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Abstract

This dissertation examines the governance of digital transformation of public administrations in
Portugal and Italy. Digital transformation is often framed as a top-down, technology-driven process.
The dissertation offers an under-explored perspective, adopting a practice-based approach.
Specifically, it examines two key phenomena: the orchestration and monitoring of digital initiatives.
Orchestration refers to the coordination of resources, processes, and actors — often through the use
of digital technologies — to achieve cohesive and effective digital transformation outcomes.
Monitoring digital transformation encompasses the oversight activities carried out by civil society
actors to scrutinize digital and technological issues that are perceived as potentially problematic
within increasingly data-driven societies.

Through a comparative case study, the research draws on qualitative data from public bodies and
civil society organizations in both countries, offering a grounded analysis of how digital
transformation unfolds in practice in two southern European countries.

The findings reveal that while supranational influences, such as the EU’s policies, drive some
convergence in practices, local political and institutional contexts lead to differences between the
two countries. Public bodies, especially in Portugal, tend to centralize governance, whereas Italy’s
fragmented approach presents more challenges. Civil society’s monitoring efforts, though impactful,
face some resistance. Furthermore, the study highlights a concerning lack of meaningful interaction
between public institutions and civil society watchdogs, potentially leading to a one-sided
governance model. This raises important questions about the need for more collaborative,
transparent, and socially responsive approaches to digital transformation.

Overall, this dissertation contributes to the literature on digital transformation and governance by
showing how practice theories can provide a richer and more nuanced understanding of the

processes and actors involved.

Keywords:

Governance; Digital Transformation; Public Administration; Orchestration; Monitoring



Introduction

1 - Background and motivations

In March 2021, following a proposal by the President of the European Commission for a unified
digital strategy for 2030, the European Commission published the “2030 Digital Compass: The
European Way for the Digital Decade”. The document highlights the four cardinal points of the
European digital transformation vision: digital skills, infrastructures, businesses, and e-
government. The ambition is to pursue “digital policies that empower people and businesses
to seize a human centered, sustainable, and more prosperous digital future” (European
Commission, 2021a, p. 1). The document alighs with the digital program encompassing the
Data Governance Act, the Digital Services Act, the Digital Markets Act, and the Cybersecurity
Strategy, but it also represents a call for fostering the processes of digital transformation in the
member states, particularly in those with worse digital performances. According to the 2021
Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI), countries perform very differently when it comes to
digitalization and digital public services (European Commission, 2021b). Southern European
countries generally rank lower across several indicators used in the DESI. Despite the
unpleasant position in the ranks, in these countries, there has recently been a strong
acceleration in the adoption of major enabling platforms for digital public services by Public
Administrations (PA) (Cordella & Paletti, 2019; Estevez et al., 2021). New reforms, encouraged
by important plans such as the Recovery and Resilience Facility, are expected to give a further
boost to the digitalization of services and the modernization of PA. These processes make
European southern countries particularly attractive for scholars interested in studying the
processes of digital transformation in the making. Portugal and Italy offer two particularly
instructive and contrasting cases. Despite facing similar external pressures — notably from
European Union digital strategies, regulatory frameworks, and funding instruments — the two
countries have adopted divergent governance trajectories. Portugal has moved toward a
relatively centralized and coherent model, as seen in the consolidation of responsibilities
within a single national agency, whereas Italy is characterized by chronic institutional
fragmentation, with overlapping mandates across multiple levels of government and public

agencies.



This dissertation is a practice-based study about the governance of digital
transformation of PA in Portugal and Italy. It primarily looks at two social phenomena:
orchestration and monitoring of digital transformation initiatives. Orchestration is a term used
to highlight the importance of effectively managing and coordinating the complex interplay of
resources, processes, and actors — often through the use of digital technologies — to achieve
cohesive and effective digital transformation outcomes (Chen & Tian, 2022; Cordella & Paletti,
2019; Mann et al., 2022; Urbinati et al., 2022). Monitoring digital transformation encompasses
the oversight activities carried out by civil society actors to scrutinize digital and technological
issues that are perceived as potentially problematic within increasingly data-driven societies
(Hintz et al., 2023; Kazansky & Milan, 2021; Spielkamp, 2017). Looking at these social
phenomena through the theoretical lens of practice theories means considering such
phenomena as essentially made of practices (Schatzki, 2002). Therefore, this work primarily
deals with orchestration practices and monitoring practices. The firsts are mainly carried by the
workers of public bodies (public agencies, departments, and digital teams) in charge of steering
digital transformation initiatives, whereas the latter are mainly carried by activists grouped in

civil society organizations and collectives (digital transformation watchdogs).

So far, practice theories have been quite overlooked in the digital transformation
literature, which has instead often focused on technological advancements, policy
frameworks, and organizational change from more structural or individualist perspectives
(Nadkarni & Priigl, 2021; Vial, 2019). By applying practice theories, this work seeks to uncover
how digital transformation is not just a top-down implementation of new technologies but a
complex and evolving phenomenon driven by the interactions between human actions,
material artifacts, and different values and understandings. By focusing on the practices of
those involved in governance and civil society, this dissertation aims to offer a more nuanced

understanding of how digital transformation unfolds in real-world settings.

This introductory chapter is structured as follows: Section 2 presents the literature
review of the dissertation and is divided into three subsections. Section 2.1 explores the
concept of digital transformation, discussing its varied definitions and the broader discourse
surrounding it, particularly within the public sector. It also delves into the literature on e-
government and its relationship with digital transformation, as well as the debate on whether a
clear definition of digital transformation is necessary. Section 2.2 reviews the literature on

digital platforms, particularly within the context of Government as a Platform (GaaP), focusing
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on how these platforms are defined and their role in public administration. Section 2.3 reviews
the literature on the governance of digital transformation, tracing the evolution of governance
paradigms and discussing their relevance to the public sector. Following the literature review,
section 3 presents the research objectives and research questions that guide the study,
identifying key gaps in the literature that this dissertation seeks to address. Finally, Section 4
outlines the overall structure of the dissertation, summarizing how the subsequent chapters

will pursue the research objectives.

2 — Literature review

This section outlines the conceptual foundations of the dissertation by reviewing selected
strands of literature relevant to the governance of digital transformation in public
administration. The review is intentionally selective and reflects the theoretical orientation of
the research, which lies at the intersection of governance studies — with particular attention to
interactive and networked forms of governance — and theories of social practice. While it draws
on a wide range of literature, including research in information systems, e-government, digital
public platforms, and public administration, the analytical framework developed in this thesis
is not grounded in public management or organizational theory. Specifically, the dissertation
does not engage systematically with the literature on organizational capacity-building and

learning, institutional isomorphism, or the divergence between “espoused theories” and

perspectives clearly offer important insights, particularly into organizational adaptation,
change management, and learning. However, this thesis approaches digital transformation
from a sociological perspective informed by a sensitivity to theories of practice and socio-
technical entanglements. This approach makes it particularly relevant for readers interested in
how institutions and technologies are embedded in social practices, shared meanings, and
relations of power — an approach that draws inspiration from Science and Technology Studies
(STS). Rather than focusing on organizational performance or technologicalimpactinisolation,
the thesis explores how digital transformation is made and remade through situated

interactions among public bodies, civil society actors, and socio-technicalinfrastructures. This



practice-oriented perspective (Schatzki, 2015; Shove et al., 2012) understands governance as
a relational, processual, and situated phenomenon. With this framing in mind, the chapter
proceeds to review three core areas: (1) digital transformation and its conceptual ambiguities;
(2) digital platforms and the Government as a Platform (GaaP) paradigm; and (3) the evolving

governance configurations surrounding digital transformation in public administration.

2.1 - Digital Transformation

Digital transformation has become a widely discussed concept, yet its definition remains fluid
and contested among scholars. This fluidity presents both challenges and opportunities for
research. In this section, | will review studies that explore the broader discourse on digital
transformation within organizations, followed by an examination of the e-government
literature’s perspective on digital transformation. Finally, | will discuss the necessity of clearly

defining digital transformation.

2.1.1 - Literature reviews

The concept of digital transformation has gained significant prominence in recent years in the
public sector. Despite extensive global research efforts, digital transformation lacks a
universally accepted definition, leaving its boundaries unclear and indistinct (Kraus et al.,
2021). My primary goalin this section is to highlight the recurring tension between “agency” and
“structure” within the literature, confirmed by different literature reviews (Meijer & Bekkers,
2015; Nadkarni & Prlgl, 2021). With the notion of agency, we generally refer to the capacity of
individuals and groups to act independently, while structure relates to the patterned
arrangements that influence or limit these actions. In the digital transformation literature,
agency encompasses the decisions and actions of the people involved in the governance of the
transformative process, whereas structure refers to organizational policies, technological
infrastructures, and regulatory frameworks, just to name a few. Practice theories are generally
presented as a way to navigate and overcome the tension between agency and structure (Jonas

et al., 2017; Schatzki, 2019).

Digital transformation is a term that is generally used to denote a set of technological,

cultural, organizational, social, creative, and managerial changes associated with applications
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of digitaltechnology in several aspects of human society. Common knowledge attributes to this
process not simply technological effects (e.g., the introduction of new technologies within an
organization) but also legal effects (e.g., creation of new laws to regulate the new operations
enabled by technologies) and social effects (e.g., new ways of communicating among citizens
and public administration). There is not a unified scholarly field of digital transformation
studies. Research on this topic is quite widespread in various pre-existing strands of literature
that predate the widespread adoption of the term. The introduction of technologies such as
personal computers in public sector organizations, in fact, has long been regarded as
revolutionary and a powerful catalyst for modernizing the public sector (Vidigal, 1989). Only
recently, however, did the term digital transformation become popular. In this section, | will try
to look at how it has been defined in those strands of literature that have been deeply interested

in the transformative effects linked with digital technologies within public sector organizations.

