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Abstract. The paper uses a longitudinal case study of Kadygital agency to
investigate eGovernment and a subject that howetiseafar edge of the aca-
demic radaragencification or the setting up of semi-autonomous organisation
that operate at arm’s length from the relative stigi The aim is to make a
threefold contribution of international scope amgh8icance to the eGovern-
ment debate by mapping Italy’s chosen path to ptg#ctor innovation. Fram-
ing the country’s digital agenda within the largéture of ongoing New Public
Management-driven administrative reforms, the astlassess whether mandat-
ing an arm’s length body to steer the eGovernmeategjies at public-sector
macro level has been successful. The structurabimental, cultural and envi-
ronmental lens used to analyse the key contexasébifs shows how the conti-
nuity and discontinuity that has shadowed Ital{d Ipolicies can be blamed on
shifts in leadership and diverse ideas of modetiozaon the digital agency’s
multiple, even conflicting mandates; and on theafigement of the ‘original
agency model’ with the public machinery’s embeddelture.

Keywords: Agencification, eGovernment, Digital agenda, ICTiqg Italy,
New Public Management

1 Introduction

“Context is messy. Dealing with context in orderetplain the outcome of a political
or administrative process means taking into accaébetdecisions and actions by
individual politicians or bureaucrats, the mediattention (or not) of (alleged or real)
administrative malfeasance, ad hoc informal linkagetween domestic and transna-
tional institutions, and so on”. Taken from a recgtndy by Jon Pierre [1: 42-43], this
guotation forms the point of departure for thisegash thread.

The specific focus of the qualitative paper coneergn two topics of considerable
interest: eGovernment and agencification. In tharky the term eGovernment is



meant as an instrument of public action for itseptial to address public problems
and affect a wide range of organizations and spaielarge, in terms of impact on the
relationship between citizens and institutions #mal internal working of the public
sector [2]. Agencification is interpreted as theadjgregation of government depart-
ments into single-purpose agencies [3, 4] that atpeat arm’s length. This design
choice means that the ministries are responsildtusixely for developing the poli-
cies and that the agencies, while accountableeanrtimistry of reference, must oper-
ate under their own steam according to precisepeegnce standards.

The article critically analyzes the uptake of eGoweent in Italy [5], using a lon-
gitudinal case study to respond to two researciktpres (RQ):

- What institutional responses has Italy’s governneamhe up with to ensure the

governance of its public-sector ICT policies?

- What explains the continuity and discontinuityhufse responses?

The first, descriptive RQ comes from the accepteovkedge that showing what
happened on the ground is an ineluctable stepyfigorous research approach, not
least because ‘theory building and theory testingre. themselves in part dependent
on the availability of good descriptions’ [6: 207The second, explanatory RQ refers
to the ‘long wave of Government innovation prografis 254] and the agencifica-
tion processes that have significantly shaped '#d@T policies and their outcomes
since the 1990s.

Drawing on extant academic literature, official doeents and the personal
knowledge base of the research team of organizdtischolars, the paper recon-
structs the journey of a governmental agency cteatel 993 to bring Italy’s central
administrations into the digital era, which, despis short lifespan, has had to change
both its name and position in the government magkia good four times.

The ‘structural-instrumental, cultural and enviramtal’ are the three perspectives
[8, 9] that enable the article to make an origiatdirectional contribution to the
eGovernment research. Above all, it highlights fe@overnment and agencification
are enmeshed in a Napoleonic administrative laqesca context that has been rela-
tively underexplored by the international literatJiO, 11]. Second, it slots Italy’s
digital agenda into the larger scenario of pollticatability and NPM-driven reform
waves [7]. In particular, the leadership shiftstthave seen each new government
impose their own modernization ideas on the coynby multiple, at times conflict-
ing mandates given to the digital agenda agenay tta poor alignment of the ‘agen-
cy model’ with the culture embedded in the publiactminery are the prime factors
responsible for the continuity and discontinuitgtteshadows Italy’s ICT policies. The
article closes with an assessment of the natidBal/ernment strategies.

