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Electronic Government-Citizen Relationships:
Exploring Citizen Perspectives

Arthur D. P. Sweeney

ABSTRACT. Citizens that already are engaged in online activities are more inclined to connect
with their governments electronically. One question that has largely gone unanswered is, Does cit-
izens’ use of the Internet to interact with governments facilitate relationships between them and
their governments? This is the key issue for e-governance and is under researched. So this research
explores citizen perspectives through qualitative interviews. The data is content analyzed using
Leximancer. Citizens trust the e-government process but not their governments. Quantitative sur-
vey research is needed to confirm these results that are important both for relationship theory and
for the working relationships between governments and citizens. [Arti-
cle copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail ad-
dress: <docdelivery@haworthpress.com> Website: <http://www.HaworthPress.com> © 2007 by The
Haworth Press. All rights reserved.]
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The impactof theInternetoncitizen-govern-
ment interaction has been scrutinized in recent
years, because as citizens increasingly engage
in online economic and social activities, they
are more inclined to connect with their govern-
ments via the Internet (Shulman, Shelley, &
Thrane, 2006; Thomas & Streib, 2005). One
question that has largely gone unanswered, and
to be addressed here is, Does citizens’ use of the
Internet to interact with governments facilitate
relationships between them and their govern-
ments? This is the evaluative question for

e-governance according to Haque (2002), be-
cause without a deep and abiding trust by citi-
zens in their governments, e-government will
not succeed (Evans & Yen, 2006).

So far, the literature reports an unrealized
potential of e-government to develop citi-
zen-government relationships. Torres, Pina,
and Acerete (2005) found that Web sites of 33
major European cities had few signs of enhanc-
ing citizen trust in governments, although gov-
ernments everywhere acknowledge the Web’s
potential to generate trust. Similarly, data from
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US state budgets, public opinion polls, and
State and Federal government Web sites
shows that there is not a significant relation-
ship between citizen use of e-government
and trust in government (West, 2004). Given
that this data is mainly from governments and
not citizens and is somewhat dated (1998-
2001), the potential of e-government is largely
unresearched. Thus, this study explores citi-
zens’ views on e-government-citizen relation-
ships so that governments may form better
relationshipswith theircitizens.Also, thestudy
will advance e-government-citizen relation-
ship theory. Thirdly, the research has practical
implications for citizens on the question of
whethere-governmentfacilitatesordiminishes
their democracy. This paper has five parts: a lit-
erature review, a justification of the research
method, a report of the results, a discussion of
the findings, and a discussion of the implica-
tions.

LITERATURE

E-Government: Conceptual Clarification

Before addressing the literature directly re-
lated to the research question, the concept of
e-government is clarified and its status re-
viewed. E-government, or electronic govern-
ment, seems tobe inastateof development, and
finding a consensus definition is difficult (Jae-
ger, 2003). The overarching term is e-gover-
nance, inclusive of all the processes and
institutions thatharness informationcommuni-
cation technologies (ICTs) for governance, and
so includes e-democracy, e-administration,
e-politics, and e-government (Saxena, 2005).
As the relationship focus of this paper is not
captured by any of the terms, e-government is
the most relevant and is used throughout.

E-Government: Current Status

Unlike offline systems, the Internet is non-
hierarchical, non-linear, two-way, and avail-
ablealldayeveryday,and it is alreadychanging
the way that we do everything, including gov-
ernment (West, 2004). For example, in the US,
citizen-government contact is 40% by phone,
24% by the Web, and 13% in person. In Austra-

lia, where this study is conducted, 48% of peo-
ple access a government service via the Internet
while 43% do so in person. The figure for
e-government would be much higher except
that 32% of Internet users think that contacting
governments cannot be done online. Only 14%
of Internet users prefer to speak to a real person
(“Australians’ use,” 2005).

The transfer of government to the online
mode tends tooccur in stages frombillboards to
service delivery, integrated portals, and inter-
active democracy (Layne & Lee, 2001). So far,
much of the evidence about the journey to
e-government comes from local or municipal
governments in the USA and the European Un-
ion, where most Web sites are devoted to good
management rather than good democracy that
cultivates significant citizen involvement
(Musso, Weare, & Hale, 2000; Scott, 2006;
Torres et al., 2005).

Australia has three levels of government:
Federal that deals with national activities;
States that are largely responsible for police,
public safety and transport, education, and
health services; and local governments that
function like the municipal authorities in
America and Europe. In the early 1990s, most
Australian governments had no online pres-
ence,butnowAustralia is rankedsixthoutof32
countries on the comprehensive Wasada scale
that measures six components of ideal e-gov-
ernment (Obi, 2007). Nevertheless, whether
e-government in Australia, which is used by
half the population, has been successful in fa-
cilitating citizen-government relationships is
unknown and is, therefore, a matter of research
interest.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework guiding this re-
search is depicted in Figure 1 (adapted from
Widing, Sheth, Pulendran, Mittal, & Newman,
2003, p.497) and is drawn from the relationship
marketing literature.

