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7.1. Introduction
This chapter outlines the current situation of e-govern-
ment usage, particularly the efforts made by the 193 
United Nations Member States. It examines various e-
government service channels (including mobile and so-
cial media), service channel mix and management in a 
multichannel world, exploring effective channel manage-
ment strategies (with good opportunities) to increase e-
service uptake. The chapter also looks at selected issues 
related to e-government service usage in several critical 
areas which can generate high returns for sustainable de-
velopment, along with good practices; and provides con-
cluding observations, with some policy suggestions on 
increasing e-service uptake. 

7.2.  E-Government usage:  
the current landscape

Increasing e-government uptake is important in order 
to reach all citizens for whom the services are intended, 
thereby maximizing the impacts of government invest-
ments in providing e-government services.

7.2.1. The demand-side of the equation
While the provision of e-government services on the 
supply-side is generally increasing, improvements are 
needed to the demand-side of the equation (i.e. e-gov-
ernment uptake).1

In OECD countries, e-government usage averages out 
at 50 per cent of its citizens, but there is great variation 
among countries. The Nordic countries (Iceland, Den-
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mark, Norway, Sweden and Finland) are leading with over 80 per cent of citizens 
using e-government. At the opposite end of the spectrum, less than 20 per cent 
of citizens in Chile and Italy make use of e-government. Also, in terms of ad-
vanced e-government development, Iceland and Denmark are leading (with over 
70 per cent of citizens sending forms), whereas Italy’s and Chile’s usage rate is 
only about 10 per cent (see Figure 7.1).

In Europe, the E-Government Action Plan 2011–2015 and the Digital Agenda for 
Europe aim to increase the use of e-government services from 44 to 50 per cent 
of EU citizens (and 85 per cent of businesses) by 2015; with more than half (i.e. 
25 per cent of citizens) returning completed forms. EU citizens’ regular Internet 
use (including Internet use by disadvantaged groups) and the supply of e-gov-
ernment services have made much progress towards meeting the Digital Agenda 
targets. Figure 7.2 shows how the EU scored on e-government and Internet us-
age targets of the Digital Agenda in 2012 (70 per cent out of 75 per cent and 44 
per cent out of 50 per cent).2

According to some sources, if current trends continue, the EU could be on track 
for the European Digital Agenda target of 50 per cent of e-government users by 
2015. However, despite an e-government usage increase to 46 per cent of EU 
citizens in 2013, there are issues that warrant close attention, for example over 
half of them (28 per cent) are at risk of dropping out after their first experience. 
Citizens’ satisfaction with e-government services and their use also lags behind 
the private sector (e.g. online banking, online shopping), which is also seen to 
be problematic.3

Figure 7.1.  Citizens using the Internet to interact with public authorities in OECD 
countries (2012)
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Moreover, overall e-government uptake rates in Europe greatly diverge among 
countries; with the gap between the best performing country (Iceland) with over 
80 per cent and the worst performing country (Italy) with less than 20 per cent. 
Also, national usage rates of United Nations Member States at an advanced e-
government development stage vary widely between countries. For example, 
in Romania, where only 10 per cent of e-government users return filled forms, 
whereas 85 per cent do in Denmark. Similarly to OECD countries, the EU is thus 
facing an ‘e-government usage divide’ among its Member States, which presents 
a major challenge for European e-government policy-making.

The usage level of advanced e-government remains relatively low. According 
to EUROSTAT (2013), 52 per cent of individuals in the European Union used e-
government to obtain information from public authorities’ websites. 35 per cent 
of them made use of more advanced services such as downloading official forms 
and 29 per cent sent filled forms in 2010. The latest country-specific data on 
the extent and type of e-government usage is available in some countries, such 
as Norway with very extensive (and relatively advanced) e-government usage. 
Eight in ten persons interacted with public authorities over the Internet, with 72 
per cent obtaining information, 52 per cent downloading official forms and 52 
per cent sending filled forms to public authorities, whilst 50 per cent sent their 
income declaration over the Internet.4

In the developing world, there is no comprehensive data on actual e-government 
usage on a global scale. Available country data shows that countries’ uptake rate 
greatly varies. For example, 50 per cent of Colombian citizens interacted with 
the government through electronic channels in 2012.5 Similarly, in Turkey, 41.3 
per cent of Internet users interacted with public authorities over the Internet, 
with 37.5 per cent of them obtaining information.6 In Egypt, e-government ser-
vice uptake is, however, very low; with only 11.3 per cent of Egyptian households 
being aware of the existence of e-government services and only 2 per cent of 
these households actually using these services (2012). The most commonly used 
services in Egypt are online payment of public utilities.7
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Some governments make explicit efforts to encourage their citizens to use more 
advanced e-services, which has, however, not proven easy, for reasons such as 
security. For example, less than half of the taxpayers have adopted e-personal 
income tax filing in Malaysia, despite the promise of faster refunds by the Inland 
revenues agency.8 Basic threshold issues, such as the lingering fear or distrust 
of online transaction services entailing disclosure of their credit cards, inhibited 
take-up of e-transaction services.

7.2.2. Countries’ efforts to increase e-government uptake
The United Nations E-Government Survey does not provide data on the extent of 
the actual e-government usage in countries around the world. As is well known, 
it is based on e-government features available on the national portals (i.e. sup-
ply side analysis). On the other hand, the 2014 Survey questionnaire includes a 
set of questions (including usage-facilitating features) that offers some indication 
of 193 countries’ efforts to increase service uptake through provision of various 
usage-facilitating features. All sources of data used in this chapter come from 
this questionnaire, unless otherwise stated. While broadband infrastructure is 
certainly a driver of e-government uptake, other factors (e.g. awareness and digi-
tal skills) also influence e-government usage. Usage-facilitating features will also 
have bearings on citizens’ e-government uptake.

