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Abstract 
The paper addresses the fuzzy nature of the concept of smart public governance (SPG). Governments and societies 

all over the world are currently dealing with dynamic economic and societal pressures and public policy challenges 

brought on by the diversity and complexity of societal goals. These challenges must also be faced and responded 

to swiftly by the (smart) public governance system. The findings of various scholars indicate that, despite the 

growing interest in the concept of SPG, the latter is still considered a fuzzy concept that is used inconsistently in 

the literature. The aim of this paper is to present the findings of a literature review that investigates the current 

definitions and fundamental dimensions of the SPG concept. Through a five-stage grounded theory approach, we 

investigate the SPG concept and its dimensions by reviewing existing literature in a specific field. Our analysis 

reveals that some scholars have proposed their own definitions of SPG, while others have relied on definitions 

provided by their peers. Additionally, some scholars have not explicitly written about the SPG, but refer to the 

term smart city governance (SCG). We identify nine dimensions of the SPG concept through a review of 

definitions, which we group into three categories based on their frequency. The categories are as follows: (i) 

mostly used dimensions include the smart use of ICT, smart collaboration and participation, and smart decision-

making process, (ii) dimensions with moderate frequency encompass sustainability, smart outcomes, and smart e-

administration, and (iii) less frequently used dimensions consists of smart internal coordination, safety and 

security, and ICT infrastructure. The paper first analyses the key concepts that make up SPG: public governance 

and smart(ness). In addition, previous definitions of SPG are presented and their common denominators identified. 

By that, the paper offers a comprehensive review of the different dimensions of SPG. Finally, the paper places the 

concept of SPG in a multitude of related concepts (e.g., good governance, collaborative governance, co-creation 

etc.).  

Points for practitioners 
This paper is a valuable resource for practitioners seeking to understand the ongoing SPG debates and to determine 

what fits within the SPG framework, as it offers a detailed account of the various SPG definitions at both the local 

and central government levels while highlighting its common denominators. 
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1 Introduction  
The concept of smart public governance (SPG) is seen as a potential solution by various governments and societies 

globally to tackle dynamic economic and societal pressures and public policy challenges caused by the diversity 

and complexity of societal goals. Although SPG is seen as a promising approach to address economic, societal, 

and policy challenges faced by various governments and societies worldwide, implementing SPG systems can be 

a challenging task – also due to the lacking consensus on the understanding of the concept.  

 

Despite the proposals of various research models and conceptual frameworks for SPG (cf. Scholl & Scholl, 2014; 

Rodríguez Bolívar & Meijer, 2016; Šiugždiniene, Gaule, & Rauleckas, 2017; Lin, 2018), there remains an ongoing 

debate about the precise definition of SPG and its essential dimensions. Therefore, this paper aims to present the 

findings of a literature review that investigates the current definitions and fundamental dimensions of the SPG 

concept. To guide the literature review, two research questions were formulated: (1) how have scholars defined 

SPG in the existing literature? (2) what are the defining dimensions of SPG according to the literature? The 

objective of this literature review is not to provide a singular definition of SPG, but to offer a comprehensive and 

systematic overview of the diverse definitions and dimensions of SPG. Additionally, it is essential to have a clear 

conceptual understanding of the fundamental concepts that make up SPG, such as public governance and 

smart(ness), and to distinguish SPG from other related concepts, including good governance, collaborative 

governance, and co-creation. 

 

The paper is structured as follows: in section 2, the author revisits the fundamental concepts of public governance 

and smart(ness) that form the basis of the SPG concept. This section is crucial for gaining a thorough 

understanding of SPG. Section 3 outlines the methodology. Section 4 employs an SPG research framework to 

cover the definitions and dimensions of SPG. This section presents an overview and analysis of SPG definitions 

and highlights the primary dimensions of SPG based on research conducted by previous scholars. In section 5, the 

authors differentiate the SPG concept from its related concepts. Finally, the paper concludes by summarizing the 

results of the literature review in the last section.  

2 Theoretical background 
Understanding the concept of SPG requires a clear grasp of its key components: public governance and 

smart(ness). Therefore, in this section, we will begin by revisiting these fundamental concepts. This is crucial as 

it serves as the first and necessary step towards understanding the concept of SPG. By establishing a solid 

foundation of these concepts, we can delve deeper into the dimensions of SPG. 