Relationship Marketing (RM)

Fundamentally, marketing is about creating
different types of exchanges. These may be
one-off transactions where personalities and
social bonds are extraneous, or relational ex-
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changes developed through the trading history
of the partners into social and emotional part-
nerships that are more than merely repeated
transactions. Discrete transactions have an in-
formation and economic content with no so-
cial exchange, whereas relational exchanges
are more social and psychological, with trust,
satisfaction, and commitment as important
components (Ching & Ellis, 2006).

The purpose of RM is to develop relational
exchanges (Gronroos, 1989), but what consti-
tutesa relationship is unclear. For example, the
literature review by Sheaves and Barnes
(1996) describes relationships as exclusively
people-centered contacts with considerable
emotional components. Thus it will be difficult
for technology-based service providers (like
e-government) to create close relationships
with people. Further, reciprocity is the norm:
the parties in the relationship provide some-
thing for each other, and this mutuality means
that the behavior of each takes account of the
behaviors of the other. According to sociolo-
gists, personal relationships can be strong ties
(close friends or family) or weak ties (acquain-
tances) whose strength is determined by how
much time, emotion, intimacy, and reciprocal
services are invested in them (Granovetter,
1973, 1983).

In contrast, the RM literature takes a wider
view of relationships that are said to be contacts
between two or more people, objects, symbols,
or organizations (Gummesson, 1996). Thus
Sheaves and Barnes (1996) extend the concept
of weak ties to include electroniccontexts (e.g.,
banks, e-government) where relationships can
be developed without face-to-face contact.
However, the risk in moving from face-to-face

to electronic contact is that it becomes increas-
inglypsychologicallydistant and task oriented,
less personal, spontaneous and collaborative;
that is, contacts between two parties become
routine and regularized rather than relational,
functional rather than social (Gabbott &
Colgate, 1999). Indeed, with virtualization, a
relationship with the customer is maintained
at arm’s length with little or no direct personal
interaction; that is, a disembodied social rela-
tionship depriving a traditional relationship of
itsdefiningcharacteristics. In thecaseofe-gov-
ernment this may create uncertainty about the
citizen-government interface.

Nevertheless, as Sweeney and Morrison
(2004) found in e-banking, the Internet may fa-
cilitate relationships between non-institutional
customers and their bank as much as face-to-
face interaction, as long as the Internet service
contains strong social components. Similarly,
the in-depth interview data of Ching and Ellis
(2006) obtained from small and medium-sized
enterprises engaged in e-commerce in Hong
Kong showed that relational exchanges (char-
acterized by emotional bonding) exhibited
higher levels of trust, commitment, closeness,
and satisfaction with past performance than ad
hoc e-exchanges (a transaction conducted with
no expectation of any future interaction be-
tween the exchange partners) and repeated
e-transactions. Furthermore, such findings
from e-commerce may forebode well for
e-government and thus suggest that citizen-
e-government relationships are a legitimate
area of research.

Citizen inputs.Figure1shows thatcitizenin-
puts influence people’s decisions about enter-
ing a relationship with an institution, including
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a government. When such a relationship fea-
tures trust, satisfaction, and commitment, the
outcomes may be increased citizen loyalty,
willingness to use the service more, and favor-
able word of mouth promotion. Today’s
fast-paced world is increasingly dominated by
self-service technologies (SSTs) that enable
customers toproduceaservice independentofa
direct service employee. Their popularity
arises because they satisfy customers’ needs to
maximize benefits and save the costs of prob-
lem solving including time, effort, inconve-
nience, and risk, and for some they are more
effective than face-to-face contact. E-govern-
ment is in part an SST, but whether it can gener-
ate relational exchanges characterized by trust
andcommitment remains tobedetermined.For
example, an evaluation of non-e-government,
critical SST incidents with 1,000 Americans
concluded that additional research is needed to
determine how organizations should develop
trust and loyalty with customers when there is
an absence of human contact (Meuter, Ostrom,
Roundtree, & Bitner, 2000).

In particular, adopting a customer orienta-
tion has become a burgeoning theme in public
management, and municipal governments
have found it fruitful (Schedler & Summer-
matter,2007).Forexample, customer relation-
ship management (CRM), which uses ICTs to
provide the information required to create a
more personal interaction with citizens to in-
crease their loyalty and lifetime value, has re-
cently become popular in UK local govern-
ment. An analysis by King (2007) of case stud-
ies of 12 local authority leaders in CRM re-
vealed different stages of CRM maturity, but
there was no evidence that CRM is used to gen-
erate insight into citizens’ use of services or fu-
ture service needs.

Many governments have taken these and
other commercial approaches to e-govern-
ment. For example, Australia’s e-government
objective is a return on investment (Keating,
2003). Similarly, the Hong Kong government
has adopted CRM, and it measures the benefits
of e-government by the return on its IT invest-
ment (“Next wave,” 2007). Also, the US ad-
ministration’s objective for e-government is to
use the Internet to create a market-based gov-
ernment (“Government Reform,” 2001). In-
deed, Steyaert (2004) found empirical support

forusingamarketingframeworkforevaluating
e-government services. In brief, commercial or
market-based approaches to e-government are
responses to citizen desires for a convenient
and efficient channel of contact with their gov-
ernments. However, as there has been little in-
terest in citizen-e-government relationships in
the literature, it is the focus of this research.

