
512 Volume 49 Number 2 | June 2014

Journal of Public Administration Journal of Public Administration

FACTORS INFLUENCING READINESS FOR 
TRANSFORMATIONAL E-GOVERNMENT: A PERSPECTIVE 

OF LOCAL GOVERNMENTS IN SOUTH AFRICA

M. Twum-Darko 
Cape Peninsula University of Technology

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this article was to explore the readiness of local governments 
(municipalities) in South Africa to transform to be able to deliver services 
to its citizens using ICT. The study applied Structuration Theory (ST) 

and drew on the concepts of duality of structure and action particularly: the 
enactment of technology-in-practice (ETiP) as a lens to understand and interpret 
the social construct. The objective was to determine the factors contributing to 
the readiness of municipalities to adopt ICT to transform the way and manner 
they deliver essential services to the public. The concept “Transformational 
e-Government” (TeG) is discussed in this paper to analyse the determinant 
factors influencing service delivery. This paper aimed to analyse the readiness 
of South African local government when rendering services through information 
and communication technology (ICT). An interpretive case study research 
methodology where structured interviews were used to collect data was applied. 
The findings were that out of the 15 municipalities interviewed only 7% were 
ready for TeG initiatives, 60% were near ready and 33% have a long way to go 
to implement TeG initiatives. The results also showed that 5 out of the 8 Metro 
Cities in South Africa were ready to implement TeG initiatives successfully. The 
implications of the study were that, the ST is able to provide the lens through 
which to understand, interpret and determine the factors contributing to the 
readiness of municipalities to implement TeG to improve service delivery.

INTRODUCTION
E-Government gained significant popularity in developing counties at the 

beginning of the 21st Century. These were seen from the many governments’ 
websites, e-services and other electronic transformation initiatives and strategies.  
However, these initiatives and strategies in relation to the municipalities studied 
did not produce the desire results. Dada (2006) in his article “The failure of 
e-government in developing countries: a literature review” alluded to this 
observation. Furthermore, Heeks (2004) indicates that 35% of e-government 
projects in developing countries resulted in total failures and that 50% were partial 
failures. To improve productivity, Irani, Rudd, Gallo, Ricketts, Friedel, and Rhoades 
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(2007) suggest tha application of the Transformational e-Government (TeG) to 
address the cultural and organisational barriers which have hindered the realisation 
of service delivery in the local government spheres. Irani et al. (op.cit.) defined 
TeG as “the exploitation of e-government such that benefits can be realized” i.e., 
the use of computer-based information and communications technologies (ICT) 
to enable radical improvement to the delivery of services. Although there has not 
been much literature in this area of research, literature reviewed thus far indicates 
that there are challenges which have hampered many municipalities in achieving 
improved service delivery through their technology investments.

The South Africa Constitution (Act 108 of 1996) provides for a three-tier 
government system: National Government, Provincial Governments and Local 
Governments (Municipalities). The provincial governments are the nine (9) 
main regions of South Africa and each region has a number of Municipalities of 
various types; about 278 in total across South Africa. The constitution mandates 
municipalities to deliver services to the citizens in their jurisdiction, with powers 
to raise revenue and to receive transfers from provincial and national governments 
i.e., service delivery accountability.

This paper presents a preliminary understanding and interpretation of a real 
case study of challenges of TeG drawing on the concepts of duality of structures 
(DoS) from Structuration Theory (ST). The study drew on Orlikowski’s (2000) socio-
technical analysis of Gidden’s DoS and in particular “enactment of technologies-
in-practice” (ETiP) (see Figure 1) as a lens through which to determine the factors 
contributing to the readiness of Municipalities to implement TeG. The paper 
presents a theoretical understanding and interprets the concept associated with 
the point of view of using data from a real case study. The paper also suggests a 
general framework that provides insight to the degree of readiness of Municipalities 
to adequately implement TeG initiatives and strategies. Given the above, this paper 
is structured as:

• A brief overview of Structuration Theory and the concept of enactment of 
technology-in-practice (ETiP) used in the analysis of the case study; 

• A summary of the methodology and the case narrative;  
• Reinterpretation of the case study from the perspective of (ETiP); and 
• Implications as a general framework 

 UNDERPINNING THEORY AND THE CASE
Overview of Structuration Theory
This overview will first trace the various attempts that have been made in literature 

to “reconcile” Structuration Theory (ST) with the very real challenge of gaining a 
deeper understanding of the challenge. The impact of eGovernment strategies and 
the factors influencing the implementation of TeG is also described. Twum-Darko 
(2011: 48-49) commented that ST allows for TeG to be seen as a structure. In order 
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to deepen the understanding of ST and how it is applied in the field of technology 
innovations which is relevant to this research, one need to understand Giddens’ 
(1984:9-14) characterisation of sociological enquiry, specifically of agency and 
structure as described in this section.   

