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Abstract

Developing and implementing effective digital strategies is central to achieving successful
outcomes in digital government initiatives. Despite the crucial role of digital strategy and the
increasing prevalence of diverse approaches to technology-enabled public sector reform, a
comprehensive understanding of theoretical knowledge of digital government strategies is
lacking. This research-in-progress article presents the preliminary findings of a (provisional) 38-
study systematic literature review adhering to the PRISMA protocol. The final analysis aims to
synthesize existing research on digital strategy in the public sector context across various
disciplines. Through a comprehensive exploration of the literature, the study identifies
methodological, conceptual, and theoretical challenges, shedding light on areas for further
research. This ongoing research article represents an initial phase in this endeavor and offers
descriptive characteristics of the preliminary sample.
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1. Introduction and theoretical background

Digital strategy is critical to successful digital government outcomes [10] [12]. The inherent
complexity of digital government initiatives or projects significantly influences their
success, frequently leading to partial or complete project failures. Alongside robust
leadership and suitable governance arrangements, comprehensive digital government
strategies must be considered in shaping digital government results [1] [10].

In the realm of Information Systems literature, there has been a notable evolution in how
IT and organizational strategies interact, with IT strategy progressing from a subordinate
role to alignment and potential fusion with organizational strategy [2] [4]. The body of
literature sheds light on the emerging nexus between strategic management and
information technology [17]. However, these insights are tailored to the dynamics of private
sector organizations and thus may not directly apply to governmental contexts [10]. While
extensive research on strategy in Public Administration as a discipline does address the
unique governmental context and the importance of strategic approaches in addressing
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complex challenges within the public sector, there is less emphasis on the role of digital
strategy within this literature [3] [6] [7]. Therefore, considering these different
complementary viewpoints is pertinent for enhancing the discourse on digital strategy in
the public sector.

The scholarly understanding of digital strategy within the public sector is characterized
by conceptual ambiguity arising from diverse terminologies, definitions, and fragmentation
over different disciplines. There is a need for a more comprehensive understanding of
digital strategy within the e-government domain. Adopting a broader perspective that
integrates insights from allied disciplines enables a more holistic understanding, especially
considering that various aspects of this subject have a well-established research tradition
in closely related fields.

This study, therefore, aims to consolidate the current fragmented knowledge on digital
strategy in the context of government by putting forward the following explorative research
question: "What is known about digital strategy in the public sector?". We aim to address
this research inquiry through a systematic literature review, adhering to the guidelines
outlined in the PRISMA protocol. This research-in-progress focuses on the preliminary
literature sample's descriptive characteristics.

2. Methodology

2.1. Eligibility criteria

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)
guidelines were used for article selection and reporting for the systematic review. Adhering
to this protocol ensures transparent reporting and facilitates replication [11]. Our
systematic review included studies that met all of the following inclusion criteria.

e Topic: studies should be positioned where the three key components of the research
topic; digital, strategy, and public sector, converge.

e Field: only studies under the Web of Science categories relevant to the research
subject were integrated into the subsequent analysis. Sixteen pertinent categories,
situated at the nexus of various dimensions of the subject matter, were selected for
inclusion. [llustrative examples encompass Public Administration, Political Science,
Computer Science Information Systems, Management, and Information Science
Library Science. An inclusive approach was adopted to mitigate the inadvertent
exclusion of potentially relevant studies at this preliminary inquiry phase.

e Study design: the review encompasses both theoretical and empirical studies. This
approach enables the comparison of findings and the identification of future
research opportunities across various study designs and research areas.

e Language: only studies written in English were included, a standard practice in
systematic reviews for practical and replication reasons.

e Publication status: studies included can be of all publication outlet types; therefore,
no specific Web of Science Index was used. In the study domain of e-government



research, journal and conference contributions hold equal significance, which aligns
with the field's multidisciplinary nature [13].

e Year of publication: no temporal constraints have been imposed to encompass the
corpus of scholarly research on the topic comprehensively and to be able to track its
development across time.

e Due to practical considerations, only articles available in full text online were
included.