Citizen-e-government relationships. Citi-
zen-e-government relationships stand, as all
genuine offline relationships do, on the emo-
tional tripod of trust, satisfaction, and commit-
ment (Barnes & Cumby, 2002; Widing et al.,
2003), and trust exists when one party has con-
fidence in another’s reliability and integrity
(Morgan & Hunt, 1994). There are two types of
trust in e-government empirically found in the
literature.Firstly, trust in governments (institu-
tional) and trust in the Internet channel (pro-
cess). Tolbert and Mossberger (2006) analyzed
2001 Pew data to explore the impact of e-gov-
ernment on citizen attitudes. In general, they
found that enhancing citizen trust in e-govern-
ment is due to process factors rather than insti-
tutional. This data is now somewhat dated, but
the authors suggest that future research should
explore process-based trust further. Similarly,
a large structural equation modeling (SEM)
study of US households by Bart, Shankar, Sul-
tan, andUrban (2005) found thatparticularpro-
cess factors such as information and navigation
are the strongest drivers of trust in e-govern-
ment. Nevertheless, an investigation by Carter
and Belanger (2005) of 105 US citizens found
that only when process and institutional trust
were combined into one construct was there a
significant intention to use e-government.
However, their sample may have been too
small for SEM and was strongly skewed to-
wards females (64%), perhaps biasing the re-
sults.

Contrarily, Horst, Kuttschreuter, and Gutteling
(2007) found the reverse: that perceived useful-
ness of government e-services is mainly
predicted by trust in e-government, which
seems counter intuitive, as Tolbert and
Mossberger (2006) and Barnes and Cumby
(2002) argue. That is, trust builds slowly
through experience with an e-government Web
site, and if citizens get good results repeatedly.
Indeed, missing values and a convenience sam-
ple analyzed with SEM may have skewed the
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results in the Horst et al. study. Similarly, the
Internet survey of 124 Canadian e-government
users by Parent, Vanderbeek, and Gemino,
(2005) found that the perceived quality of
e-government Web sites did not significantly
influence and explain citizen trust in govern-
ment; that is, Governments should engage indi-
viduals with high pre-existing levels of trust if
they wish their online efforts to succeed. Once
again, a convenience sample with an over rep-
resentation of females (62%), with a small
number of respondents, and analyzed with
SEM probably lacking statistical power, may
diminish the usefulness of the results.

Finally, regarding the other components of a
relationship, satisfaction with the performance
of each party is an important part (Wilson,
1995) and is related to how close people feel to-
wards the service provider based on satisfac-
tionwith the total relationshipandits individual
parts (Barnes, 1997). As for commitment, con-
tinuity seems to be its hallmark, which is that
part of a relationship worth working on to en-
sure that it endures indefinitely (Morgan &
Hunt, 1994).

Outcomes. As Figure 1 shows, the outcomes
ofa relationshipare loyalty,awillingness touse
more of government services, and a proactive
word of mouth support for the e-government
experience. Loyalty is a preference to act con-
sistently in a certain manner and is often re-
flected inagreateruseof theserviceconcerned.
Word of mouth support expresses a citizen’s
satisfaction with the product or service.

Citizen-E-Government Relationships:
State of the Art

E-government is now an important channel
through which citizens contact their govern-
ments: One quarter of the population in the US
and about half in Australia use this mode of
communication. Some argue that the key
evaluativequestion for e-governance is “do cit-
izens’ uses of the Internet to interact with gov-
ernments facilitate relationships between them
and their governments?”

So far, the e-government literature has not
demonstrated much interest in answering this
question, perhaps not least because many
scholars see relationships as exclusively peo-
ple-centered, and not something to be devel-

oped with objects, symbols, or organizations.
Thus the literature reveals that e-government
shows few signs of enhancing citizen trust in
governments, although it is recognized that
without a deep and abiding citizen trust in their
governments, e-government will not succeed.
The little empirical data that is reported in the
literature suggests that where trust has been
generated by e-government, it is trust in the
Internet channel (process factors) that is a more
important driver than trust in government itself
(institutional factors).Given thepaucityof data
on this important question, this study explores
the issue further.

RESEARCH METHOD

Research Plan

This study aims to address the lack of re-
search on e-government-citizen relationships
from the citizen’s perspective using an explor-
atory qualitative research design, because such
a perspective could not be gained otherwise.
The author is trained in marketing and qualita-
tive methods, he is widely experienced in their
application in consumer research, and his theo-
retical orientation is interpretive analytic.

