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    ABSTRACT

    Digital governance transformation in public policy is not only driven by technological adoption but also shaped by how government actors interpret and construct its meaning. This article analyzes how government actors make sense of digital governance transformation and how these interpretations influence policy and bureaucratic change. The study adopts a qualitative approach based on systematic literature review of academic sources and policy documents on digital governance. The findings reveal three dominant interpretations among government actors: digitalization as an administrative efficiency tool, as a mechanism for transparency and accountability, and as a structural reform agenda for bureaucratic transformation. These differences are shaped by institutional capacity, digital literacy, and political context. The study highlights that the success of digital governance transformation depends not only on technological infrastructure but also on shared meaning construction among government actors.
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INTRODUCTION


Digital governance transformation has become a central agenda in
contemporary public policy reforms across both developed and developing
countries. Governments increasingly adopt digital technologies to improve
service delivery, enhance administrative efficiency, and strengthen public
sector accountability (Jonathan
et al., 2024). However, despite the rapid diffusion of digital systems, the
outcomes of such transformation remain uneven and context-dependent. This
indicates that digital governance is not merely a technical or infrastructural
shift, but also a socio-political process shaped by institutional interpretation
and actor-level understanding (Hakim
& Hayat, 2024; Jia & Chen, 2022).


In this context, government actors play a crucial role in defining
how digital transformation is understood, implemented, and legitimized within
public organizations. Rather than being passive implementers of technology,
actors within political, bureaucratic, and technical domains actively construct
meanings around digital governance initiatives (Aagaard
& Jæger, 2025). These meanings influence how policies are
designed, how reforms are prioritized, and how bureaucratic practices are
reshaped in response to digital pressures. Nevertheless, existing literature
tends to emphasize technological readiness, institutional capacity, or
regulatory frameworks, while paying limited attention to the cognitive and
interpretive dimensions of governance transformation (Danielsen
et al., 2022; Millard, 2023).


Prior studies on digital governance have largely focused on
efficiency gains, service innovation, and transparency outcomes. While these
contributions are important, they often overlook the fact that digital
transformation is mediated by competing interpretations among government actors
(Balaji,
2025). Different stakeholders may frame digitalization as a tool for
administrative efficiency, a mechanism for enhancing transparency and
accountability, or a broader structural reform agenda aimed at transforming
bureaucratic logic. These divergent interpretations may generate variation in
implementation outcomes, policy coherence, and institutional adaptation (Eremina,
2025; Milakovich, 2021).


This study addresses this gap by examining how government actors
construct meaning around digital governance transformation and how these
interpretations influence public policy and bureaucratic change. Using a
qualitative approach based on a systematic literature review of academic
studies and policy documents, this article synthesizes existing knowledge to
identify dominant patterns of meaning-making in digital governance. The
analysis highlights that differences in interpretation are shaped by
institutional capacity, levels of digital literacy, and broader political
contexts in which digital reforms are embedded.


The findings of this study contribute to the literature on public
administration and digital governance by emphasizing that successful
transformation depends not only on technological infrastructure, but also on
the extent to which shared meaning is constructed among government actors. In
other words, digital governance should be understood as both a technological
and interpretive process, where policy success is contingent upon cognitive
alignment across institutional actors.


 


LITERATURE
REVIEW


Digital
Governance Transformation in Public Policy


Digital governance transformation has emerged as a key paradigm in
public administration reform, emphasizing the integration of digital
technologies into governmental processes, service delivery, and policy
implementation (Milakovich,
2021). Scholars generally define digital governance as the use of
information and communication technologies (ICT) to enhance efficiency,
transparency, and responsiveness in the public sector. In this view, digital
transformation is often associated with administrative modernization,
data-driven decision-making, and improved citizen engagement (Latupeirissa
et al., 2024).


However, recent literature indicates that digital governance is
not solely a technological phenomenon. Instead, it reflects a broader
institutional shift that involves changes in organizational structures,
bureaucratic routines, and governance logic. Studies highlight that the success
of digital transformation varies significantly across contexts, suggesting that
technological adoption alone is insufficient to ensure effective governance
outcomes (Ponte
& Pesci, 2022).