2.1. The Dual Nature of Public Governance: An Overview  

The concept of public governance has a long and rich history dating back to ancient times, with origins rooted in 

the Latin "gubernare" and Greek "kybernân" or "kubernetes" which referred to the act of governing or steering. 

Over time, the term "gouvernance" emerged in France to describe the role of royal officers responsible for 

governance, shifting the focus to those in charge of the act of governing. However, it was not until the World 

Bank's redefinition of public governance in 1989 that the term became widely used, extending beyond its original 

context. Today public governance has become a multidimensional concept that covers various fields, including 

corporate governance3, public governance4, and global governance5. Defining public governance remains a 

challenge for scholars, despite its widespread use. However, the works of scholars (cf. Pierre & Peters, 2000; 

Cepiku, 2013; Levi-Faur, 2014; Katsamunska, 2015; Bovaird & Löffler, 2018), have contributed to the literature 

on public governance, providing valuable insights into its different aspects. 

 

Due to its dual nature, the concept of public governance has been the subject of extensive examination in the 

literature, resulting in some degree of conceptual uncertainty. To address this, scholars have considered public 

governance in terms of both structure and process. Furthermore, the current literature on public governance 

describes two dominant dynamic perspectives, namely the process of steering and coordination – sometimes by 

scholars referred also as rowing. The predominant perspective is public governance as steering, in which executive 

authorities, i.e., the government, retain the power to direct society despite their limited legal role. This approach 

assumes that the government has significant control over resources and determines the public interest. Public 

 
3 Reference to the private sector. 
4 Reference to the public sector (i.e., public administration). 
5 Reference to the international institutions like OECD or UN and their policies and recommendations to member countries. 
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governance as coordination is similar, with the government acting as a coordinator between entities that produce 

public services and goods, such as public-private partnerships (Katsamunska, 2015; Bačlija, 2016; Pierre & Peters, 

2000). 

 

Generally, the literature indicates that Anglo-Saxon scholars tend to view public governance as a structure, while 

continental European scholars focus more on public governance as a process (see Table 3 in Appx. 1 for a selection 

of definitions). The origins of public governance in terms of both structure and process can be traced back to the 

neoliberal era, during which neoliberals believed that the state was inefficient compared to markets. They 

advocated for the state to either withdraw from directly providing services or to replace state provision with 

approaches that were based on markets. This resulted in the differentiation between what is now considered good 

governance i.e., steering, and bad governance i.e., rowing (Bevir & Trentmann, 2007; Bevir, 2009). 

 

Rhodes (2014 as cited in Levi-Faur 2014) noted a significant shift in state power from government to public 

governance in the early 1990s. This change resulted in two directions in the literature: public governance with 

government and public governance without government. The former emphasizes collaboration between 

government, citizens, civil society, and businesses to develop and execute policy, while the latter operates 

separately with a significant degree of autonomy from the state and prioritizes transformation (Lynn 2014 as cited 

in Levi-Faur 2014). While public governance and government are distinct concepts, this shift in state power has 

made public governance a more prominent concept in contemporary literature today (Katsamunska, 2015). 

 

2.2. Smart(ness) – The Challenge of Defining and Understanding 

Smart(ness) emerged as a concept in engineering6, but it has been incorporated into the social sciences due to the 

impact of information and communication technology, as being the dominant dimension of smart(ness). In the 

social sciences, the concept of smart(ness) has become increasingly intricate and diverse, with a significant focus 

on comprehending smart cities in scientific literature and actualizing them in practice (Jucevicius & Liugailaite-

Radzvickiene, 2014). Despite the concept's popularity, it is still under examination, and scholars are facing 

challenges in precisely defining it. Technological advancements are only adding to the complexity of the concept. 

Despite the absence of a widely accepted definition and essential dimensions, some scholars have proposed 

fundamental building blocks of smart(ness). 

Gil-Garcia, Zhang, and Puron-Cid (2016) define fourteen dimensions of smart(ness) in government, including 

connectivity, innovation, evidence-based decision-making, citizen centricity, sustainability, creativity, 

effectiveness, efficiency, equity, entrepreneurship, citizen engagement, openness, resilience, and technology 

savviness. Conversely, Nam and Pardo (2011) concentrate on smart(ness) within specific social systems, such as 

cities, and identify technological, human, and institutional factors. Jucevičius, Patašiene, and Ptašius (2014) stress 

the importance of intelligence integration, networking, agility, innovation, learning, knowledge-driven 

approaches, and IT in smart development. 

