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ABSTRACT

Cross-cultural issues in digital government research and applications are examined along Hofstede’s four dimensions of culture crossed with three levels of information and communications technology (ICT) complexity. It is argued that cross-cultural issues are unique in each combination of factors and that understanding this complexity is important for developers and users of digital government systems.
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INTRODUCTION

Several authors have recognized the need to pay attention to cross cultural issues in digital government research and application development [2,4,16,17]. This admonition applies to the need to design digital government systems for use by multiple cultural groups within a society [17] and also to understand differences in digital government needs and systems across national boundaries [2]. In the context of digital government, cross-cultural issues often relate to differing perceptions of privacy, individuality, and authority. The goal of understanding these issues is to help design systems that will gain greater acceptance and use by recognizing the beliefs, practices and worldview of users.

Cultural factors are typically analyzed according to dimensions that distinguish groups based on their position along several variables [6,7,8,9,15]. Hall [6,7,8] pioneered work on communication and interaction across cultures, recognizing in particular the differences between cultures in terms of their perception of time and personal space [7,8], and their reliance on context – as defined by multiple variables such as locus of control, and use of verbal vs. nonverbal expression, level of commitment to others – to fill in meaning in communication [6]. More recently, Trompenaars [15] and Hofstede [9] have provided (somewhat overlapping) analyses of cultural differences based on more cognitive and socio-cognitive dimensions. Trompenaars [15] proposed that cultures can be differentiated by their locations along variables of significant others (ability and willingness of individuals to act publicly), particularism/universalism (perception of the flexibility of social rule application), and affective/neutral relationships (degree of expressiveness in communication with others). Hofstede [9] described four dimensions, specifically masculinity/femininity (assertion and modesty, achievement versus social cohesion), power distance (perception and acceptance of societal distribution of power relationships), uncertainty avoidance (comfort with ambiguity and uncertainty), and individualism/collectivism (balance of the interests of individuals versus the interests of the group). 

Digital government applications are especially sensitive to cultural factors because they involve a significant power relationship between a government and its citizens, inherent questions of the collective good, and sometimes significant ramifications for citizens who fail to participate, use, or even just understand such systems. Reflect, for example, on tax paying in the United States. Although the tax code is widely recognized as being intractable, ambiguous, and even contradictory, it is still the responsibility of each and every citizen as an individual to comply with it under threat of fine and/or imprisonment. Any digital augmentation to the taxation system, whether it be information provision (e.g. forms online), transaction support (electronic filing), or collaborative (e.g. a blog of common mistakes, or a commercial system that offers statistical information on the aggregate behavior of other filers) operates in the context of overwhelming government power, ultimate individual responsibility, and absolutism regarding rules.

Digital government systems, and other information and communication technology (ICT) applications, can be thought of as operating on several levels [3,5,10,11]. Aggregating multiple schemes, we can identify government ICTs as supporting three main types activities, which fall along a scale of increasing complexity [11]: information provision, transactions, and collaborations. Information provision is simply making information available online. It can be as simple as placing existing documents but can be made more useful by providing indexing, navigation, and search schemes and tools. Information provision is one-way, government-to-citizen (G2C), and usually involves no

exchange of personal information about a citizen to the government. Transaction support involves accomplishing something between a citizen and a government entity. Examples include obtaining a license or permit online and voting. These activities are two-way, both government-to-citizen and citizen-to-government (G2C+C2G), and involve exchange of information about a citizen to the government and action by the government based on that information. Finally, systems that support collaboration are the most complex. Examples include government blogs, wikis, and social networks (both G2C+C2G), and also any use of mobile or social ICTs by citizens for political purposes (C2C). An example of the former is e-rulemaking systems [14] in which a government-designed collaboration application solicits dialog from citizens that in turn influences government action in the form of changes in proposed legislation. An example of the latter would be the use of mobile phones to organize a political protest or the use of a social network to build support for a political cause or candidate.  Collaboration systems need not involve disclosure of  citizen information to government entities but often does anyway as a side effect of citizens identifying themselves to each other or citizens using traceable devices such as cell phones.