 


Government
Actors and Interpretive Roles in Governance


Traditional public administration theories tend to portray
government actors as implementers of policy and technology. In contrast,
contemporary interpretive approaches argue that actors within government
institutions are not passive recipients of reform, but active agents who
construct meaning around policy initiatives. This perspective is strongly
influenced by sensemaking theory, which posits that individuals interpret
complex and ambiguous environments through cognitive and social processes that
shape organizational action (McBride
et al., 2022).


In the context of digital governance, government actors including
political leaders, bureaucrats, and technical officers play a critical role in
defining how digital reforms are understood and operationalized. Their
interpretations influence priorities, resource allocation, and implementation
strategies. As a result, digital transformation outcomes are often shaped by
competing logics and internal negotiations within government institutions (Heidari
Haratemeh, 2024).


 


Meaning-Making
in Digital Transformation


The concept of meaning-making has been increasingly used to
explain variability in policy implementation, particularly in complex reforms
such as digital governance. Meaning-making refers to the process through which
actors interpret, frame, and assign significance to policy changes and
organizational reforms. In digital governance, this process becomes
particularly important due to the ambiguity of digital technologies and their
multiple possible applications (Heinisuo
et al., 2025).


Existing studies suggest that government actors may interpret
digital transformation in at least three dominant ways. First, as an instrument
of administrative efficiency aimed at reducing costs and improving service
speed. Second, as a mechanism for strengthening transparency, accountability,
and public trust. Third, as a structural reform agenda that fundamentally
reshapes bureaucratic systems and governance relationships (Gong
et al., 2020). These differing interpretations often coexist within the same
institutional environment, leading to variation in policy implementation and
reform outcomes.


 


Determinants
of Interpretation in Digital Governance


The literature identifies several factors that influence how
government actors construct meaning around digital transformation.
Institutional capacity is a key determinant, as organizations with stronger
administrative and technical resources tend to adopt more comprehensive
understandings of digital governance (Liva
et al., 2020). Digital literacy also plays a significant role, shaping the
ability of actors to engage with and interpret technological change.
Additionally, political context influences meaning-making processes, as digital
governance initiatives are often embedded in broader power structures, reform
agendas, and legitimacy concerns (Manda,
2022).


These factors collectively explain why digital governance
transformation does not produce uniform outcomes across different settings.
Instead, it results in diverse interpretations and implementation pathways
shaped by institutional and contextual conditions.


 


Research
Gap


Although existing literature provides substantial insights into
the technological and institutional dimensions of digital governance, there
remains limited attention to the cognitive and interpretive processes of
government actors. In particular, few studies systematically examine how
meaning-making processes shape the implementation and outcomes of digital
governance transformation. This gap is critical, as it limits the understanding
of why similar digital reforms produce different results across contexts.


Therefore, this study positions meaning-making by government
actors as a central analytical lens to understand digital governance
transformation. By integrating insights from sensemaking theory, public
administration, and digital governance literature, this article seeks to fill the
gap between technological explanations and interpretive dynamics in public
policy reform.


 


METHODOLOGY


Research
Design


This study employs a qualitative research design with a systematic
literature review (SLR) approach. The use of SLR is considered appropriate for
examining how government actors construct meaning in digital governance
transformation, as it allows for the synthesis of existing empirical and
conceptual studies across different contexts. Rather than generating primary
field data, this study focuses on integrating and interpreting findings from
relevant academic literature and policy documents to identify dominant patterns
of meaning-making in public policy implementation (Azarian
et al., 2023; Mohamed Shaffril et al., 2021).


 


Data
Sources


The data used in this study consist of secondary sources,
including peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books, conference papers,
and policy documents related to digital governance, public administration
reform, and bureaucratic transformation. The selection of literature
prioritizes studies published in reputable academic databases and policy
institutions that discuss the role of government actors in digital
transformation processes.


