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Introduction 
The Faculty of Social Science at Vestfold University College is currently offering Bachelor 
programs in business administration, sociology, history, management, and computer science.  
We also offer one Master program in health promotion, and are currently developing a 
multidisciplinary Master program on understanding complexity and change.  This program 
will accommodate students from all disciplines mentioned above. 

Development of multidisciplinary modules at the Bachelor level is encouraged, since such 
modules increase the total offering for students coming from all disciplines, and also 
accommodates knowledge transfer between disciplines and knowledge creation at points of 
intersection between disciplines. 

In this spirit, we developed and held a 10 ECTS module on e-government and e-democracy in 
the fall semester of 2005.  The aim was primarily to prepare students for taking on Bachelor 
projects within e-government and e-democracy, but also to give students competitive 
advantage when seeking employment in the public sector. 

This paper gives an overview of subject areas covered, student assignments, and some 
practical experiences collected by ourselves. 

We hope these comments will be useful to other lecturers planning modules and programs 
within the e-government and e-democracy fields. 

Module overview 
The module was offered as an elective for third year Bachelor students of computer science, 
business administration and sociology at Vestfold University College.    

The module consisted of 36 (12x3) hours of lectures and one day of excursion, supplemented 
by individual readings and assignments. 
 
There were no textbooks. The course was based on a selection of journal articles, conference 
papers and reports.  These were available as handouts. 

A total of 16 students registered, and 12 students completed the module.  Three students 
dropping out or postponing the course gave high workload as their reason. 
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Lecture #1: Introduction, Models of e-government 
The first lecture introduced students to different models of e-government.  Emphasis was put 
on Layne and Lee’s stage model (Layne 2001) showed in figure 1, and on Grönlund’s model,  
(Grönlund 2002) showing the intersections between politicians, administration and citizens. 
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Fig. 1 Stage model for e-government 

The students were also introduced to the current Norwegian strategy for e-government, 
eNorway 2009 (Ministry of Modernization 2005a).  The plan was used to show current 
government focus on both vertical and horizontal integration within the public sector.   

Lecture #2: Practical examples of e-government applications 
Case examples taken from local municipalities and the municipality of Oslo were used to 
show current state of the art web based services from a citizen’s point of view.  The 
municipality of Oslo has implemented more than 70 different web based services ranging 
from parking ticket complaints to applying for a license to serve alcoholic beverages.  Other 
municipalities offered limited services within specific areas. 

The case examples showed great diversity between municipalities.   

The Norwegian portal serving small and medium sized businesses: altinn.no, was 
demonstrated, and the concept of one portal with several service providers, were discussed in 
detail.  By visiting the home pages of some of the agencies providing services, we were able 
to show the origin of the services.  We also used the Danish portal virk.dk as a 
supplementary example. 
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Lecture #3: Evaluating e-government 
The students were introduced to current comparative surveys mapping e-government 
readiness or maturity.  The students were required to read the latest reports by United Nations 
(UN 2004) and Accenture (Accenture 2005).  The lecture itself emphasized the shortcomings 
of current surveys, based on a paper by Adegboyega Ojo and his colleagues at the United 
Nations University in Macao, China (Ojo 2005).  Students were divided into groups and given 
the task of presenting the development of e-government in one predetermined country. 

Lecture #4: Evaluating e-government Web Sites 
This lecture focused on government web-sites and how web-sites can be evaluated.  A paper 
by Jansen and Ølnes (Jansen 2003) gave the necessary theoretical background.  The students 
were then exposed to the guidelines1 used by norge.no, to evaluate public web sites. 

Norge.no is a government agency responsible for informing citizens about public services.  
This agency has also been given the task of creating guidelines for, and evaluate public web 
sites.   

Lecture #5: Integrated Services 
At this point integrated services were discussed in further detail.  The students were shown 
examples of vertical and horizontal integration.  Vertical integration is the integration of front 
office and back office systems.  One typical example is the provision of a web based interface 
to access information on properties.  In this case the government has a large database 
containing information of all properties (the GAB registry).  This database is normally 
accessed by people working within the government.  But vertical integration gives citizens the 
possibility to search and retrieve information by themselves.  Horizontal integration is when 
different systems are interconnected.  One example is when the employers export salary data 
directly to the tax system. 

Based on the discussion of integrated services, special treatment was given to MinSide (My 
Page), a portal under development that will integrate all national, regional and local web 
based services targeted at individual citizens (Ministry of Modernization 2005b). 

The students were also introduced to PKI (Public Key Infrastructure), the current government 
PKI requirement specification, and current plans for implementation and deployment of PKI 
(Høykom 2004)(Bergersen 2004)(Ministry of Modernization 2005c).   