Countries’ efforts to develop e-government therefore need to go hand in hand 
with their efforts to increase demand. Figure 7.3 presents 193 United Nations 
Member States’ efforts to increase e-government uptake through provision of 
usage-facilitating features; in comparison with the level of their efforts to provide 
(non-usage specific) e-government features. Usage-facilitating features include 
features of usability, usage monitoring and tracking, user feedback and usage 
promotion; which reflect countries’ efforts to increase usage.

Figure 7.3.  Usage-facilitating features in comparison with other e-government 
features for 193 United Nations Member States
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Countries are shown as dots in the scatterplot in Figure 7.3. The scoring is shown as 
a percentage. In each axis, 100 per cent means that all of the features measured by 
the United Nations E-Government Survey are available on the individual country’s 
national portal. The Y-axis represents the percentage of each country’s usage-facil-
itating features, whilst the X-axis presents the percentage of each country’s e-gov-
ernment development features—after deduction of the usage-facilitating features.

The figure shows that many countries have balanced their endeavors on e-gov-
ernment services with the aim to facilitate usage. Their efforts on the supply-
side are proportional to the efforts made on the demand-side. In countries like 
Denmark, Venezuela, Croatia and Spain, demand-side efforts even exceeded 
the supply-side. At the same time, there are many other countries where greater 
efforts to increase usage are warranted, such as through increased provision of 
usage-facilitating features on their national portals.

7.2.3. Users, usability and usage dilemma
There is not only a digital divide, but also an e-government usage divide across 
different types of users within many countries. The divide begins with access to 
the Internet and extends to the use of e-government services.

The extent of usage is not evenly distributed across different groups (OECD 
Glance 2012, Pew Institute 2010) and is generally correlated with demographic 
and socio-economic characteristics (e.g. income, education level, age). It is how-
ever interesting to note the “youth gap” in the e-government uptake. This may be 
because some of the most commonly deployed e-government services, such as 
tax filings, are either not relevant or are not necessarily dealt with by the youngest 
age group (OECD Glance 2013).

Furthermore, as more tasks are moved online, there is an increasing concern that 
a significant portion of the population is shut off from jobs, health care, educa-
tion and other government services.9 This situation creates a usage dilemma. 
Addressing the downside of e-service boom, Hall and Owens (2011) warned that 
progress in the field may cause a counter effect, with wealthier and tech-savvy 
citizens gaining faster and easier access to public services. But those underprivi-
leged, who rely on public services (and would benefit most from accessing them 
on-line) become even more cut off because they lack internet access and/or skills.

There are attempts to address some of these issues in Europe. The previous E-Gov-
ernment Action Plan (2006) focused strongly on “inclusive e-government” which 
recognized that over the next ten years at least up to 30 per cent of the adult popu-
lation would not be online and thus unable to avail of the benefits of e-government. 
It was clear these citizens were, by and large, those who were also vulnerable in 
some way, so that this group was doubly disadvantaged. Work with Member States 
was therefore undertaken to ensure that even this group received the advantages 
of e-government, including through the use of ICT in the back-office to better tar-
get people and localities in need and to make service delivery chains more effec-
tive, for example by using e-government intermediaries e.g. public kiosks.

During the current Action Plan (2011–2015), there is a heavy focus on admin-
istrative burden reduction for example through “digital by default” strategies 
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in which suitable services for citizens (as well as businesses) are only available 
online. In countries like Denmark, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, spe-
cific measures are taken for the 15 to 20 per cent of citizens who, it is recognized 
in practice, will not be able to access online services at least in the short term. 
Overall, the government still makes very significant efforts by making online ser-
vices compulsory through boosting usage, even though it needs to make special 
arrangements to assist this small group. (An example of the UK’s Assisted Digital 
Team is provided in Chapter 5.)

Moreover, there are substantial usability challenges for certain groups of citizens 
(e.g. older persons interacting with Medicare).10 Seen from an inclusive, sustain-
able development perspective, usability is therefore a particularly important us-
age issue; warranting governments’ primary attention in their efforts to advance 
sustainable development through increased uptake of such groups.

Better usability means greater ability to use e-services, hence increasing the 
chance for e-government uptake. If a website is difficult to use, people leave. 
The design needs to make it easy for visitors to find what they need and do the 
tasks that they have come for. The recent usability flaws of Healthcare.gov (one 
of the centrepieces of the US Affordable Care Act) show the critical importance 
of usability for user uptake and e-government success. Likewise, in the EU, dif-
ficulties in usage were also identified as a key barrier to adopting e-government 
services. Search features are the most common usability features found on Mem-
ber States’ websites, with 168 countries including such features. Audio or video 
contents were present on 148 websites. Advanced search features are less com-
mon with only 101 countries (see Table 7.1).

Table 7.1. Number of countries with selected usability features

Usage-enhancing features—available on national portals Number of countries

‘Contact us’ feature 185

Search feature 168

Audio or video contents 148

Site map or index 131

Advanced search options such as search filters 101

‘Help’ feature or ‘Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)’ section 89

Information on how to make use of datasets 34

Ultimately, it is however not easy to answer the question: what “usability” means 
and what its components are. Our understanding of usability is also changing 
and it needs to be interpreted in a variety of new ways, which will also depend 
on the particular stage of development and the specific needs of each country or 
locality. In more advanced countries like the United Kingdom, the United States 
of America, Finland, Singapore and the Republic of Korea, usability is moving 
away from reliance on sophisticated one-stop-shop navigation portals to a num-
ber of other approaches, including the “findability” of a specific service through 
advanced search engines. The new UK portal (www.gov.uk) has adopted this ap-
proach after it was shown that only about 10 per cent of citizens found a service 
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through the previous navigation portal with the rest arriving through search or 
linking from other websites, whilst Singapore’s citizen portal (www.ecitizen.gov.
sg) now highlights an advanced service engine with autocomplete and predictive 
search results.

