
 

i 
 

 

 

 

 

UN Expert Group Meeting on e-Government 
29-31 March 2021 

 

Background Paper 
 

“Towards a re-design of the UN eGovernment Survey” 
 

 

Gianluca Misuraca 

 

22nd March 2021 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgments and Disclaimer: This paper has been prepared by Gianluca Misuraca as con-
sultant for the Division for Public Institutions and Digital Government (DPIDG) of the United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) under the contract #2500247372. The anal-
ysis herein contained has been conducted by the consultant under the guidance of the Chief of the 
Digital Government Branch (DGB) and the team in charge of preparing the UN e-Government Sur-
vey 2022. However, the information and views set out in this report are those of the lead author 
and do not necessarily reflect the official opinion of the United Nations. The UN does not guarantee 
the accuracy of the data included in this study. Neither the UN nor any person acting on its behalf 
may be held responsible for the use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

 

Copyright: United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA), © 2021 

 

 

 



 

 

C o n t e n t s  

 

1 Background and scope .............................................................................................................. 3 

2 Digital Government’s role for the Agenda 2030: towards a post-Covid digital society ..... 4 

3 Implications on the UN e-Government survey ........................................................................ 6 

4 Insights and recommendations on the way forward .............................................................. 9 

4.1 Suggestions for short-term improvements .................................................................... 9 

4.2 Some proposals for long-term changes ...................................................................... 12 

5 Conclusion and next steps ...................................................................................................... 16 

References ..................................................................................................................................... 18 

 

 



 

3 
 

1  B a c k g r o u n d  a n d  s c o p e  

One of the flagship activities of the Division for Public Institutions and Digital Government (DPIDG) 
of the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) is the biennial UN e-
Government Survey publication (established in 2003) that presents the ranking of e-Government 
development across 193 United Nations Member States by assessing e-Government development 
according to a quantitative composite index of online services, telecommunication infrastructure, 
and human capital indexes. It provides decision makers with information that enables them to iden-
tify their areas of strengths and challenges, as well as suggested options on how to improve.  

So far, the e-Government Survey has been a powerful tool to capture and measure those capacities 
and services for all UN Member States. But the unprecedented challenges posed by Covid-19 have 
been tremendous, and not all governments have the capacity to respond effectively in tapping the 
vast opportunities of digital government and/or mitigating the inherent risks. Countries in special 
situations, such as LDCs, LLDCs, SIDS and countries with transition economies are often unpre-
pared or ill-prepared, bringing forth the already in place digital divide and digital inequalities. 

In light of the above, two key questions need to be addressed for the future of the e-Government 
Survey: A) In a post-pandemic era, is the survey still looking at the relevant aspects of e-
Government? and B) How should its focus and methodology be adjusted to address emerg-
ing requirements and challenges for policy and decision-making in digital transformation?  

In order to answer these questions, the 2021 UN Expert Group Meeting (EGM) organised by the 
Digital Government Branch (DGB) of DPIDG will discuss if, in today’s pandemic response and 
recovery context, the UN e-Government survey should be adjusted so that it continues to realize 
its objectives.  

This Background Paper has been prepared to facilitate the discussion at the EGM on 29-31 March 
2021 and it is based on the results of the analysis conducted by the Consultant under the overall 
guidance of the Chief of DGB and in strict collaboration with DPIDG, DGB Team.  

The methodological approach followed included the following activities: 

1. Detailed analysis on what e-government and digital government mean today, in light of 
the major changes and issues in the area of the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable, 
Development, of digital transformation and the post-Covid recovery and development, reflect-
ing on the contributions and purpose of the survey and providing suggestions on what its main 
focus and content should be. 

2. Review of the Member States Questionnaire (MSQ), to solicit feedback from Member States 
and other stakeholders on their expectations for future Surveys. 

3. Report on the future methodological approach for gathering information and data for the 
Survey and collect information from governments and other sources, to propose detailed im-
provements to the Survey in the short-term, and to suggest more radical changes to the focus 
and approach of the survey in a longer-term scenario. 

4. Summary of the key findings and relevant information to frame and aid the DGB Team in 
the preparation of the EGM, including defining a preliminary set of recommendations to be 
addressed in the next version of the Survey based on above analytical work.  

After having briefly introduced the background and scope of the paper, this document presents 
an overview of the key results of the analysis, highlighting research trends and gaps in the area 
of Digital Government in relation to the Sustainable Development Agenda in a post-Covid society. 
It then outlines implications for the UN e-Government Survey, providing suggestions for improve-
ment in the short term and some ideas for changes of the approach in the longer term.  

Following the debate at the EGM, a Final Report will be prepared by UNDESA with the support 
of the Consultant, who will provide an analysis of consolidated comments/feedback from experts 
during the meeting, describing the lessons learned in the whole process, and identifying priority 
areas and concrete actions to improve the methodology of the future UN e-Government Survey.  
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2  D i g i t a l  G o v e r n m e n t ’ s  r o l e  f o r  t h e  A g e n d a  2 0 3 0 :  
t o w a r d s  a  p o s t - C o v i d  d i g i t a l  s o c i e t y  

In the last decades, the public sector worldwide has been experiencing a rapid transformation af-
fecting governance processes, public service delivery and policy-making mechanisms. In conjunc-
tion with ongoing processes of economic globalization and public sector reform, this transformation 
has been driven in particular by the widespread adoption of Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICTs) that have provided opportunities for digitalizing and re-designing internal ad-
ministrative processes and offering services online, engaging citizens and stakeholders to innovate 
delivery systems that are more efficient, effective and user-centred (Misuraca and Viscusi, 2015).  

Technological change has always influenced the public sector – but the current wave of inno-
vation, which draws on artificial intelligence (AI), geographic information systems (GIS), Big, Open 
and Linked Data (BOLD), Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) and other emerging technol-
ogies and their combination, is probably the most pervasive yet. Furthermore, this transformation 
is happening in the context of fundamental demographic, environmental and public health chal-
lenges in which the public sector has a crucial role to play to enable sustainable development. 

Over the last 10 years, the discourse concerning e-Government has evolved in the light of rapid 
advances in digital technologies such as social media and collaborative networking tools, big data 
and predictive analytics, search and discovery tools and other emerging technologies. Concepts 
such as Government 1.0, 2.0, 3.0 and 4.0 have been introduced into the literature. Various authors 
have also begun to use terms such as “Digital government” and “Digital government transfor-
mation”, which are the focus of most recent research and policy interest (Barcevičius, et al. 2019). 

In parallel to the evolving nature of digital government across the world, the concept of sustainable 
development has also been somehow renewed in the digital age, in line with the Agenda 2030. 
Frequently referred to as “development that meets the needs of current generation without com-
promising the ability of future generation to meet their own needs” as defined in a milestone report 
published in 1987 (Goodland and Daly 1996), the current conceptualization of sustainable devel-
opment has extended its original focus on the nature of economic growth only, to more widely 
encompass the wider discourse on how solutions to needs of society can be not only economically 
viable, but also environmentally bearable, and socially equitable at the same time (Mensah 2019). 