Agency/Agent and Structure are two of the central constructs of Structuration 
Theory. Giddens (1984:14) argues that human agency is the ‘capacity to make a 
difference’ (also known as ‘transformative capacity’) i.e., the flow or pattern of 
people’s action and not people’s intentions of doing things. Giddens (1984:17,377) 
further describes structure as resources and guidelines frequently implicated in the 
ETiP. According to Giddens (ibid.) guidelines are techniques used in the enactment 
of social practices. Therefore on-going use of technology strengthens technology-
in-practice and therefore becoming repeatedly used to carry out social life’s 
demands. Hence deducing from Giddens (ibid.) ‘rules and resources’ are recursively 
implicated in the reproduction of social systems. Thus, structure is what gives form 
and shape to social life, but it is not itself the form and shape (ibid). Structure exists 
only in and through the activities of human agents (Giddens & Pierson, 1989:256). 
Walsham (1993:34) describes action as having strongly routinized aspects which 
is both conditioned by existing cultural structures and also creates and recreates 
those structures through the enactment process. By theorizing this social system, 
Giddens (ibid.) urged for a conceptualization of the contextuality of duality of 
structure and hence argued that “the constitution of agents and structure are not 
two independently given sets of phenomena, a dualism, but represent a duality.” 
Thus, duality in ST refers to the way in which action and structure presupposes 
each other.  Giddens (ibid.) further argues that “the structural properties of social 
systems are both medium and outcome of the practices they recursively organise.” 
The latter is what this paper intends to address.

Drawing on Giddens’ argument, Twum-Darko (2011:48-49) further argues that 
ST offers us the window through which to analyse the structure and its formulation 
(action) as one that constitute a duality i.e., the structural characteristics affect the 
action, and in turn, the structure can be modified through action which results in a 
new structure that is the basis of the next change. Barley (1990) further argues that 
‘technically-driven social change is likely to be rooted in a technology’s material 
constraints’ (here structure (‘constraints’) and agency (‘driven’) are conflated), 
but that these must be transformed into social forces if technology is to have a 
significant effect on social organization.  Furthermore, Orlikowski’s structurational 
model of the ‘duality of technology’ (Orlikowski, 1992) goes somewhat further in 
explicitly introducing material technology into the structure/agency duality, and 
also suggesting that social rules may be ‘embedded’ in information technology 
solutions during their design, but insisting that they cannot be programmatically 
read off by humans in a determinist manner (interpretive flexibility) which outside 
the scope of this paper. 
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Orlikowski (2000:407) used ETiP (see Figure 1) to further elaborate on the two 
notions of emergent structures and enactment, Orlikowski indicated that structures 
are embodied in technologies to be appropriated by users (municipalities); while 
users (municipalities) may appropriate these differently from time to time; thus 
the notion “to constitute, actuate, and perform”. “That is, rather than starting with 
the technology and examining how actors appropriate its embodied structures, 
this view starts with human (municipalities) action and examines how it enacts 
emergent structures through recurrent interaction with the technologies at hand” 
(op.cit.).  

Figure 1: Enactment of Technology-in-Practice [Source: Orlikowski (2000)]

Therefore, this structurational model (Figure 1) which is based on Giddens’ 
model represents Orlikowski’s argument of technology appropriation. To further 
elaborate on Orlikowski’s concise description of the structurational model, it is 
repeated verbatim: “When people (municipalities) use a technology, they draw 
on the properties comprising the technological artefact – those provided by its 
constituent materiality, those inscribed by the designers, and those added on 
by users through previous interactions (e.g., specific data content, customized 
features, or expanded software/hardware accessories).  People (municipalities) also 
draw on their skills, power, knowledge, assumptions, and expectations about the 
technologies and its use, influenced typically by training, communication, and 
previous experiences. These include the meanings and attachments – emotional 
and intellectual – that users (municipalities) associate with particular technologies 
and their uses, shaped by their experiences with various technologies and their 
participation in a range of social and political communities. Users (municipalities) 
also draw on their knowledge and experiences with the institutional contexts in 
which they live and work, and the social and cultural conventions associated with 
participating in such contexts.” [Orlikowski, 2000:410].
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THE CASE STUDY
Methodology
Interpretive case study methodology (Walsham, 1995) was used to guide 