The field of study that has been historically more interested in digital transformation is
that of Information Systems (IS) (Wessel et al., 2021). Multidisciplinary and pluralistic by
nature, mixing elements of computer science, management and organizational theory,
operations research, and accounting, the Information Systems literature has been historically
interested in the various consequences of the application of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICTs) in organizations (Hirschheim & Klein, 2012). Digital transformation, even
when not expressly called in this way, has always been at the core of this discipline. Two
recently published systematic literature reviews (Nadkarni & Prugl, 2021; Vial, 2019) can give
an idea of the vastity of topics and approaches that characterized the study of digital
transformation in Information Systems. After reviewing 282 studies, Vial (2019) makes a
distinction between digital transformation at a high level and at an organizational level. Vial
argues that at a high level, digital transformation comprehends the profound changes taking
place in society and industries through the use of digital technologies, whereas, at an
organizational level, digital transformation involves identifying innovative ways to leverage
technology to drive better operational performance by designing strategies that take advantage
of its implications. Combining several definitions, he eventually defines digital transformation
as “[...] a process that aims to improve an entity by triggering significant changes to its
properties through combinations of information, computing, communication, and connectivity

technologies” (Vial, 2019, p. 118).
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In a more recent systematic review of 58 peer-reviewed articles, Nadkarni & Prigl (2021)
conducted a thematic analysis of the Information System field to critically assess where, how,
and by whom research on digital transformation is conducted. In their findings, they point out
that there are two main dimensions of study within organizations: technology-centric and
actor-centric. The technology-centric perspective is interested in phenomena such as pace of
change, technology capability and integration, consumer and stakeholder interface,
distributed value creation, and other issues with a strong emphasis on the role and
transformative power of technologies. On the other hand, the actor-centric dimension
comprehends those studies that are interested in transformative leadership, managerial and
organizational capabilities, company culture, and work environment. They conclude their
paper by merging the two dimensions and defining digital transformation as “[...] actor-driven
organizational transformation triggered by the adoption of technology-driven digital

disruptions” (Nadkarni & Prlgl, 2021, p. 240).

As these two widely cited literature reviews show, in the Information System literature,
most conceptualizations place the transformative process within the boundaries of a single
organization. This narrow perspective has been criticized because digital transformation
typically involves holistic changes among human actors, technology, and organizations, which
collectively alter their configurations (Mann et al., 2022). In other words, digital transformation
is about complex interactions and interdependencies among organizations, customers/users,
employees, outputs, and technology, and looking within the boundaries of a single organization
might be reductive for really understanding the impact of this social phenomenon (Lanamaki
et al., 2020). Furthermore, the distinction between technology vs actor at the base of Nadkarni
& Prul’s systematic review resonates with the classical dichotomy structure vs agency that
practice-based studies aim to overcome. As | will discuss in-depth in Chapter 2, this study aims
to develop a practice-based perspective on digital transformation in the public sector. The
theoretical and analytical tool of social practices, in fact, has the potential to grasp both the
structural-technological aspects as well as the one concerning agency and actor-related
issues. This practice-centric perspective is certainly not new in the Information System
literature (think, for instance, about the works of Wanda Orlikowski that have a strong emphasis
on practices: Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Orlikowski, 1992; Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991; Scott

& Orlikowski, 2014) and certainly not new in organizational studies (e.g., Bruni et al., 2015;
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Gherardi, 2005, 2019; Nicolini, 2012), but is still underexplored in the studies on digital

transformation in the public sector (with the notable exception of Lanamaki et al., 2020).

2.1.2 - E-government

A body of literature more sensitive to the concept of social practices is instead that of e-
government. E-government research is a wide-ranging field traditionally rooted in the PA
literature. The field has been described as the study of information, communication, and data-
intensive technologies that influence the vision, reflection, design, practice, and evolution of
government and governing (Welch, 2021). According to Homburg (2008, 2018), e-government
studies are primarily interested in the use of information technology to redesign information
exchanges in and surrounding public sector organizations. Homburg conceptualizes e-

government as

a phenomenon by means of which information relations in and surrounding public
sector organizations are transformed and/or redesigned, following: a) technological
opportunity and technological developments (thus taking into account technological
determinism); but also b) technologies being inscribed by policy ideas, values, rules,
and assumptions; and c) how, at a more operational level, enthusiasms held by specific

stakeholders fuel ICT investments

(Homburg, 2018, p. 351).

In other words, e-government is considered as the output of the process of digital
transformation. Homburg’s definition considers multiple dimensions of the e-government
phenomenon and is particularly sympathetic to a practice-centric study such as this one. Even
if he does not explicitly use the term practice, Homburg’s tripartition of the technological,
symbolic, and affective aspects of e-gov strongly resonates with what practices theorists (Hui

et al., 2017; Shove et al., 2012) would call “dimensions” of social practices (cfr. Chapter 2).
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Other e-government scholars explicitly referred to practices (but not practice theories)
to define e-government. For instance, Meijer & Bekkers (2015), in their systematic literature

review, defined e-government both as a) a set of techniques and b) a practice.

E-government as a set of techniques is an important driver for the modernization of the
public sector and e-government as a practice can be described as the use of ICT in order
to design new or to redesign existing information processing and communication
practices in order to achieve a better government, especially in the field of electronic
service delivery to companies and citizens but also for managerial effectiveness, and

the promotion of democratic values and mechanisms

(Meijer & Bekkers, 2015, p. 237, emphasis in the original)

The Meijer & Bekkers’ literature review is particularly important not only because it discusses
the fragmented state of e-government research (something thatis consequently quite true also
for the literature on digital transformation) but also because it proposes a metatheoretical
framework to bring coherence and structure to this field. Their framework is basically built on
three dimensions: 1) Explaining vs. Understanding: where they basically classify studies
distinguishing between positivist approaches that aim to explain phenomena and
interpretative approaches that seek to understand social constructions; 2) Holism vs.
Individualism: where they contrast holistic approaches focusing on systems and structures
with individualistic approaches focusing on the behavior and attitudes of individual actors; and
3) Change vs. Maintenance: where they differentiate between studies focusing on
transformative changes induced by e-government and those focusing on incremental changes
or maintaining the status quo. The authors find that there is a significant gap in understanding
the social constructions, behaviors, attitudes, and cognitions of individual actors linked with e-
government and emphasize the need for research to focus on “explaining how individuals
transform government [and] how new technologies transform our social construction of
government” (p. 243, emphasis added). In other words, they call for more interpretivist studies

on e-government and on the processes of digital transformation.
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2.1.3-Is a definition of digital transformation needed?

In this work, | will mainly work with the definition of digital transformation given by Mergel et al.
(2019). In order to solve the complex problem of defining digital transformation, Mergel and her
co-authors decided to directly ask practitioners and experts. Their empirically grounded
definition focuses on the holistic process of changing products and culture and is distinguished
from similar terms such as digitization (a term used to highlight the transition from analog to
digital services with a 1:1 change in the delivery and the addition of a technological channel of
delivery) or digitalization (a term used to focus on potential changes in the processes beyond

mere digitizing of existing processes and forms). They define digital transformation as the

holistic effortto revise core processes and services of government|[... that] evolves along
a continuum of transition from analog to digital to a full stack review of policies, current
processes, and user needs and results in a complete revision of the existing and the

creation of new digital services

(Mergel et al., 2019, p. 12)

Mergel’s definition is particularly valuable because it entails an empirically grounded
understanding of digital transformation that comes directly from the field, i.e., from the general
understandings (Schatzki, 2019) of the people who deal with digital transformation initiatives
on a daily basis (cf. Chapter 2). Nevertheless, even if it may somehow sound “provocative”, | do
not think that having a clear definition of digital transformation is so crucial to conduct a
practice-based study on the governance of digital transformation. What is more important is
understanding how these transformative processes are enacted, managed, and experienced.
A practice-based approach, in fact, allows us to examine the real-world complexities that a
rigid definition might overlook. In this work, more than creating a new definition of digital
transformation, | will simply look at it with the theoretical lens of practices theories that
hopefully will allow to have an original perspective on how this process is implemented and
sustained, how policies evolve, and how actors within the organization adapt and respond to

technological changes.
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2.2 - Digital Platforms and Government as a Platform (GaaP)

So far, | have reviewed studies that deal with digital transformation in the public sector in quite
abstract terms. In this section, | would like to devote a bit of space to talk about how PA actually
looks in the context of this transformative process. As we saw, at the core of digital
transformation there is the integration of digital technologies into all aspects of PA. Digital
platforms serve as crucial enablers in this process. This section first reviews the literature on
digital platforms and then focuses on how the concept found its space in the public sector

literature, particularly in the Government as a Platform (GaaP) literature.

2.2.1 - Defining platforms

The notion of digital platform has been conceptualized in a wide variety of ways and lacks
conceptual clarity (de Reuver et al., 2018). Some years ago, Gillespie (2010) indicated how the
term platform is not simply descriptive but also a rhetorical tool that helps digital intermediary
companies like Google to present themselves in a favorable light across different audiences.
According to Gillespie, the term platform is used in multiple ways, such as a technical
infrastructure, a neutral space for user expression, and a business opportunity for advertisers.
This flexibility allows companies to navigate tensions between serving user-generated content
and commercial interests while also seeking limited liability for the content they host. Some
years later, in their seminal book “The Platform Society: Public Values in a Connective World”,
José van Dijck and her colleagues defined a platform as a “programmable digital architecture
designed to organize interactions between users — not just end users but also corporate entities
and public bodies” (van Dijck etal., 2018, p. 4). According to the authors, platforms are oriented
toward the systematic collection, algorithmic processing, circulation, and monetization of user
data. These platforms - they have a strong interest in big tech platforms - are fueled by data,
automated and organized through algorithms and interfaces, formalized through ownership
relations driven by business models, and governed through user agreements. One of the core
arguments of van Dijck and her colleagues is that platforms are not just technological
constructs but also social, economic, and political entities that interact with various sectors in
specific ways. Given this complexity, a single, overarching definition might not be sufficient to

capture the nuances of how platforms operate in different contexts.
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2.2.2 - Platforms in the public sector