PKI is an infrastructure that supports secure exchange of electronic information.  Secure 
exchange implies that no other than the recipient can read the information, no other parties 
may change the information before it is delivered, and the authenticity of sender and recipient 
is established.   
                                                      

 

 

1 The guidelines are available online from the following URL:  http://www.norge.no/kvalitet/  

 

http://www.norge.no/kvalitet/
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The current government strategy is to let commercial actors compete to deliver PKI.  The 
students were asked to give arguments in favor and against this policy.  The students were 
also asked to give examples on how PKI can enhance web based services. 

Lecture #6: Legal Aspects 
In this lecture students were introduced to legal aspects of e-government, including the most 
important acts and regulations.  The impacts of the following acts and regulations were 
discussed from the viewpoint of municipalities and governments agencies2: 

 The Personal Data Act with Regulations,  
 The Electronic Signature Act  
 The E-government Regulation 

Lecture #7: Accessibility 
Accessibility is an important aspect of e-government.  Digital divide is a problem receiving 
much attention in the literature.  Even if digital divide is a relative small problem in Norway, 
we still have groups that have problems in using technology.  These groups are: 

a) Disabled citizens. Visual impairment worldwide is in excess of 161 million, of whom 
37 million are blind.  This group often needs special equipment in order to access the 
Internet and e-government applications.  Other disabled citizens also have special 
requirements (Laurens 2005). 

b) Citizens facing language barriers. 
c) Citizens with low income.  The most obvious remedy is to make computers 

accessible to groups that cannot afford their own computers and Internet access.  
Public libraries are the most common place to provide such services. 

d) Citizens that do not care to participate 
 
The students were introduced to some research results on digital divide (Servon 2002).  To 
focus on visual impairment we had a blind person demonstrating accessibility problems to 
some of the municipal web sites demonstrated earlier in the course.  This gave students a 
more realistic understanding of web site accessibility. 

Lecture #8: Models of Democracy, Political Decision Making Process 
The aim of this lecture is to give students an understanding of the political decision making 
process.  The political decision making process is often modelled as an iterative process 
consisting of  the following stages (Birkland 2001): 

 Issue emergence.  The point at which an issue becomes more visible and important to 
citizens and policy makers, when some stirrings of government and interest group 
activity begin to be evident. Often issues emerge when national policies are seeking a 

                                                      

 

 

2 Acts and regulations are available online from http://www.lovdata.no  

 

http://www.lovdata.no/


3rd Scandinavian Workshop on e-Government 

- 5 - 

 

local implementation, or when the local administration wants to rewrite current policy 
because it no longer works according to the initial assumptions. 

 Agenda setting.  The process by which problems and alternative solutions gain or lose 
public and elite attention, or the activities of various actors and groups to gain greater 
attention or to prevent them from gaining attention. 

 Alternative selection.  The analysis and construction of policy alternatives. 
 Enactment.  The act of putting a decision into effect.  Typically when the local 

government votes on an issue. 
 Execution.  The local administration implements the decision, and the policy is put to 

work 
 Evaluation.  At some time the administration or local government decides to evaluate 

if the policy is working according to the initial assumptions. 
 

The model is shown in figure 2. 

 

Agenda setting Alternative
selection Enactment Implementation EvaluationIssue

emergence

Fig. 2  Political decision making process 

The model was exemplified by current and concrete examples taken from local government 
meetings in nearby municipalities.  After introducing the model, the students were given 
examples of web based tools supporting the decision making process and shown where 
different tools can be used in this model (Macintosh 2004).  The mapping between stages and 
tools is shown in figure 3. 
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Fig. 3  Mapping tools to decision making process 
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Lecture #9: E-voting issues 
Electronic voting is defined as an election or a referendum that involves use of electronic 
components in the voting process.  Electronic voting may be used in the polling station under 
oversight of representatives.  Remote voting means that votes are cast from other places 
without any oversight. 

The lecture discussed several trials performed in USA and European countries (Alvarez2004). 
The students were given the task to argue in favor or against electronic voting by making lists 
of advantages and risks. 

Lecture #10: Practical Examples of e-democracy Tools 
Based on the life cycle model of political decision making presented earlier in the course, this 
lecture went into more detail in describing examples of e-democracy applications.  The use of 
discussion forums and consultations were discussed (Berntzen 2004), followed by a 
discussion of success factors.  Practical examples from own research and development, like a 
web based implementation of citizen initiative (Berntzen and Winswold 2005) and the e-
ombudsman (Berntzen 2005) were presented and demonstrated. 