the collection and analysis of data. The underlying objective of this approach 
is to understand and interpret the social phenomenon, i.e., transformational 
eGovernment and also to have a deeper understanding of this complex social 
reality in the light of the inherent influences and constraints of information 
technology solutions. Adapting the concepts of technology-in-practice of ST, 
a theoretical understanding was developed which enabled a comprehensive 
interpretation of the results in terms of the contributions made by the inclusion 
and use of technology to institutionalise the factors contributing to the readiness 
of the organisation. Data collected included documentations such as Technology 
Infrastructure Policies, Corporate Governance Policy, Enterprise Architecture 
Strategy, Human Resources Policies, Legal Frameworks, Project Management 
principles and conducting unstructured interviews with staff of two (2) Metro 
Cities and fifteen (15) Municipalities at Senior, Middle management and clerical 
staff who have participated in or have implemented eGovernment initiatives to 
transform services delivery infrastructure. Most of the interviews lasted between 
one and half to two hours and they were all fully taped and transcribed. 

The case in brief
The South African Constitution (Act 108 of 1996) empowers Provincial 

Governments to have the oversight role over Local Governments (Municipalities). 
They also have exclusive powers of the National Government and concurrent 
powers as the National Government. The National Government has the mandate 
to formulate policies and regulations, an oversight role of both Provincial and 
Local Government and has major taxing powers. In terms of the Municipal Systems 
Act 32 of 2000, Municipalities are accorded the core principles, mechanisms 
and processes that are necessary to enable municipalities to move progressively 
towards the social and economic upliftment of local communities, and ensure 
universal access to essential services that are affordable to all.  The Act also 
mandate municipalities to empower the poor and ensure that they put in place 
service tariffs and credit control policies that take their needs into account by 
providing a framework for the provision of services, service delivery agreements 
and municipal service districts; 

They are to establish a framework for support, monitoring and set standard 
with other spheres of government in order to progressively build local government 
into an efficient, frontline development agency capable of integrating the activities 
of all spheres of government for the overall social and economic upliftment of 
communities in harmony with their local natural environment. These mandates 
are distinctive in that each sphere has its own unique area of operation. The 
mandates are also interdependent which means that the three spheres are required 
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to co-operate and acknowledge respective areas of jurisdiction and at the same 
time the constitutional mandates are interrelated ensuring that there is a system of 
cooperative governance and intergovernmental relations among the three spheres 
(section 40 of the South African Constitution, Act 108 of 1996). There are 278 
municipalities in South Africa i.e., 8 Metros, 44 District Municipalities and 226 
Local Municipalities.

Unit of Analysis
Given Table 1 below; 17 Municipalities: 9 Local municipalities – one from each 

Province, 6 District municipalities – one from each Province except Western Cape, 
Kwazulu-Natal, and Gauteng provinces and 2 Metros (Johannesburg and Tshwane) 
were interviewed. A total of 85 personnel across the 17 Municipalities participated 
in the interviews (Table 1: Field Work). The outcome is tabulated in Table 2 of 
Appendix B.     

Municipality Number Interviewed

Type Number Chief Director Director IT Manager IT Technician Total

Metros 2 2 4 6 6 18

District 6 6 6 6 12 30

Local 9 9 9 9 10 37

Total 17 17 19 21 28 85

Table 1: Field Work

FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATION 
This section describes TeG initiatives at municipalities as a process of ETiP i.e., 