The article is organized as follows. Section 2 akp why the contextual lens was
adopted to analyze agencification. Section 3 isadeed to the methodological ap-
proach, while Section 4 frames the contextual bemkdf Italy’s digital agency,
charting its timeline, environment and effectivedkeof success. The discussion pre-
sented in Section 5 reflects on the study’s findjnghich indicate that the myth per-
spective has ultimately succeeded over the govertisnarm’s length, technocratic
stance in giving momentum to ltaly’'s eGovernmerdeavour. Section 6 presents our
final remarks, underscoring how the paper’s twaiodl features contribute to the
current eGovernment debate.



2 Contextualizing agencification

The intrinsic features of ICT-related policies (imting the strategic role of the State,
the ongoing internal debate for development ressjr¢he inherent multilevel-
structure of administrative systems, the involven@frthe citizenry, and the role of
the private sector) are of considerable interesbdth eGovernment scientists and
policy scholars. Adopting a contextual approachth® analysis of the ‘course and
outcome’ [8] of the processes of agencificationligital government generally means
acknowledging the constraints and influences edeby the political mindset, the
institutional background and the environmental égicthree aspects that need to be
analyzed using, respectively, séructural-instrumental cultural and environmental
lens [9].

On the whole, reforms can be perceived frostractural-instrumentaktandpoint
as conscious organizational design or reengineegivgn that the structure is used
by the decision makers as an instrument to achodjectives. But this requires pre-
conditions that give the leaders a solid grip am tbform processes and that enable
them to ‘score high on rational calculation or neand thinking’ (see Dahl and
Lindblom [12] cited in [9]).

The emphasis on values and models borrowed fromaterifirms has been the
‘guiding light’ of Italy’s public sector organizatnal reforms for the past 25 years, as
evidenced by the creation of arm’s length bodiesgencification [3: 1] [8]. In theo-
ry, agencification is supposed to improve orgaitwzretl capability by giving manag-
ers more freedom to manage. However, in practtceiay actually reduce manage-
ment capacity within government departments, whitgording to Andrews and
colleagues [13], implies that ‘there could be aitpees or a negative relationship be-
tween the relative agencification of a public origation and overall capability’ [13:
6]. Moreover, Hopfl [14] claims that agencificatiattempts to sharpen the distinction
between the ministers ‘driving the reform agendand civil servants responsible for
performance, implementation (...) in a quasi-contractpublic service agreement’
or ‘framework document’ specifying the respectieées of ‘sponsoring’ departments
and the chief executives of ‘delivery agencies’,oad performance is audited and
measured, and who are in this sense accountaldlept43].

The cultural perspective sheds light on how reforms and chamgeiblic organi-
zations trigger an institutionalization processt theadually introduces the ‘core in-
formal norms and values’ that set the organizatmm& path of cultural change and
distinction. The fact that different countries agmvernment institutions have differ-
ent historical-cultural backgrounds means thatrtreforms follow a ‘path dependent’
course that gives each national reform a distinotfglexion. The proposed reform of
a public organization must be put to the test oftt@al compatibility’ [8]: ‘reform
initiatives that are incompatible with establisheatms and values in organizations
will be rejected, while parts that are compatibld ae implemented; controversial
parts will be adapted so as to be made acceptphld’32]. Hence, the reforms are
likely to be more successful when their underlywadues are more optimally aligned
with the values embedded in the existing admirtisgasystem.