Data were collected through personal inter-
views with citizens who had contacted Fed-
eral, State, or local governments online for any
reason. Examples include library services,
government permits, bookshops, information
searches, education, or even political involve-
ment such as listening to parliament, starting an
e-petition, engaging in dialogue with MPs,
making a submission to a parliamentary com-
mittee, or completing government surveys. In-
terviews were recorded, transcribed, and then
analyzed using Leximancer, data-mining soft-
ware that analyses the content of textual docu-
ments and visually displays the extracted
information as a map (Smith, 2005).

Research Participants

The sample of 18 included 11 males and 7 fe-
males, married and singles, aged 18-72 and liv-
ing on Queensland’s Gold Coast. Respondents
were recruited using a random selection of tele-
phone numbers and sometimes thereafter the
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“friends of a friend” method. On the telephone,
respondents were asked about their contact
with governments, and if there had been no
Internet contact they were thanked and ex-
cluded from the research. At the end of the
interview respondents were invited to name
any friends that may be suitable for interview.
Occupations represented were students, psy-
chologists, typists, office assistants, factory
workers, academics, public servants, business
owners, builders, and consultants. Participants
were offered a nominal incentiveof movie tick-
ets, and most interviews were conducted at the
universitycampus, althoughsome tookplaceat
participants’ homes or by telephone.

Research Procedures

Interviews. To provide a relaxed environ-
ment in which respondents were open to fully
discuss topics, personal interviews began as
non-directive by explaining the purpose of the
research, and then participants were invited to
“please tell me the story of your contact with
governments electronically.” This gave them
the opportunity to converse on the topic and
encouraged them to share information. As the
interviews progressed, they became more di-
rective and semi-structured, using a minimum
of prompts and guiding questions to explore
how respondents think about the topic. For ex-
ample, questions were arranged in stem-plus-
query design (“I am interested in what you like
about online government. Would you tell me
something about this, please?”). This enabled
interviewees to focus on the topic, softened the
questions making them less inquisitorial, and
facilitated probing. Data were collected dur-
ing 2005, and as data saturation occurred af-
ter 18 interviews, interviewing was stopped.
This compares with Guest, Bunce, and John-
son, (2006) who found that saturation oc-
curred within 12 interviews, although basic
metathemes were present as early as six. This
suggests that interviewing in this study was not
halted prematurely.

Data analysis. In the data analysis process,
Leximancer automatically extracted the most
important concepts from the interview tran-
scripts and drew the concept map (Figure 2).
Concepts are shown in words and points. More

frequent concepts are darker, and bigger points
indicate that the concepts are more highly con-
nected, while concepts that are closer together
appear in similar contexts.

Content analysis is a research tool that deter-
mines the presence of words or concepts in tex-
tual documents and breaks down the material
into manageable categories and relations that
can be quantified and analyzed. In general, ap-
proaches to content analysis are either thematic
or relational. Thematic analysis is the most
common form and involves the detection and
quantification of the presence of predefined
concepts within the text, which can be explicit
(i.e., particular words or phrases) or implicit
(i.e., not explicitly stated in predefined terms).
Relational analysis, by contrast, measures how
such identified concepts are related to each
other within the documents. One of the
strengths of the Leximancer system is that it
conducts both forms of analysis, measuring the
presence of defined concepts as well as how
they are interrelated.

In Leximancer, concepts are collections of
words that travel together throughout the text
and are weighted according to their frequency
in a sentence compared to how frequently they
occur elsewhere. Sentences are tagged as con-
taining a concept if enough accumulated evi-
dence is found. Terms are weighted using an
algorithm, so the presence of each word in a
sentence provides an appropriate contribution
to the accumulated evidence for the presence of
a concept. Thus the coding is computerized
leading to perfect scoring reliability, allowing
dictionaries to be defined automatically for any
topic and bypassing the need for manual cod-
ing. Furthermore, this process can be interac-
tive, allowing users with knowledge of the
domain to influence theconceptdefinitionsand
to focus on concepts of interest.

Reliability and validity. In content analysis,
two forms of reliability are pertinent: stability
and reproducibility. Stability refers to the ten-
dency of a coder to consistently re-code the
same information in the same way over time.
However, human coders are often inconsistent
because of the ambiguity in the coding rules or
in the text, simple coding errors, or cognitive
changes within the coder. As Leximancer’s ap-
proach is automated and deterministic, such in-
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consistencies are avoided leading to a high
level of coding stability.

Reproducibility refers to the consistency of
classification by several coders given the same
marking scheme. In Leximancer, this issue is
most relevant to the generation of the concep-
tual map that can be thought of as a bird’s eye
view of the data, displaying a two dimensional
projection of the original high dimensional
co-occurrence matrix between concepts. The
processofmapgenerationis stochastic, leading
to the possibility of different final positions for
theextractedconceptseachtimethemapisgen-
erated. If themapchanges ingrossstructure, the
most common reason for this cluster instability
is that the map is too highly connected and that
no strong pattern can be found. Thus for a strict
interpretation of the cluster map, the clustering
should be run several times and the map in-
spected on each occasion. If the relative posi-
tioning of the concepts is similar between runs,
then theclustermapisstable; ifnot, it isbecause
the coded context blocks are too large, or that
the classification thresholds are too low. The
standard run is 1,000 iterations, and in this
research, map construction was found to be
very stable well before 1,000 iterations.