Lecture #11: GIS in e-government and e-democracy 
Both national and local governments have invested heavily in geographic information 
systems.  This lecture drew on examples from several European countries to show how GIS 
may be utilized in both e-government and e-democracy applications (Steinmann 2005).   One 
paper by Berntzen, Steinmann and Krek (Berntzen et al. 2005) gives examples of such use, 
and shows how GIS can be used to build partnerships between government, organizations and 
individuals.  Another paper by Marco Amaro Oliveira (Amaro Oliveira 2004) shows how GIS 
combined with a discussion forum was used in the master plan process in the Portuguese city 
of Porto. 

Lecture #12 Summary 
The last lecture was used to show several examples of e-government developments 
throughout Europe.  The lecture was based on material collect among the nominees and 
winners of the e-Europe awards presented at the EU Ministerial Conference in Manchester on 
November 24th-25th 2005. 

Excursion 
The module also included one excursion that was held the week after lecture #11.  The 
students (and lecturer) spent one day in Oslo, visiting both the Ministry of Modernization and 
the Municipality of Oslo.   The project leader for MinSide (My Page) gave a presentation of 
the current status of the project, including a discussion of service integration.  The CIO of the 
Municipality of Oslo and her staff gave a detailed overview of their strategies, and their 
existing and planned services. 

Not unexpectedly, this excursion showed the students that all themes covered by the course 
were very relevant in the context of practical planning and development of e-government and 
e-democracy applications. 
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Assignments 
The students had to complete four individual written assignment in order to pass the module. 

The first two individual assignments were given after completion of lecture #4.  In the first 
assignment, students should compare Norway with one other country based on the 
information given in the UN Global eGovernment Readiness Report and the Accenture report, 
and write a summary with recommendations of what the Norwegian government could learn 
from their selected countries.  The students were also encouraged to collect information from 
other sources.  They were free to choose countries.  Their selections are shown in table 1 

Table 1: Country selections made by the students 

Country No. of students 
Belgium 1 
Canada 3 
Denmark 3 
Great Britain 1 
Finland 1 
U.S.A. 3 

 

The second assignment was to evaluate a municipal web site and write a set of 
recommendations on how the municipality can improve their ratings. 

The students were first asked to list and categorize web based services based on the stage 
model found in Layne and Lee’s paper.   They were then asked to evaluate the web site based 
on the guidelines used by norge.no, and give recommendations on how the individual 
municipality can improve its rating in the yearly review of public web sites.  The students 
were encouraged to choose their municipalities in the vicinity or municipalities they had some 
relations to.  Most of the students (10 out of 12) chose municipalities located in Vestfold. 

One aim of this assignment was to do something useful for the region.  In late January, the 
recommendations will be presented to the IT staff of the local municipalities, and it is our 
hope that they implement proposed changes before the next review. 

The third assignment was handed out after lecture #6 on legal aspects.  The students were 
asked to select likely forthcoming services in a municipality and discuss what responsibility 
the municipality has according to current acts and regulations. 

The fourth assignment was handed after lesson #11, and students were asked to propose how 
inclusion of GIS could enhance e-democracy or e-government applications. 

Discussion 
The students were enthusiastic about the course, and gave positive feedback on the content.  
Three students have chosen bachelor projects related to the e-government or e-democracy.   

Even so, there are a few lessons to be learned.   

Multidisciplinary courses are not easy to plan and teach, since student backgrounds vary.  At 
the same time it brings new perspectives to the student group as a whole. 
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The guidelines used to evaluate web sites (lecture #4) are quite technical.  This caused some 
problems for non computer science students without any experience in HTML or web design.  
These students were asked write their reports based on their experience as users, more than 
technicians.  Next year we consider forming multidisciplinary students groups for such 
assignments. 

Another area that is cumbersome is legal aspects.  Acts and regulations are very formal, and 
the students asked for material of more explanatory nature.  A newly published book edited 
by Jansen and Wiese Schartum (Jansen 2005) will certainly be valuable to further explain the 
legal aspects. 

Teaching was mixed with debates on different subjects.  The students gave feedback that this 
way of organizing lectures made the module more interesting.  This requires students to be 
present during lecture hours and also requires some preparation by the students.  The students 
are graded based on activity in class and assignments submitted.  It was therefore easy to get 
both attendance and lively discussions. 

E-government/e-democracy is one field where multidisciplinary courses are feasible, since 
students have the potential to draw upon the various subject backgrounds. 

Next year, the course will also be offered as a potential elective for students outside the 
Faculty of Social Science as well. 
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