In the context of the digital transformation of the public sector, the term platform is generally
used to indicate a digital architecture that enables the integration, coordination, and delivery
of public services to citizens, businesses, and other governmental entities, facilitating
interactions between various stakeholders, support the efficient provision of services, and
ensure the secure management of data. Bender & Heine (2021) described how platforms can
be used to improve public service delivery, examining the similarities between digital platforms
in the private sector and their potential application in the public sector. According to them,
digital platforms allow multiple entities to collaborate and offer services through a single
access point, which is essential for achieving a one-stop government model. The authors
specifically refer to “public service platforms” rather than just “platforms” to emphasize their
unique characteristics and requirements for public sector service delivery. They identify three
key elements that constitute a public service platform: 1) platform ecosystem: the network of
stakeholders, including public authorities, private companies, and non-governmental
organizations, contributing/using/developing/maintaining the platform; 2) platform
architecture: the technical structure of the platform, which should provide core functionalities
and allow for external contributions through well-defined interfaces; and 3) platform
governance: the rules and policies that manage the platform’s operations and ensure the
quality and security of services provided. Public service platforms fundamentally reshape how
government services are delivered, managed, and experienced by citizens. These types of
platforms enable the integration of various government services, promoting interoperability
and efficiency across different departments and agencies (Seo & Myeong, 2021). By adopting a
modular architecture, digital platforms allow for the reuse and customization of components,
which reduces redundancy and streamlines service delivery (Bender & Heine, 2021). Moreover,
they should facilitate greater transparency and accountability through open data initiatives,
enabling citizens to access and interact with government data and services in real-time (Styrin
et al.,, 2022). Digital platforms should also foster innovation by providing a collaborative
ecosystem where public, private, and civil society actors can co-create solutions, ensuring that
services are more user-centric and responsive to the needs of the population. Overall, public
service platforms serve as the backbone of modern digital government initiatives, driving

efficiency, transparency, and citizen engagement in the public sector (Cordella & Paletti, 2019).
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The studies cited so far on public service platforms all belong to the so-called
“Government as a Platform” (GaaP) literature. The concept of Government as a Platform has
emerged as an approach to public administration and government studies. Rooted in the
principles of open government, interoperability, and citizen-centric service delivery, GaaP
redefines the relationship between governments and citizens by leveraging technology to
create a more participatory and integrated public sector. The term “Government as a Platform”
was popularized by Tim O'Reilly in 2011 (O’Reilly, 2011), who envisioned a new model of
governance where government functions as an open platform, enabling third-party developers
to build applications and services. O’Reilly argued that by adopting platform strategies similar
to those used by technology companies, governments could foster innovation, improve service
delivery, and enhance public engagement. This vision was influenced by earlier concepts of e-
government and digital government, which aimed to use ICTs to improve the efficiency and

transparency of public administration (Dunleavy et al., 2006; Margetts & Dunleavy, 2013).

The literature identifies several key components of GaaP (cfr. Brown et al., 2017;

Cordella & Paletti, 2019; Margetts & Naumann, 2017; Styrin et al., 2022), below summarized:

- Interoperability: the idea that different government systems and services can work
together seamlessly. Interoperability standards and frameworks are crucial for enabling
data sharing and integration across different government agencies.

- Modular Architecture: GaaP emphasizes the use of modular, reusable components
such as software that can be easily integrated and customized. This approach allows for
greater flexibility and scalability in the development and deployment of government
services.

- User-Centric Design: A central tenet of GaaP is the focus on user-centric design, which
prioritizes the needs and experiences of citizens. This involves designing services that
are intuitive, accessible, and responsive to user feedback.

- Collaborative Ecosystem: GaaP promotes the creation of a collaborative ecosystem
involving government agencies, private sector partners, and civil society organizations.
This ecosystem approach leverages the strengths of different stakeholders to co-create

and deliver public services.
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The GaaP is particularly important not only because it helps us better understand how does the
digital PA looks like but also because it frames the role of public bodies as orchestrators of the
digital transformation (Cordella & Paletti, 2019). As | will further discuss in chapter 5, according
to the GaaP literature, the role of public administration in the digital landscape is not simply
that of producer of digital public services but also that of orchestrator and enabler of the co-

production of the services.

Despite the growing body of GaaP literature, no studies have attempted to apply practice
theories to this domain. This absence is intriguing, especially given the potential insights that
practice theories could offer in understanding the daily activities and interactions that underpin
the orchestration of digital transformation initiatives and the invisible work that surrounds the
platform ecosystems (e.g., those activities to design, develop, maintain, etc. public service
platforms). So far, the GaaP literature has predominantly focused on technological,
institutional, and policy aspects, with the aim of addressing immediate practical challenges
such as interoperability, data governance, and cybersecurity. So far, little attention has been
paid to the importance of routines, competencies, and the material aspects of social life that
are generally more sympathetic to ethnographic or qualitative research methods (Jonas et al.,
2017). Furthermore, there may be a perception that practice theories, with their focus on the
micro-level dynamics of human behavior and interaction, are less relevant to the macro-level
structural changes involved in digital transformation at the governmental level. This
misconception overlooks the value that understanding practices can bring to implementing
and sustaining large-scale digital initiatives (Nicolini, 2017a; Schatzki, 2019; Shove, 2022). The
application of practice theories to GaaP literature represents an unexplored frontier. Integrating
these theories could provide deeper insights into how digital transformation is enacted, how
practices shape the success of GaaP initiatives, and how material artifacts and technologies

are embedded in the everyday practices of PA.

2.3 -The governance of digital transformation of the public administration

This is a work on the governance of digital transformation of public administration. In this
section, | will review and discuss the notion of governance and its evolution, with a particular
focus on how it intersects with digital transformation in the public sector. As governance

understanding has shifted from a state-centric approach to a more complex and interactive
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process, new governance paradigms have emerged in the public administration literature to

address this changing landscape.

2.3.1-Whatis governance?

The word “governance” is probably one of the most widely used in contemporary social and
political sciences. Already in the early 2000s, Kooiman (2002) argued that governance “has
been a catchword in many corners of the social science disciplines” (p. 71), identifying
numerous different understandings and definitions of the concept. It is anyway clear that
governance, as a concept, has undergone significant evolution over the past half-century
(Gorwa, 2019b). According to Ansell & Torfing (2022), the convergence of the concept of
governance across various intellectual communities since the 1970s primarily addressed a
central question: how can we govern effectively and democratically in a fragmented,

distributed, and constrained world?

Initially, governance was closely associated with the capacity of domestic governments
to make and enforce rules, as well as to deliver services (Fukuyama, 2013). This traditional view
described governance as the government’s ability to build functional institutions and maintain
law and order often encapsulated in the term “good governance” (Weiss, 2000). Good
governance was fundamentally about the state’s ability to create effective and efficient
institutions that could manage public affairs and deliver public services reliably. However,
since the 1990s, there has been a different perspective on governance linked with the concept
of “global governance” (Abbott & Snidal, 2009, 2021). This understanding was catalyzed by a
group of international relations scholars and political scientists, particularly through the
landmark volume “Governance without Government” (Rosenau & Czempiel, 1992). These
scholars broadened the understanding of governance by focusing on the organization,
structure, and regulation of global life, moving beyond state-centrism to consider the complex
interactions and power dynamics among various non-state actors, including corporations and
private entities. A crucial and widely cited work is that of Stoker (1998) entitled “Governance as
theory: five propositions”. In this article, Stoker emphasized that governance involves creating
conditions for ordered rule and collective action, thus highlighting its nature as a network of
interactions among diverse actors, institutions, organizations, stakeholders, and behaviors.

According to Stoker, “the essence of governance is its focus on governing mechanisms which
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do not rest on recourse to the authority and sanctions of government” (p. 17). Gradually, new
modes of governance based on mutual exchange between public and private actors, along with
civil society, have become increasingly prominent. This shift is driven by the awareness that no
single actor, whether public or private, possesses the knowledge and ability to solve complex,
dynamic, and diverse problems alone (Kooiman, 1993). The popularity of governance
nowadays is thus at least partly due to the weakening of the state-centric view of power and
societal steering. Governance today, in fact, generally involves private and civil society actors
as active participants in co-produced public policymaking rather than passive recipients of
regulation. According to this perspective, all the actors involved in governance also interact
outside the strict boundaries of formal organizations (Lee-Geiller & Lee, 2022) to pursue shared
social aims. In this regard, it is quite famous the “governance triangle” (Abbott & Snidal, 2009,
2021), a conceptual and analytical framework to visualize and make sense of the
multistakeholder interplay between 1) States, encompassing both individual nations and
international governmental bodies; 2) private firms, which include individual companies and
industry associations; and 3) civil society, which consists of a wide array of value-driven and
interest-based actors aiming to influence the rules governing social life. According to Abbott &
Snidal, each set of actors possesses its own strengths and weaknesses in relation to the five
stages of the regulatory process: agenda-setting, negotiation, implementation, monitoring, and
enforcement. These stages frequently overlap, along with the practices that constitute them.

As rightly pointed out by Trithara (2024, p. 4):

While these stages provide analytical categories to structure the analysis, their
practices feed into one another and are not always exclusive to distinct stages. For
instance, civil society observes (monitoring) firm behavior, which plays into highlighting

issues (agenda-setting) and critiquing non-compliance (enforcement).

This work is in line with the interactive understanding of governance discussed so far. More
precisely, in my dissertation, | will primarily use two understandings of governance. Firstly,
Gorwa’s (2019) conception of governance as a “set of practices” and a “complex network of
interactions spanning different actors and behaviors” (p. 3), which emphasizes the

interconnectedness and interactions among various stakeholders, highlighting the complexity
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and interdependence of modern governance structures. Secondly, Ansell and Torfing’s (2022)
definition of governance as “the interactive processes through which society and the economy
are steered towards collectively negotiated objectives” (p. 4), underscoring the collaborative
nature of governance in addressing societal challenges. In the theoretical chapter, these two
definitions will be used to articulate my practice-based understanding of governance, inspired

by the works of other practice theorists (Schatzki, 2015; Shove et al., 2012).

2.3.2 - Governance paradigms and digital transformation

After having reviewed the highly fragmented field of digital transformation studies, it should
come as no surprise that reviewing the literature on the governance of digital transformation is
an exceptionally challenging endeavor, if not nearly impossible. The challenge is mainly due to
the highly interdisciplinary nature of the topic but also to rapid technological advancements,
diverse contexts of application, and the divide between academic and practical perspectives.
The terminology used in the literature on the governance of digital transformation is still
emerging and often overlaps with related concepts such as IT governance (Weill & Ross, 2004),
e-governance (Dawes, 2009), and digital governance (ldzi & Gomes, 2022). These overlapping

terms can create confusion and make it difficult to identify relevant studies (Viana, 2021).

In the public administration literature, it is quite common to speak about governance
paradigms, i.e., a “relatively coherent and comprehensive set of norms and ideas about how to
govern, organize, and lead the public sector” (Torfing et al., 2020, p. 9). Torfing and colleagues

analyze and compare different governance paradigms. According to them, the main ones are:

1) New Public Management (NPM): This paradigm emerged in response to criticisms of
public bureaucracy and professional rule. It emphasizes marketization, managerialism,
and a preference for contractualism and agentification. NPM was the dominant
paradigm in the public sector throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s.

2) Neo-Weberian State (NWS): This paradigm offers a bureaucratic corrective to NPM by
emphasizing classical bureaucratic values such as competence, fairness, equity,
impartiality, and political accountability. It seeks to combine these values with strategic

management and responsiveness to citizens’ needs.
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3) Digital Era Governance (DEG): This paradigm draws on the digital revolution in
information and communication technology to enhance public service delivery. It aims
to reintegrate fragmented service-delivery agencies, provide holistic services to
citizens, and enhance democratic participation and public deliberation.