RESULTS

As the goal in qualitative research is to dis-
cover and to interpret meaningful themes in
the data (Malhotra, 2006), the main concep-
tual themes identified were “types of citi-
zen-government contact,” “citizen goals
and service delivery,” “citizen-government
perceptions,” “citizen experiences of e-gov-
ernment,” “e-government’ relationship out-
comes,” and “trust: in services or the State?”
These thematic groups comprise a number of
main concepts as shown in Figure 2.

Theme 1: Types of Citizen-Government Contact

The types of citizen-government contact are
“e-contact” (electronic) and “p-contact” (per-
sonal, whether spoken face-to-face or by tele-
phone or letter). The proximity to government,
but not identical placement of the two types on
the map, suggests that both forms of contact
may be similarly useful for some respondents.

Thereasonsforchoosinge-contactarerevealed
in a sample of quotations from the interview
transcripts:

Convenience! Government departments
are notoriously difficult to get in touch
with by mail and phone. But it means I
can approach them and generally find the
information that I want in my time, when
I want it. It is just easier. So I like the
convenience of it. The accessibility. I do
like also the speed with which you get the
responses to questions which otherwise
would take a lot of time. I like the time
saving and the energy saving. So it is the
accessibility, time saving and the conve-
nience. They are the key things. (Colin)

When I get what I want electronically
and have further questions I’m happy to
phone with a proper question. I know
that I will not be misunderstood because
I have asked the right question. (Lynn)

Convenience, speed of response, time and
energy saving, ease of access, and 24/7 avail-
ability of service are the prime reasons for
choosing electronic contact. Interestingly,
while Colin chose electronic contact to avoid
personal contact, Lynn is happy to mix and
match both forms according to which one gives
her the best service result.

Theme 2: Citizen Goals and Service Delivery

This thematic group includes citizens’ ob-
jectives for using e-government and their eval-
uation of the experience.

Info-Goals

“Info-goals” (informationseeking)embraces
the main objective but also includes others:

I have visited a government Web site for
the last 6 months mainly for research
purposes. (Jodd)

Yes, I have tried to access information
about property development and self-
managed super funds, how they get
taxed, what your obligations are, what is
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the costing . . . trying to access that kind
of information basically. (Carmel)

These responses are typical. Obtaining in-
formation for research or other purposes, and
accessing government services such as library
and transport, paying rates, and looking at gov-
ernment regulations seem to be the most impor-
tant goals. Using e-government to participate
more in democracy is rare, although here is an
example:

I’ve been involved in an e-petition with
the current debate about daylight sav-
ing. Just had a look to see whether there
is anything that I thought would be
worthwhile being involved in the demo-
cratic process and being a part of this
participative e-government. (Ian)

Service Delivery

Did participants receive the services they
wanted? Achievement of goals was mixed:

99% yes definitely I get what I want. The
other 1% is not in straight English. I can’t
understand the way it has been spelled
out. You know, it is not right to the point.
(Sigi)

A lot of the Web sites are not set up in a
directory type scenario, so sometimes
finding information can be a convoluted
process, so you meet with sort of limited
success. But with local governments
sometimes you are not able to do what
you want to do. (Greg)

Found it complicated at first but got there
through trial and error. It’s the jargon that
is confusing and did not understand what
was required to begin with. (Shirley)

Evaluation of e-government service deliv-
ery ranges from positive to negative. The main
problems expressed here are language and ser-
vice structure. Concerning the former, govern-
ment jargon (rather than “citizen speak”)
creates misunderstanding and is a barrier to ef-
fective communication. As for structure, sim-
ple services like library are delivered without

problems, but others are convoluted and com-
plicated to the point that citizens give up on the
process.

Online versus Offline

Respondentswereaskedhowonlinegovern-
ment compared with offline, and if one form
was better than the other:

Definitely. Online is easier to find infor-
mation and the answers to questions.
(Georgia)

I’m actually critical about that. There are
some e-services that are delivered much
better, like if you want something like a
form or a basic policy statement or some
very broad information, it’s excellent.
But if you want some very specific piece
of information you may have to get it
face-to-face or by the phone. (Ian)

Couldn’t communicate my needs online
as well as face-to-face. (Jessica)

I just wanted the reassurance of a person,
being a new sole trader. I suppose I don’t
fully trust myself and my ability to make
sense of a new area. I wanted to spill my
guts to someone on the phone and get a
‘yea’ or a ‘no’ to know if I’m doing the
right thing. (John)

It seems that online government may be pre-
ferred for services that are routine (e.g., Ian).
However,wheredetailedexplanationofcitizen
need (e.g., Jessica) or emotional reassurance
(e.g., John) is required, then offline govern-
ment is better than e-government.