There is also an increasing attempt to personalize services to make them more 
usable, given that users want services completely designed for their own very 
specific individual needs. This means very simple services are needed defined as 
having no irrelevant procedures, content or information and this requires that, in 
the words of the UK government’s digital service design principles “government 
must do the hard work to make it easy and simple for users.”11

In less advanced e-government countries, as well as in many emerging econo-
mies, usability will typically still need to be built strongly on one-stop-shops, 
awareness and promotion campaigns, user training and incentives. Common to 
all countries, however, there is a need to focus on maximizing user service fulfil-
ment through making sure that services are relevant, inclusive, easy to use, easy 
to find and available through multi-channels with mobile becoming increasingly 
important.

7.3.  Towards greater service uptake 
in a multichannel world

This section will look at different e-government service channels, channel mix 
and integration, which have important bearings on e-government usage.

In a world with a variety of service delivery channels, an effective channel man-
agement strategy—with a good opportunity to increase e-service usage—needs 
to be based on a careful consideration of the individual service channels for spe-
cific purposes and user needs, as well as a proper mix and integration of multiple 
offline and online channels. Recognizing the need for effective channel manage-
ment, the Danish city, Copenhagen, has even created a channel strategy team, 
moving people from its physical centers to the phone or the websites.12

The service channels have different characteristics and distinctive value in the 
channel mix, rendering them better suitable for certain service types than oth-
ers (see Chapter 5). Rather than moving all services online, it is therefore impor-
tant to align service delivery channels with different user needs,13 as well as the 
specific nature of different public services. The more e-government services (fit-
ting the specific user needs) are delivered through suitable channels, the more 
they are likely to be taken-up.

Governments therefore need to have a clear view of their users in relation to the 
services they offer and how these services will be accessed. At the same time, it 
is also important to deliver services across multiple channels, providing the op-
tion for citizens to take up public services via their preferred channels; instead of 
just relying on e-service channels.14
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Seen from the inclusive, sustainable development perspective, service delivery 
across multiple channels is important, particularly as offline service channels con-
tinue to be relevant around the world.

Some governments include a range of service channels, including telephone, 
video or face-to-face interactions as part of their plan to move their services 
online, though with provisions of channels for “IT have-nots” and “IT will-nots”.
Countries advanced in this service include the United Kingdom, Denmark, the 
Netherlands, Australia and the United States of America (see Chapter 5).

In addition to ‘aligning’ and ‘mixing’ the service channels, effective channel ‘in-
tegration’ is also likely to increase service uptake. A variety of service channels 
need to be interoperated seamlessly to enable their use for a single transaction.

Moreover, more personalized public services to the individual citizen, with iden-
tification and segmentation of user base (namely, deriving user segments and 
clustering group of user sharing similar characteristics such as gender, ages, 
marital status) will help better tailor public services to the needs of individual 
users with likely positive impact on user service take-up. As far as segmentation 
is concerned, which is gaining popularity, there are a few examples such as the 
portal sites of the Netherlands (http://www.overheid.nl) and the Korean Ministry 
of Health and Welfare (http://www.mw.go.kr/front_new/index.jsp).

The rapidly growing, increasingly ubiquitous, affordable and powerful mobile 
technology provides governments with important opportunities to extend public 
services to a wide population (including hard-to-reach citizens and underserved 
populations).

The socio-economic return of mobile technology is likely to be particularly high 
in rural areas and developing countries in low-resource settings, because they 
lack or have limited access to fixed line broadband.

On the demand side, mobile increases user take-up opportunities of public ser-
vices. In fact, some government agencies are seeing the impact of mobile ubiq-
uity, with a growing number of visitors accessing websites from mobile devices. 
An example is GobiernoUSA (with a 200 per cent increase in mobile traffic from 
2010 to 2011) and the US Department of Agriculture’s mobile food safety web-
sites with one-fifth of their traffic going to the new mobile version.15

Social media (e.g. Facebook, Twitter) is a fast growing networking tool and an 
emerging channel for governments to listen and communicate directly with citi-
zens. The benefits of social media include helping governments to establish user 
needs and design more responsive services, instead of just relying on costly and 
more traditional user needs surveys.

Underlying increasing use of social media as a service channel is often the belief 
that social media (with its inherent, collaborative and participatory nature) can 
foster sharing of ideas and information among users themselves and with gov-
ernment towards service improvement. Such information sharing efforts and (po-
tential) user community activism may put pressure on governments to improve 
and expand services and this in turn is likely to increase user take-up.
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Some governments are actively capitalizing on social media; for example Spain is 
using social media technologies in tax administration (OECD, 2011) and in Chile, 
the use of social media is firmly embedded as a key component in the govern-
ment’s e-government strategy 2011–2014. Social media is also legitimized in the 
country as one of the ‘valid’ channels for citizens to interact with the government 
to the extent that Chileans have the third highest take-up rate of Facebook in the 
world (OECD, 2012) and the official government Facebook account has 23,000 
likes. Chile’s umbrella government Twitter account (“Gobiernodechile”) is also 
the second most popular account across the OECD (after the British Number-
10gov account), with followers of almost 3 per cent of the country’s population 
(more than the White House Twitter). The e-government programme (“Startup 
Chile”), launched in 2011, is also actively taken up by its target users, this time, by 
non-Chilean users and prospective investors (see Box 7.1).