In the social sciences, the term smart(ness) is often analysed alongside the concept of intelligence, which can lead 

to further confusion in the field. Rokonuzzaman et al. (2022) argue that using these terms synonymously creates 

ambiguity about their meanings. Some scholars (cf. Barab & Plucker, 2010; Hatt & Otto, 2011; Jucevicius & 

Juceviciene, 2018), emphasize the importance of human involvement in distinguishing between smart(ness) and 

intelligence. They suggest that smart(ness) is a more human-centred concept that involves quick thinking and 

responsiveness to feedback, encompassing social and cultural factors, innate intelligence, and creativity. This 

view suggests that the meaning of smart(ness) can vary depending on who is using the term. Conversely, other 

scholars, (cf. Hollands, 2008; Pardo, Nam & Burke, 2011; Wolfram, 2012), use smart(ness) and intelligence 

synonymously, indicating that they can be used with the same meaning. Therefore, while smart(ness) is a popular 

concept, its meaning is still unclear due to a lack of sufficient research. 

3 Methodological framework 
To ensure a systematic approach, we followed the literature review guidelines proposed by Webster and Watson 

(2002), vom Brocke et al. (2009), and Watson and Webster (2020), which enabled us to maintain a reproducible 

search record. Our review was conducted using the systematic research approach introduced by Wolfswinkel, 

Furtmueller, and Wilderom (2013), and consisted of a five-stage grounded-theory method as outlined in Table 1 

and described in more detail in Table 4 of the Appx. 2. 

 
6 Where SMART stands for "Self-Monitoring, Analysis and Reporting Technology" (Papadopoulou & Maniou, 2021).  
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To focus on the most meaningful literature, we limited our search to journal articles containing specific search 

terms, including "defin*" OR "concept*" AND "smart governance" OR "smart public governance". During the 

subsequent selection process, we only included peer-reviewed published journal articles to ensure the research's 

significance and appropriateness, as suggested by Ruhlandt (2018). To obtain published journal articles, we 

focused our search on the Scopus database, which we considered the most relevant source for SPG research7. We 

examined the abstracts, introductions, and conclusions of the selected papers to ensure that only relevant articles 

were included in the study. Despite having passed the initial selection process, any articles that did not provide a 

definition of the concept of SPG, which is the focus of the study, were excluded. To improve the quality of the 

sample, we performed forward and backward citation checks (i.e., snowball technique) as recommended by 

Wolfswinkel et al. (2013, see Table 1 above). The addition of further databases, such as Web of Science, was 

deemed unnecessary as it would have led to a rise in duplicates. Using the five-stage grounded-theory method of 

literature review, a final set of 33 articles was detected (cf. table 7 in Appx. 4 presents all articles that offer a 

definition of the SPG concept). Articles included in our sample were sourced from various journals and cover a 

time span of the last sixteen years, starting from 2007 and including the latest publications up to 2023. 

4 Understanding the Concept of SPG and Its Dimensions 
In this section, we will utilize an SPG research framework to examine the definitions and dimensions of SPG as 

presented by previous scholars. 

4.1. Exploring the Diverse Definitions of the SPG Concept in the Literature 

The first part of this section addresses the question of how SPG has been defined by scholars in the existing 

literature. According to the analysis conducted by Rodríguez Bolívar and Meijer (2016), various papers present 

different interpretations of the concept, indicating a lack of consensus. Our own review, outlined in Table 5 of 

Appx. 3, supports this diversity in SPG definitions. 

In the literature review, we found that multiple scholars have proposed their own definitions or interpretations of 

the SPG concept.  However, other scholars have relied on the definitions put forth by their colleagues in their 

studies. This variation in the interpretations of the SPG concept highlights the need for standardization and 

clarification in the academic community for future research. 