transforming (re-inventing processes and different channels) public services using 
ICT. The need for TeG was initially proposed by the Ministry and Department of 
Provincial and Local Government (dlpg, 2007:2) as a mandate from the January 
2007 Extended Cabinet Lekgotla. Therefore, the analysis starts with the identification 
of the pre-condition for TeG success in municipalities. The researcher therefore 
assumed that protecting and enhancing the lives of citizens via ICT capabilities i.e., 
high performance in service delivery is a major ETiP pursued by the management 
of municipalities interviewed. The researcher traced the ETiP (Orlikowski, 2000) 
in the context of TeG at municipalities interviewed (see Table 2: Appendix A). The 
factors that prevented sufficient implementation of TeG across the municipalities 
interviewed were considered. In the researcher’s, view based on the data collected 
(see Table 3: Appendix B) this consideration represents, fairly, the situation at the 
remaining 263 municipalities in South Africa. Given Table 3 (see Appendix B) in 
relation to the 15 municipalities interviewed, only 7% are ready for TeG initiatives, 
60% are near ready and 33% have a long way to go to implement TeG initiatives. 
There are only 5 out of 8 Metro Cities in South Africa and given Table 2, it appeared 
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they were ready to implement TeG initiatives successfully. These factors fall into 3 
broad categories as follows: 

(a) Facilities 
• Unaligned business processes and limited integration of systems;
• Physical presence of citizens required at Municipal offices for basic 

transactions and service queries;
• Limited payment options for services delivered;
• Paper-based filing systems and extensive manual processes;
(b) Norm
• Absence of eGovernment champions and inadequate ICT leadership;
• Lack of coherent strategy for ICT for service delivery;
• Non-aligned governance structures impacting on ICT decisions
• Lack of formalized reporting and management information system;
• The new legislation promulgated to ensure improved service delivery 

inadequately implemented e.g., Municipal property rates Act, 2004;
(c) Interpretive scheme
• Nepotism and favouritism in service delivery due to;
• Inadequate knowledge, 
• Bad judgment to rollout service types;
• Poor data recording of service types and for which community; 
• Limited access points to obtain services or query services delivered and long 

queues?

DISCUSSIONS
Municipalities (District and Local Councils) and Metro cities are like any 

organization whose main mandate is to deliver basic services to the public. As such 
are to extent driven by ICT enabled organizational transformation initiative like 
TeG. Therefore, the readiness of these organizations to implement TeG initiatives 
can be studied using the concepts of ETiP which is derived from duality of structure: 
a perspective of Structuration Theory as a lens through which to understand 
and interpret the factors impacting on TeG initiatives in organizations. It further 
demonstrates that TeG can be studied using technological determinism, social 
construction of technology perspective as argued by Twum-Darko (2011:46-50). 
The outcome of the study suggests that concept of “Scaling” would be appropriate 
to address the challenges of TeG initiatives highlighted in this paper. According to 
Sahay and Walsham (2005:43), “Scaling” is the processes and embedded practices 
by which heterogeneous networks around a technology (or TeG) are spread, 
enhanced, scoped, and enlarged. The implication is that scaling deals with aspects 
of geography, software architecture, people, processes, infrastructure, technical 
support, and political support.  

In the context of TeG, scaling will imply the improvement of the pre-condition 
criteria from an indicator of 2 or 3 to 4 or 5 i.e., from not ready to ready.  In 
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other words, as argued by Twum-Darko (2011:202-203) scaling is the process of 
taking what is “global” into a “local” framework that ensures that local consensus 
and conditions are considered, i.e., “glocalization” (Robertson, 1992; Rolland 
and Monteiro, 2002). As such “scaling” TeG may not work for the well-resourced 
and well-developed Metros in South Africa (e.g., the City of Johannesburg, the 
City of Tshwane and Ekurhuleni in Gauteng, City of Cape Town and eThekwini 
in Kwazulu-Natal). These Metros are ready for TeG initiatives. However, “scaling” 
would be suitable for the less resourced and less developed municipalities which 
are looking up to national government and their Provinces for capability and 
capacity support. This presupposes that each Province (global) may have to decide 
to have a centralized system of core “global” functionalities that is uniform across 
the province for the less developed and resourced municipalities but with “local” 
customizations that allow for local requirements and expectations.      