Such active embrace of social media by the Chilean government as well as the 
citizens is likely to help reduce the common problem of e-government (“supply-
demand disconnect”) in Latin America and the Caribbean. This problem of pro-
viding services not reflective of user needs is one of the major reasons for past 
failures of e-government initiatives in the region.17 Another example is the major 
US city governments in Washington, D.C., Chicago and San Francisco use social 
media (including Twitter) to handle 311 service requests by their citizens, which 
were actively taken up.18 Also, in African countries like South Africa, social media 
(especially, Twitter) is used to improve service delivery and is taken up actively by 
citizens (see Chapter 5).

Social media have their own distinctive value in the current service channel 
mix with growing potential, but this does not come for free. It enables citizens 
to have access to government information, provide feedback and even create 
‘pressure’ for service improvement. Governments can also use it to improve 
their presence and drive e-service uptake. But they should not underestimate 
the cost (e.g. data mining cost) and effort involved in fully utilizing social media 
as a service channel.

box 7.1. “Start-up chile”—Service uptake by non-chilean users

The online “Start-up Chile” programme was developed by the Ministry of Econ-
omy, with the objective of attracting foreign entrepreneurs to invest in Chile to 
launch their businesses and thereby help promote Chile as the innovation and 
entrepreneurial hub of Latin America. The website has all major social network-
ing tools such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube). In the same year, the pro-
gramme already had over 3,800 followers, over 100 blog posts, 1,474 likes on 
Facebook with active conversation about the programme and 105 subscribers 
and over 5,600 views on YouTube16 as of mid-October 2013, 1,910 applications 
were made to make use of the programme, as displayed on the website.

Source: http://startupchile.
org/
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7.4.  Capturing e-government benefits: 
selected issues and cases

This section will examine e-government usage, selected issues and cases in pri-
ority areas (e.g. education, health, poverty, employment and environment) in line 
with the MDGs and as highlighted in the post-2015 discussions. It will also en-
compass gender and environmental sustainability related issues in connection 
with e-government usage. Unlike some e-services developed mainly for efficien-
cy purpose (e.g. e-driver’s license), e-government services in these priority areas 
are likely to generate high returns for sustainable development across countries 
and for a wide segment of the population, which can then accrue to society as a 
whole (e.g. e-education).

7.4.1. E-learning and learning without Internet access
Education is one of the strategic development areas which generate high returns. 
Even small improvements in the quality of education will have a substantial, long-
term positive impact on countries’ overall development.

The global educational landscape is however full of challenges. While e-learning 
on the Internet and without Internet access can help deal with these challeng-
es, there are important issues that need to be addressed, including the need 
to increase e-education usage. In developed regions like Europe, some of the 
most popular e-government services include ‘enrolling in higher education and/
or applying for student grant’ (56 per cent of users will use the e-channel for this 
service next time), in addition to ‘declaring income taxes’ (73 per cent), ‘moving/
changing address’ (57 per cent).19 But on the whole, even in highly developed 
OECD countries, the intensity and quality of e-education usage is low.

The broadband imperative for education
Broadband is considered “the missing link” in global access and is an imperative 
for “Education for All” (one of MDGs), as well as one of the “building blocks of 
a digital learning environment”. In 2010, ITU and UNESCO established a Broad-
band Commission for Digital Development to boost the importance of broad-
band on the international policy agenda and promote the expansion of broad-
band access in every country to accelerate progress in meeting the MDGs. The 
Broadband Commission’s Working Group on Education (WG-E), which aims to 
promote education for all, emphasized the critical importance of broadband con-
nectivity, with unprecedented potential to bridge education divides and widen 
access to quality education for all.

Despite accelerated, on-going efforts to develop broadband infrastructures (e.g. 
the continental Eastern Africa Submarine Cable System (EASSy), an undersea 
fibre optic cable system connecting countries in Eastern Africa to the rest of the 
world in Africa) and rapidly advancing wireless broadband, the bandwidth bot-
tleneck still continues to present a major barrier to effective usage of e-educa-
tion. In 41 countries across Africa, lack of sufficient bandwidth is found to be the 
biggest constraint to e-learning.
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Moreover, as an increasing number of governments push for greater technol-
ogy integration in schools, sometimes with large-scale initiatives, insufficient 
broadband can become more pronounced, posing a real problem for e-educa-
tion service uptake. For example, 64 per cent of the Turkish teachers using Tur-
key’s project, “FATÍH” have reportedly experienced problems with very slow 
Internet connections. The project seeks to integrate state-of-the-art computer 
technology into Turkey’s public education system and provide tablets and in-
ternet access.

So, broadband is undoubtedly a critical factor for maximizing e-learning oppor-
tunities. But for e-education to flourish and to maximize user uptake—broad-
band connectivity alone is not sufficient. As the Broadband Commission Working 
Group on Education said, the challenge is indeed to help teachers and students 
use ICTs and broadband in relevant and authentic ways that actually improve 
learning.20 Some initiatives, like the pilot e-Schools that the New Partnership for 
Africa’s Development (NEPAD) has established in Kenya (pushing for school con-
nectivity with accompanying training), have produced some encouraging results 
for uptake of ICTs as a tool to provide low-cost access to online curricular and 
other resources and to supplement traditional teaching methods. The e-School 
was regularly accessed by users, irrespective of their gender and role (as either 
teacher or student).

Wireless broadband to extend educational reach
A great deal of expectation is building around wireless broadband which is now 
the fastest growing segment of the global ICT market. It can extend the reach of 
the Internet, expanding access to “anywhere, anytime” learning; and effectively 
increasingly dissolve boundaries between e-education and m-education. While 
mobile-for-development services like m-health are currently ahead of m-educa-
tion services, m-education is poised to become a growth area with substantial 
investment in m-technology like wireless broadband technology for education. In 
2012, the global education sector already spent a higher share (19.3 per cent) of 
its IT budget on mobile than any other major sector (see Figure 7.4).