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) formulated by the UN in fact aim to realize the 
vision of mapping the main global challenges in a coherent system that goes beyond seeing each 
challenge in isolation (United Nations, 2015 a/b). Within this context, the role of ICTs to support 
sustainable development and governance innovation has long been recognised and is considered 
having a direct impact on SDGs 16 and 17, while also having a cross-cutting impact at sectoral 
level and to enable the overall achievement of the Agenda 2030 objectives and targets.  

However, as of today not many contributions to mainstream literature on ICTs, eGovernment and 
public sector management have materialized in extending the focus of ICTs for development to the 
wider perspective of sustainable development. Such research gap also results in overlooking the 
specific potential of Digital Government – and of specific emerging technologies - to tackle tradi-
tional sustainability challenges in particular, and the wider challenges of UN SDGs, in general 
(Misuraca & Viscusi, 2011; Medaglia & Damsgaard, 2020; Misuraca & van Noordt, 2020, Vinuesa 
et al., 2020, Misuraca & Medaglia, forthcoming). 

As a matter of fact, 2020 marked the 15th anniversary since the second phase of the World Summit 
on the Information Society (WSIS) took place (Geneva, 2003 and Tunis, 2005). One of the main 
aim of the WSIS was to bridge the global digital divide separating rich countries from poor countries 
by spreading access to the Internet in the developing world. Fifteen years later, the world is a very 
different one, and digital technology is shaping our daily life and behaviours, and underpinning 
critical infrastructure upon which modern societies depend on.  

However, despite the fact that digital development is clearly accelerating across all continents, 
possibilities for using ICTs to revamp the delivery of public services is not always following and the 
path to digital inclusive and sustainable development is yet to be ensured, especially in Least 
Developed Countries (LDCs) and Small Island Developing States (SIDS).  
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Central to this argument is also the fact that existing literature fails to explicitly acknowledge a 
fundamental duality between two distinct problem domains found within the research body. 
Through an extensive review of 184 journal articles and conference proceedings, Brown and Grant 
(2010) suggested a partitioning of the existing literature into two distinct streams of research: (1) 
those studies that focus on understanding technology “for development” and (2) those studies 
that focus on understanding technology “in developing” countries. More than an exercise in 
semantics, the authors argue that the two streams represent separate sets of research objectives 
that are currently being conflated and addressed interchangeably within the same research envi-
ronment.  

At present, there appears to be little recognition or explicit acknowledgement of this branching of 
research domains, as well as little reflexive discussion on the epistemological, methodological and 
theoretical implications of this delineation. A discussion related to the effectiveness and rele-
vance of the two separate research agendas should therefore be enabled as research on ICT 
and development often involves assumptions on the nature of ICT-enabled innovation and on the 
way such innovation contributes to development (Misuraca & Viscusi, 2011).  

With less than ten years left to achieve the SDGs, developing countries need to carefully define 
development objectives, and at the same time take into account the prevailing environment for 
focusing on digital solutions. Assessing the digital readiness and maturity levels, cost implica-
tions and risks of use as well as the drivers and barriers that could determine its impact and appro-
priateness is therefore key (ADF, 2020). 

In this perspective, the potential that Digital Government holds to support development goals 
is coupled with the wider policy discussion on digital transformation that focuses on the op-
portunities and challenges provided by new technologies such as 5G, IoT, cloud computing, and 
broadly defined AI (Coombs, 2020; Sipior, 2020). This debate also explores the growing power of 
the largest online platforms that have built their business models on the accumulation and utilisation 
of personal and non-personal data (Misuraca et al., 2020). 

As a result of the ongoing pandemic, in fact, the massive cultural shift to online learning and dis-
tance working, coupled with the increase of eCommerce and multimedia offerings for home enter-
tainment, with related threats and further innovation required in shopping, logistics and service 
fruition, are expected to provide new mechanisms of social connection, guaranteeing social 
distancing and health prevention through effective prediction of risks and monitoring of citizens 
behaviours (Misuraca, 2020).  

In practice, the dilemmas of the Information and Knowledge Society that we have been facing 
since several decades now, have been accelerated at a very fast pace, as digital technologies 
are not only changing the way we live, but they are fundamentally transforming how we work and 
do business, how we educate our children, study and do research, train ourselves, and how we are 
entertained. In a “Digital and hyperconnected Pandemic society”, where everyone can create, 
access, utilize, and share information and knowledge, for enabling individuals, communities and 
people to achieve their full potential in promoting their sustainable development and improving their 
quality of life, it is crucial that governments and public sector organisations worldwide are able to 
steer the digital transformation process.  

To achieve this objective, enhancing the quality of public sector management and institutional ca-
pacities, especially in developing economies and Least Developed Countries (LDCs), in line wth 
findings from recent research, it is crucial to “reframe” public sector innovation, which refers to 
“the need to consider both tangible changes in procedures, functions and institutions, as well as a 
‘cognitive restructuring’ that concerns values, culture and shared understandings to articulate a 
reinforced set of values for the public sector ethos”. (Misuraca et al, 2020) 

As the fallout of Covid-19 showed and as we head towards a digitally dependent future, the need 
for digital resilience has never been greater to ensure that our society evolves in a sustainable 
manner towards a path of transformation compatible with sustainability and shared prosperity.  
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3  I m p l i c a t i o n s  o n  t h e  U N  e - G o v e r n m e n t  s u r v e y  

The benchmarking study conducted by UNDESA and based on the global e-Government survey is 
clearly the most renowned one worldwide. However, there are several other surveys and bench-
marks to measure e-Government development and the uptake of ICTs in the public sector across 
the globe using various methodologies, provided by universities, companies, public-private organ-
izations and other multi-lateral international organizations and regulatory bodies.  

A recent comparison of a selection of these methodologies conducted in 2017 as background for 
the discussion at the 2018 UN Expert Group Meeting on e-Government included the Networked 
Readiness Index (NRI) by the World Economic Forum (WEF) and Insead, the Digital Economy and 
Society Index (DESI) of the European Commission, the e-Government Rankings by Waseda uni-
versity-IAC International, the Middle-east digitization index by Mckinsey, and the HAL global e-
government evaluation report. In general terms, the review concluded that the high-level macro 
indicators used to measure the uptake of the ICT and e-Government in the public sector of a coun-
try are mainly related to the technology infrastructure, affordability, human capital, level of smart 
government, availability of online services, transparency, cross-border mobility, and participation 
level. These studies also use a mix of instruments (benchmarking, bench-learning, self-assess-
ment) and methodologies (mystery shopping, survey, web research, public data analysis, user test-
ing, interviews) to measure the progress of e-Government in various countries (UNDESA, 2017). 