Public organizations are said to dwell in a dealironmentthe technical part,
which mainly focuses on efficiency, production axthange, and the institutional



part [15], which is more about issues such as fipeagriate organizational structure,
internal culture, recruitment policy, etc. The indtonal environment is a breeding
ground for the reform myths that develop, spreadther organizations and give the
public organizations their isomorphic personalifi@s These myths ‘window-dress’
the organization’s image and increase its legitynd€rom a myth perspective, re-
form initiatives that correspond with current doots about ‘good’ and ‘modern’
organizations will gain acceptance more readilyntlitiatives that diverge from
what is thought to be modern. The greater the spaordence between, on the one
hand, problem definitions and suggested solutinngfiorm programmes, and, on the
other hand, the circumstances of organizationsgperd as well-run models for other
organizations, the easier it will be to gain lagiicy and endorsement’ [8].
The above concepts will be used below to read atedgret the case study.

3 Research approach

When the research questions are ‘How?' and ‘Why®en the researcher has little
control over the events, and when the focus is batvs currently happening in real-
life contexts [16], the most indicated methodolagiapproach is the case study. That
is the method adopted here to respond to the i@semrestions raised, which centre
on how and why the agency in question has takeulitieetion observed and the role
played by the peculiarities of Italy’s public maobiy.

The research questions presented above are adtitbssegh a longitudinal case
study of the government agency responsible foy'#aligital agenda from 1993 to
2014 (which, for reasons of simplicity and consisie given the several name
changes this public body has undergone, we stsalirefer to as the ‘digital agency’).
The 1993-2014 timeframe captures the setting withtich the Agenzia per I'ltalia
Digitale! (AgID), initially called the Autorita per I'inforratica nella pubblica ammin-
istrazioné (AIPA), was created and evolved; 1993 was the yeavhich Italy em-
barked on the substantive administrative reforna theveloped into a ‘permanent
cycle of reforms’ [17: 787] and, in 2001, the AIR¥as mandated to implement Ita-
ly’s first ever national eGovernment plan. Howewvangre recently, the tide of admin-
istrative reforms has been brought practically tstandstill, victim of the financial
crisis that has rendered the economic climate tamiceand significantly eroded the
public resources available to drive change. Theectirgovernment issued the latest
measure, which gave the AgID a new statute.

The relevant strengths of the various data sou(oesinly official documents,
regulatory measures and archival reports) weretiftkzh by triangulating the data
collection and analysis results and were used tmborate the study’s findings and
conclusions. The research team examined the mganmational and operational
implications of each of the agency’s diverse camfigions and administrative report-
ing systems in order to reliably map the nature lmdations of each permutation,

1 Agenzia per I'ltalia Digitale (AgID): Digital Agerycof Italy (our translation)
2 Autorita per l'informatica nella pubblica amministione (AIPA): eGovernment Authorifpur transla-
tion).



even though, for reasons of space, only a smallgfathat information can be pre-
sented here.

4  From AIPA to AgID

Italy’s first digital agency, the AIPA, was offidiq established on 12 February
1993—during a spate of particularly intense adniateve reforms—to govern Italy’s
public-sector digital policies. It has since undarg a series of permutations that need
to be set against the relevant events, backgronddeavironment in order to under-
stand the evolutionary dynamics behind Italy’s entrdigital agency, the AgID.
Mapping that journey, means starting at the vegirbgng, in 1992, when the Italian
cabinet appointed a public body, the DepartmerRuiflic Service (DPS), to govern
the ICT-enablement of the public administrationt Without vesting it with specific
powers of intervention to develop a digital ageri¢&job, in fact, was purely to ad-
vise the government on the best way to coordinageonline PA, to research and
design ICT development policies and to issue cinsuland proposals on possible
interventions.

Hence, in 1993, the government created the AIPA, dbuntry’s first national
digital agency. Ten years later, in 2003, the ANRAs replaced, by the Centro Na-
zionale per I'Informatica nella Pubblica Amministiane (CNIPA). In 2009, CNIPA
was succeeded by the Ente nazionale per la digitadione della pubblica ammin-
istrazioné (DigitPA). The DigitPA was then subsumed, alonghwtihe functions of
two other public bodies, into the AgID, the latelggital agency created in August
2012.