Source: Deloitte (2013), Gov on 
the Go—Boosting public sector 
productivity by going mobile

Figure 7.4. Percentage of mobile in IT budget, by sector
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Wireless broadband is experiencing rapid uptake, but an estimated 1.1 billion 
households worldwide are still not yet connected to the Internet and more 
than two-thirds of people in developing countries still remain unconnected. 
Also, the impact of potential ‘leap frogging’ over fixed broadband by mobile 
broadband is very uneven across different developing regions and countries. 
Furthermore, it remains to be seen whether and when mobile broadband in 
education will be used at any significant scale in the developing world. We are 
waiting for wireless broadband to significantly extend its educational reach. 
M-education is “operating in the dark” and mobile broadband is not yet fast, 
reliable, or cheap in many countries (see Box 7.2).

Benefits of SMS-education service
While progressively accommodating the emerging and growing broadband plat-
forms to enhance education, governments need to fully exploit and make use 
of the currently available, more basic options, like SMS. With broadband-based 
learning still remaining beyond the reach of many developing countries, an in-
creasing number of learning initiatives are making use of the current m-learning 
options, namely, learning on the mobile phone with basic functionalities. In par-
ticular, there are various, innovative SMS to improve learning opportunities in 
poor countries.

box 7.3. The SMS-based literacy programme for women in Pakistan

This programme (launched in 2007), which is entering a fourth phase in 2013, 
aims to educate 1,500 illiterate women in Punjab and Sindh using tutorials sent 
via text messages in Urdu. SMS message here is “tutor, textbook and school 
all rolled into one”.

At least 4,000 women have previously benefited from the same programme. 
In the latest phase, UNESCO has collaborated with government education de-
partments and agencies to increase the project’s outreach, leading to more 
students’ participation in the programme. With a view to increasing the pro-
gramme usage, the phase also includes capacity building of rural female teach-
ers as well as user incentives such as permanent ownership of the phone sets 
and free SMS from Mobilink for a fixed duration.21

Source: h t t p : / / w w w . p a -
k i s t ang e nd e r new s .o rg /
sms-based- l i teracy-pro -
gramme-education-maybe-
just-a-text-message-away/

box 7.2.  we need affordable broadband internet for m-learning  
in Senegal (and many other countries)

“(W)e can’t reliably use mobile broadband during class time. …what is the 
timeline for all the essential ingredients for wireless broadband to emerge so 
as to make it more viable for scale? The only thing we have now that is reliable 
and cheap is SMS. Yet SMS alone does not make for mLearning as a whole.”

Source: Founder of CyberS-
mart Africa
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The initiatives include “Dr. Math” in South Africa, a mobile tutoring service and 
“go-to” resource for primary and secondary students in South Africa, with ac-
cessibility on the free application MXit and funding and support from the Gov-
ernment. Around 12,000 pupils have used Dr. Math, being assisted by over 100 
tutors, with SMS technology facilitating on-going communication between stu-
dents, coachers and teachers who are geographically distant. It won the 2011 
United Nations Economic Commission for Africa’s “Technology in Government in 
Africa” Award. Some SMS-based learning initiatives support and extend educa-
tion to underserved and particularly hard-to-reach users (see Box 7.3).

7.4.2. Navigating e-health and m-health
The Internet is affecting all sectors of the economy but it offers particular prom-
ise in health, and m-health is clearly emerging across the globe. Yet, there are 
issues and concerns over possible health inequalities through e-health provision 
and usage, such as data privacy and security issues. M-health (particularly, ben-
eficial for health care and development in low income countries) now needs to 
move past pilot projects and to be taken to scale, with a view to increasing its 
effectiveness and reach through uptake by a great number of individual patients, 
health workers and clinics.

E-health opportunities and inequalities
The great value of e-health (namely, health services and information delivered 
or enhanced through the Internet and related technologies) is that it enables 
remote consultations and healthcare service delivery and better dissemination 
of vital health information to patients (including particularly, in rural and remote 
areas). E-health may become an area for the emergence of key killer applications 
that utilize truly high-speed broadband networks—hence it is important for de-
velopment of e-government services on the whole. Despite its great promise, 
incorporating ICTs into daily use in healthcare has proven difficult in many parts 
of the world. In Europe, 81 per cent of hospitals have electronic patient records 
systems in place, but only 4 per cent grant patients online access to their health 
information. 71 per cent use online eBooking systems, but only 8 per cent offer 
patients the opportunity to book their own hospital appointment online. Further, 
there are only 8 per cent tele-monitor patients at home, and only 30 per cent use 
ePrescription for medicines.

On the other hand, there is a risk of e-health inequalities, such as differences in 
the opportunity to use the Internet for health, which present a major challenge 
for developing as well as developed countries.22 New health inequalities can also 
occur, if e-health implementation occurs at the expense of disadvantaged and 
vulnerable groups or if it implies further cuts to already stretched health systems.

For example, the recent US Federal Communication Commission’s report (2010) 
found that there are growing broadband needs that are largely driven by the rap-
idly increasing amount of e-health data and exchange of increasingly large files 
(e.g. 3D imaging).23 This is leading to connectivity disparity between different 



 154 

C
ha

p
te

r 
7

CHAPTER 7 • E-GOVERNMENT fOR THE POST-2015 ERA: THE uSAGE PERSPECTIVE UNITED NATIONS E-GOVERNMENT SURVEY 2014

ethnic groups and geographies in the country, with health providers often using 
a lower level of broadband service in poor communities.