4) Public Value Management (PVM): This paradigm emphasizes the unique role of the
public sector in producing public value, which is validated through political and
democratic processes. PVM encourages stakeholder involvement in public governance
and supports collaborative governance through networks and partnerships.

5) New Public Governance (NPG): This paradigm advocates for collaborative governance
based on networks, partnerships, and active citizenship. It moves away from traditional
top-down government and market-based approaches, focusing instead on horizontal

governance and public innovation.

A core argument of Torfing and colleagues (2020) is that governance paradigms co-exist
“somewhat like layers in a layer cake” (p. 3). The added layer generally tends to be the most
visible layer, “but the lower layers deeper down formed by the older governance paradigms may
continue to provide a solid foundation” (ibidem). Other authors also share this addictive view
of paradigm. For instance, Janowski and colleagues (2018) looked at how governance
paradigms have evolved, from the bureaucratic paradigm focused on rule enforcement through
the consumerist paradigm emphasizing public service delivery to the participatory paradigm
where citizens share responsibilities with the administration. According to them, the platform
paradigm is the latest development, where digital platforms empower citizens to create public
value independently by connecting them with data, services, technologies, and other people.
In their article, the authors present a framework that organizes 15 different types of
relationships between citizens, administration, and policy across four governance paradigms.
These relationships range from traditional forms like regulation and service delivery to more
interactive forms such as empowerment, co-creation, and collaboration enabled by digital
platforms. In this context, platforms are understood as socio-technical systems that bring
together different entities to respond to societal needs rather than merely technological
solutions. In other words, platforms are considered comprehensive frameworks that facilitate

interactions and collaborations between various stakeholders.
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Figure 1 - Governance framework in the platform paradigm (Janowski et al., 2018)

In this study, the term “platform” will generally simply refer to technological solutions,
specifically to the public service platforms mentioned above (Bender & Heine, 2021). However,
it is essential to recognize that, in the literature on the governance of digital transformation in
the public sector, both technological and organizational understanding of platforms tend to
coexist. Although this work does not adopt Janowski’s conceptualization of platform, his
framework provides a clear visualization of governance as a relation and interactive process (K.
Bartels & Turnbull, 2020), highlighting the interconnectedness of various stakeholders in the
governance landscape, broadening the perspective of governance by looking beyond individual
public administration entities. In other words, Janowski et al.’s framework underscores the
inherent complexity of governance, illustrating how multiple layers of interactions and
responsibilities are involved in governing public services. From a practice-based perspective,

the framework allows for the interpretation of governance relationships as a series of practices.

While the work of Janowski and colleagues presents a conceptual framework supported
by case studies, there is still a need for empirical validation across different contexts and

governance systems. There is a great need for studies that explore the practical application of
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the proposed platform governance model in various countries or sectors. Furthermore, the
paper underlines the role of governments as orchestrators that provide tools and manage
assets (see also Janssen & Estevez, 2013; Millard, 2018), but it gives limited insight into the
actual mechanisms of orchestration. Lastly, while the platform paradigm emphasizes citizen
empowerment and participation, the paper offers little detail on the specific modalities and
processes through which participation occurs. A practice-based perspective, such as the one

proposed in this dissertation, could contribute to addressing such limitations.

While much of the literature on the governance of digital transformation focuses on
overarching paradigms or global trends, there is a notable lack of attention to how these
governance models materialize in specific national and administrative contexts. Particularly
underexplored are comparative studies examining how different countries respond to similar
supranational pressures (such as EU digital policy agendas) while navigating their own
institutional constraints and governance legacies. By selecting Portugal and Italy, this
dissertation tries to address this gap and brings a situated lens to the analysis of digital
transformation. Both countries are subject to EU digital standards and funding mechanisms,
yet they have implemented these reforms through markedly different administrative pathways
and institutional structures. Understanding how these broader governance paradigms play out
in national contexts is essential to building a more nuanced theory of digital transformation

governance - one that is attentive to both structural convergence and local differentiation.

2.3.4 - Gaps in the literature

In the literature review, | identified several gaps across different strands of literature dealing

with the governance of digital transformation in the public sector, summarized below:

Gap 1: Most studies on digital transformation focus primarily within the confines of a
single organization (Nadkarni & Prugl, 2021; Vial, 2019), overlooking the broader,

interconnected dynamics that accompany this transformative process.

Gap 2: There is limited understanding of the social behaviors, attitudes, and practices

of individual actors involved in digital transformation both in the e-government
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(Homburg, 2018; Meijer & Bekkers, 2015) and in the Government as a Platform (Cordella
& Paletti, 2019; O’Reilly, 2011) literatures.

Gap 3: Although there are robust frameworks for analyzing platform governance
(Janowski et al., 2018), there is need for new empirical studies. Little is known about the
role and practices of orchestrators in digital transformation and how participation,
especially spontaneous and grassroots initiatives, unfolds within these governance

models.

This dissertation aims to address these gaps by exploring the governance of digital
transformation through a practice-based lens. Instead of relying on abstract frameworks and
organizational boundaries, a practice-based approach focuses on the actual practices and
interactions of the actors involved. By examining how digital transformation unfolds in everyday
activities, this perspective offers insights into the social constructions, behaviors, and
attitudes often missed by traditional studies. It also bridges the gap between structure and
agency by analyzing how these elements interconnect in practice. Empirically, this dissertation
aims to understand the roles of public bodies (departments, teams, and agencies) as
orchestrators and civil society’s watchdogs (as an example of spontaneous initiatives of

participation) in the governance of digital transformation.

3 — Research questions

One of the challenges of analyzing governance from a practice-based perspective is its
complexity and scale. Governance involves numerous actors and processes that interact in
multifaceted ways. Attempting to capture this entire landscape can be overwhelming and
impractical. Therefore, focusing on specific practices and the actors who carry them out is a
practical necessity (Hyysalo et al., 2019). By narrowing the scope to particular practices, we
can gain deeper insights, zooming in (Nicolini, 2012) into how governance functions in specific

areas and contexts.

This work focuses on orchestration practices carried out by the workers of public bodies
and monitoring practices carried out by digital transformation watchdogs’ activists. These

areas are crucial for several reasons. Firstly, orchestration practices are essential because they
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involve coordinating and aligning the activities of various stakeholders to achieve digital
transformation goals. Public bodies’ workers play a central role in setting agendas, mobilizing
resources, and ensuring compliance with regulations. By examining orchestration practices,
we can understand how public bodies manage complex networks of actors and how their

practices influence digital transformation initiatives’ outcomes.

Watchdogs’ monitoring practices are also increasingly important in today’s digital age.
Civil society’s watchdogs (advocacy groups, collectives, etc.) monitor digital initiatives to
ensure they comply with laws and ethical standards. The watchdogs under observation in this
work deployed a wide array of monitoring initiatives, for instance, oversight of the use of
artificial intelligence and automated systems in PA, compliance with privacy regulations on
PA’s websites, and openness of PA’s datasets, just to name a few. These practices are vital for
protecting public interests, ensuring transparency, and holding public sector organizations
accountable. By focusing on monitoring practices, we can explore how these watchdogs
navigate the challenges of regulating rapidly evolving technologies and safeguarding the rights

of individuals and communities.

Despite their different focuses, orchestration and monitoring practices are intrinsically
linked to the governance of digital transformation. While orchestration ensures coordinated
and efficient implementation of digital initiatives, monitoring provides oversight and
accountability, ensuring that these initiatives align with ethical standards and public interests.
Furthermore, the practices are interdependent. As | will discuss later in the empirical chapters,
effective orchestration by public bodies can facilitate better compliance and transparency,
making monitoring efforts from civil society organizations more effective. Conversely, robust
monitoring can enhance the legitimacy and accountability of public bodies’ orchestration
efforts. The choice of having two diverse phenomena under the same study is to demonstrate
that practice theories can provide a common language for analyzing different governance
phenomena. By applying practice theories, this work aims to show their versatility and
effectiveness in capturing the complexities of governance. Practice theories can allow for a
comprehensive understanding of how various practices interact and influence each other,

revealing the interconnectedness of different actors and practices in governance.

There are three main research questions (RQs) that drive this study, each designed to

explore distinct aspects of the governance of digital transformation of public administration:
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RQ1: What are the main characteristics of digital transformation in public administration

in Portugal and Italy?

This question aims to explore how digital transformation unfolds within the public
administrations of the two countries. There is a lack of studies exploring digital transformation
as a holistic, interconnected phenomenon across multiple organizations and national
contexts. It is thus needed to understand the specific historical, political, and organizational
contexts that shape these processes, shedding light on their unique trajectories and key
features. By focusing on two countries with shared challenges yet distinct approaches to
digitalization, the study seeks to identify common trends and differences in their governance
practices. Understanding these characteristics is essential for contextualizing the governance
practices explored in the subsequent questions and contributes to a richer, more holistic view

of digital transformation in public administration.

RQ2: How do public bodies (agencies, departments, teams, etc.) and civil society’s

watchdogs shape public services through their engagement with digital transformation?

This question explores the roles and practices of public bodies and civil society
watchdogs in the governance of digital transformation. While existing literature often
emphasizes structural or policy-level analyses, it has largely overlooked the social practices
that underpin governance, i.e., the organized set of activities, shared understandings,
competencies, teleoaffective structures, etc., that guide these actors. By focusing on the
orchestration practices of public bodies and the monitoring practices of watchdogs, this study
aims to illuminate how these actors engage with and shape digital transformation processes.
These practices are essential for understanding the design, delivery, and contestation of digital
public services, bridging the gap between macro-level governance frameworks and the real-

world interactions that drive or resist transformative change.

I

RQ3: What are the implications and outcomes of public bodies and watchdogs

engagement with digital transformation in public services?

28



This question examines the broader effects of orchestration and monitoring practices
on the governance and delivery of public services. While existing frameworks provide
conceptual tools to understand governance relationships, there is limited empirical evidence
on the actual implications of these practices. These implications span political and
institutional dimensions, highlighting the intricate interplay between orchestration and
monitoring practices and the broader socio-political contexts in which they operate. Politically,
this question investigates how power dynamics shape governance structures, influence
decision-making and resource allocation, and bring diverse actors with conflicting values and
agendas into negotiation and compromise on issues such as transparency and efficiency.
Institutionally, it explores the evolving roles of public bodies and civil society organizations in
shaping governance frameworks, illuminating the tensions and synergies that arise as these

actors navigate the complexities of digital transformation.