 


Data
Collection Procedure


Data collection was conducted through a structured search process
using key terms such as digital governance, public policy transformation,
government actors, meaning-making, and bureaucratic reform. The search was
carried out across major academic databases. Relevant documents were selected
based on their alignment with the research focus, particularly those that
discuss interpretive, institutional, or actor-centered perspectives in digital
governance. The inclusion criteria were:


1.    
Studies focusing on digital governance or digital transformation
in public sector contexts. 


2.    
Studies that explicitly or implicitly discuss government actors’
roles or interpretations. 


3.    
Publications in academic journals, books, or official policy
reports. 


4.    
English-language publications to ensure conceptual consistency. 


 


The exclusion criteria were:


1.    
Studies focusing purely on technical ICT development without
governance implications. 


2.    
Articles without clear methodological or conceptual relevance to
public administration. 


3.    
Non-scholarly sources without academic or policy validity. 


 


Data
Analysis Technique


The analysis was conducted using qualitative content analysis with
a thematic synthesis approach. First, the selected literature was coded to
identify recurring concepts related to government actors’ interpretations of
digital governance. Second, these codes were grouped into broader analytical
themes representing patterns of meaning-making. Through iterative comparison,
three dominant interpretive categories were identified: digitalization as
administrative efficiency, digitalization as transparency and accountability
mechanism, and digitalization as structural bureaucratic reform.


The synthesis process also considered contextual factors
influencing these interpretations, such as institutional capacity, digital
literacy, and political environment. This allowed for a more comprehensive
understanding of how meaning-making shapes policy implementation outcomes in
digital governance.


 


Validity
and Reliability of Data


To ensure the credibility of findings, the study applies
triangulation across multiple sources of literature, including empirical
studies and policy reports. Consistency of themes was evaluated through
repeated comparison of findings across different contexts and authors.
Additionally, interpretive rigor was maintained by ensuring that thematic
conclusions were grounded in multiple independent sources rather than isolated
studies.


 


Research
Limitations


This study is limited by its reliance on secondary data, which may
not fully capture real-time dynamics of government actors’ behavior in specific
institutional settings. Furthermore, the findings are interpretive in nature
and depend on the availability and quality of existing literature. Despite
these limitations, the systematic review approach provides a robust foundation
for identifying generalizable patterns of meaning-making in digital governance
transformation.


 


RESULTS AND
DISCUSSION


Government
Actors’ Meaning-Making of Digital Governance Transformation


The systematic literature review indicates that digital governance
transformation is interpreted differently by government actors depending on
institutional contexts, organizational capacities, and policy objectives.
Rather than perceiving digital transformation merely as technological
innovation, government actors attach different meanings that subsequently
influence policy priorities and implementation strategies. The review
identifies three dominant patterns of meaning-making: digitalization as
administrative efficiency, digitalization as transparency and accountability,
and digitalization as bureaucratic transformation.


These findings suggest that digital governance is fundamentally an
interpretive process in which actors actively define the purpose and expected
outcomes of digital reform. Consequently, differences in interpretation
contribute to variations in policy implementation across public organizations.


Table 1.
Dominant Meaning-Making of Digital Governance Transformation



 
  	
  Meaning-Making
  Perspective

  
  	
  Primary
  Orientation

  
  	
  Policy
  Implication

  
  	
  Institutional
  Focus

  
 

 
  	
  Administrative Efficiency

  
  	
  Improving organizational performance and
  service delivery

  
  	
  Process simplification, automation,
  integrated public services

  
  	
  Operational efficiency

  
 

 
  	
  Transparency and Accountability

  
  	
  Enhancing openness and public trust

  
  	
  Open government, digital participation,
  data transparency

  
  	
  Democratic governance

  
 

 
  	
  Bureaucratic Transformation

  
  	
  Restructuring governance systems and
  organizational culture

  
  	
  Organizational reform, collaborative
  governance, digital leadership

  
  	
  Institutional transformation

  
 




 


Table 1 demonstrates that government actors do not interpret
digital governance uniformly. While efficiency remains the most common initial
objective, digital transformation increasingly extends toward governance values
and institutional reform.


 


Administrative
Efficiency as the Initial Meaning of Digital Transformation


The literature consistently shows that government actors primarily
interpret digital governance as an instrument for improving administrative
efficiency. Digital technologies are expected to simplify bureaucratic
procedures, reduce processing time, minimize administrative costs, and improve
the quality of public services.


This interpretation aligns with conventional public management
reforms that emphasize organizational performance and effectiveness. Under this
perspective, digital transformation is evaluated through measurable indicators
such as service speed, operational efficiency, and resource optimization.
Consequently, investment priorities are often directed toward information
systems, digital infrastructure, and integrated service platforms.