Other indexes that is worth considering are related to broader efforts to measure the impact of ICTs 
for development, such as the Partnership on Measuring ICT for Development, an international and 
multi-stakeholder initiative led by the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) and aimed at 
improving the availability and quality of ICT measurement. The latest edition has been published 
in December 2019 and it is complementary to the efforts conducted by ITU in measuring the Infor-
mation Society with a number of initiatives to collect, synthesize and disseminate statistics and data 
that have been enlarged and revised frequently over the past years, in order to consider the evolv-
ing nature of the phenomenon, but thus limiting their comparability over time. 

Beside this, efforts from independent researchers have been constantly driving the development of 
measurement of the Information Society. From the mid-1990s to the early 2000s, it was primarily 
researchers that repeatedly measured and kept track of the performance of the telecommunica-
tions industry. More recently, since 2008, an Integrated Contextual Iterative (ICI) approach has 
been adopted by researchers to measure the Information Society, in the hope of understanding the 
complex context in which the Information Society has developed, and which has also been influ-
enced by the Information Society phenomenon itself (e.g. Ferro et al., 2010). The index integrates 
various indicators into a single-number index. On the other hand, it is equally valuable that the 
approach takes contextual settings into consideration. In particular, factors that are unique to a 
society’s special context are included in the index. Weights are assigned based on the relevance 
of these factors (Ferro et al., 2010), which, however, falls short of explaining how to measure. 
Therefore, it is suspected that impartially choosing contextual factors and objectively weighting 
them still remains a challenge and may incur criticism (see e.g. Grönlund, 2009). 

In addition to the major benchmarking and indexes mentioned above, most International Organisa-
tions have supported and contributed to the development of measurement of the Information Soci-
ety in general, whose indicators are of relevance to Digital Government (and in part used for the 
UN e-Government Survey). The OECD, EUROSTAT and the World Bank in particular have devel-
oped social and economic databases from which data is retrieved for various indicators and in-
dexes. Their databases, to a large extent, determine the data availability, which is a critical issue 
in indicator selection. Their specialty in education, health, and economic and social factors has 
enriched the measurement of the Information Society and helped construct more integrative and 
comprehensive measures that can be used for capturing the sectoral aspects of Digital Government 
and possibly measure the uptake of Digital services and their specific impact on society.  

More recently, the OECD published the Digital Government Index 2019, which is a first effort to 
translate the OECD Digital Government Policy Framework (DGPG) into a measurement tool to 
assess the implementation of the OECD Recommendation on Digital Government Strategies and 
benchmark the progress of digital government reforms across OECD Member and key partner 

https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/intlcoop/partnership/default.aspx
https://www.oecd.org/governance/the-oecd-digital-government-policy-framework-f64fed2a-en.htm
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countries. The OECD Survey is composed of 94 questions covering each of the dimensions and 
transversal facets of the DGPG. In some cases, a number of questions include sub-questions. 
Survey respondents comprised high-level digital government officials of 29 OECD member coun-
tries and 4 non-member countries. The Survey considered evidence until August 2018 from the 
central/federal level of government encompassing all central/federal ministries and agencies. 

The effort has been commendable, involving directly policy makers in the design and data gathering 
and evaluation, and the report provides a useful source of the trends observed through analysis of 
the pilot version of the OECD Survey on Digital Government 1.0. However, both the Survey and 
the Digital Government Index are underlined as being an initial exercise conducted by the OECD 
to measure how governments are embracing the strategic use of digital technologies and data for 
improved functioning of institutions and services’ design and delivery. 

The analysis of the various benchmarking studies conducted shows that these mainly assess the 
progress made by an individual country over a period of time and compare its growth against other 
countries. This is assumed to have a political and potentially economic impact and can influence 
the development of e-Government services. These benchmarking surveys and reports serve as a 
tool for countries and public institutions to learn from each other, identify areas of opportunities and 
challenges in e-Government or Digital Government, and accordingly develop strategies, policies, 
and initiatives for those areas. They also help in assessing the ICT-readiness of each country and 
build capacities in gap areas. They further enable discussions of intergovernmental bodies, includ-
ing the United Nations General Assembly and the Economic and Social Council, on the critical role 
of ICTs and issues related to e-Government for development.  

However, lack of access to technology, poverty and inequality hinder citizens’ uptake of ICTs and 
e-Government for sustainable development. Also, levels of e-Government maturity are directly re-
lated to income levels, as most of the developed countries have a higher maturity as compared to 
developing countries (UNDESA, 2017). But, most importantly, the reflection already ongoing at UN 
level and more broadly within the scholarly and policy-makers’ communities is about the scope of 
measuring e-Government in the post-Covid Digital age.  

Clearly e-Government development measurement over the years and across countries has been 
an important driver to analyse the relative and absolute development of e-Government world-wide 
and to start measuring the development against the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and other major international commitments and goals. However, the question of how to build effec-
tive public sector governance and use digital technologies to make the functioning of government 
more efficient and improve the delivery of government services for organizations and individuals, 
remains yet unaddressed by the current benchmarking efforts that do not fully capture direct and 
indirect outcomes and impacts.  

Moreover, while benchmarking e-Government is an important element to support policy design and 
evaluation, the limitations and risks that supply-side only approaches have, should not be under-
estimated. To complement supply side and indicators-based benchmarking exercises, there are 
other categories of measurement frameworks and models to assess digitally-enabled services and 
modes of delivery. These can be used for gathering feedback on usage and satisfaction to improve 
service quality, development and delivery, in order to assess if services match user expectations 
and to what extent they are perceived as useful and effective.  

Even though different approaches can be used – either as a quality assessment and assurance 
tool (internally focused approach) or as a 'satisfaction' measurement tool (externally focused ap-
proach) – each approach to measurement could serve to better understand the effective realisation 
of the goals in concrete contexts and according to specific needs in a given situation. Quality of 
services and user satisfaction are in fact two central parameters which allow governments to 
learn more about user needs and demands. These types of information are important for the con-
tinuous improvement of Digital Government. However, despite the importance of such frameworks 
for policy interest and benchmarking purposes, the information gathered address mainly the service 
provision and usage side of e-Services rather than the take-up and adoption by the public admin-
istrations, businesses and citizens (see e.g. Scholta et. al., 2019). 
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In this respect, the measurement of Digital Government should clearly consider its impact in socio-
economic terms. This is clearly limited by the lack of standard indicators and comparable infor-
mation made available over time by international and national official statistics, that are instead 
gathering only more general data on public sector output and performance. Therefore, most of the 
data needed for collecting relevant indicators will have to be constructed and gathered from scratch, 
since there are very few already compiled official statistics that can be used to measure the more 
short-term and intermediate impact of Digital Government. In a development context, it is therefore 
suggested to integrate, as part of the national statistics offices, granular indicators that can be then 
used for monitoring digital services, gathering comparable data through a network of Digital Gov-
ernment correspondents worldwide, so to collect data “at the point of production”, using common 
and comparable instruments and indicators. To achieve this goal UNDESA may act as the central 
hub of the network, cooperating with relevant International Organisations and academic and re-
search centres active in measuring Digital Government and digital transformation more in general.  