 
7 We based this decision on the findings of Falagas et al. (2008), who concluded that Scopus offers a more extensive database 

compared to its competitors. 
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Furthermore, the integration of the SPG concept into the smart city framework has been discussed by several 

scholars (e.g., Kociuba, Sagan, & Kociuba, 2023) who have used the term smart city governance (SCG) in their 

papers to define the SPG concept (cf. Table 8 in Appx. 7) 

Some scholars have even used the terms smart government and SPG synonymously. This can be noted, for 

example, in Batagan’s (2011) definition of smart government, which actually refers to SPG: "collaborating across 

departments and with communities, helping to promote economic growth and at the most important level making 

operations and services truly citizen-centric." This observation is supported by Rodríguez Bolívar and Meijer 

(2016), who cite Batagan's definition of smart government as a definition of SPG. 

4.2. Unpacking the Complexities of SPG Dimensions: A Redefinition 

The second part of this section addresses the question of what the defining dimensions of SPG are according to 

the literature. In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the concept of SPG in the social science 

literature. Many scholars have attempted to clarify and outline the dimensions of SPG to enhance understanding 

of this complex and diverse concept. 

Scholl and Scholl (2014) conducted pioneering empirical research in the early 2000s to identify the seven key 

dimensions of SPG. These are (1) budgeting/controlling/evaluating, (2) e-government/administrative 

modernization/process streamlining, (3) security and safety, (4) infrastructure overhaul and ubiquitous high-speed 

connectivity, (5) e-mobility, (6) participation and collaboration, and (7) open data/big data provision and use, as 

well as (8) open government, transparency, and accountability. Their research was built upon the previous work 

of Wilke, whose definition of SPG can be found in Table 3 of Appx. 3, and the infrastructure aspect of SPG was 

identified by Johnston and Hansen (2011). 

After examining various definitions of SPG from different sources, Rodríguez Bolívar and Meijer (2016) proposed 

six specific dimensions to improve understanding of the concept. These dimensions include the use of technology 

(smart ICT), organizational processes (smart collaboration and participation, smart internal coordination, smart 

decision-making process, smart e-administration), and desired outcomes (smart outcomes). Lin (2018) expanded 

on this work by introducing two new dimensions to SPG: institutional context and ICT infrastructure. This edition 

highlights the importance of considering the broader socio-political and landscape context, as well as internet 

penetration and broadband when developing and implementing SPG strategies. 

Lin, Zhang, and Geertman (2015) conducted a study, which investigated the relationship between SPG and smart 

city governance (SCG). Although they highlighted the connection between SPG and social sustainability, their 

study primarily focused on the SCG rather than SPG specifically. 

Šiugždiniene, Gaule, and Rauleckas (2017) proposed an evaluation tool for SPG in their published study. The tool 

comprises four distinct dimensions (1) the strategic dynamic dimension, consisting of strategic vision, and 

resource flexibility, (2) cross-sector collaboration, including leadership, collaboration platforms, and shared 

responsibility, (3) inter-institutional collaboration, including interaction platforms and collaboration 

competencies, and (4) the dimension of empowered citizenship, which encompasses participation opportunities 

and feedback. Policymakers and public officials can use this tool to identify areas for improvement and develop 

strategies that promote collaboration and empowerment in SPG. 

The scholarly literature on SPG is constantly growing, as more scholars explore its complex dynamics and seek 

to identify its essential dimensions. The identification of the dimensions of SPG could be of great value. In this 

paper, we have conducted a review of different definitions of SPG and attempted to extract its essential 

dimensions. However, there is still ongoing debate regarding a clear understanding of these dimensions. In Appx. 

4, Table 6 offers insight into the potential meanings and implications of each SPG dimension based on the 

definitions analysed. Table 2 displays the distribution of SPG definitions according to the analysed dimensions 

(graphically see Figure 1 in Appx. 6).  
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5 Clarifying the Boundaries of SPG: What it Excludes? 
As noted earlier in this paper, it is imperative to distinguish the concept of SPG from other related concepts (e.g., 

good governance, collaborative governance, co-creation, etc.), which are more commonly used in contemporary 

literature. Thus, this chapter aims to delve into some of these related concepts in order to provide clarity and 

understanding. 

According to Sarker, Wu, and Hossin (2018, p. 67), Šiugždinienė, Gaulė, and Rauleckas (2017) assert that “[…] 

the concept of SPG is closely linked to the World Bank’s notion of good governance.” This perspective is 

reinforced by a few scholars, such as Bernardo (2019) and Lopez (2017), who steams that SPG originates from 

the principles of good governance, including openness (i.e., transparency), accountability, and collaboration (i.e., 

involving all interested parties), as well as the belief in citizens' participation and engagement in public decision-

making. UNDP (1997) outlines that good governance involves ensuring that political, social, and economic duties 

are established on the basis of a broad social consensus and that all relevant and effective actors are given a voice 

in decision-making. Conversely, SPG leverages digital technologies to ensure that relevant and affective actors 

voice is taken into account, thereby improving the public governance process and outcomes.  