4 — Qutline of the dissertation

After having set the stage for the dissertation and reviewed the literature on the governance of
digital transformation, it is time to discuss its overall structure. Chapter 2 delves into the
theoretical framework underpinning this dissertation. It explores how practice theories can be
used to observe, interpret, and understand the governance of digital transformation in PA. The
chapter disentangles the words “governance”, “public administration”, and “digital
transformation”, and explains what it means to look at them from a practice-based perspective.
The chapter further argues that practice theories, although not widely used in digital
transformation studies, offer a valuable analytical lens that can reveal the intricacies of
governance processes. It draws primarily on the works of Theodore Schatzki and Elizabeth
Shove to explain the relevance of practice theories. The chapter begins with an overview of
practice theories, reviewing different strands of literature and discussing their applicability to
digital transformation. It then provides a detailed discussion of Schatzki’s and Shove’s
approaches, highlighting their similarities and differences. The chapter concludes by applying
these theories to the governance of digital transformation in PA, proposing a practice-based
perspective to analyze specific sets of practices (orchestration and monitoring) that belong to

the constellation of practices of governance of digital transformation.
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Chapter 3 addresses the core methodologicalissues and considerations of this study. It
outlines the research design, which follows a deductive and interpretative strategy, and
explains the qualitative comparative case study approach employed to investigate
orchestration and monitoring practices in Italy and Portugal. The chapter details the steps
taken to collect and analyze data, emphasizing the complexity of capturing data on practices.
It describes the selection of case studies, the rationale behind choosing Italy and Portugal, and
the specific methods used for data collection, including document gathering, interviews, and
observation. Additionally, this chapter discusses ethical considerations and the coding
process used to analyze the collected material, which forms the basis for the empirical findings

presented in later chapters.

Chapter 4 aims to start answering the first research question about the main
characteristics of digital transformation in PA in Portugal and Italy. It provides a historical
overview of the digital transformation processes in both countries, contextualizing these within
their broader political and economic histories. The chapter is structured to present the digital
transformation histories of each country in a chronological manner, highlighting key events, the
creation of public bodies, and the publication of strategies and action plans. It describes the
main actors involved in the governance of digital transformation during the period under
investigation (2021-2023) and provides visualizations of the actors and their relationships. The
chapter concludes by comparing the histories and modes of governance in Portugal and ltaly,
identifying trends towards centralization, and discussing the implications of these trends for

the governance of digital transformation.

Chapter 5 examines the orchestration practices carried out by public bodies in Italy and
Portugal, focusing on three key entities: the Agency for Digital Italy (AgID) and the Department
for Digital Transformation (DTD) in Italy, and the Agency for Administrative Modernization (AMA)
in Portugal. It describes the orchestration of digital transformation as a constellation of
practices and discusses the general understandings and specific practices involved. The
chapter identifies and analyzes five general understandings related to orchestration and six
broad compound orchestration practices carried by these public bodies. It highlights the
homogeneity of orchestration practices due to factors such as the standardizing effect of digital
transformation and the influence of supranational entities like the EU. However, it also points
out notable differences influenced by the distinct political institutional arrangements in each

country. This chapter aims to unfold the political aspects and implicit power dynamics involved
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in the orchestration of digital transformation, providing a nuanced understanding of the roles

and actions of public bodies.

Chapter 6 explores the monitoring practices of civil society organizations in response to
digital transformation initiatives, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic. It focuses on six
digital transformation watchdogs in Italy and Portugal, analyzing their monitoring activities, the
interplay between materials, competencies, and meanings, and the trajectories of their
practices. The chapter begins with a review of the literature on monitoring and watchdog
journalism, situating the practice within broader civic tech activism and data activism contexts.
Itthen presents the six watchdogs under investigation, describing their initiatives and activities.
The chapter provides a detailed analysis of the monitoring practices, discussing how they are
organized and the different elements that shape them. It identifies three trajectories of
monitoring — expansion, professionalization, and fading out — and compares the practices in
Italy and Portugal. The chapter concludes by discussing the outputs of the monitoring initiatives

and their potential to inspire similar practices elsewhere.

The concluding chapter of this dissertation encapsulates its contributions, limitations,
and future research directions. It discusses the unequal distribution of power, with public
bodies having a more direct influence on policy while watchdogs often operate in a reactive
capacity. The chapter also discusses how the lack of meaningful interactions between these
actors creates a governance framework that risks being one-sided and emphasizes the need

for more collaborative, transparent, and socially responsive digital transformation processes.
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Chapter
Governance of digital transformation as a constellation of
practices

1 - Introduction

In this chapter, | will describe the theoretical framework behind this thesis. | will explain how it
is possible to use practice theories to observe, interpret, and (possibly) understand the
governance of digital transformation of PA. Practice theories are a broad family of theoretical
approaches that have not yet been used as a theoretical tool in the study of digital
transformation. In this chapter, | will try to explain why theories of social practice can contribute
to our understanding of governance, offering a different analytical lens through which we can
look at this social phenomenon. According to Ansell & Torfing (2022), a comprehensive and all-
encompassing theory of governance does not exist, and it is not even desirable since
“competing theoretical approaches and conceptualizations offer different analytical
perspectives and tools that permit students of governance to mix and match them in their
search for an appropriate theoretical framework for addressing a particular research problem”
(p. 10). In this chapter, | present my understanding of practice theories and try to explain how |
will use them to look at specific sets of practices that belong to the constellation of practices

of governance of digital transformation of PA.

The chapter is structured as follows: section 2 offers an overview of theories of social
practices, reviews different strands of literature, and discusses how practice theory can be
used to study digital transformation. In section 3, | describe the theoretical approach to
practice theories deployed in this dissertation, relying mainly on the work of Theodore Schatzki
and Elizabeth Shove. | discuss the similarities and differences between the two approaches
and explain my position on some crucial issues (oversimplification in practice representation,
the role of materiality in practices, and the use of multidimensional approaches). In section 4,
| describe how we can understand the governance of digital transformation of PA from a
practice-based perspective. In section 4.1, | discuss what it means to look at PA and the
process of digital transformation from a point of view based on practices. Section 4.2 extends

the discussion, arguing that we can look at governance of digital transformation of PA as a
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constellation of practices through which PA is steered towards the collectively negotiated
objective of digital transformation. | further discuss the implications that this understanding
entails. In section 4.3, | explain that it is not possible to look at the whole governance all at once
and that focusing on certain slices of the constellation is a practical necessity. More
specifically, | will focus on two very different sets of practices: the orchestration practices
carried by public bodies and the monitoring practices carried by civil society’s digital

transformation watchdogs. The last section concludes.

2 - Practice theories: a shared sensibility among several approaches

Practice theory is a broad family of approaches that are becoming growingly popular in social
sciences despite not having yet acquired the status of a permanent section in the social
theories handbooks (Spaargaren et al., 2016). The ontological foundation of practice theory, as
outlined by Bartels (2018), is grounded in a relational worldview. According to this perspective,
actors exist in an ongoing, dialectical relationship with various elements such as materials,
discourses, rules, moral order, emotions, and community, which collectively constitute a
situation. Rather than being fixed and separate entities, these elements emerge as properties
through interactions. Epistemologically, practice theory asserts that our understanding of the
world is shaped through active involvement with the specific challenges encountered while
accomplishing tasks. Knowledge acquisition is not solely a conscious and formal process but
also involves tacit, sensuous, and unreflective knowledge, aiding individuals in navigating their

immersive environment.

The term “theory” could be misleading since there is not a singular theoretical
approach. Quite the opposite, theories of practices are a vibrant and variegated family that
shares the idea of having the entity of practice as the main social unity of analysis or
conceptuality (Schatzki, 2019). In the last two decades, there has been an upsurge of scholars
who have revisited theories of practices in a variety of fields. Within sociology and social
philosophy, Theodore Schatzki (2002; Schatzki et al., 2001), Elizabeth Shove (et al., 2012;
Shove & Trentmann, 2019), Andreas Reckwitz (2002), Davide Nicolini (2012, 2017) and Silvia
Gherardi (2005, 2019), amongst others, have elaborated, complemented, and also
reformulated the practice ontologies as they were developed in sociology in the 1970s and

1980s by Pierre Bourdieu (1990) and Anthony Giddens (1979) in particular. The early works that
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laid the foundation for practice theories sought to integrate the concept of “practice” into
broader social theories while overcoming common dichotomies in the social sciences, such as
the opposition between agency and structure, individuals and societies, and subjects and
objects. The second wave of theorists of practices, starting from those theoretical
contributions, developed a whole social theory around practices and focused on its
operational definition. Research based on practice theories aims at finding the middle ground
between voluntarist (i.e., society as the result of actions, values, and preferences of sovereign
individuals) and structural (i.e., society as made up of structures that govern the grand totality

behind the backs of human actors) accounts of the social.

But what is a social practice? Before looking at different academic definitions, it could
be useful to quote a passage from Cook & Brown (1999) that can help in giving a feeling of the

notion:

“In the simplest case, if Vance’s knee jerks, that is behavior. When Vance raps his knee
with a physician’s hammer to check his reflexes, it is behavior that has meaning, and
thusis whatwe call action. If his physician raps his knee as part of an exam, it is practice.
This is because the meaning of her action comes from the organized contexts of her
training and ongoing work in medicine (where it can draw on, contribute to, and be

evaluated in the work of others in her field)”

(Cook & Brown, 1999, p. 387, emphasis added)

A practice, therefore, is not simply a set of actions or activities but an organized set of actions.
Several definitions of practices have been advanced in the literature, despite some authors
suggested to avoid defining them since such a definition would be against the style of thinking
and working represented by the open-ended practices ontology (Nicolini, 2012). Nevertheless,
inthe early 2000s, cultural sociologist Andreas Reckwitz (2002) defined the concept of practice
as routinized behavior consisting in a configuration of bodily and mental activities, tangible
objects, background knowledge, emotions, and motivations. The philosopher Theodore
Schatzki (2002, 2019) defined practices as open-ended, spatial-temporal sets of doings and

sayings that are organized by pools of (practical and general) understandings, rules, and
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teleoaffectivities. Mainly relying on these two broad conceptualizations, the sociologist
Elizabeth Shove and her colleagues (Shove et al., 2012; Shove & Trentmann, 2019) further
developed the notion of practice, defining it as dynamic outcomes resulting from interactions
among materials, competencies, and meanings, emphasizing the study of stable and socially
shared configurations of these elements (sometimes also referred to as “dimensions”). The
effort of Shove and colleagues and their elements model has been that of making practice
theory easier to communicate and thus more approachable to researchers in different fields of
studies’. In Table 1, | list the most used definitions of practice that may be found in the practice

theory literature.