Furthermore, Digital Government evaluation cannot be limited to a strictly quantifiable impact 
and should include both: a) impacts that are directly ‘cashable’ or that can be rendered in monetary 
terms as opportunity values; and b) impacts that are intangible and cannot be rendered in monetary 
terms. Once these two different dimensions are both considered, a classical approach would be to 
distinguish clearly between quantitative and qualitative measures, and to keep them separate when 
building aggregate indicators from elementary measures and indicators that can be extracted from 
a monitoring system that is structured according to a multi-level data gathering approach. 

As a matter of fact, given the current pandemic situation and the important advances in data-driven 
digital modelling and simulation techniques, the review of the methodological approach and the 
conceptual foundations of the Survey is very timely and could mark an historical moment. While in 
fact one of the strengths of the survey is the availability of a long series of longitudinal data that 
can enable comparison across the world and measure the evolution of e-Government, it seems 
that in a post-pandemic era, although still looking at the most relevant aspects of e-Government, 
the survey should be redesigned to better capture the multi-dimensional and multi-govern-
ance characteristics of Digital Government.  

While more elaborated recommendations to prepare the ground for the further discussion during 
the EGM will be outlined in the next Sections, the key issues emerged during the preliminary anal-
ysis guided by specific research questions are reported below: 

The first question of What does e-Government and Digital Government mean today? has been 
discerned looking at the transformative impact of digital innovation vis-à-vis the traditional channels 
of online service delivery of the previous generations of e-Government. In doing this, a particular 
attention should be given to discussing the critical trends in digital transformation and to what are 
the main issues and challenges emerging in light of the pandemic and the response of public sector 
organisations, in search of strengthening digital resilience and multi-level governance.  

As far as the purpose of the UN e-Government survey is concerned, the benchmarking study 
conducted by UNDESA remains the most renowned worldwide and its relevance and significance 
is confirmed by the expectations raised for policy-makers, and by the studies that use the results 
both at academic/research level and for practitioner-generated reports. However, it is suggested 
to revamp the scope of the analysis integrating new dimensions and adopting innovative ap-
proaches, maintaining to the extent possible the comparability across time that is one of the main 
added value of the survey. In this regard, more attention should be given to the demand side of 
Digital Government, by exploring measures to assess quality of services and user satisfaction.  

The uniqueness of the UN e-Government Survey will therefore remain, but it could be enriched 
by more granular data that could enhance the current knowledge base and data-insights, matching 
better supply and demand, and paving the road for possible measurement of outcomes and better 
understanding of impacts on the achievement of the 2030 Sustainable Agenda objectives. A ded-
icated study should be conducted to assess how can new technologies and Digital Govern-
ment best advance the SDGs and targets and ensure that no one is left behind, looking at 
how the survey can contribute to realizing the 2030 Sustainable Agenda.  
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4  I n s i g h t s  a n d  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  o n  t h e  w a y  f o r w a r d  

4 . 1  S u g g e s t i o n s  f o r  s h o r t - t e r m  i m p r o v e m e n t s  

The UN e-Government Survey evolved over time in order to avoid to be considered simply a 'rank-
ing' exercise (also in view of the spectrum of the number of countries analysed: 193 worldwide). 
Following critics on the methodological approach and consultations with experts to revise the sur-
vey, it had been modified to better reflect the higher expectations of e-Government development 
and assessment around the world. In this regard, significant changes to the survey instrument have 
been introduced in the latest editions, focusing more on how governments are using websites and 
portals to deliver public services and expand opportunities for citizens to participate in decision-
making. However, the limitations that these approaches have should not be underestimated. In 
particular, the linkages between the quantities and the qualities that these indicators should trigger 
show the need for a more sophisticated way of measuring e-Services and assessing their 
effective uptake, adoption, and their socio-economic impacts and contribution to the SDGs. 

For example, a recent comparative analysis by the Civil Services College of Singapore (Maniam, 
2019) reviews most recognised frameworks assessing e-Government, and concludes suggesting 
to consider a diversified set of indicators in order to better capture the quality of a digitalisation 
effort, building in part on the work by Dunleavy et al., (2006), and in particular using the indicators 
called “success” (which can be measured inversely, by the number of projects scrapped) and 
“price competitiveness” (which refers to the money cost of government projects, compared with 
similar efforts in other governments and other sectors). To these indicators it is suggested to add 
a modified dimension for “relative effectiveness”, related to hardware reliability, software effi-
ciency, bandwidth sufficiency, and with further qualification in terms of specific IT systems and 
dynamicity. The study proposes then to complement these measures with four indicators for usage, 
usability and usefulness of government digital platforms to citizens, businesses and other stake-
holders; security of government data; timeliness of completion for major government IT projects; 
the use of data and data analytics for broader policy purposes. 

Similar attempts to propose more in-depth evaluation of e-Government outcomes and impacts have 
been carried out at both academic and policy level, but in most cases they remain theoretical ex-
ercises difficult to be applied to large-scale inquiries, such as the UN e-Government survey.  

For example, in 2005 the European Commission conducted the e-Government Economics Pro-
ject (eGEP), with a view to going beyond supply-side benchmarking and capturing real and con-
crete impacts for users. The study ran between 2005 and 2006 and produced, among others, the 
following outputs: 1) a measurement framework, with 100 indicators of impact, and implementation 
approach; 2) a methodology to measure the costs of e-Government and an estimation of e-Gov-
ernment expenditure in 2006 for the EU; 3) a formalized economic model of the impact of e-Gov-
ernment on public sector productivity and GDP growth that was first piloted with case studies and 
then run with available aggregate data.  

Unfortunately, limited follow up by EU Member States has caused this project to be more valuable 
for its methodology than for the evidence produced. However, it remains to date the most notewor-
thy attempt to develop a mechanism for evaluating e-Government impacts at EU level and the 
eGEP measurement framework could provide an interesting approach to be considered as a 
starting point for a more in-depth analysis of impact and how to assess the back-end office and the 
transactional services generated.  

Clearly the approach proposed in the eGEP project cannot be applied in its entirety to the UN 
Survey, especially in the short term. However, a number of indications could be adapted and im-
plemented in the survey, both in terms of data gathering and in the way the analysis is performed.  

In this respect, some specific issues should be considered:  

First of all, the UN e-Government Development Index (EGDI) is measured as the weighted aver-
age of normalized scores on the three most important dimensions of e-Government, namely: 

(i) the scope and quality of online services quantified as the Online Service Index (OSI); 
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(ii) the status of the development of telecommunication infrastructure or the Telecommunication 
Infrastructure Index (TII); and 

(iii) the inherent human capital or the Human Capital Index (HCI).  

Each of these indices is a composite measure that can be extracted and analyzed independently. 

A question that should be considered is whether such dimensions are effectively capturing the 
phenomenon that we are now labeling as Digital Government, which by definition is an evolution of 
the simple use of ICTs in government, and has the inherent property – and ambition – of transform-
ing public administration processes and services, as well as changing the way governance systems 
operate and policy-making mechanisms are designed and implemented, including improving qual-
ity of services, while strengthening citizen participation and democratic institutions.  