However, the review also indicates that an efficiency-oriented
approach alone is insufficient to achieve sustainable governance transformation
because technological modernization does not automatically change
organizational behavior or bureaucratic culture.


 


Digital
Governance as Transparency and Accountability


Beyond administrative efficiency, many government actors perceive
digital governance as a mechanism for strengthening transparency and
accountability. Digital platforms facilitate wider public access to government
information, improve monitoring of public services, and encourage citizen
participation in policymaking.


This interpretation reflects the growing importance of open
government principles in contemporary public administration. Digital
technologies function not only as operational tools but also as instruments for
improving public trust through greater information accessibility and
accountability.


Nevertheless, the literature suggests that transparency outcomes
depend heavily on institutional commitment rather than technological
availability. Governments possessing advanced digital infrastructure may still
experience low transparency when organizational culture does not support
openness.


 


 


Digital
Governance as Bureaucratic Transformation


The third and most comprehensive interpretation views digital
governance as a structural transformation of bureaucracy. Government actors
adopting this perspective regard digitalization as an opportunity to redesign
organizational structures, decision-making processes, interagency
collaboration, and leadership models.


Rather than focusing solely on digitizing existing procedures,
this perspective emphasizes transforming the governance system itself. Digital
governance becomes a catalyst for creating adaptive institutions capable of
responding to increasingly complex public problems.


The literature highlights that successful bureaucratic
transformation requires changes in organizational culture, leadership
commitment, institutional learning, and digital competencies among public
officials. Therefore, digital governance should be understood as organizational
transformation rather than technological substitution.


 


Factors
Influencing Government Actors' Meaning-Making


The review identifies three major factors influencing how
government actors construct meaning regarding digital governance
transformation.


Table 2.
Factors Influencing Meaning-Making



 
  	
  Factor

  
  	
  Influence
  on Meaning-Making

  
  	
  Impact
  on Digital Governance

  
 

 
  	
  Institutional Capacity

  
  	
  Determines organizational readiness for
  digital reform

  
  	
  Influences implementation effectiveness

  
 

 
  	
  Digital Literacy

  
  	
  Shapes understanding and acceptance of
  digital innovation

  
  	
  Encourages innovation and organizational
  learning

  
 

 
  	
  Political Context

  
  	
  Determines policy priorities and reform
  legitimacy

  
  	
  Influences sustainability of digital
  transformation

  
 




 


Institutional capacity determines whether digital governance is
viewed merely as technological modernization or as comprehensive organizational
reform. Meanwhile, digital literacy affects actors' confidence in adopting new
technologies and adapting organizational practices. Political context also
shapes how digital transformation is framed within broader public policy
agendas.


The findings of this study confirm that digital
governance transformation is not a linear or purely technical process, but
rather a socially constructed phenomenon shaped by how government actors interpret
and give meaning to digital reform. This aligns with interpretive perspectives
in public administration which argue that policy implementation is mediated by
actors’ cognitive frameworks, institutional logics, and contextual constraints.
In this sense, digital governance should be understood as an ongoing process of
meaning negotiation rather than a fixed technological outcome (Souza & Rossoni, 2025).


First,
the interpretation of digital governance as administrative efficiency reflects
the persistence of traditional bureaucratic logic within public sector reform.
Government actors who adopt this perspective tend to emphasize measurable
outputs such as speed of service delivery, cost reduction, and procedural
simplification (Modugno et al., 2022). This finding is
consistent with New Public Management (NPM) principles, which prioritize
performance, efficiency, and managerial control. However, the dominance of this
perspective also indicates that in many contexts, digital transformation is
still treated as an extension of existing bureaucratic routines rather than a
transformative shift in governance logic. As a result, digital systems risk
being used to reinforce existing hierarchies instead of fundamentally changing
them.


Second,
the framing of digital governance as transparency and accountability
demonstrates a shift toward governance-oriented values in public administration
(Ardiman & Rafi, 2025). Government actors who
adopt this interpretation view digitalization as a mechanism to enhance
openness, strengthen public oversight, and improve citizen trust. This aligns
with the principles of open government and participatory governance, where
digital platforms function as tools for democratizing information and enabling
public scrutiny. However, the literature also suggests that transparency
outcomes are not automatically produced by digital infrastructure (Koulu, 2021). Without institutional commitment
and cultural openness, digital systems may only result in “formal
transparency,” where data is available but not meaningfully accessible or
usable for public accountability.