Theme 3: Citizen-Government Perceptions

Respondents were asked how they saw
themselves when using e-government and how
they thought governments perceived them.
Here is a sample of typical responses:

I view myself in dealing with the govern-
ment as a customer. On the other hand, I
think that they see me as a pain in the
bum. You feel that the government is
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providing something that they are forced
to provide rather than value adding to
their business. (Marcus)

I view myself as a customer in using
e-government. The government does not
view me as a customer, but more as a citi-
zen, who has certain obligations to fill.
(Colin)

I don’t feel that I’m accessing the gov-
ernment but just using the Web to find
government information. When the issue
is just access to information there is no
food chain and everyone gets the same
service, but it can be different when you
make a request. We used to be treated as
citizens but it has changed and we are
now clients. (Lynn)

I suppose as a citizen, part of a collective
group called Australia . . . the sense I got
was I was one of the numbers, nothing
special . . . (John)

e-government tries to engage the general
public but also hold them at arm’s length.
The staff don’t have to come to a public
meeting and deal with people, particu-
larly angry people because it’s much eas-
ier to flip the anger into the Web site
which is impersonal and remote. (Ian)

In brief, there is not much that is positive
about e-government here. Respondents want to
be treated as citizens who have responsibilities
as well as entitlements and privileges, but they
are not being treated as they once were. Rather,
there has been a decline; Citizens are now col-
orless numbers, nothing special or distinctive,
but irritant obligatees to be held at an arm’s
length, and certainly relationships with their
constituents are not to be encouraged.

Theme 4: Citizen Experiences
of E-Government

This thematicgroupfocusesonrespondents’
cognitive and affective experiences of e-gov-
ernment. Here is a sample of quotations from
the interview transcripts:

It is enjoyable because I am in control of
the way that I interact. I am not sitting on
the phone pushing buttons and being re-
directed from department to department.
So, it is a relatively easy and hassle free
experience, which is good. However,
there are some things that are fairly frus-
trating like broken hyperlinks to other
government Web pages. (Mitchell)

There were no basic explanations for some
concepts and processes that I would have
appreciated. They assume too much about
my knowledge and ability I think. (John)

I fear Big Brother tracking where I’ve
been and what they could use this for.
(Rahim)

It could be used more positively than it
is. More organization of online content,
make it logical. The Department of Fair
Trading Web site is atrocious; there is so
much information there that sometimes
it is difficult to get what you want.
(Marcus)

Local government Web sites need to be
simpler. You would think that there
would be simple things that you could
find out online but they’re quite difficult.
So, they are not particularly user-
friendly. It was too nerve wrecking; I
was worried I was going to make a mis-
take so I gave up. (Carmel)

Citizen experiences of e-Government are
mixed, ranging from the enjoyable and user-
friendly to frustrating and lacking important
cognitive features, as Figure 2 shows. On bal-
ance, thedominantfeelingsarepositive,butcit-
izensreport frustratingexperiencesbecause the
cognitive aspects need improvement–content
needs to be organized simply and logically.

Theme 5: E-Government Relationship
Outcomes

This thematic group focuses on the relation-
ship between governments and their citizens.
The distance of this group from the concept of
government inFigure2 suggests that the ideaof
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citizen-government relationship is remote, as
the following quotations show:

I’m satisfied with the e-government ex-
perience but undecided about commit-
ment. (Georgia)

I feel good about what they are trying to
do and I would use it in the future but I
would tell others about the negative as-
pects as well. (Michael)

I don’t feel any sense of commitment
and loyalty. They are not the sorts of
words that come into my relationship
with the government. I don’t see a link
between the Web site and the govern-
ment. I see it in a far more functional
sense, it is really there to perform a task
and in terms of affecting the way that I
think about government itself doesn’t re-
ally have significant impact. (Lynn)

As a customer in using e-government I
don’t find that I feel goodwill, I don’t
find that I feel more committed, I don’t
find that I feel loyal. (Colin)

I don’t feel any sense of loyalty. How-
ever, I believe that there is ‘reciprocity’
that both parties are getting something
out of the transaction. I intend to use
e-government in the future, because the
information is easy to access and use.
But if I had bad experiences I would tell
others about those as well. (Marcus)

. . . it’s my money that they’re spending
in propaganda essentially and that an-
noys the hell out of me . . . particularly
me at the moment because I paid tax for
20 years and . . . I’m getting nothing in
return! So, I feel somewhat annoyed by
the whole system. Its about ‘smart state,
‘smart Australia’, ‘working smarter’. At
the moment I’m just appalled. The gov-
ernment is not really trying to generate a
relationship with me. (Ian)

In brief, there is a continuum of feel-
ings about e-government ranging from
a sense of commitment to a more domi-

nant feeling of no sense of commit-
ment, loyalty, or goodwill. There is a
disconnection between satisfaction with
e-government service delivery on the
one hand and the lack of relationship
commitment to governments on the
other. Additionally, the concepts of loy-
alty and goodwill are even further away
from the central concept of government.
Indeed, they are on the extremes of the
conceptual map.

Theme 6: Trust: In Services or the State?