Table 1 - Definitions of practice

Definition of practices Source

A ‘practice’ (Praktik) is a routinized type of behavior that (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 249)

consists of several elements, interconnected to one

other: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental
activities, ‘things’ and their use, background knowledge
in the form of understanding, know-how, states of
emotion and motivational knowledge.

[...] a practice is atemporally evolving, open-ended set (Schatzki, 2002, p. 87)

of doings and sayings linked by practical

understandings, rules, teleoaffective structure, and
general understandings.

[...] people (as practitioners) actively combine the (Shove et al., 2012, p. 14)

elements of which these practices are made. By

elements, we mean:

- materials — including things, technologies, tangible
physical entities, and the stuff of which objects are
made;

- competences - which encompasses skill, know-how
and technique; and

- meanings — in which we include symbolic meanings,
ideas, and aspirations.

Practice theories have been applied in a broad range of fields of study such as consumption

studies (Shove & Pantzar, 2005; Warde, 2005; D. Welch & Yates, 2018), environmental and

" For the sake of completeness, it is right to point out that what complicates even further this spectrum of
definitions is that the term practice is not always used with reference to practice theories, so it is possible to find
it defined in a multitude of manners in almost every field of social research.
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sustainability studies (Gram-Hanssen, 2010; McMeekin & Southerton, 2012; Spaargaren, 2011;
Svennevik, 2022), organization and work studies (Gherardi, 2019; Nicolini, 2012; Orlikowski,
2007), science and technology studies (Gad &Jensen, 2014; Law, 2017; Pickering, 1995), media
studies (Couldry, 2004; Magaudda & Minniti, 2019; Pentzold, 2020) and social movements
studies (Mattoni, 2012, 2020; Mattoni & Ceccobelli, 2024).

Like all theoretical approaches, practice theory has also faced several criticisms, some
of which have been addressed and are the subject of debate in some of the more recent
contributions to the literature (Jonas et al., 2017; Shove & Trentmann, 2019; Spaargaren et al.,
2016; Strengers & Maller, 2015). Within these criticisms, one in particular needs to be
addressed, given the nature of this study and the phenomena under observation. Indeed, this
work is, first and foremost, a study of the governance of digital transformation. Even if only
intuitively, one can easily imagine that this is an extremely broad and complex phenomenon.
Theories of social practices have often been criticized for their lack of interest in studying large
phenomena and for being exclusively suited to study micro-scale activities such as showering,
smoking, playing floorball, or cooking. A field that tried to address this criticism is that of
transition studies. In particular, the works of Gert Spaargaren (Spaargaren, 2011; Spaargaren et
al.,, 2016) tried to find common ground between practice theories and transition
models/analytical schemes like the Multi-Level Perspective (MLP), aiming to overcome certain
incompatibilities. The multilevel perspective (MLP) is a theoretical and analytical framework for
understanding socio-technical transitions through the interaction of three levels: niche
innovations (micro-level), socio-technical regimes (meso-level), and the socio-technical
landscape (macro-level). According to MLP, transitions occur when niche innovations mature
and gain traction, regime stability is disrupted by landscape pressures, and the resulting
interactions lead to the adoption of new practices and technologies, ultimately transforming
the established system. Despite some crucial ontological differences between the practice
theories and the MLP approach (forinstance, on the flat ontology of certain practice theoretical
approaches vs. the micro/meso/macro dynamics of the MLP), transition studies argue that the
distinction between micro and macro practices is a question of scale that spans across time

and space (Magaudda & Mora, 2019).

Although the notion of practice is central within the literature on digital transformation
(Mergel et al., 2019), so far, there are very few studies that tried to apply practice theories to

empirical studies. There are, of course, some notable exceptions. Lanamaki et al. (2020), for
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instance, deploying a Schatzkian approach with its site ontology, recently suggested a
contextual viewpoint on digital transformation that they dubbed “relational digital
transformation”. The authors conceptualized digital transformation as a process through which
the bundles of practices and material arrangements evolve over time and analyzed the change
dynamics in the context of taxi dispatch practice in Finland, focusing also on the introduction
and evolutions of sectorial platforms over the years. Some studies on digital transformation
coming from organizational and work scholars tended to apply the approaches to practice
theory more consolidated in their field (Gherardi, 2019; Nicolini, 2012; Orlikowski, 2007). For
instance, Andersson et al. (2022) tried to unpack the process of digitalization of public services,
analyzing the interactions shaping such processes within local government organizations. The
authors used the concept of configuring work to explore how individuals, abstract ideas, and
technological artifacts dynamically interact during digitalization initiatives, finding that both
public administrators’ work and the digitalized service are re-designed to fit the supposed
limitations of the technology. Wang & Burton-Jones (2020) have been recently interested in the
governance of digital transformation from a practice-based perspective. In their work, the
Authors take a governance-as-practice lens and focus on how IT-related behaviors, rules,
relations, and understandings come together to enact desirable IT governance outcomes.
Starting from Williams & Karahanna's (2013) suggestion to study IT governance by zooming in
on its practices, Wang & Burton-Jones identify different modalities that constitute the process
of governing digital transformation in the healthcare sector. They argue that governing digital
transformation is, first and foremost, a sense-making process through which the actors
involved constantly evolve their governance framework as they continuously make sense of the

desired governance outcomes.

As these studies show, some initial steps have been taken in applying practice theory to
the study of digital transformation. These studies led to interesting findings that can benefit the
literature, which is traditionally more interested in the outputs of the digitalizing processes
rather than understanding (in the Weberian sense) them. In a recent paper, Ines Mergel argued

that:

“[...] practitioners and researchers need to re-conceptualize the notion of digital

transformation from an additive viewpoint (digital government adding new layers to
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existing services and processes) toward a comprehensive view that includes leadership,
managerial, administrative, and cultural contexts at the center of the transformation

efforts — and not a technology-driven revolution of government.”

(Mergel, 2019, p. 2, emphasis added)

Can practice theory help in moving toward the comprehensive view that Ines Mergel is
suggesting? | believe there are good reasons to argue so, and | will try to prove it throughout this
work. At this stage, | just note three motivations: first, practice theories inherently reject
techno-determinism, going beyond the “technology-driven” view that permeates digital
transformation literature. Secondly, this theoretical approach encourages researchers to look
beyond the boundaries of the organization. Practice theories, in fact, have a specific
understanding of organization (Schatzki, 2011) — discussed more in detail below — that
questions the idea that organizations are entities doing things, preferring instead to focus on
the practices that people working within the organization carry. In this scenario, digital
transformation can be understood as a process of transformation of the practices carried by
the people within the organization. Lastly, looking at digital transformation through the lens of
practices tells us that this phenomenon is not simply the output of some exogenous
technological force (Shove et al., 2012). Quite the opposite: in this perspective, technology
becomes meaningless if it is not contextualized in a social environment and within the
practices of the various practitioners that populate the social world. Shove & Walker (2007) call
this idea the “normative attraction” (p. 763) of the notion of transition. This concept refers to
the appealing idea that transitions (like digital transformation) can be steered toward socially
desirable outcomes. However, it is important to recognize that this notion can be somewhat
idealistic: while it is tempting to believe that individuals have significant power to drive these
transitions, this belief should be tempered with realism, and we should not overstate the
normative “illusion of agency” (p. 768). Anyway, despite acknowledging that the belief in
individual agency in driving transitions might be somewhat illusory, Arie Rip (2006) highlighted
its importance, arguing that “illusions are productive because they motivate action and repair
work, and thus something (whatever) is achieved” (p. 94). In other words, the illusion is crucial
because it fosters expectations that positive social changes are possible and encourages

efforts towards making a difference. At the end of the day, the outcomes of actions are
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unpredictable, and every performance is the possible beginning of a social change — what
Schatzki (2019) calls the “uneven front of change”. Being aware of the type of practices that are
carried on in the context of digital transformation (or in any social change, in general) means
having an additional tool to steer and channel that transformation toward a more socially

desirable outcome.

3 - The approach to practice theory followed in this work

Inthe previous section, | argued that practice theory is a broad family of theoretical approaches
that share the idea of having practice as the central unit of analysis. In this section, | will try to
outline the specific approach to practice theory followed in this work. | will focus here on the
main theoretical aspects and discuss the methodological ones in the next chapter. Anyway, it
should not be forgotten that “practice theory is fundamentally a methodology-vocabulary
orientation (a package of theory and methods)” (Nicolini, 2017b, p. 26), where the two aspects

always go hand in hand.

I mainly rely on my understanding of the approaches to practice theory as
conceptualized by Theodore Schatzki (practices-arrangements approach) and Elizabeth Shove
(elements model). Overall, the two approaches are quite similar, and the formulation of Shove
explicitly recalls and builds upon the work of Schatzki, trying to make it more accessible to

different types of readers through a “simpler” conceptualization of practice.

According to Schatzki (2002, 2015, 2019), social life unfolds through bundles of
practices and material arrangements. As | already reported in the previous section, practices
refer to spatial-temporal nexuses of doings and sayings organized by (practical and general)
understandings, rules, and teleoaffectivities. Practical understanding refers to knowing how
and having the skills to perform certain actions, typically performed through one’s body.
General understandings are ethoses or general senses of things that influence specific
practices shaping the activities that constitute them. General understandings also play a
pivotal role in connecting diverse practices that collectively form specific constellations. The
concept of rules is largely intended as all those directives, laws, instructions, remonstrations,
etc. that influence actions. Teleoaffectivities combine goal-oriented (teleo) elements with

substantive or ethical meaning (affective). Consequently, the idea that teleoaffective
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structures hold practices together suggests that these practices are directed towards an
objective that holds significant meaning for the practitioners. Material arrangements
encompass collections of people, artifacts, organisms, and things connected through
contiguity, causality, and physical links. Schatzki speaks about bundles of practices and
arrangements because these entities are always linked: “[w]hile practices effect, use, react to,
bestow meaning on and are inseparable from the entities that compose linked arrangements,
arrangements induce, channel, prefigure and are essential to practices” (Schatzki, 2015, p. 15).
Bundles connect among each other in the same way as practices intertwine with other
practices, and arrangements to other arrangements. Typical examples of relations among
different practices include the sharing of common ends or activities or chains of action (i.e.,
sequence of actions, each member of which responds to the previous member). Relations
among arrangements involve intermediate physical connections and common elements.
These linked practices and arrangements form constellations, representing larger nexuses in
the interconnected maze of social life. The concept of constellations (webs, arrangements,
nexuses, textures?) of practices is widely spread within the literature (cfr. Gherardi, 2019; Hui et
al., 2017; Schatzki et al., 2001; Shove et al., 2012). Basically, the idea is that practices never
occur alone. These constellations are connected in various ways with other constellations. In
some recent publications (Hui et al., 2017; Shove, 2022), several authors tried to name some
of the modalities through which practices gather and condense. Many interrelated
constellations constitute the plenum of practices. According to Schatzki, all social
phenomena, whether large or small, persistent or fleeting, share the same basic ingredients
and constitution, differing only in the continuity, density, and spatial-temporal spread.
Understanding social phenomena as made of the same ingredients (i.e., practices and material
arrangements) means denying the existence of fixed levels or hierarchies of phenomena in
social life (such as social structures, institutions, etc.). This understanding goes under the
name of flat ontology. Flat ontologies can be of different types (cfr. Schatzki, 2019), but they
generally all reject hierarchical levels and the idea that phenomena like social events are
composed of such levels. Nevertheless, this does not mean refusing causality. Flat ontologies,
in fact, acknowledge causal relationships among phenomena but simply do not segregate

them into levels. They do this by 1) analyzing phenomena based on what the flat ontology

2 Authors use different terminology, although fundamentally the concept behind the conceptualizations is always
the same: practices are never isolated, based on how they are “grouped” (and how many practices the grouping
contains) authors prefer one term over another.