Rewinding to 1993: the AIPA ‘operates under theiged the Italian cabinet, has
technical and functional autonomy and shall forsnatvn independent opinions’. In
fact, Italy’s first public-sector digital agency svéasked with both the oversight of the
public ICT market (reporting on the technical-ecamim® congruity of the biggest
contracts signed by the State administrative bydied the promotion and realization
of large-scale infrastructure projects (such asRh#PAS electronic PA network—
completed in 2000 in accordance with the Departméftublic Service’s legislative
and regulatory framework) or the building of netksrito connect the information
systems of the individual administrations. Otherctions included monitoring public
ICT programmes and producing annual reports foh lle¢ Government and Parlia-
ment. In early 1994, Chief Information Systems CGHfs were appointed at all the
central administrations.

In 2000, external forces in the form of the globajital revolution and European
momentum pushed the Italian government to sharggefocus on ICT policies and
approve the national eGovernment Action Plan. Tilrewaas to give cohesive direc-

8 Centro Nazionale per I'Informatica nella Pubblicandinistrazione (CNIPA): National eGovernment
Center(our translation)

4 Ente nazionale per la digitalizzazione della putsblkmministrazione (DigitPA): National Agency for a
Digital Public Administratior{our translation)

5 Rete unitaria della pubblica amministrazione (RURZ)nsolidated Electronic PA Netwot&ur transla-
tion).



tion to the various attempts to improve the quaditypublic service. This was the first

of several eGovernment plans to develop a netwbak interconnected the infor-

mation systems of both the local and the centraliadtrations; to implement online

public services; to set up two web portal systeomg for citizens and one for busi-
ness; to integrate the registry offices’ databaaad;to promote the use of electronic
identity cards and digital signatures. The fedstaklhirlwind that started to sweep
Italy in 2001 (which lasted until 2007) then ledlRement to enact a special constitu-
tional law, which put the local administrationsdi@al governments and municipali-
ties) bang in the middle of the political actionaking them the country’s principal

agents of change.

In 2001, the ruling centre-right party establistied Ministry of Innovation and
Technologies and its subordinate Department oftBligind Technological Innova-
tion6, severing the administrative innovation pieicfrom those of digitization. The
appointment of the former head of IBM lItaly, Lu@tanca, as Minister of Innovation
and Technologies was the clear opening of a dothid@rivate-sector IT companies
that previous governments had kept firmly shut. wBoment thus became the means
to get the different government levels to forgeatiehs of effective institutional co-
operation.

In 2002, the government issued a set of objectilias basically converged with
those of the eGovernment Action Plan 2000.

In 2003, the downgrading of the AIPA to the CNIR#th no change to either its
institutional location or its mission, more or lgag control back in political hands.

In 2004 and 2005, the lack of financial resourdasd@et cuts of more than 6%)
put the brakes on Italy’s digital agenda and settip-sector ICT spending back to
the 1995 level. The government then introducedréiggonal competence centres to
not only recognize and diffuse best practices,abs to get the local administrations
to transfer and share their knowledge and skills.

In 2005, the Codice dell’lamministrazione digitat@AD), the Digital Administra-
tion Law, gave a legislative anchor and regulatooynpass to the country’s eGov-
ernment policies and machinery. Basically, CAD aggtes the norms in a similar
way to the Austrian law that allows the federal gmament to define standard prod-
ucts in the ICT field [18]. Also in 2005, Italy’sriance Act gave the CNIPA the task
of preparing framework contracts for the procurenwdrstandard ICT services appli-
cations (e.g. computer protocols or disaster regogelutions) and made their use
obligatory for the public administrations, exceptdemonstrable cases of alternative
solutions that better meet their specific needs.