The final theme is trust, and while it is iso-
latedon theconceptualmap(Figure2), itsprox-
imity to service access and its distance from
government suggests that citizens trust the
functional aspects of e-government service but
not the government providing the service.
Moreover, the large spatial distance between
trust and the other relationship variables of sat-
isfaction and commitment, of which they are an
integral, theoretical part, highlight the relation-
ship disconnect. Here is a sample of typical
quotations:

Trust doesn’t come into it because I’m
only getting information from them.
(Margaret)

I don’t distrust them about forms and in-
formation. (Lynn)

The words government and trust don’t
compute. They are corrupt; they don’t
keep their promises. Everything comes
down to cost and government online is to
save them money by reducing the
workforce and getting people to serve
themselves. (Shirley)

No, I don’t trust them more and I didn’t
vote for them at the last election.
(Jessica)

Oh no. My perceptions of government
are as a bureaucratic monster that doesn’t
really get anything done in haste, proba-
bly is unchanged by e-government. I
think I see what you are asking in that
question, that if they streamline their pro-
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cesses and made it far more interactive
and useful, then yes, probably if you can
get on and do what you needed to do and
there is never a drama, it would certainly
facilitate a more amiable relationship
with it certainly. (Greg)

I would say that I trust the government
less by dealing with it electronically be-
cause once again it’s a method to hold the
general public at an arm’s length, while
giving the perception of trying to engage
them more. (Ian)

Clearly, citizens dichotomize their trust. On
theonehand, they trust theprocessofe-govern-
ment service delivery but do not trust the State
that provides these services. Indeed, their lack
of trust in the State is expressed quite strongly,
but there is no sense of tension between these
apparently contradictory attitudes.

DISCUSSION

This paper began by highlighting an impor-
tant evaluative question for e-governance:
Does citizens’ use of the Internet to interact
with governments facilitate relationships be-
tween them and their governments? The evi-
dence to date suggests an unrealized potential
of e-government to develop citizen-govern-
ment relationships. While governments every-
where seem to acknowledge the Web’s
relationship building potential, there are few
indications that they are serious about using
e-government to enhance relationships with
their citizens. This study, however, provides
some tentative answers to this question from an
exploratory investigation of citizens in
Australia, where nearly half of them contact
their governments by the Internet.

Convenience, speed of response, time and
energy saving, ease of access, and 24/7 avail-
ability of service are the main benefits for
choosing electronic contact with governments.
That is, respondents see themselves as custom-
ers of governments, which have obligations to
them, although participants think that govern-
ments view them as citizens with obligations to
the government. These findings support the
“citizen inputs” construct of the conceptual

framework and the empirical literature that ar-
gues for a market and commercial framework
for assessing e-government services (Steyaert,
2004). Nevertheless, respondents do not al-
ways choose electronic contact with govern-
ments over face to face. While some like to
avoid personal contact because of the expected
disappointing service to be experienced, others
use both forms if necessary to get the best
service outcome.

Indeed, service outcome in the form of infor-
mation and transactions are the main reasons to
use e-government rather than for a deeper par-
ticipation in democracy. It seems that online
government may be preferred for the delivery
of simple, routine services that respondents de-
scribe as enjoyable and user-friendly. In con-
trast, where detailed explanation of citizen
need or emotional reassurance of correct citi-
zen behavior is required, then citizens give up
on the process in favor of offline government
that better copes with such convoluted and
complicated problems. In these cases, e-gov-
ernment is frustrating because the cognitive
and emotional aspects need improvement.

The issue of emotional reassurance brings us
to the subject of citizen-e-government relation-
ships that can only be built on the emotional
components of trust, satisfaction, and commit-
ment, trust being the most important (Barnes &
Cumby, 2002; Widing et al., 2003). However,
as already noted from Figure 2, the distance of
the themes of e-government relationship out-
comes from the concept of government sug-
gests that the idea of a citizen-e-government
relationship is somewhat remote.

In particular, citizens trust the technology
and thee-informationore-serviceobtained,but
they do not trust the State behind the computer
interface. This is reinforced pictorially from
Figure 2, where trust is proximate to serviceac-
cess but distant from government, emphasizing
that citizens trust the functional aspects of
e-government service but not the government
providing the service. Clearly, citizens dich-
otomize their trust. Indeed, their lack of trust in
theState isexpressedquitestrongly,but there is
no sense of tension between these apparently
contradictory attitudes. Thus these findings
support that part of the literature that distin-
guishes trust ingovernment(institutional)from
trust in the Internet channel (process) (Bart et

112 JOURNAL OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY & POLITICS



www.manaraa.com

al., 2005; Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006). Fur-
ther, the results are consistent with the lack of
citizen trust-enhancing government Web sites
in Europe (Torres et al., 2005). They are also
consistent with the finding of no significant re-
lationship between citizen usage of e-govern-
ment and trust in government in the US (West,
2004). In the absence of a large quantitative
study that confirms these qualitative findings
from Australia, no claim is made about the
generalizability of results, but the consistency
of findingswithEuropeanandAmericandata is
encouraging.