In this perspective, it should be also considered that the purpose of assessing Digital Govern-
ment strategies is twofold: on one side it aims at support reporting to stakeholders on the accom-
plishments of the implementation of the strategy; and, on the other side, to facilitate policy learning 
and support evidence-based policy making for the transition towards Digital Government. 

Measuring the impact of Digital Government in fact is not only about assessing to what extent 
the expected results have been accomplished, but it involves also gaining an understanding about 
the mechanisms that led to results and the ones that did not. This requires adopting a theory-
based approach, which means that the expected impacts are based on a specific understanding 

of a theory of change1, which is a key underpinning of any impact evaluation, given the cause-and-
effect focus of any policy intervention.  

Such approach depicts a sequence of events leading to outcomes and a logic model, also referred 
to as a results chain, which is a useful tool to model a theory of change. In such a model, the 
concepts of inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes and impact are employed to assess the contribu-
tion, relevance and performance of policy instruments.  

Therefore, it would be necessary to devise a conceptual framework in the form of a logic model to 
make explicit what are the relationships existing between the specific indicators and dimensions of 
e-Government contained in the three indexes used for the survey score (OSI, TTI and HCI) and 
the proposed categories of e-Government / Digital Government that are currently reflected in the 
different stages of online service development.  

In addition, it could be useful to make data available in open format for researchers and policy 
makers and to develop a dashboard and visualization tool to illustrate the results per indicator and 
ensure comparisons at country and regional level. Some examples of dashboards and data vis-
ualizations that could be considered are those developed by the European Commission Digital 

Economy and Society Index (DESI)2 or the simpler CO-VAL project dashboard3 which attempts 
at assessing co-creation in public services across EU local government, through 18 indicators di-
vided in five categories.  

On the other side, it is important to note that making data of the MSQ available may be source 
of concern by Countries and that data should thus be anonymized before being made public. 
This may be different with regard to the disclosure of the Online Service Questionnaire (OSQ) as 
this should be subject to a disclaimer specifying that the questionnaire does not necessarily repre-
sent the opinion of the country or the UN.  

However, the possibility to integrate the MSQ and OSQ should be explored and, rather than having 
only one assessor per country, it may be considered the option to create a network of Digital 
Government correspondents and have them play a convening role, through gathering data and 
opinions from different stakeholders in the country, organising focus groups or Delphi surveys.  

                                                   

1  A theory of change is “a description of how an intervention is supposed to deliver the desired results. It describes the causal 
logic of how and why a particular project, program, or policy will reach its intended outcomes” (Gertler et al., 2011, page 22).  

2  DESI — Digital Scoreboard - Data & Indicators (digital-agenda-data.eu) 
3  https://www.co-val.eu/dashboard  

https://digital-agenda-data.eu/datasets/desi/visualizations
https://www.co-val.eu/dashboard
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Strictly related to the limitations of the approach for Stages of Online Service Development, and 
the way it is currently structured, is the fact that comparing digital “sophistication” of countries that 
have substantial differences in traditional development indicators may risk comparing apples and 
oranges and not being particularly significant. The same, however, applies if the analysis is limited 
to the development of digital services, per se, in terms of performance and productivity, without 
considering the effects in terms of enhancing democratic governance and citizen participa-
tion, that are the ultimate aim of the specific SDGs 16 and 17.  

In this respect, an option to further qualify and reinforce the Stage model approach could be that of 
integrating the e-Participation Index (EPI) into the Model, considering it the highest level of Digital 
Government transformation. In line with the results of the detailed analysis made by Le Blanc for 
UNDESA in January 2020, the e-Participation Framework has in fact clear value in attempting to 
measure the level of supply of services from the government to inform/engage and interact with 
citizens, although this may be particularly challenging for countries that display a limited participa-
tion of citizens in the democratic governance of society.  

However, a systematic review of literature on e-Government adoption barriers (Savoldelli et al., 
2014) showed that, in addition to the traditional technological-operational and managerial-or-
ganizational dimensions, an important set of barriers can be found in what is defined the ‘politi-
cal/institutional’ dimension, which is strictly linked to the way the public policy management pro-
cess is structured in different contexts and administrative traditions.  

To this end, different groups of countries could be classified depending also on their governance 
characteristics and institutional settings. Based on this, a revised version of the Stage Maturity 
Model (MM) should integrate specific characteristics of e-Government as identified by several 
scholars and a new conceptualisation could be proposed.  

A particular issue that should be also included in the revised e-Participation framework, is the con-
sideration of Data-Driven policy-making techniques and policy modelling approaches. In this 
regard, a specific dimension and survey questions should be integrated into the analysis.  

Furthermore, an important aspect to consider since the outset of the new survey design concerns 
the analysis of the data that will be gathered. Although for obvious reasons the current approach is 
based on rather simple statistical techniques, it may be worth exploring some more sophisticated 
methods for data analysis, which could allow a more insightful representation of results, and focus 
for instance on an in-depth contextual analysis of the data gathered, exploring a more structured 
comparison between countries part of similar clusters at geographical or development level.  

Finally, with regard to the relevance of current indices taken from ITU (Telecommunication Infra-
structure Index) and UNESCO (Human Capital Index), it seems that more specific indicators could 
be considered. For instance, a specific index may be developed based on a subset of the Interna-
tional Digital Economy and Society Index (I-DESI). This Index mirrors and extends the DESI by 
utilising 24 datasets to enable trend analysis and comparison of the digital performance of 45 coun-
tries. The analysis includes the EU27 Member States and 18 non-EU countries that have a global 
distribution. The various indicators are grouped into the following key areas of analysis: 1) Connec-
tivity; 2) Human Capital/Digital skills; 3) Use of Internet Services by citizens; 4) Integration of Digital 
Technology by businesses; 5) Digital Public Services; and 6) Research and Development in ICTs.  

A comprehensive view focused on digital infrastructures, services and skills could give a 
better account of a country’s context for Digital Government, provided that data are available and 
comparable. Otherwise an important effort of data gathering and harmonization may be required. 
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4 . 2  S o m e  p r o p o s a l s  f o r  l o n g - t e r m  c h a n g e s  

At the eve of the 20th Anniversary of the UN e-Government Survey, and in light of the profound 
changes in our society that the pandemic brought to the fore, but also the important advances in 
computing power, algorithmic capacities and data-driven technologies that are transforming our 
governance systems, a “new Digital Governance era” is opening up. A radical review of the 
methodological approach and the conceptual foundations of the UN e-Government Survey is there-
fore required to accompany and mark this historical moment. 

In particular, while the main strengths of the survey should be maintained, including the unique 
capacity to provide a global perspective and overview of all 193 UN countries, and at the same 
time serve as a benchmark for comparative analysis across the world’s regions, the UN Report has 
also an important aim to contribute advance Digital Government policies and strategies, through a 
bench-learning process, stimulating knowledge exchange and in-depth review at country level.  