CONCLUSION
Contribution
The theoretical contribution of this paper is the application of the concept of 

enactment of technologies-in-practice (ETiP) of Giddens’ duality of structures as a 
lens through which socially constructed phenomena such as ICT for development 
can be studied. It encapsulates the entire research effort, but more than that, could 
serve as a guideline for the implementation of TeG initiatives to improve the delivery 
of essential services by Governments. One is therefore not saying that applying 
the concept of ETiP would guarantee successful implementation of TeG, but 
expects that the likelihood of success would increase. Methodologically, the study 
adopted an interpretive approach based on multiple case studies where structured 
interviews were used to collect data. ETiP was further used to guide the analysis 
and interpretation of data collected from conceptualization to implementation 
and support of TeG initiatives. The contribution therefore is the way in which the 
concept of ETiP was applied to study the socio-technical processes in the case 
studies of TeG. It is submitted that this could serve as an example to other researchers 
involved in similar projects. The experience indicated that it is captivating in ICT 
for development research to use underpinning theories instead of just relying on 
literature, although, these underpinning theories do not come with a method of 
how to make use of them. The practical contribution is a normative approach 
which could inform the process of the TeG initiative from conceptualization to 
its implementation and subsequent support. The review of the available literature 
showed a dearth of researched frameworks and theories that could facilitate 
this process – especially as far as TeG initiatives processes are concerned. It is 
hoped that this study goes some way towards addressing this limitation. It must be 
emphasize that the normative application of ETiP cannot and will not guarantee 
success, but it is expected that its use as a lens would increase the likelihood 
of success. Another practical contribution is the detailed insight provided by the 
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case study which revealed that TeG initiatives in developing economies should 
be linked to productive activities of municipalities by understanding the social 
context of work, tasks and the municipality. This will then help increase the social 
integration of technology initiative and, hopefully, its institutionalization.

Limitations and further research  
There are a number of limitations to this research study which have implications 

for further research work. One limitation is related to the fact that there is very 
little application of ETiP as a lens to study challenges impacting on eGovernment 
related projects in Africa. While this study has provided a general view of degree of 
readiness by 15 municipalities to undertake TeG initiatives successfully, it requires 
further research to validate it with more municipalities. A second limitation is 
related to the transferability of the results into other contexts or countries. Since 
the research took place in South Africa, within a set of particular challenges, 
the methodology and the lessons learnt cannot just be transferred or replicated. 
Rather, in using such a normative approach there should be allowances for flexible 
thinking and action such that challenges or the unexpected can be identified and 
incorporated into the guidelines. The application of the proposed frameworks may 
need various levels. A third limitation of this research is that ETiP was applied in 
retrospect. It would be useful to have followed or observe the conceptualization 
and implementation of TeG in these municipalities and how the interplay between 
the structure and agency were mediated. Finally, a limitation, perhaps applicable 
to most studies involving service delivery transformation, is that transformation 
or reform in them is an ongoing process. The research was conducted before the 
2014 national elections and there was no indication that the TeG initiatives would 
stop or modification would not be introduced to the processes. There will continue 
to be capacity and skills problems, organizational reform, and re-ordering of 
power structures within the municipalities which could create a different picture. 
Continuous development of the proposed normative approach and possibly minor 
adjustments to the use of ETiP as a lens may be necessary to increase the likelihood 
of deeper understanding and interpretation of factors affecting TeG initiatives in 
municipalities.
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Appendix A:  Table 2: TeG Readiness: Process of Enactment for Trans-
formational eGovernment Success

Pre-condition Explanation [Source: Adopted from Heeks 
(2008). http://www.egov4dev.org; 28 May 
2013]

5 4 3 2 1

Success                             Failure 

Facilities

RE
A

D
Y

N
EA

R 
RE

A
D

Y

N
O

T 
RE
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Y

1 Technical Infrastructure Are the computerised systems capable to 
interchange data? Is the data of quality and 
secured? 

Norm

2 Legal Infrastructure Are policies, standards, SLAs, and guidelines in 
place to ensure compliance and accountabil-
ity? 

3 Institutional Infrastruc-
ture 

Does the Municipality have effective gover-
nance structures in place particularly within 
the department e.g. Boards & Committees 
– Contract Management, Steering Committee, 
etc.? 

4 Enterprise Architecture Does the design of the e-government solution 
in line with best architecture standards/prac-
tices – technical/technology - incremental/
piloting approach with feasible objectives 
and quick, scalable outcomes; participatory 
involvement of all stakeholders, leading to 
designs that meet real user needs and match 
real user contexts ? 

 Interpretive Scheme

5 Human Infrastructure Does the Municipality have the necessary 
skills and knowledge, especially within the 
department itself - both management and IT 
skills and knowledge? 

6 Leadership & Strategic 
Thinking 

Does the Municipality have e-champions to 
provide incentives to create commitment to 
and to own e-government projects to also en-
sure stakeholder involvement to build support 
and minimise resistance? 
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