40



considers the basis of social life, i.e., practice-arrangement bundles, and 2) identifying causal

relationships among these phenomena.

The element model of Shove et al. (2012) builds upon the theoretical frameworks offered
by Schatzki (and Reckwitz). First of all, Shove and her colleagues make a distinction between
practices as entities (e.g., the practice of monitoring) and practices as performances that are
the specific enactment of a practice (e.g., the creation of a public register of algorithms and
automated systems used by the Italian government done by the Privacy Network’s activists).
The authors aim at understanding stability and change of people’s daily routines. To achieve
this, they streamline the more articulated frameworks previously present in the literature and
propose a three-element scheme for identifying practices as distinct entities. The scheme
encompasses meanings (i.e., mental activities, emotions, and motivational knowledge),
materials (objects, infrastructures, tools, hardware, and the body), and competencies
(encompassing various forms of understanding, practical knowledge, rules, and norms). The
scheme is desighed to emphasize the interconnections among these elements, allowing
researchers to discern the presence of practices and assess those undergoing changes over
time. This multi-dimensional approach can be particularly insightful when researchers are
interested in understanding how a certain practice is performed, but it also opens three broad

considerations and discussions that | try to summarize below.

The first discussion gravitates around whether the element model is over-simplistic and
gives a reductive representation of what a practice really is, “prey to the scientific urge to build
simplifying, diagrammatic models of social life” (Schatzki, 2002, p. xii). Considering that any
representation of reality is always in some way a simplification, itis up to individual researchers
to decide how useful the multi-dimensional models are for them, even according to their
objects of study. Nevertheless, researchers in a variety of fields found the model useful enough
to help them understand the respective phenomena under investigation. | personally find the
element model particularly useful for making order within the complexity of social practices
and looking at trajectories of practices, i.e., how practices evolve over time, presenting different
configurations of the elements. De facto, when one looks at a practice specifically, the element
model simply groups the innumerable elements and aspects of a practice into broader
categories, leaving the flexibility and freedom for researchers to emphasize what they think are

the most significant elements to focus on.
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The second discussion is that Shove’s model puts material elements on the same level
as other elements of meanings and competencies. Shove and Schatzki disagree on the role to
be given to materiality: is it a component of practices or simply linked to practices? Shove and
colleagues tend to emphasize more the constitutive role of things and materials in everyday
life, whereas Schatzki underlines the crucial differences between humans and non-humans in
chains of activity, seeing material arrangements as linked to practices since they are employed,
manipulated, and constructed by the participants in their doings and sayings (underlining the
primacy of human agency). In any case, as clearly explicated by Schatzki (2019, p. 36), “the
difference is of no real significance in some contexts”. Nevertheless, he argues that
distinguishing material arrangements from practices, while acknowledging their close
connection, improves the flexibility and depth of a practice theoretical understanding of social
life. This differentiation would allow for more freedom in capturing the diverse contributions of
various entities to social affairs, for example, recognizing that different practices can coexist
within the same arrangements and specific practices can be intertwined with multiple
arrangements. In this dissertation, | work with both conceptualizations in the different
chapters. In chapter 5, | deploy Schatzki’s approach, and | focus more on orchestration
practices (and their organization) rather than on the material arrangements to which they are
linked. This choice is motivated by the fact that within the literature on digital transformation,
the practical dimension is often neglected (see literature review in the introduction chapter). In
chapter 6, | observe a specific practice, and | found that Shove’s element model was somehow
the simplest but, at the same time, sufficiently comprehensive way to compare different

monitoring practices.

The third consideration is less polarizing than the previous one. Silvia Gherardi (2017a,
p. 38) sums it up perfectly: “Itis evident that the identification of the elements within a practice
varies from author to author; nevertheless [...] a momentary agreement regarding the
identification of elements is apparently in place”. The use of multi-dimensional schemes has
led to a peaceful co-existence of several of these schemes within the different literatures that

apply practice theory.

Table 2 - Key elements in the understanding of practices, re-elaborated and updated from (Gram-Hanssen, 2010)

Schatzki (2002, 2019) | Reckwitz (2002) | Shove et al. (2012) |
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4 - Understanding the governance of digital transformation of PAfrom a
practice-based perspective

After having described practice theories and the theoretical approach deployed in this work, in
the following sections, | will outline what it means to look at the governance of digital

transformation of PA from a practice theory lens.

4.1 - A practice-centric view of digital transformation of PA

Practice theories provide a valuable framework for examining the intricate web of practices that
govern digital transformation from a “people-centered” (Lomborg et al., 2023) perspective. This
means shifting the focus from abstract concepts and large-scale structures to the actual
practices and experiences of individuals. It emphasizes understanding how people use, adapt
to, and are affected by digital technologies and digital transformation initiatives in their daily
lives. This approachisimportant because it acknowledges that digital transformation is not just
about technology but also about people and their practices. In other words, it recognizes that
the success of digital transformation initiatives depends not only on the technology itself but
also on how well it aligns with people’s needs, habits, and capabilities. Therefore, by focusing
on practices, we can gain valuable insights into the real-world impacts of digital transformation
and develop more effective strategies for managing it. This approach can help ensure that
digital transformation initiatives are not only technically sound but also socially and culturally
appropriate. Practice theories can help us understand the human side of digital transformation

and make it more inclusive, equitable, and sustainable.

At this point, | will try to explain what it means to look at digital transformation of PA from

a practice-based perspective. First of all, what is PA from a practice theoretical lens? The short
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answer to this question is that looking at PA from a practice-based perspective means
recognizing that PAis not solely a set of bureaucratic procedures and processes (Ziekow, 2021)
or organizational administrative structures (Sundnes, 2014), but a dynamic and evolving entity
deeply rooted in human activities, values, and behaviors. Practice theory can help put such
activities at the forefront of the analysis by looking at administrative practices (Wagenaar,

2004).

If we engage a bit more deeply with Schatzkian practice theory, we could say that PA can
be both considered as a social phenomenon and as a site. A social phenomenon refers to any
observable occurrence or pattern within society that arises from human actions and
interactions (Schatzki, 2002, 2019). Examples of social phenomena include economic trends,
political movements, or organizational behaviors. Thus, when considered as a social
phenomenon, public administration refers to the observable patterns, processes, and
behaviors associated with managing public institutions and implementing government
policies. This includes a broad set of administrative practices like policy formulation, service
delivery, regulation enforcement, management, and — as we will deeply discuss later on —
orchestration of digital initiatives. PA can further be defined as a “large” phenomenon (Nicolini,
2017a; Schatzki, 2016; Shove, 2019) because of the extensiveness of a) the practices carried
by the people working in PA organizations (e.g., public service delivery, policy implementation,
regulation, budgeting, etc.) and b) the material arrangements linked with those practices (e.g.,
managers and civil servants, their offices, the computers and tools they use to carry their work,

the digital infrastructures and platforms necessary in the provision of public services, etc.).

In contrast, a “site” in Schatzkian theory is a more foundational concept. A site refers to
the contextual space where social practices and material arrangements interact and co-
constitute each other. It is not just an observable occurrence but the underlying context that
makes social phenomena possible. A site includes both the practices (organized human
activities) and the material arrangements (artifacts, technologies, physical spaces, etc.) that
are involved in and shape those practices. Considering PA as a site means considering it as the
setting where social practices (such as service delivery, policy implementation, and
bureaucratic management) and material arrangements (e.g., people, physical offices,
technologies, etc.) come together. This site is the social space where administrative practices

unfold and where changes in practices or material conditions can lead to transformations in
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how public administration functions. In this work, | primarily consider PA as the site where the

process of digital transformation unfolds.

Whether we consider public administration as a phenomenon or as a site, from a
practice-based perspective, PA is essentially made of practices and material arrangements.
This indicates a deeper ontological position that has been called “flat ontology”, i.e., the belief
that all social entities are considered to have equal ontological status. Practice theorists
believe that — or at least think that it is generally useful to consider — all social phenomena are
made of the same “ingredients” (practices and material arrangements) and their interactions
within specific sites. Anyway, in the following chapters, | will sometimes speak about
organizations, collectives, administrative structures, and similar concepts. | will do so simply
because “it is strategically impossible for sociology to do without this kind of macro summary.
It would take too much time to recount all the micro-events that make up any large-scale social
pattern” (Collins, 1981, p. 988). Anyway, for authors who embrace a flat ontology, “these
abstractions and summaries do not have causal power and should not be turned into entities
with autonomous existence. Social reality has no ‘levels’: when it comes to the social, it is

practices all the way down” (Nicolini, 2017a, p. 100).