In 2006, Prodi's centre-left government remergeal Ministry of Innovation and
Technologies into the Ministry of Public Servicecfald of the previous centre-right
government), bringing them under the leadershiprd minister, an arrangement
maintained by the successive centre-right executitéch launched yet another PA
reform. In 2009, the CNIPA was replaced with thgifHA, which was given design,
technical and operating functions (including techhiconsulting for both the Prime
Minister and the regions, local bodies and othdslipuadministrations) but had to
contest with the persistent scenario of growingneooic constraints. The change of

8 In Italian: Dipartimento per la digitalizzazionérmovazione tecnologica



the eGovernment guard from the CNIPA to the Digitle&her centralized the Italian
cabinet’s control over the country’s ICT policies.

In 2012, the technocratic Monti government camepdover and instituted the
AgID on 7 August. The AgID replaced and absorbédhal various functions previ-
ously split across three different public bodié& DigitPA; the Agency for the Diffu-
sion of Innovation Technologies;7 and the DepartnuérDigital and Technological
Innovation. However, the AgID did not inherit thegidPA'’s role as sole operator of
the PA network, which was transferred to CONSIB,abmpany set up by the Minis-
try of the Economy to manage the platform for théne purchase of goods and ser-
vices. On 6 July 2012, the Monti government mageceurement obligatory for the
entire public sector.

The current centre-left government is increasirtgiying the AgID into a tech-
nical creature of the executive. Indeed, the digitahestra is conducted by a special
steering committee chaired by the cabinet ministgkegate; is responsible for iden-
tifying priorities of intervention and for monitag implementation; and has the final
say on the PA information systems strategic devetot model. The steering com-
mittee is made up of delegates from the Prime N#nis cabinet office, the Ministry
of Economic Development, the Ministry of Educatidmiversities and Research, the
Ministry of Public Administration, the Ministry dEconomy and Finance, two dele-
gates from the Conferenza Unificata Stato-Regiomi8] members of the newly
formed Tavolo permanente per l'innovazione e I'Agedigitale italiana9, an adviso-
ry body of innovation experts.

4.1 Outcomes

The eGovernment indices computed by the threeredimnal bodies of the UN, the
OECD and the European Commission can be used ghisomeasure and compare
the outcomes of the combined actions of Italy’segament policies and the interven-
tions made by the Italian digital agency in itsivas guises.

The UN E-Government Development Index (EGDI) [1#§sed on a biannual sur-
vey, is split into three sub-indices: the Onlinev&® Index (OSI), the Telecommuni-
cation Infrastructure Index (Tll), and the Humanpia Index (HCI). As explained
by the survey authors, the EGDI is not designedrack the development of e-
government in absolute terms but to enable compasibetween different countries.
Of the meta-regions, Europe, while far from homegmrs, posted the best results in
2014, with France, Holland and the United Kingdosading up the world’s top ten,
compared with Italy at 23place, up from 3% in 2012. It is important to note that of
the three EGDI sub-indices, the HCI (which basicatieasures literacy and educa-
tion) shows only a minimal gap between Italy anel blest performers of comparable
size (France and the UK), indicating that Italysviranking is mainly the fault of the

7 Agenzia per la diffusione delle tecnologie perdavazione: Agency for the Diffusion of Innovation
Technologiegour translation)

8 Conferenza Unificata Stato-Regioni: State-Regiongiétl Conferencéour translation)

9 Tavolo permanente per linnovazione e I'Agendataligiitaliana: Permanent Table for Innovation are t
Italian Digital Agendgour translation)



other two indices, i.e., the TIl and the OSI. THeshows that Italy has a lower per-
centage of internet users (58% versus 83% in Frande87% in the UK) and fewer

wired broadband subscriptions per 100 inhabita22sviersus 37 in France and 34 in
the UK), while the OSI reveals an even bigger djeece, with Italy’s online service

uptake standing at 67% compared with 88% for Framce79% for the UK.