In the domain of public administration, collaborative governance is a term commonly used, though its meaning is 

not always consistent. While it is an important aspect of SPG, it should not be confused with SPG. Several scholars 

have contributed to the understanding of collaborative governance, highlighting its potential for improving public 

decision-making. Ansell and Gash (2008, p. 543) define collaborative governance as a “[…] mode of governance 

in which various interested parties, including government agencies, non-profit and private organizations, work 

collaboratively to resolve issues and make decisions.” In contrast, SPG includes the broader structures and 

processes that are employed in making and implementing public decisions in a smart way and with the use of 

digital technologies. Collaborative governance is not intended to replace SPG but rather to enhance it. This 

approach to governance (cf. collaborative) brings a range of perspectives to the decision-making process and 

encourages greater participation among relevant and effective actors (Emerson, Nabatchi, & Bologh, 2012). 

Hence, while collaborative governance prioritizes the collaboration of relevant and effective actors to attain shared 

objectives, SPG places emphasis on the application of emerged technologies and data to enhance public 

administration procedures, let’s say in a smarter way. Nonetheless, these two concepts can work hand in hand, 

and a blend of both can boost the effectiveness and efficiency of processes and outcomes. 

As the New Public Management (NMP) paradigm faced mounting criticisms, policymakers and scholars began 

searching for credible alternatives. One such alternative gaining popularity, particularly among scholars, is the 

transformation of the public sector into a space for co-creation. This approach involves the active participation of 

citizens and other public administration stakeholders in developing innovative solutions for social problems that 

outperform existing ones or create entirely new solutions for social problems where none existed before (Torfing, 

Røiseland, & Sørensen, 2016; Torfing, 2019). Despite being related concepts, co-creation and SPG differ in focus 

and scope. SPG emphasizes the use of technology and data to enhance government efficiency and effectiveness, 

while co-creation according to Torfing, Røiseland, and Sørensen (2016, p. 3) refers to a “[…] new approach to 

public governance that somehow challenges the traditional belief that the public sector is solely responsible for 

providing public goods and the more recent idea that competition between public and private actors is the key to 

better and cheaper public services.” Therefore, co-creation offers a promising alternative for wicket problems that 

the public sector currently encounters. 

It is becoming increasingly challenging to differentiate the SPG concept from related terms due to their embryonic 

nature and the absence of a consensus among scholars regarding their definitions, and general understanding. 

Despite the wealth of individual analyses on these concepts, there is a scarcity of comparative studies that could 

improve understanding. 

6 Concluding remarks 
Upon reviewing the scientific literature, it is evident that SPG has captured the attention of scholars in the social 

sciences. Some scholars focus on the use of emerging digital technologies in the public sector when discussing 

SPG, while others use it to conceptualize and develop the idea of a smart city. However, there are those who 

assess SPG in the context of good governance principles and emphasize the need to integrate these principles into 

the new (i.e., smarter) public governance process. Despite the absence of a precise definition in the literature, 

there are different interpretations of SPG that can assist in comprehending the concept. 
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This paper began by presenting two research questions. In terms of the first question, it is clear that there is no 

consensus among scholars regarding the interpretation of the SPG concept. As for the second, scholars have 

attempted to outline and clarify the dimensions of SPG to enhance understanding of this complex and multifaceted 

concept. However, there is still much room for improvement in this area. 

The author acknowledges that this systematic literature review may not be comprehensive enough. Nevertheless, 

it is hoped that this review will aid scholars in gaining a better understanding of the complex and multifaceted 

concept of SPG and its various dimensions. It is crucial to note that addressing the challenges and obstacles 

associated with studying SPG is vital to fully comprehending the concept. 

The authors are aware of the potential limitations of this review. First, the selected database may not have been 

comprehensive enough to capture all relevant literature, particularly given the interdisciplinary nature of the SPG 

topic. Second, the backward and forward tracking process used to identify additional articles may raise concerns 

about researcher bias. 
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