PROPOSAL

In this paper I take the position that we should understand cross-cultural issues in digital government by placing them in a matrix formed by cultural variables (here I will use Hofstede [9]) and ICT system complexity [after 11], and directionality of stakeholder communication [after 5]. ICT system complexity and directionality of communication cannot form a full matrix of possibilities (for example, there can not be a one-way information provision system that supports C2C interaction). Thus I form one variable that combines ICT complexity and directionality of communication as follows: 

· Information Provision (G2C, one-way)

· Transaction (G2C+C2G, two-way)

· Collaboration (C2C and G2C+C2G, multi-way)

MATRIX OF ISSUES

Table 1 shows a matrix formed by the culture and ICT complexity variables with examples of digital government failures within each cell. Although each example is placed in a single cell, the reader will immediately realize that some examples can be placed in more than one cell. For example, the climate change scenario is placed in the Information Provision/Power Distance cell because it can be seen as resulting from citizens in a “low power distance” subculture feeling that scientific experts have no more power than corporate executives in the context of the climate debate. However, it could also credibly be placed in the Information Provision/Uncertainty Avoidance cell if we consider that it results from some citizens’ low tolerance for the ambiguity of scientific discourse.  Nonetheless, it is still possible to derive some useful generalizations from the table.

Failures in the first column (Information Provision) involve government misunderstanding about how information will be interpreted or utilized by citizens. Failures in the second column (Transaction) involve misunderstandings by government about some citizens’ feelings of efficacy, and hence their willingness to act, as members of a democratic polity. They also involve citizens’ trust in the government to handle private information. Failures in the third column (Collaboration) involve the perception and negotiation of social norms by members of a society and the ability of systems to accommodate collaborative diversity.

SIGNIFICANCE

As e-government systems move from information provision and transaction into participation and collaboration, the nature of problems encountered by citizens will increasingly look like those in the Collaboration column of Table 1. Unlike many ICT applications, digital government systems are ideally universally usable, trusted by all citizens, and sometimes mandatory [12,13]. Usability is sometimes enforced by legislation in cases that fall into the Information Provision and even Transaction column. For example, by law in most U.S. states ballots must be available in multiple languages and the act of voting must be supported for physically and developmentally disabled. Should the universal usability of systems that support collaboration be similarly enforced by legislation and, if so, how could such legislated design for universal collaboration be achieved? The first step is to understand the complexity of the problem by examining it along the dimensions identified by cross-cultural research.

Attention to the proposed culture-by-development matrix in Table 1 will not only benefit design of particular e-government systems, but could also be used to help guide comparative research on digital government applications across cultures. One system does not fit all internationally, and attention to the cultural and development variables can help researchers understand why systems differ or why similar systems succeed on one context but fail in another.

Many digital systems, such as those supporting e-commerce, are becoming global, but e-government systems will always remain local and will always need to support the unique needs of their citizens. Globalization will, however, influence the cultural diversity of the citizenry of all nations and should lead generally away from monoculture toward multicultural nation states. This makes it increasingly important that governments look forward as they design for increasingly diverse societies.
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Levels of ICT Development


Hofstede’s [9]


Cultural Variables�
Information Provision


(G2C)�
Transaction


(G2C+C2G)�
Collaboration


(G2C+C2G and C2C)�
�
Masculine/Feminine


(assertion and modesty, achievement versus social cohesion)�
A government anti-drug campaign fails because the images used depict individuals from a different gender, ethnicity or social class from the target audience. �
Illegal immigrants are unwilling to comment on proposed immigration legislation on an e-rulemaking system because they are intimidated by the aggressive tone of others’ comments.�
An Asian man is unable to participate in a Town Hall meeting because he cannot negotiate the turn-taking protocol.�
�
Power Distance


(perception and acceptance of societal distribution of power relationships)�
Climate change legislation is stalled because there is widespread mistrust of the data of experts relative to the statements on non-experts.�
A naturalized citizen from an authoritarian country does not obtain a drivers license because of mistrust of giving information to the government.�
A European activist inadvertently discloses mobile phone images from a protest in Iran which contain recognizable faces which are then used by the Iranian government to identify protesters.�
�
Uncertainty Avoidance


(comfort with ambiguity and uncertainty)�
The World Health Organization fails to disseminate information about breast cancer on the web due to filtering software used in some countries.�
A person fails to obtain unemployment benefits because they are unsure about whether their situation warrants them.�
An immigrant fails to participate in a community social network because the invitation says “Dear Citizen” and they are not sure if they count.�
�
Individual/Collective


(balance of the interests of individuals versus the interests of the group)�
A tax increase fails because of a sense of inequity to a particular group.�
An individual does not vote because of a feeling that their vote does not matter.�
An individual dominates the discussion on a political candidate’s social network because they feel they are correct.�
�



Table 1: A matrix showing missteps in ICT-related or ICT-mediated activity as a function of cultural variables and level of ICT development.