In developing countries, the risk of resource diversion is high. Experts warn that 
80 per cent of illnesses stem from preventable infectious diseases in low income 
countries in Africa and that a focus on high-tech healthcare solutions could come 
at the expense of basic prevention measures, such as access to clean water, hy-
giene, health and education.24 In order to fully exploit the opportunities that 
e-health provides, governments need to keep sight of actual health needs of 
their citizens with full consideration of local circumstances in their e-health policy 
efforts. Furthermore, with a view to facilitating e-health usage, governments in 
developed and developing countries also need to focus on their citizens’ and 
patients’ access, opportunity or requisite skills to participate in e-health under 
different circumstances.

Taking m-health to scale
M-health stands for the provision of health-related services using mobile com-
munication technology. In particular, m-health information is actively taken up 
by mobile phone users. For example, in the United States of America, half of 
smartphone users use their devices to obtain health information. In compari-
son, in developing countries, health service delivery is often based on basic mo-
bile technology (including particularly, SMS). Since a lot of health care revolves 
around information, simple text messages can often function as powerful tools 
to improve health.

M-health is particularly well suited to data gathering, tracking and analysis of 
health-related surveys, as well as to registering and monitoring patients. For 
example, the nationwide project, award-winning “mTrac” is a rapid SMS-based 
disease surveillance and medicine supply tracking system in Uganda, which is 
rolled out by the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Uganda and the Min-
istry of Health throughout the country.25 The user uptake is strong. As of April 
2013, more than 10 million mobile subscribers can engage with the government 
in monitoring of health services through mTrac, which is rapidly gaining popular-
ity among low income families without computer access.

SMS-based information service can bring impressive change, often meeting a 
need which would otherwise be impossible to satisfy. Several successful gov-
ernment-led, engaged or supported initiatives focus on maternal and baby’s 
health. They include the US “text4baby” service, “Mobile Alliance for Maternal 
Action” (MAMA) in Bangladesh and “M-health service initiative” (MOTECH) 
from Ghana, which delivers individually tailored health information to pregnant 
women in rural Ghana. There are now more than 25,000 people registered for 
the MOTECH service and almost 300 community health workers to track their 
patients via SMS.

At the same time, a vast majority of m-health projects are pilot projects, which 
are testing various ways to leverage mobile technology for public health. But 
most of them have been slow to reach scale, lacking a more robust evidence for 
their scale-up and thereby to move m-health to a greater level of effectiveness. 
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Only 12 per cent of World Health Organization (WHO) Member States reported 
evaluating m-health services. In fact, WHO found that the dominant form of m-
health today is characterized by small-scale pilot projects that address single 
issues in information sharing and access.

In fact, some even warn that the inability to break out of the pilot stage holds 
back m-health in developing countries. Others stress the critical importance of 
integrating m-health needs into general health programmes. According to the 
Executive Director of the mHealth Alliance, which is hosted by the United Na-
tions Foundation, m-health could only meet its potential if it was fully integrated 
into general health programmes, becoming so much a part of health systems 
that we no longer need to use ‘m’ as a designation. But this is something that 
cannot happen unless m-health projects move beyond the pilot phase and really 
reach scale at a national or regional level.

In this connection, Mwana (an m-health project using SMS to deliver early infant 
HIV test results in Malawi and Zambia) merits special attention, as it presents one 
of the few projects that has been successful on a large scale, covering almost all 
of Zambia and Malawi (see Box 7.4). It also shows that sustainability and scale 
must be planned from the program’s inception, with inclusion and buy-in of tar-
geted users and stakeholders during the development phase. It also requires 
collaboration with multiple stakeholders, including governments, communities 
and local healthcare providers.

Notwithstanding some successful cases, there are challenges in scaling up in-
dividual pilot projects, especially, with a view to integrating them into compre-
hensive national (e-) health strategies. As m-health initiatives mature to realize 
their full potential and become fully sustainable, a large number of users should 
be able to benefit from them. In this connection, effective partnerships with 
private sector and civil society organizations are also considered essential, in-
cluding particularly active government involvement, as seen in the case of the 
Mobile Alliance for Maternal Action (MAMA) in English and known ás Aponjon 
in Bangali.

box 7.4. Taking m-health to scale: Mwana programme (Malawi and Zambia)

Launched in 2010 (and implemented by the Zambian Ministry of Health with 
support from UNICEF), “Mwana” presents “a large mHealth project focused 
on simple health interventions that provide large health impact”. It delivers 
early infant HIV test results via SMS and succeeds in cutting the turnaround 
time for HIV results to reach parents more than twice as fast as before. Apart 
from its simplicity, Mwana’s success also accrues from working with local health 
workers on the collaborative design of m-health information services.

In terms of service uptake, the number of individual end-users is not clear, but 
over 40 clinics in Malawi use Mwana. The programme aims to scale up the 
number of clinics using Mwana in the near future to 250 clinics, along with 
complete coverage of Zambia in three years as part of a national scale up.26

Source: UNICEF Zambia (2012), 
Project Mwana: Using mobile 
technology to improve early in-
fant diagnosis of HIV
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Privacy and security concerns
Privacy and data security issues greatly influence the user uptake of e-govern-
ment and health care in particular.