The OSI result is especially significant becauseomcerns eGovernment itself,
while the TIl and the HCI can be seen as indicabbtie preconditions needed to use
the services. In fact, the survey built the OSluacbsix thematic sub-themes: whole-
of-government, multichannel service delivery, bidgthe digital divide, increasing
usage, open government, and e-participation, waiehprecisely the areas that Italy
worked hard to implement in 2012-2014, and thabgathit to leap nine rungs higher.
Indeed, the OSI data of the earlier 2012 survey §ws Italy with 50%, France
77%, and the UK 85%. Nevertheless, that big impnoet demands closer scrutiny
in order to understand, for example, the higherele@f internet use (the so-called
degree of uptake) at which the citizens and firh#taly interacted with the public
authorities in 2014 compared with 2012.

On the other hand, the OECD data for 2011 [21] icasf Italy’s unsatisfactory
performance compared to France, the UK, and the @& rage generally, indicat-
ing that only those Italian firms with more than02orkers used the internet to ex-
pedite PA business (e.g., obtaining informationwidloading and sending forms, or
completing administrative procedures and case hegjdio a degree closer to France
and the UK, and above the OECD average. That it lvabw the internet uptake
target of around 75% for all of Italy’s firms, flower than the OECD average (88%)
and nowhere near the 90% of France and the UKhAECD itself points out, the
index reveals a huge divergence in uptake betwadyid large and small enterprises
(p. 154). Moreover, it underscores that Italianzeit uptake also fell far short of the
OECD average in 2011, at approximately 25% ver&$ @ig. 9.6, p. 157), a bot-
tom-feeder in second-to-last place, beating onlyeCh

The European Commission’s 2014 data for Italy am@lar to those of the UN.
Notably, the Digital Economy and Society Index (DES015 [22] is a composite
index that, unlike the EGDI, surveys not only aior@s eGovernment status, but also
the overall digitization of both society and theoeomy. That said, one of the five
indicators is Digital Public Services (DPS), whicnks Italy 18 in Europe (with
France 8 and the UK 11). Even though this result (0.42) was a tad shbthe Eu-
ropean average (0.47), it is the best indicataallofive of the sub-indices that make
up DESI (which places Italy 3%. However, it is fairly meaningful that both thei-E
ropean Commission DPS index and the UN OSI, easigded to cover different
dimensions, give similar rankings to all three doies.

In short, the transnational indices show that whi#éy has improved its worldwide
ranking and shortened the distance that sets it &igan France and the UK in the
past two years, it still has much ground to colteshould be noted also that the UN
EGDI comprises indicators that are both complemgraad “enabling” to eGovern-
ment, which, as mentioned above, are more indieaifvthepreconditionsneeded to
develop a digital government.



5 Discussion

We can identify three interrelated perspectivesructural-instrumental, cultural and
environmental — that have affected the steerintjaby’s digital agenda. The idea of
setting up new arm’s length bodies (or agencif@gtican be seen as a process of
organizational differentiation meant as the vapiatin formal structure and orienta-
tion from one institution to another to deal witte tvariety of tasks in uncertain envi-
ronments. In the case of AIPA, this organizatiodaesign choice was a deliberate
change in response to an emergent issue, i.estéeeing of the ICT-enabled trans-
formation of Italy’s PA. The then ministers had wsed that ‘going digital’ meant
not only the computerization of the public procesaed services, but also the rewrit-
ing of the ground rules: ‘rule-based informatiocheologies alter the template on
which service activities are conducted, and fad#itthe application of ever more
powerful computing tools to services that are oftemdamentally information based’
[23: 135].

In fact, in the early 1990s, a period in which oaljew Italian PAs had embraced
the digital culture, the AIPA was empowered by btite regulatory framework and
the need to concentrate and develop the capasititiguired to launch and govern the
ICT strategies. Adopting an instrumental view cong that a cross-cutting issue
perceived as ‘not working’ by the political leaderfsthe time helped create ‘a readi-
ness to look for new solutions’ [18: 10], includitige birth of a single-purpose digital
agency. This favourable climate and an autonomtagte enabled the legitimization
of the AIPA and weakened the sovereignty of the [fEdviders. The infrastructural
projects and the diverse technical standards titzreced the capacity of the admin-
istrations ‘to share and integrate information asrboth traditional and new organiza-
tional boundaries’ [24: 7] helped to spur the modsation of both the PA and the
country itself.