For this reason, and considering also differences between various countries and regions in the 
world in their Digital Government progresses, as well as internal capacities and the availability of 
data for monitoring and evaluation of initiatives, the survey could be redesigned so to capture better 
the multi-dimensional aspects and multi-governance characteristics of Digital Government.  

At the same time, the survey should provide indications on how to improve key areas of develop-
ment and pave the way for assessing concrete policy impacts at country and regional level in 
relation to the achievement of the Agenda 2030, including both a focus on SDGs 16 and 17 but 
also a broader analysis of the cross-cutting effects of Digital Government on other SDGs. 

To this end, three –somehow complementary - proposals are advanced for discussion during the 
EGM 2021, and for possible consideration as follow-up actions, including: 

1. Develop a public value holistic assessment framework and implementation methodol-
ogy, based on a comprehensive conceptual model and system of indicators 

From a theoretical viewpoint, the framework proposed should build on a categorization of good 
governance characteristics in Digital Government value drivers and dimensions, integrating the 
focus of research in social studies, namely the approach grounded on the assumption of the recip-
rocal influence between social and technological issues (Avgerou et al., 2004). This assumption is 
recognized as a core element of the approaches sharing a socio-technical perspective (Cherns, 
1976; Clegg, 2000; Mumford, 1995, 2003; Trist & Murray, 1993) that conceive the social and the 
technical sub-systems as interdependent, and deal with the reciprocal fit of social and technical 
solutions within the innovation process. The mutually shaping relationship between technology, 
organizational structures, and actors informs the concept of technological frame (Bijker et al., 
1989). It deals with the co-construction of the technical and the social worlds, while the concept of 
socio-technical reference frame (Flichy, 1995) helps to think through the ways in which different 
actors and different social worlds interact using a technology.  

Reference could also be made to specific work in the area of e-Government planning and meas-
urement (e.g. Batini et al, 2009)4 that, building on a number of scholarly contributions in the area 
of social studies and ICTs, argue for the adoption of a wide definition of e-Government as a system 
of ICT-enabled innovation policies for the public administration and related governmental functions. 
In this view, ICT-enabled services can be considered high-level, context-sensitive interventions 
aimed at introducing and facilitating gradual changes (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). This framework 
should be considered as an interpretative model to better understand and capture the multiple 
dimensions of Digital Government transformation and that could serve as an initial step to be 
further translated into a full-fledged measurement framework, complemented by an operational 
implementation methodology.  

                                                   

4  See in particular Batini, C., Viscusi, G., Cherubini, D., (2008), 'eG4M: The Planning Methodology', QD Research Report, Uni-
versity of Milan Bicocca, DISCO, Starrylink Ed..; building on previous work conducted for the Italian Government for the devel-
opment of the eModel under the Italian Presidency of the G8 (2001) and the Italian Initiative on e-Government for Development 
(eG4D) conducted with the United Nations and the World Bank in the period 2002-2005.  
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To be developed further, this framework could be subject to refining and validation in 'real-life set-
tings' and could thus benefit of a piloting approach, which should take into consideration different 
contextual factors, governance characteristics and legal mechanisms. In general terms, however, 
supported by the vast body of literature reviewed, three 'public value drivers' that serve as key 
principles to set the overall framework could be identified as follows (Misuraca, 2012): 

Value driver 1 - Performance: it includes effectiveness and efficiency (enabling optimal use of 
resources for citizens and tax payers in the service delivery); and as an indirect dimension also 
responsiveness (serving all citizens in a consistent and predictable way).  

Value driver 2 - Openness: it includes knowledge sharing, in terms of access to information and 
interoperability; and accountability (creating standards against which the individuals providing a 
service can be held accountable), that also serve as a proxy to transparency (bringing visibility to 
the service workflow for citizens by means of an automated service delivery) and participation (en-
abling the process of empowering citizens to legally control the service delivery to their advantage) 
with the ultimate aim of ensuring consensus orientation (following democratic practices).  

Value driver 3 - Inclusion: it includes equity and inclusiveness (referring to citizens receiving the 
service on an equal basis and providing services to disadvantaged and minority groups in society), 
which also implicitly ensure the respect of the rule of law (ensuring that the laws and regulations 
governing the service are applied in an impartial way). 

2. Develop a broader theoretical framework to assess Digital Government impact on SDGs 
to contribute to a better understanding of the effects on the 2030 Agenda 

As anticipated, the focus of the Survey could be more directly oriented to assess how technological 
innovation can best advance the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and ensure that no one 
is left behind, looking at how the survey can contribute to better understanding the effects of 
Digital Government on achieving the 2030 Sustainable Agenda goals.  

As a matter of fact, the SDGs represent a commitment by all UN Member States to pursue devel-
opment efforts, including ending poverty and hunger, promoting well-being and education, reducing 
inequalities, fostering peace, and protecting the planet. Member States and their governments are 
supposed to take ownership of the SDGs, strengthen the implementation means, and improve pub-
lic governance as both the means and the end to development. As argued by Janowski (2016) in 
his seminal paper on the topic, the capacity of Governments to undertake these tasks is critical for 
implementing SDGs.  

To this end, Janowski developed three lines of arguments: 1) that the Member States should 
strengthen the SDG implementation by building Digital Government capacity; 2) that according to 
the Digitization, Transformation, Engagement and Contextualization stages of the Digital Govern-
ment Evolution model (Janowski, 2015), 87% of the 169 SDG targets require Digital Government 
capacity at the highest Contextualization stage; and 3) that less than 31% of the Member States 
reached this stage and 55% did not advance beyond the lowest Digitization stage.  

However, despite the fact that the role of digital technologies to support sustainable development 
and governance innovation has long been recognised and is considered having a cross-cutting 
impact, only a handful of digital government empirical studies explicitly refer to the SDGs in ana-
lyzing their data. Among these exceptions are an analysis of the extent to which governmental 
websites provide information in relation to SDGs (Meschede, 2018); and a study investigating how 
a number of Digital Government indicators contribute to the measurement of ten SDGs (Marcovec-
chio et al., 2019). This shortcoming results in a fragmentation of research efforts around the topic 
areas of Digital Government and Sustainable Development that is not consolidated around a 
shared framework, and thus hinders the systematic advancement of research.  

To tackle this shortcoming, a specific investigation is being carried out (Misuraca & Medaglia, forth-
coming), to provide a preliminary mapping of existing and potential Digital Government research 
against each of the 17 SDGs, with the goal to sketch an agenda that can stimulate future research 
in this important area, and serve as a starting point for a review of the focus of the UN Survey.  
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A review of empirical studies on Digital Government to map the types of foci on issues related to 
sustainable development, using the 17 UN SDGs as a classification tool, has been conducted, 

drawing on the Digital Government Reference Library (DGRL) version 16.6 (Scholl, 2020).5 

The first remarkable finding is that of all the body of research on Digital Government in the past six 
years, only a fraction of it focuses on sustainability and sustainable development. The 291 items 
resulting from the keyword search, in fact, represent less than 7% of digital government research 

published since 2015.6 Another important finding is that among the 291 studies tackling sustainable 
development within the Digital Government research area, most of the SDGs are covered by at 
least one example of empirical study. A number of studies tend to highlight the role of a particular 
technology in tackling one or more of the SDGs. Other empirical studies focus on specific platforms 
and channels adopted by governments to tackle sustainable development goals.  