Further, the findings are relevant to the the-
ories of relationship development. The re-
sults do not support that part of the RM
literature that extends the concept of weak
ties to include electronic contexts (e.g.,
banks, e-government) where relationships
can be developed without face-to-face con-
tact (Sheaves & Barnes, 1996). In contrast,
the results do support that part of the RM liter-
ature that warns of the risks in moving from
face-to-face to electronic contact–such as in-
creased psychological distance, and more
functional and less personal and social con-
tacts (Gabbott & Colgate, 1999). Thus with
virtualization, the citizen is maintained at
arm’s length in a disembodied social relation-
ship.

In contrast, the results of this study do not
support the literature thatengagement ine-gov-
ernment by citizens is predicated on trust in
government (Carter & Be1anger, 2005), al-
though there are some methodological issues
with thisstudythatmaydiminishits findings.

Additionally, commitment, and satisfaction
are also relationship concepts that are distant
from government. As trust is the basis of com-
mitment and satisfaction, this is to be expected,
andon this issue the findings support the litera-
ture (Sweeney & Morrison, 2004). Moreover,
the large spatial distance between trust and the
other relationship variables of satisfaction and
commitment, of which they are an integral,
theoretical part, highlight the relationship dis-
connect between citizens and government. Ad-
ditionally, the concepts of loyalty and goodwill
are even further away from the central concept
of government. These results, then, generally
support the citizen outputs of the conceptual

framework with one contradictory qualifica-
tion. Citizens will continue to use e-govern-
ment services in the future because they trust
them and will by word of mouth tell others
about their experiences.

Nevertheless, they do not trust the State pro-
viding these services and so far do not see that
e-government has facilitated relationships be-
tween them and their governments. Whether
this will change in the future is a good question,
given that the results of this study are both at
variance with and supportive of the e-com-
merce literature. The evidence provided by
Ching and Ellis (2006) from small- and me-
dium-sizedenterprisesengagedine-commerce
shows that relational (emotional) exchanges
showing higher levels of trust, commitment,
and satisfaction than ad hoc e-exchanges and
repeated e-transactions can be developed on-
line. However, that was a business study and
perhaps more relevant is the conclusion from
consumers on non-e-government SSTs, that
additional research is needed to determine how
organizations should develop trust and loyalty
with customers when there is an absence of hu-
man contact (Meuter et al., 2000).

Does citizens’ use of the Internet to interact
with governments facilitate relationships be-
tween them and their governments? This re-
search is innovative because it provides the
answer to this question. The answer is that it
does not. It certainly facilitates access to gov-
ernment services, and citizens trust that func-
tional part of e-government although some
substantial improvements need to be made.
Can e-government facilitate citizen-e-govern-
ment relationships? The jury is still out on that
question, although given some evidence from
e-commerce, the potential may be there to do
so. Figure 3 illustrates the path to develop ma-
ture, citizen-e-government relationships. At
the moment, e-government is located in the
bottom left of the diagram, where contacts
have a transaction and service focus. The ideal
location is the top right hand corner of the fig-
ure, where citizen-e-government relationships
comprise the essential components of trust, sat-
isfaction, and commitment. That potential has
yet to be realized.
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CONCLUSION

Limitations, Implications, and Further Research

This research set out to determine if the
Internet, and particularly e-government, could
facilitate relationships between government
and citizens. The preliminary answer to that
question is that it cannot. Citizens trust e-gov-
ernment technology and the associated service,
but having a relationship with a government is
not something that they contemplate. Never-
theless, there is room for improvement in
e-government services. Web sites need to be
made user-friendlier with less complexity and
jargon; they must be made more intuitive to
avoid the frustrating need for citizens to go

offline to get a complete service. Thus govern-
ments at all levels should study their citizen
base to determine how best to improve current
electronic service delivery.

The potential of e-government to facilitate
citizen-e-government relationships has yet to
be fulfilled, but the evidence from e-commerce
is encouraging for e-government. As relation-
ships are characterized by mutuality and reci-
procity, both citizens and governments will
need towork together toachieve thegoal.How-
ever, governments have to take the initiative
and do more, because they want relationships
but citizens do not. As Meuter et al., (2000) rec-
ommend, additional research is needed to de-
termine how organizations should develop
trust and loyalty with customers in the absence
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of human contact. In depth case studies of citi-
zen-e-government interaction may identify the
factors that will assist governments to create
these trusting relationships.

Further, the qualitative data revealed some
comparisons between online and offline expe-
riences with government. Building on the find-
ings of this study, a future research project
could investigate longitudinal changes in citi-
zen contact behavior, showing changes in
offline and offline contact, how these were
brought aboutand why. In addition,how differ-
ent degrees of trust in both institutions and pro-
cesses change over time will be an interesting
question to explore in the future.

The limitations of this research are the small
sample and its regional bias. Much more inves-
tigationof the issues needs to be done by way of
a substantial quantitative survey in Australia
andcomparativelyinothercountriesaswellbe-
fore the results of this study can be generalized,
but the consistency of findings with European
and American data is encouraging.
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