2.2. Search strategy and selection

We searched Web Of Science using the following query in the tile, abstract, or author
keywords: “digi* AND strateg* AND (public OR gov* OR e-gov* OR egov*)”. Web Of Science
was selected as a database due to its extensive collection of high-quality research articles.
This broad selection strategy, at the intersection of the three central concepts of the subject
(digital, strategy, and public sector), allows us to cover an extensive range of relevant
research. Since this is an exploratory study of a fragmented topic, it is important not to
exclude any pertinent possible studies at this research stage. Our search generated 6.663
records between 1992 and March 7th, 2024. We screened these records using language
(English) and Web of Science Categories. In this way, 3.010 records were excluded.
Eventually, 3.653 studies were retained for analysis.
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Figure 1: PRISMA flow diagram (own compilation based on [11])

These 3.653 records were screened by title and abstract using ASReview. ASReview is
an open-source machine learning-aided system employing active learning techniques. The
tool can be integrated into conventional systematic reviews, adhering to the procedures



delineated in the PRISMA guidelines. Its role is complementary, enhancing the abstract
screening phase while preserving the essential initial step of compiling potentially relevant
studies [15]. This unique human-machine interaction facilitated screening the first 80
abstracts and titles, resulting in the retention of 38 items in the provisional sample.

3. Preliminary results

3.1. Contextual characteristics

The 38 items included in our intermediate sample were published between 2005 and March
2024. Academic attention toward digital strategy within the public sector has
predominantly expanded over the past decade, with particularly noteworthy growth
observed in recent years. More than seventy-five percent of our sample was published in
the last five years; 29 records included in the review were published between 2020 and
March 2024.

The provisional sample of 38 records is composed of 25 journal articles and 13
proceeding papers. Seventeen different journals and nine different conference outlets were
identified in our sample, covering a wide diversity of knowledge on digital government
strategy within and outside the field of public administration. Most journal articles were
published in Government Information Quarterly (n = 4) and Sustainability (n = 4). Most
conference proceedings were published at the International Conference on Digital
Government Research (DGO) (n = 5).

Digital strategy in the public sector is studied in various research areas. It is essential to
indicate that one record can be assigned to multiple relevant categories. In our sample, 12
different Web of Science Categories were identified. Public Administration (n = 15) and
Computer Science Information Systems (n = 11) are the most often mentioned categories.
In addition, public digital strategy is frequently studied in public health and different types
of computer sciences, information science, and political science.

The findings of our review show that research on digital strategy in the public sector has
a broad geographical scope. The sample encompassed studies from all different continents.
Studies were mainly conducted in Sweden (n = 5), South Africa (n = 5), at the EU level (n =
3), and in the United States (n = 2). While numerous studies were conducted in a single
country (e.g., [14]), others examined digital strategies across multiple countries.
Hammerschmid et al, for example, compare the approaches utilized in digitalization
strategies across eight European countries [8]. Most studies predominantly focused on the
country level, although some also delved into other levels of analysis. Some authors, for
example, focus on local digital government initiatives (e.g., [9]). The topic was also
researched across various economic contexts, including developed economies, economies
in transition, and developing economies.



3.2. Methodological characteristics

Of the 38 studies reviewed, 32 utilized an empirical study design, and six were theoretical.
Among the empirical works, the majority (n = 25) conducted qualitative analyses, while five
studies employed a quantitative approach, and two used a mixed methods approach. The
most commonly employed qualitative research methods were (multiple) case studies,
which involved document analysis, interviews and focus groups, and content analysis. The
content analyses focused mainly on examining national e-government or digitalization
strategies and top steering or strategic documents (e.g.,, [16]). Quantitative empirical
studies predominantly employed survey research methodologies utilizing questionnaires
as a data collection method. Among the theoretical works (n = 6) in our sample, three
compromised (systematic) literature reviews (e.g., [5]). The remaining three contributed to
advancing or analyzing theoretical frameworks concerning digitalization in the public
sector and its strategic role.

4. Conclusion, discussion, and next steps

The digital dimension of strategy within public administration is increasingly recognized as
crucial. However, there remains a notable absence of comprehensive oversight regarding
the literature on digital strategy. Insights derived from Information Systems on Digital
Transformation Strategy and Public Administration on Strategy hold promise in further
elucidating this domain.

Several crucial research steps remain before a comprehensive overview of the existing
literature on digital strategy in the public sector can be provided. These steps include
completing the title and abstract screening process using ASReview, finalizing the full-text
screening to determine the final sample, conducting a thematic analysis of the dataset,
reporting the findings, and identifying potential avenues for future research.
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