 

• Without a doubt, the Media@komm initiative has provided valuable experiences, which 
continue to be extremely important for the development of e-government on the local 
level. 

• With regard to the development of suitable software solutions under the Media@komm 
framework, the city of Bremen has proven particularly innovative. The public-private 
enterprise Bremen Online Services (BOS) has implemented procedures that integrate 
electronic signatures with electronic payments. By and large, there are more than 100 
customized applications presently in operation. Various solutions developed and tested 
in Bremen are now utilized by other states and cities. 

• Toll Collect has been running almost flawlessly since its launch in January 2005, which 
cannot be taken for granted when dealing with such a complex system. What's more, 



 
 
14 

there are increasing prospects that this technology may actually be exported in the near 
future. 

• Regarding the introduction of the Electronic Health Card, successful first experiences 
were obtained in several pilot projects (Schröder, 2003). A remarkable success is the 
approval of this endeavor by several data protection commissioners, who act on the state 
and the federal level of the Federal Republic. This is particularly notable because data 
protection plays a much more significant role in Germany than it does in most other 
countries. 

The following is a selection of experiences that need to be examined and thought about: 

• Solutions developed under the Bund Online 2005 framework and provided free of charge 
to all public institutions didn't diffuse well especially on the local level, because they 
seemed too complex and over-dimensioned for their intended purposes. 

• Presently, not much has changed regarding the bad practice that many different software 
products in the public sector are being developed and used for identical purposes. This 
applies particularly on the local level. Here, the perseverance resulting from the fact that 
a heterogeneous IT-environment enables local data centers to defend their turf and 
software companies to secure their sources of profit, has been underestimated. 

• Many projects sponsored by Media@komm were not self-sustaining after their funding 
expired. Occasionally, it even seems that the financial assistance has served little to 
developing local e-government, but rather aided to the prospering of enterprises 
partaking in the respective projects. 

• Civic acceptance levels of currently offered e-government services are lower than 
expected as can be seen from different research reports. Downright disillusioning results 
were produced by a representative poll in the German federal state of Saxony on behalf 
of Siemens in mid-2005 (N.N., 2005b; Schaeff, 2005). According to this poll, even the 
overwhelming majority of experienced Internet users would prefer telephone contacts in 
interactions with the administration over computer-mediated interaction. 

• Another circumstance seems just as worrisome: in spite of all provided assistance, the 
electronic signature has, as of yet, not become widely used. This also became evident 
upon first attempts to add such a component to the electronic tax return, which otherwise 
has been very successful in Germany: almost no one used this option (Hanken, 2004, 6; 
Schallbruch, 2005). All in all, online transactions do not play a noteworthy role in 
interactions between citizens and administration up to now. 

• Applications enabling result-oriented participation of citizens in political decision-
making processes are encountered only as rare exceptions, even on the local level 
(Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2004; Initiative E-Participation, 2005; Wind and Westholm, 
2004, 59 ff). Similarly, the potentials of IT as a means of reorganization are only utilized 
to a very limited extent until now (Hill, 2004, 721 ff; Lenk, 2004, 36 ff; Wulff, 2005). 

• According to the Federal Health Department (Bundesgesundheitsministerium), the 
Electronic Health Card project is well on its way. At the same time, it is evident that the 
timings of this project are unrealistic (Lanz, 2004). At first, this card was to be 
introduced nation-wide until the end of 2006. Then, suddenly, it was merely gradually to 
replace the current health insurance card from 2006. Meanwhile, it appears as though 
even the revised timings cannot be held. 
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• The Virtual Job Market project is currently not only being criticized for insufficient 
utility, but also for severely exceeding the allotted budget (Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 
2005; Müller, 2004; N.N., 2005c). Originally, the federal employment agency had a 
budget of 65 million euros for the project. Now, the necessary expenditure is already 
figured at well over 160 million euros. 

• Toward other countries, Toll Collect is aptly promoted as a German success story by the 
federal government. Yet this does not at all mask the fact that severe complications 
occurring before the launch date caused dramatic consequences for the federal budget 
(Pilzweger, 2005; Seeger, 2005). On account of not having maintained the former launch 
date in August 2003 due to technical difficulties, the government has forfeited over two 
billion euros in revenue. 