In view of the current shortcomings in the field on one side, and the crucial role of Digital Govern-
ment to contribute to the SDGs, a systematization of research in the key area of Digital Government 
and sustainable development is both urgent and needed. To initiate this process, based on the 
mapping of foci and gaps of Digital Government research against the 17 SDGs, a preliminary set 
of research questions for each of the SDGs should be identified. These could serve to establish a 
coherent framework in this topic area and guide upcoming efforts in revising the UN Survey to 
provide a better understanding of the impact of Digital Government worldwide. 

On the other hand, it is very important that future research on Digital Government and the SDGs 
does not overlook the unintended consequences and potentially negative impacts of digital tech-
nology initiatives by governments. An area of research in Digital Government that is currently boom-
ing is the one of Artificial Intelligence for public services. The many initiatives at national and supra-
national level across the world are stimulating an emerging body of research within the Digital 
Government area (Misuraca and van Noordt, 2020, Dwivedi et al. 2019; Janssen et al, 2020; Sun 
and Medaglia, 2019). AI applications, such as machine learning applied to policy-making, however, 
can also potentially carry a downside in perpetuating and emphasizing biases in discrimination.  

In conclusion, since the UN SDGs are shaping the global agenda, by extending the notion of sus-
tainability beyond the realm of environmental impact, to include economic divides, social inclusion, 
and institutional impacts in a coherent whole, the link with Digital Government should be strength-
ened and a comprehensive analysis could be the focus of the redesigned UN Survey post-2022.  

3. Explore the use of policy modelling based on dynamic systems and data-driven models, 
embracing complex systems approaches for policy simulation and visualization 

As anticipated, embracing data-driven, experimental and AI-assisted data-gathering systems 
and dynamic simulation models may be useful to move from traditional statistical approaches to 
social computational techniques. Clearly, these methods require that particular attention is given to 
collect, filter, curate and intelligently tap bottom-up data, available from multiple sources, and in-
corporate them in dynamic social simulation models to data gathering, monitoring and evaluation.  

At the same time, considering that “no size-fits all”, especially as the aim is to develop approaches 
that could be used all over the 193 UN Member States, appropriate consideration must be given to 
the need to consider diversity of local content. This should guarantee in fact that different cultural 
backgrounds and perspectives are taken into account, especially with regard to LDCs, SIDS and 

                                                   

5  The database includes journal articles, conference proceedings, books and book chapters. The criteria used for a reference 
item to be included in the database are: that it has passed an academic peer review process; that it has been published in the 
proceedings of an academic conference or in an academic journal; that it has been published in English (or, if published in 
another language, an English-language translation must be publicly available); that it is of at least seven pages (or equivalently, 
3,700 words) in length (including references) for a non-technical article; that it is of at least four pages (2,250 words) in length 
(including references) for a technical article. 

6  The keywords used were “sustainable development”, “sustainability”, “SDGs” in both title and abstract. The keywords search 
covered a period starting from 2015, which is when the UN SDG have been published, until February 2021. The search resulted 
in a total of 291 items. For each one of the items, the relevance against each of the 17 SDGs was assessed. 
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countries with transition economies which are often lagging behind in terms of statistical modelling 
capacities and may not be ready for using advanced digitally-enabled data gathering systems.  

For this reason, it is important to recognize that countries across the world are at different stages 
of implementation of their national ICT policies and e-Government strategies. Digital infrastructure 
development should thus form the main focus of analysis and the role of intermediaries should be 
also investigated, as well as giving emphasis on the use of mobile technologies and attempting at 
exploring how emerging technologies can effectively support development objectives through en-
abling a new data intelligence paradigm (ADF, 2020). 

However, advances in Data Science and computational modelling and simulations - also known as 
'Policy modelling', a concept boosted by the European Commission since 2008, is in fact an estab-
lished technique that could support more sophisticated analyses, provided robust empirical evi-
dence and data is available (European Commission, 2020).  

An important point that should be underscored is the fact that some of these approaches that rely 
on complex systems are not complicated in their implementation, and do not necessarily require 
large data availability. In some cases, in fact, they are based on quality judgements and perception, 
which may serve to fill data gaps when comprehensive statistics are not available or it is too costly 
to conduct large surveys (which nevertheless could be replaced by representatives’ panels of online 
/ offline users in certain cases). Therefore, some experimental approaches could be designed and 
piloted in selected countries and world regions, in order to test the feasibility of such approaches 
and the possibility to replicate and scale them up in the development of the UN Survey post-2022.  

Some possible approaches that may be further elaborated and adapted to the Digital Government 
phenomenon, and its relation with the SDGs and the Agenda 2030, include: building transition 
progress quality indicators and exploring the use of complex systems approaches for policy simu-
lation and visualization, experimenting for instance with “hybrid” System Dynamics (SD), Agent 
Based Modelling (ABM) and Oriented Bayesian Nets (OBNs), among others. 

For example, an approach combining the Transition Progress method developed by the European 

Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD)7 with innovative modelling techniques, inte-
grated with a comprehensive visualization of results of the impact of Digital Government on SDGs 
could be explored. These methods and visual representations of probabilistic models have been 
used in research and practice over the past 20 years for a variety of modelling purposes, in order 
to structure and visualize any kind of reasoning, forecasting and decision-making problems in con-
ditions of uncertainty.  

The appeal of this approach is that it could facilitate the representation of the cause-effect relation-
ships between key variables constituting relevant targets for policy-making, as well as the trans-
mission mechanisms of specific public policy interventions, highlighting the dependencies between 
variables and noting their variations, before and after an intervention occurs.  

In addition, this would allow the possibility of integrating external data to validate the cause-effect 
relationships that are defined by the underlying theory to exist between some variables, and to 
compare results based on the empirical evidence that confirms the existence of some of those 
dependencies. This would therefore facilitate both data gathering and rendering to policy-makers, 
practitioners and researchers, as well as citizens. 

  

                                                   

7 https://www.ebrd.com/economic-research-and-data/transition-qualities-asses.html  

https://www.ebrd.com/economic-research-and-data/transition-qualities-asses.html
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5  C o n c l u s i o n  a n d  n e x t  s t e p s  

To demonstrate the timeliness of the reflection we are confronted with during the 2021 UN EGM 
on Digital Government, and the importance to address the link between this complex phenomenon 
and the SDGs, a comprehensive study with results of an analysis of the impact of Digital Govern-
ment on sustainable development has been published on 20th February 2021, exactly while the 
complete draft version of this Background Paper was being finalised. 