Health care requires a great deal of privacy and confidentiality. There are con-
cerns that increased reliance, particularly on mobile devices (as well as today 
social media) will compromise the confidentiality of their medical information 
and even compromise healthcare delivery (see Box 7.5). M-health gives rise to 
serious new security concerns, as expressed during a congressional hearing held 
before the Committee on Homeland Security and Government Affairs, US Sen-
ate in 2012. It was reported that a security flaw in a wirelessly controlled insulin 
pump was identified, which allows for hackers to break into remotely monitored 
diabetes pumps. Moreover, while there are several security holes in the device, 
the principal vulnerability comes from the wireless connection between the glu-
cose monitoring system and the pump itself.27

7.4.3.  E-government usage in employment 
and other critical areas

E-employment service usage
E-government can help deliver employment services to potentially extend its 
reach to job seekers and other citizens, including the rural poor. As far as e-em-
ployment service types are concerned, information services are one of the most 
important. According to the latest study on youth employment in Bangladesh, 
Ghana, Indonesia and Spain, lack of skills and information on jobs available are 
actually perceived as bigger challenges than the lack of available jobs. Lack of 
information in all four countries scored high, with between 33 and 47 per cent of 
youth identifying lack of information as a challenge in job search (see Figure 7.5).29

Similarly, the lack of employment information was clearly recognized by many 
young people in Ghana, Morocco, Uganda and Maharashtra in India, who re-
ported that they did not know where to look for information on employment. 
For 36 per cent of youth in these four countries, friends and family are the pri-

box 7.5. further privacy and security concerns: social media use in health

Social media are increasingly used to obtain medical information and advice. 
For example, a recent US Survey (2012) found that 33 per cent of 1,040 US 
adults use social media to obtain health information, look up consumer reviews 
of health treatments or physicians. And more than 80 per cent of respondents 
aged 18 to 24 years said they are likely to share health information.28

Given the nature of social media, personal information can be distributed be-
yond the originally intended target recipients of such information (e.g. family 
members or healthcare providers), spreading to tens of thousands of people. 
The lack of subsequent control (exposure of personal health information) is a 
problem; presenting a challenge to policymakers and health practitioners.

Source: Scanfield  D, Scan-
field  V,  Larson  EL, 2011, 
Dissemination of health 
information through social 
networks: twitter and anti-
biotics, Am J Infect Control. 
2010 April 38(3): pp.182–8
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mary source of employment opportunities and 21 per cent of youth used the In-
ternet as a means of accessing job information. Overall in these countires, 73 per 
cent of the young people surveyed felt that job information is insufficient.30 In this 
connection, Saudi Arabia’s government website meets many of these needs, as 
it allows job seekers to obtain information about a job and also provides tracking 
tools to track actual usage, both by the number of user views and transactions 
(see below Figure 7.6).

Figure 7.5.  Youth unemployment in Bangladesh, Ghana, Indonesia and Spain: 
Job search challenges
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Figure 7.6. Saudi government’s employment service website

Source: Dawes, L. and Marom, 
R. (2013), Mobile Services for 
Youth Employment in Bang-
ladesh, Ghana, Indonesia and 
Spain, p. 14.

Source: Saudi government 
website: http://www.saudi.gov.
sa/
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In 2011, an average of 18 per cent of citizens in OECD countries used the Internet 
for job search. In some countries, this was higher, with 25 per cent of citizens in 
Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Republic of Korea, Norway and the United 
Kingdom conducting job searches online. In Europe, in the current economic 
crisis, e-government policymakers actively expanded and adapted service of-
ferings. The citizen life-event service, ‘looking for a job’ is currently the service 
that is used most, with over 70 per cent of users making contact with govern-
ment online. This is even higher than ‘declaring income taxes’ (over 60 per cent), 
which is a highly popular activity in many countries. Some European countries 
have introduced ‘mandatory’ usage of e-employment services for job seekers. In 
the case of the Netherlands, such a policy measure has led to a very high user 
uptake, with 75 per cent of jobseekers using e-services during unemployment. In 
Denmark, digitization of the most used public services will also be made manda-
tory.31 The increasing demand to use the digital channel for job applications and 
other services also leads to unemployed citizens’ relatively active uptake of such 
services in countries like the United States.

In Europe, unemployed people are intensive users of the online job search and 
job application, with 69 per cent of unemployed internet users using online em-
ployment service.32 The tendency for Internet users to go online for job search-
ing, when they are in immediate need of employment, is apparent across many 
countries. According to the US government agencies’ report on the usage gap 
of e-employment service among different Internet users, unemployed Internet 
users were nearly twice as likely to look for work online as their employed coun-
terparts. 73 per cent of the unemployed used the Internet for this activity. In 
comparison, 37 per cent of employed Internet users conducted job searches 
online (see Figure 7.7).33

One of the ways in which Internet use may affect employment is through users’ 
ability to search and apply for jobs online, affecting the usage pattern in terms 
of different levels of e-employment service uptake among different user groups.

Unlike job seekers in developed countries, who often have such services available 
and are able to use them, the situation is often different in developing countries. 

Figure 7.7. Users seeking online job opportunities, by employment status
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Here, digital skills and the abilities of job seekers are not sufficient to make use of 
e-employment services. Government policies to promote usage in this field thus 
need to be accompanied by focused policies to actively reach out to underserved 
user groups in order to increase their ability to use such services.

E-government uptake by the rural poor
There is a compelling case to be made for electronic delivery of payment by gov-
ernments (“e-payment”) and its utilization for poverty reduction through increased 
usage by people living in poverty, especially, the rural poor.

Three quarters of the world’s population living in poverty have no bank account. 
And a vast majority of people living in poverty in developing countries live in ru-
ral areas. E-payment can benefit millions living below the poverty line; improving 
service delivery, reducing corruption and generally boosting financial inclusion 
of people living in poverty. Several e-payment programmes around the world 
have shown positive results with substantial poverty reduction effects, govern-
ment savings on administrative costs by as much as 75 per cent, as well as user 
participation and uptake.

Brazil’s social safety net programme (an e-payment programme) with strong user 
uptake, called Bolsa Familia was used by 2 million Brazilian users. One of the 
most recent and noteworthy e-payment initiatives is the Indian Government’s 
Electronic Fund Management System (eFMS) which involves disbursement of 
wages direct to the accounts of National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme 
(NREGS) beneficiaries.