• The Fiscus project, meanwhile, has grown to be a lame duck of German e-government 
(N.N., 2004; N.N., 2005a). Until 2001, 170 million euros had been used up without 
yielding respective results, and this volume quintupled until now. Not only Bavaria, but 
also all East German federal states have already abandoned this project. In the Ministry 
of Finance, the discussion is now about whether the federal government ought to 
withdraw from the project as well, which surely would be the end of Fiscus. If it will, in 
fact, end this way, then 13 years of developing, and costs in the range of 900 million 
euros, would have been in vain. 

• Lately there has been a tendency in Germany to focus expectations in connection with e-
government onto the realignment of the interfaces between administration and 
businesses, particularly onto e-procurement, where good chances for a timely 
amortization are expected (Büllesbach, 2005, 40 ff; Niemeier, 2005, 34 ff). However, 
this risks letting much more important aspects of e-government drop from the agenda 
that were explicated in the Memorandum in the year 2000. 

8. Summary and conclusions 

The considerations over the catalog of parameters critical for the diffusion of e-government 
applications, show that an abundance of obstacles and resistances oppose successful e-
government, the overcoming of which requires greater efforts than may be assumed at first 
sight. Whoever wants to conduct respective projects will not only have to deal with 
problems arising from conflicting goals, which restrict the leeway for political-
administrative action, but also with problems on the diffusion level, which make it more 
difficult to make use of the limited leeway than many assume. 

Based on this background, the following conclusions are to be drawn: 

• Without a doubt e-government is crucially important for the development of the German 
governance system and society, across the board of all fields and forms of application 
that were indicated in the Memorandum in 2000. 

• Whoever gives in to the temptation to reduce the expectations in connection with e-
government altogether onto the realignment of the interfaces between administration and 
businesses, and particularly onto e-procurement, because an amortization can be attained 
more quickly in this area, is going down a dead-end. This is because electronic 
procurement represents an area where the institutions of the governance system do not 
pursue their original tasks, but only act in order to acquire the necessary equipment for 
carrying them out. Because they don't act in their primary roles, but in secondary roles as 
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economic subjects, this field of action may more accurately be assigned to electronic 
business than to e-government. 

• In order to support e-government in all its relevant aspects, elementary research in the 
area of e-government must be further advanced; suitable projects must continually be 
initiated, promoted, and funded; and the results of these projects must be supplied to 
broad utilization. The objective here is particularly to connect the decentralized 
development of location- and area-specific applications with the central supply of base 
components such as digital signature systems and payment systems. This is, in fact, the 
prevailing conviction that is, of course, not contested here. 

• The considerations in the preceding sections suggest even more strongly the conclusion 
that intensified efforts and also scientific assistance are called for above all whenever 
problems need to be dealt with that arise from conflicting goals or appear on the level of 
diffusion. Because these are areas underestimated in their importance, on the grounds of 
which the question of success or failure of a project can be decided. 

• It should be assumed that in most areas expenditures for e-government are not going to 
amortize in the short- or medium-term, but rather represent strategic investments for the 
future. At some point in time – when in many different places in society IT-procedures 
with uniform base components will have been introduced, and when cross-linking leads 
to synergies or even to snowball effects – these investments will most probably pay off 
enormously. Then those who did without such investments, will regret their inactivity. 
When this will occur is yet unforeseeable and until then it can be assumed that e-
government projects cannot be self-sustaining and that win-win situations will be only an 
exceptional result. 

• Under these conditions an optimistic perception of e-government without reflection is 
risky, because disappointments are certain and can burden further developments or even 
lead to discrediting of this approach. The disillusioning experiences which, in particular, 
were obtained in many German municipalities from the application of the New Control 
Model, can be seen here as a clear warning. Therefore, the promotion of a realistic 
perception of the possibilities, limitations, and time horizons of e-government is no less 
important than the promotion of the innovations themselves. 

In conclusion, the latter point should be reemphasized: some years ago, in order to set things 
in motion in Germany, it was above all important to promote e-government and to convince 
the decision makers and the public of its benefits. Today, it is time to correct exaggerated 
expectations in order to pave the way for a lasting and sustainable development process. 
This also entails resisting the temptation to diminish e-government to a special form of e-
business that includes public agencies, und to degrade this approach to a mere strategy for 
budget consolidation. Moreover, justice must be done to those who are responsible for the 
realization of the projects and who are accountable for their practical results. Germans could 
perhaps learn from other countries that one can embark on innovations with somewhat more 
calm and composure, while still not losing sight of the goal. 
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