Nevertheless, a predominantly technocratic approaekdless of the domestic
administrative and institutional context, is likdtyfail [18, 25-27]. In fact, as soon as
the realization dawned that the AIPA projects gisomoted greater uniformity be-
tween the State’s administrative apparatuses,aitkgiol a situation of opposition and
conflict [8]. The strongly embedded culture of fip@vernment ministries often suc-
ceeded in defusing the external pressures appligdebagency and its successors to
drive change, and, not surprisingly, although theslcontroversial of the planned
changes (or those more compatible with the prengibiolitical-administrative culture
and the established routines) were implemente@yr aththe digital agency’s projects
remained just that, and never even saw the lighbgf

In more recent years, the myth perspective wheeebgtter-organized public sec-
tor corresponds to an ICT-driven public sector gaied legitimacy and, as a result,
spurred eGovernment in Italy. For example, in J2@#4 it became obligatory for all
Italian PAs and their suppliers to use exclusiwaéctronic systems for the billing and
filing of accounting documents. Interestingly, thieform package meshed with a
broader transnational project, the EU’s paymerggrdtion initiative for the simplifi-
cation of bank transfers denominated in Euro (®irfifiiro Payments Area, or SEPA).
Seen from an institutional-environmental perspegta favourable culture and sup-
port from the environment can propel digital tramafation.



5.1 The different political takes on modernization

The coming into power of a succession of governsjezdch with their own particu-
lar idea of how to modernize Italy’s PA and britig tcountry into the Zicentury,
significantly increased the cast of ICT policy astoThe centre-left governments
approached the reorganization of both the PA aagtbcesses as a joint affair, map-
ping a long and complex journey towards the intignaof the various back-offices.
On the other hand, the centre-right governments tbenfront-office services as a
more immediate way to pluck the fruits of visibiland consensus.

The result of these significantly divergent applaccan be seen in the repeated
merging and demerging since 2003 of the Dept. dfliewbervice and the Dept. of
Digital and Technological Innovation, before bothrey ultimately abolished in 2012
and their mandates transferred to the AgID. Theatiel institutional context has
shifted and blurred the objectives and the priesitof the eGovernment plans, the
implementation of which, given their nature andyfminfrastructural shortcomings,
otherwise would have been spread over the medidontger term.

5.2 Multiple roles and motives of misalignment

Despite being officially established as an autlyorit reality the AIPA combined the
features of a ministerial department with thoseaswfagency. The multiple roles at-
tributed to the AIPA shrouded it in ambiguity [28)deed, it was at the same time the
regulator tasked with redressing the imbalanceanodligopolistic market dominated
by suppliers, the ‘watchdog’ of the PAs and the |@®viders, to reduce opportunis-
tic behaviour (and possible collusion), and thefiiine market operator sent into the
field for particularly important interventions. Agalligan says in his Australian study
[29: 448], each of these roles “captures an orgdiozal imperative that is externally
grounded and usually has a basis in the agencyewerring legislation. Each has a
different external driver, respectively: customecents, competitors, and politi-
cians”. The friction caused by cramming four modete one organization invariably
sparks tensions and conflicts.

There are three interrelated reasons for this igizalent between the various digi-
tal agencies and the individual PASrst, the objectives set out in the government
guidelines are either incredibly vague or, to tbatrary, fix on a specific detail. The
difficulty of identifying the objectives has beeampounded by the difficulty of as-
sessing thex-antein itinere andex-posteffects of the ICT-enabling projects. In fact,
the 1990s saw the AIPA struggle to monitor bothgpending and the number of ICT
platforms and services purchased by the variousrastmations.Secondthe negative
economic cycle has ruled out the use of financie¢éntives to get the PAs to invest in
technological and organizational innovation. Moregwnot all the administrations
had the capabilities needed to launch large-scedgegis or were even interested
enough to measure the results of the initiativegléemented. Hence, many of the
“zero-cost” innovations promoted by the AIPA etr@mained on the drawing board
[30]. Finally, even though each ministry had been asked to appoChief Infor-
mation Officer (CIO) to specifically facilitate mats with each PA, the role was

10



never fully recognized, which left the digital aggrwithout the liaison officers, i.e.,
the unique points of reference, it needed to fithimandate.