The study by Castro & Lopes (2021) uses a logit model to review a sample of 103 countries in the 
period 2003-2018 and the results suggest that “e-Government development is a positive determi-
nant for a country to attain sustainable development, proxied by adjusted net savings, that em-
braces a country’s economic, social and environmental development”.  

The analysis further provides evidence that “e-Government increases the probability to attain sus-
tainable development mostly in developing and transition economies, also suggesting that eco-
nomic growth and gross national income per capita are significant positive influences in sustainable 
development in the whole sample and that countries with lower age dependency and natural re-
source rents are more likely to have sustainable development”. 

The fact that developing e-Government allows promoting sustainable development, especially in 
developing and in transition economies, is of particular importance, as it confirms the hypothesis 
that digital transformation can be a key driver of change in governments if they want to enhance 
transparency, accountability and efficiency, and that at the same time it can facilitate integrated 
approaches to public service design and delivery, promoting sustainable and inclusive economic 
growth, social development and environmental protection. In all this, good governance is consid-
ered crucial to manage efficiently all resources for the well-being of current and future generations.  

Digitalization is in fact profoundly changing societies around the world and at an accelerating pace. 
While the positive effects are evident, digital transformation also has its drawbacks leading to risks 
and unintended consequences for societies worldwide. 

The role of Digital Government is predominantly related to SDG 16: Peace, Justice and Strong 
Institutions, and to a lesser extent, SDG 17, Global partnership for sustainable development. In a 
hyper-connected world, in fact, data and digital technologies are crucial to ensuring effective and 
accountable governments, and the use of digital public service delivery can strengthen institutions 
and increase trust and transparency, in addition to enhance productivity and service-quality. 

However, as a matter of fact, digital technologies and governance innovations are fast emerging 
as powerful agents of change that can both accelerate and hinder our trajectory towards achieving 
the entire set of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) defined by the Agenda 2030 and many 
of the 169 targets aimed at resolving environmental, economic and social challenges worldwide. 

The global goals are increasingly shaping international, regional, and local policies, strategies and 
actions to eradicate poverty, reduce inequalities, reverse planetary destruction, enhance human 
capabilities, and strengthen global partnerships towards sustainable development. The digital 
transformation of our governance systems is thus an inherent characteristic of modern society that 
should be considered as pre-requisite of sustainable development, and assessed as cross-cutting 
dimension of all policies promoting sustainable development. 

For instance, as highlighted in a study of the Digital Future Society (2019), while governments 
around the world are integrating digital technologies to make public services more efficient, cost-
effective, secure and transparent, these same technologies also contribute to the achievement of 
the SDGs by improving the quality and accessibility of public services (e.g. Health SDG 3, Educa-
tion SDG 4), increasing inclusivity and access (Inequalities SDG 10) and optimising processes in 
cities and accountability of governments and the protection of fundamental rights (Sustainable Cit-
ies SDG 11, Institutions SDG 16). 

At the same time, citizen participation, often enabled by digital technologies, contributes to the 
SDGs by increasing collective action towards sustainability, climate change and life on earth (Sus-
tainable Cities SDG 11; Climate and Life SDG 13,14,15). 

The evolution of data ethics and the strengthening of privacy regulations also contribute to the 
SDGs by improved inclusion through unbiased decision-making (Gender SDG 5, Inequalities SDG 
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10), and enabling new digital business models that reinforce trust and transparency. This contrib-
utes to the SDGs by providing adequate information about data exchange (Education SDG 4, Con-
sumption SDG 12) and by improving privacy and trust-based networks (Infrastructure SDG 9, Jus-
tice SDG 16, Partnerships SDG 17). 

Nevertheless, an important aspect to consider is that although digital inclusion is increasing overall, 
the inclusion gap has instead widened, as the effects of the pandemic have shown in all its crude 
reality, not only in developing countries, but also in many industrialized economies, that have been 
unprepared to face the shift to distance education, remote working and the new “on-life” situation. 

Inequalities in access and use of digital technologies result in the fact that some people are better 
equipped than others to harness digital technologies and achieve better well-being outcomes in 
their jobs, income, health, and relationships. While digital inclusion can contribute to the SDGs by 
reducing societal differences (Poverty SDG 1, Gender SDG 5, Inequalities SDG 10), boosting eco-
nomic growth (Work SDG 8), and integrating innovative solutions (Infrastructure SDG 9), current 
metrics tracking digital inclusion and digital equality for traditionally marginalised groups are not 
always appropriate and should be improved.  

At the same time, and very central to the debate around the revitalizing and re-designing of the UN 
e-Government survey approach, is the concept of Digital Cooperation, whose efforts can contribute 
to bridging the digital divide in the unequal ability to access and use ICTs, creating opportunities 
that contribute to the SDGs by forming close collaborations between public, private, academic and 
third sector actors (Partnerships SDG 17), introduce value-adding jobs (Work SDG 8, Inequalities 
SDG 10), develop relevant knowledge (Education SDG 4) and early warnings related to the well-
being of entire populations (Health SDG 3), as the Covid-19 emergency has demonstrated being 
essential in time of crisis. 

Building on this initial review of the intertwined relation between Digital Government and SDGs, the 
experts participating in the 2021 UN EGM are invited to reflect upon the global and regional per-
spectives on digital transformation and to suggest improvements to the survey methodology to 
better measure e-Government and how it contributes to the implementation of the SDGs. 

Given the overarching umbrella of leaving no one behind (LNOB) of the 2030 Agenda and support-
ing digital inclusion, the EGM will particularly discuss possible improvements in the methodology 
for measuring e-Participation (the e-Participation Index - EPI), with the aim to better capture emerg-
ing trends and how to assess them in the e-Government Survey approach. 

In this exchange of views and suggestions on whether and how to adjust the focus, the approach 
of the UN e-Government Survey will be taken into account in light of the feedback and suggestions 
received from Member States during the online consultations held throughout the year and inte-
grated in the Report of the 2021 EGM. 

The recommendations that will be formulated as part of the Report will serve to update the current 
methodological approach of the Survey for 2022, ensuring it contributes to implementation of the 
Sustainable Development Agenda 2030. They will also help to set the ground for revisions of future 
editions, considering the possibility of a more radical change of the focus and approach of the 
survey to ensure a more rigorous and scientific nature of the methodology and analysis, and the 
possible development of new or revised indicators and data gathering techniques.  

Future approaches for gathering information and data for the survey, and to possibly collect infor-
mation from governments and other sources rather than only rely on an analysis of government 
portals, should however consider the need to align with the ICT-related indicators of the current 
SDG global indicators framework. These should also take into consideration the way the Survey 
could contribute to the review of the implementation of the Sustainable Development Agenda 2030, 
and the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), in particular Action line C7 on e-Govern-
ment and all actions on which Digital Government is impacting, in a post-Covid-19 digital society. 
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