Third,
the interpretation of digital governance as bureaucratic transformation
represents the most advanced and strategic understanding of digital reform. In
this view, digitalization is not limited to improving existing processes but is
seen as a catalyst for restructuring organizational design, decision-making
mechanisms, and inter-agency coordination. This perspective reflects elements
of digital-era governance, which emphasizes integration, data-driven
policymaking, and networked government structures. Nevertheless, the literature
indicates that this level of transformation requires high institutional
readiness, strong leadership, and advanced digital literacy. Without these
conditions, efforts toward structural reform often remain fragmented or
symbolic (Gong et al., 2020; Sharmin & Chowdhury, 2025).


A
key finding of this study is that these three interpretations are not mutually
exclusive but coexist within the same institutional environment. Government
actors may simultaneously pursue efficiency, transparency, and structural
reform, although with different levels of emphasis depending on their roles and
capacities. This coexistence often creates interpretive tension, where
different units within government organizations pursue conflicting priorities
in digital implementation. Such tension may lead to fragmentation in policy
execution, inconsistencies in system integration, and uneven reform outcomes
across institutions (Newman et al., 2022).


The
analysis further highlights that institutional capacity, digital literacy, and
political context significantly shape how meaning-making processes occur.
Institutions with stronger administrative and technological capacity are more
likely to adopt comprehensive interpretations of digital governance. Similarly,
higher levels of digital literacy enable actors to move beyond
efficiency-oriented views toward more transformative understandings. Political
context also plays a crucial role, as digital governance initiatives are often
embedded in broader agendas of legitimacy building, reform signaling, or
administrative control. In some cases, digital transformation is even used symbolically
to demonstrate modernization without substantive institutional change.


From
a theoretical perspective, these findings extend the application of sensemaking
theory in public administration by demonstrating its relevance in explaining
digital governance transformation. The study shows that meaning-making
processes are not only individual cognitive activities but are also shaped by
institutional structures and policy environments. This reinforces the argument
that digital governance should be analyzed as an interplay between technology,
institutions, and actor interpretation.


Overall,
the discussion suggests that successful digital governance transformation
requires more than technological investment. It demands shared meaning
construction among government actors, where common understanding of goals,
roles, and expected outcomes is established. Without such alignment, digital
governance risks becoming fragmented, inconsistent, and limited in its
transformative impact on public administration systems.


 


CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS


This study concludes that digital governance transformation in public
policy is not solely determined by technological adoption, but is significantly
shaped by how government actors construct and interpret its meaning. Through a
systematic literature review, this article identifies that government actors
consistently frame digital governance in three dominant ways: as a tool for
administrative efficiency, as a mechanism for enhancing transparency and
accountability, and as a broader agenda for bureaucratic transformation. These
findings indicate that digital governance is fundamentally an interpretive and
institutional process. The variation in meaning-making among government actors
is influenced by institutional capacity, levels of digital literacy, and the
surrounding political context. As a result, the implementation of digital
governance policies often produces diverse outcomes, even when similar
technologies and regulatory frameworks are applied.


The study also confirms that the success of digital governance
transformation depends not only on the availability of technological
infrastructure, but also on the extent to which shared understanding can be
developed among government actors. Without alignment in interpretation, digital
reforms risk becoming fragmented, inconsistent, and limited in their
transformative impact on public administration. In terms of theoretical
contribution, this study strengthens the relevance of sensemaking perspectives
in explaining public sector digital transformation. Practically, it highlights
the importance of building institutional capacity, strengthening digital
literacy, and fostering coordinated policy interpretation among government
actors to ensure more effective and sustainable governance reform.


 


FURTHER
STUDY


            Future
research should transition from descriptive accounts of digital governance
transformation toward multi-level, dynamic, and theoretically integrated
analyses of meaning-making processes. By doing so, the field of public
administration can better explain not only how digital governance is
implemented, but also how it is understood, contested, and institutionalized by
government actors in practice.
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