NREGS is the largest public works programme in the world. Given the enormous 
size of NREGS, the user base of eFMS is also big. For example, there are 1.7 mil-
lion households in the Indian state of Odisha that were provided with NREGS 
jobs in the budget year 2012–2013. They could be paid using eFMS which aims to 
drastically cut down payment delays of wages to NREGA beneficiaries and also 
bring about much needed transparency. Some other Indian states like Odisha, 
Karnataka, Haryana and Rajasthan, have already made substantial progress in 
this regard, and there will be further expansion of eFMS facilities to other parts 
of India.

On the demand side, 4 million recipients of NREGA benefits have chosen e-
payment branchless banking over physical payment mechanisms, which has con-
siderably reduced number of complaints from rural wage seekers about delayed 
payments. Moreover, e-payment provides some important strategic (though, in-
direct) benefits. Efficient and reliable e-payment can lead to increased user trust 
in e-government services such as NREGS, thereby increasing user take-up and 
expanding public service reach. In fact, some e-payment pilot studies in India 
have demonstrated that e-payments increase the utilisation of government ser-
vices by people living in poverty. While in some parts of India, rural beneficiaries 
are not completely convinced about the government’s ability to follow through 
on its promise to pay them through their NREGS program, in other parts (e.g. 
districts in Andhra Pradesh), the utilisation of NREGS funds increased by 25 per 
cent once payment reliability was improved through e-payment initiatives.34
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E-government and the poverty-environment links
Even though environmental sustainability in the context of poverty eradication in 
the development process has been highlighted, the critical links of environment 
with poverty are not yet fully addressed. The livelihoods and food security strate-
gies of people living in poverty often depend directly on the natural resources 
available to them such as farming and fishing. And there is much concern over 
a ‘resource squeeze’, due to growing competition for environmental resources 
that particularly affects people living in poverty. In this regard, e-government 
can make an important contribution, e.g. by providing environment information 
critical for ’survival’ of people living in poverty and also by helping to monitor the 
effects of climate change or impending natural disasters like drought or flood 
through early warning system and environmental surveillance. A pertinent case 
is the use of sophisticated mapping techniques overlaying data from a variety of 
sources, which enable policy-makers to better manage wetlands in Uganda.

In terms of environmental monitoring, the Service Level Benchmarking Connect 
project in India is a good example of using mobile technology to track how citi-
zens experience water service delivery. It collects and analyzes citizen feedback 
using innovative mobile applications; thereby providing a ‘reality check‘ on ser-
vice levels from the citizens’ standpoint. It gives city managers more ’granular‘ 
data at the sub-city level (ward/zone), which can facilitate improved monitoring 
and problem solving and provides inputs into project planning processes for 
service providers. Most importantly, the project provides a suitable platform to 
engage citizens in performance monitoring processes and encourages them to 
demand better services. Given the large urban populations living in informal set-
tlements in Indian cities and the service inequities commonly prevalent in service 
provision, the project enables explicit tracking of service delivery in slum areas 
including public facilities such as public stand posts and community toilets. The 
project was implemented in two cities of India over the past year and is now be-
ing replicated in 20 more cities.35

7.5. Conclusion
This section provides the following conclusions and a few policy suggestions on 
effective e-government uptake, so as to fully capture e-government benefits to-
wards advancing sustainable development.

 • At the most fundamental level, e-government policy must focus on the de-
mand side of the equation, instead of just focussing on the supply side of 
e-government services and on areas and applications which are likely to gen-
erate high returns for sustainable development and to benefit the majority of 
citizens (e.g. in education), rather than those primarily driven by efficiency con-
siderations (e.g. e-driver’s license). E-government policies aimed at increasing 
user uptake ought to be guided by the simple question: ‘how to get people 
to use e-government services’. This leads to questions of relevance of e-gov-
ernment content to users, motivational factors (especially convenience), as well 
as usability and other usage-influencing factors. At the same time, policies 
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need to focus on a range of threshold issues and barriers to e-government 
usage (including particularly, privacy and security issues in health care and 
other areas). Policy efforts to maximize usage can however not just end with 
increasing usage, but also aim to obtain the actual benefit from that usage for 
all stakeholders.

 • The links between e-service delivery, usage and sustainable development are 
mediated and influenced by fundamentals like education, skills and digital in-
frastructure. Governments wishing to succeed in e-government would there-
fore do well to invest in strengthening these particular fundamentals, including 
broadband. 

 • Governments need to improve capacity to effectively seek citizen feedback, 
monitor, track and analyze usage trends, so as to prioritize service digitization 
and integrate relevant data into policy. User feedback can provide important 
data for integration into policy efforts to increase service usage.36 Besides e-
government promotion and awareness campaigns, evaluation needs to be an 
integral part of a policy effort to increase e-government uptake, which is also 
an important part of educating the public about the benefits of e-government, 
thereby helping to increase user uptake.

 • Finally, the government is a “platform”, not a “vending machine”.37 As aptly 
described, citizens tend to think of government as a kind of vending machine. 
They put in taxes and get out services that governments provide. However, 
this vending machine idea is giving way to the idea of “government as a plat-
form”. The platform metaphor means that government provides a system in 
place to deliver services not by governments alone, but also by citizens and 
others (which also allows people inside and outside to Innovate). In doing so, 
governments embrace collaboration with partners such as NGOs to enhance 
value for citizens and increase uptake; orchestrating these partnerships and 
acting as catalyst and facilitator. 

Governments need to effectively manage such collaboration with clear ‘rules 
of the game’, including partners’ roles and responsibilities, while also allowing 
for those inside and outside governments to develop innovative arrangements 
with a view to delivering services more effectively and increase usage.

In essence, the challenge of increasing e-government usage is therefore a gov-
ernance challenge.