Interestingly, the EU has had a clearly observaipipact. The momentum that
spurred ltaly’s digital agenda in 2000 coincidedhvwthe launch of the eGovernment
plans formulated to meet the targets set by thefaan Commission’s Lisbon strate-
gy. Seen from a myth perspective, these projecte wart of a more general trend
that the ‘old-style’ [25: xiv] governments of thene were eager to embrace as a way
to gain international legitimacy.

6 Final remarks

The two original features of this paper are, fitkg decision to investigate the com-
bined effects of eGovernment and agencificatioth@tpublic-sector macro level and,
second, the adoption of a contextual lens [27]ttmlys the evolution of an Italian
public agency. Although the analysis of the arme'sgth body AIPA and its succes-
sors CNIPA, DigitPA and AgID has greatly enrichedar &nowledge of the digital
government approach taken by Italy’s political ke we will limit ourselves here to
summing up the key findings. First, but by no meansxpected, is the fact that the
single-purpose agency investigated in no way nsrtbe ideal type advocated in the
mainstream literature on agencification. Second, dhyital agency had much more
power to decide its objectives in the period 19999, while the relative ministry’s
assessment of its performance and senior publicages was very low-key. After
1999, the AIPA and its successors gradually losir tutonomy and relevance, taking
on more the guise of a government operational dimrd, the article reveals a con-
siderable rhetorical dimension among the many bathat shape the course and
outcome of Italy’s eGovernment policies [31], asllves the inability of the inde-
pendent agency mandated to steer and reinforcdigital transformation of the pub-
lic sector and, thus, to catalyze major changeeddd the actual steering action is so
diluted that it bears no resemblance at all tol@ie-driven change boldly promised
by each new Italian government, no matter theiitipal affiliation.

Looping back to the first RQNVhat institutional responses has Italy’s govermine
come up with to ensure the governance of its ptdgator ICT policies?we can say
that the proliferation of the agencies was origindriven by the absolute strategic
approach taken to the institutional design impletagéons from 1999 to the present.
The analysis has shown that Italy has done veig tib improve the effectiveness of
its eGovernment policies. At the same time, theilegry framework used to govern
the public-sector ICT strategies has not only grawmieldy, but places too much
emphasis on the technological, instrumental aspactigital government, ignoring
the bigger picture of digital citizenship, to whiah the governments in question have
paid only fleeting attention.

To respond to the second R@hat explains the continuity and discontinuity of
those responses®e main variables were analyzed using a theotdéoa sensitive
to contextual factors [1, 32, 33]. Applying thistarpretive key to the Italian case
shows that the wobbly path of continuity and digtarity that has taken the spin out
of Italy’s digital agenda can be attributed to sfigities of a structural, cultural and



environmental nature. What unique features werésilecin shaping the events that
in many ways recur around the world? No generalvansnay be attempted here,
even though, in a country like Italy with a decijeapoleonic administrative land-
scape, the absence of a permanent strategic bothe dtighest level is certainly a
primary factor. The weakness shown in the earlynfdive years has stunted the evo-
lution and scope of action of the digital agenchjck found itself in the unenviable
position of having to run a strategically decisprecess in the life of the country with
a toolbox consisting of not much more than the podvél and screws needed to put
up a framework of technical rules and regulatidgtswever, the pre-eminently cogni-
tive aim of the paper means that the analysis makesttempt to correlate or map the
dynamic interaction of the identified explicativariables, although we plan to re-
dress that limitation in the next phase of thisifling research path.
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