The main characters of this dissertation are public bodies and digital transformation
watchdogs, butitis crucial to underline that since the two social actors are organizations, from
a practice-based perspective, they are nothing more than sets of practices and material
arrangements. When | say that “orchestration practices are carried by public bodies”, or
“monitoring practices are carried by watchdogs”, | use “public bodies” and “watchdogs” as
subjects of the sentence to simplify and not having to repeat each time that de facto, the
workers of public bodies and the activists of watchdogs are the ones carrying the practices. The
concept of organization used as a subject is thus purely a discursive simplification (Collins,
1981). From a truly practice-based theoretical point of view, it makes no sense to say that the
organizations carry out the practices because that would mean that some practices carry out
other practices. However, it can be argued that the organization (i.e., public bodies and
watchdogs) happens precisely through the practices that people within it carry out (e.g.,
orchestration practices and monitoring) (Schatzki, 2006). In other words, from a practice-based
perspective, an organization happens when its constituent actions are performed (ibidem).
Governing digital transformation is the main goal of the observed public bodies, so

orchestrating digital transformation is what contributes to constituting them. In other words,
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the public bodies exist and are recognized as such precisely because of the orchestration
practices they carry. Likewise, watchdogs exist and are recognized as such because they carry
out specific monitoring practices that contribute to constituting them. From this point of view,
“to experience an organization in real-time is [...] to experience the movements of its
performances and events; to understand an organization in real-time is to grasp, explain, or
theorize these interrelated and patterned passages” (ibidem, p. 1866). Therefore, in some ways,
studying orchestration and monitoring practices is not only about studying how public bodies
govern and watchdogs oversee digital transformation, but it is also about understanding public

bodies and watchdogs themselves.

How can we conceptualize digital transformation from a practice-based perspective? If
we consider PA essentially as a complex constellation of practices, we can think of digital
transformation as a process that entails the transformation of administrative practices and
material arrangements (or specific elements that make them up). Many works on digital
transformation emphasize that this process is not simply a technological advancement (i.e.,
the introduction of new technologies within PA) but also a transformation in the administrative
culture and organization, in ways of doing administrative work and designing public service, in
competences required by civil servants and PA’'s managers, etc. (see chapter 1). All the
aforementioned aspects (organizational culture, ideas, competencies, technologies, etc.) are
elements of PA practices. Therefore, digital transformation is a transformation first and
foremost in the practices carried by people working in PA, but of course also in the practices of
private providers’ employees that work hand in hand with PA, and practices of citizens that use
the services provided by PAs. This is why | believe it is reasonable to argue that practice theory
might be, at least on paper, a worthy theoretical and analytical tool in the study of digital
transformation. Recalling the digital transformation definition of Mergel (cf. Chapter 1), we
could say that the process of digital transformation entails a transformation from the old
practices linked to analog-based arrangements (“analog” practices) to a whole new set
practices linked with digitally-based arrangements (“digital” practices). “Digital” does not
mean that the new practices are made of different ingredients compared to their analog
version. | use the term digital simply to denote that a) some of the operations/activities are
digitalized (i.e., mediated and shaped by digital technologies), and b) digital technologies
assume a central role in the material arrangements (in most cases, this does not mean a

complete substitution with the old analog material arrangements). In other words, the term
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“digital” is used to indicate that phenomena like the provision of public services follow a digital
paradigm. This means that “digital” refers not only to the use of digital technologies but also to
the broader organizational concept of being digital. Digital technologies and the ideas
associated with them - such as efficiency, connectivity, and accessibility — shape how tasks
are performed, services are provided, and interactions occur. Specifically, the main digital
paradigm observed in the two countries studied in this work is the platform paradigm. This
paradigm views platforms as digital ecosystems that connect various stakeholders (such as
service providers, users, and administrators) in a centralized online space. It involves concepts
like a) the integration of services (bringing together multiple services in a unified digitalinterface
to make access and interaction easier for users), b) collaboration (facilitating better
communication and cooperation among different parties involved in service delivery), and c)
streamlined processes (automating and simplifying many administrative tasks to improve

efficiency and responsiveness) (Brown et al., 2017; Cordella & Paletti, 2019).

| defined digital transformation essentially as a process, but considering the previous
discussion on practices and flat ontologies, one might appropriately wonder, “what is, then, a
process?”. The answer to this question is particularly tricky. Researchers generally use the term
without really discussing their understanding of this notion. In his latest book, Schatzki (2019)
argues that there are three dominant philosophical conceptions of process in social theory.
Without entering this discussion, | will here borrow the Schatzkian understanding of processes
that mainly sees them as integrated changes in practices and material arrangements that
unfold over time. Therefore, | understand digital transformation as a series of integrated
changes in administrative practices and linked material arrangements that unfold over time.
These processes are integrated in the sense that they are not simply random sequences of
changes. Instead, they exhibit a discernible directionality. In other words, digital transformation
is made of a series of changes that go towards a specific direction that, as | will argue in the
section below, is collectively negotiated and is the output of the governance of digital
transformation. From a practices-based perspective, speaking of goals means speaking about
teleoaffective structures. In the context of digital transformation, teleoaffective structures
shape the goals and direction of the transformation process. For example, in a PA undergoing
digital transformation, the teleoaffective structures might include aims such as improving
service efficiency, enhancing user experience, and fostering innovation. These abstract ideas

of the goals to achieve (i.e., the teleoaffective structure) provide a framework that aligns
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individual and collective actions. They ensure that the changes enacted are not only
coordinated but also purposeful, driven by a shared vision of what the transformation seeks to
achieve. This alignment of activities through teleoaffective structures contributes to the
coherent progression of digital transformation, making the process more than just a series of
changes but a directed movement towards a desired future state. Conversely, unclear or poorly
defined goals can lead to confusion in the practitioners, misalignment, and inefficiency. In this
case, the transformation process may become fragmented, with different actors pursuing
conflicting objectives, ultimately undermining the effectiveness and coherence of the digital

transformation efforts.

4.2 - Governance as a constellation of practices

| have described what it means to look at PA and digital transformation from a theoretical
perspective based on practices. Anyway, this is a work on the governance of digital
transformation of PA. In the previous chapter, | stated that throughout this work | deploy mainly
two understandings of governance. The first one comes from Gorwa (2019), who sees
governance mainly as a set of practices and a network of interactions spanning different actors
and behaviors. The second understanding of governance comes from Ansell and Torfing’s
handbook on governance theories, which sees it as “the interactive processes through which
society and the economy are steered towards collectively negotiated objectives” (Ansell &
Torfing, 2022, p. 4). Gorwa’s (2019) understanding rightly emphasizes the centrality of practices
in governance but then does not use any of the theoretical conceptualizations typical of
practice theory (such as the ones seen so far). Furthermore, his conceptualization remains a
bit too vague. In fact, from a practice theoretical point of view, a set of practices and
interactions spanning different actors and behaviors is more similar to a constellation of
practices. However, constellations and governance are clearly not the same thing. Ansell and
Torfing’s definition adds a missing piece: the core idea behind governance is that of steering
society toward collectively negotiated goals. Anyway, they define governance as a process,
whereas, also in light of the discussion presented in the previous section, | believe it is more
appropriate to look at governance as a constellation of practices. Processes, as | have
previously discussed, are here understood as integrated changes in practices and material

arrangements that unfold over time, but this understanding of process does clearly not align
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with Ansell & Torfing’s definition. Before delving into my conceptualization of governance, it
might be useful to examine how practice theorists have approached governance. In recent
years, practice theorists have started to be interested in governance. Schatzki (2015) sees
governance primarily as “intentional shaping, directing, or influencing” (p. 19). This effort does
not solely belong to government institutions and public agencies, even though many of the
practices that are carried by the people working in these entities tend to specialize in governing.
Governance, for Schatzki, always presents specific features. The first one is a goal, i.e., “what
is sought, or aimed at, in intentionally shaping or inducing actions, bundles or constellations”
(p. 20). In this work, the goal is clearly digital transformation. Schatzki, anyway, does not
discuss how the goal might not be particularly clear, even for the actors involved in governance.
For this reason, | think it is necessary to recall Ansell and Torfing’s definition and underline that
the goal of governance is always collectively negotiated. In other words, many practitioners
involved in the governance of digital transformation do not agree on what digital transformation
actually is or should be, making the teleoaffective structure of some of the governance
practices unclear. The second feature of governance is the target, i.e., “what is shaped or
directed” (ibidem). The target of governance in this work is PA, i.e., the administrative practices
and material arrangements that make up PA. The third feature is the avenue of intervention, i.e.,
“the connection through bundles and constellations between governor and governed (target)”
(ibidem). Common avenues of intervention are chains of actions and physical connections
between settings. Two examples might help to clarify this passage. When a PA has to digitalize
a public service, workers have to follow a sequence of actions (e.g., identify the service, assess
its state, define the objective, get feedback from stakeholders, ensure legal compliance,
choose appropriate technology, develop the service, test it, launch it, monitor and evaluate it,
etc.), each member of which responds to the previous member (i.e., a chain of actions). This is
an avenue of intervention for governing practice in a digital transformation effort. The physical
connections between settings are, for instance, the common digital platforms for
identification, notification, or payment used in the development of digital public services.
Intervening on these common platforms is a way through which governing might be exercised.
The last common feature of governance is the means used, i.e., “that by the use of which the
shaping or direction is achieved (that is, the intervention is carried out)” (ibidem). The list of
possible means of governance, also known in the governance literature as governing tools

(Blomqvist, 2022), is quite long: regulations, policies, incentives, persuasion, exemplifying
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desired activities, education, programs, initiatives, introduction of new technologies, etc. The
means of governance of digital transformation of PA are basically the object of study of

chapters 5 (practices of orchestrations) and 6 (practices of monitoring).

| believe that the ontological and epistemological clarity offered by practice theories is
a strength in a literature (the one on the governance of digital transformation) that too often has
vague and under-discussed theoretical backgrounds. Anyway, the advantages of using practice
theory as a theoretical lens to look at governance are not solely theoretical. For the people
involved in the governance of digital transformation of PA, particularly those in charge of
planning and steering this process, it might be useful to look at governance, its aims, targets,
avenues of intervention, and means as features and slices of the practice plenum (Schatzki,
2015). This might help them better address their policies, coordinating other practices and
influencing “the distribution and circulation of materials, competencies and meanings” (Shove
et al., 2012, p. 163). In line with the work of Schatzki, Shove and her colleagues argued that,
from a practice-based perspective, the role of policymakers interested in governance is
primarily that of: 1) influencing the flow and circulation of materials, competencies, and
meanings, 2) weakening the support that specific practices offer to undesirable ones, 3)
promoting participation in or withdrawal from desirable and undesirable practices,
respectively, 4) shaping social connections and networks that either sustain undesirable
practices or serve as conduits for their propagation (including instances of defection or
enlistment), and 5) establishing conditions that lead to the development and spread of
desirable practices. Shove’s considerations, which draw on her element model, can also be
very useful in observing both the policies aimed at steering digital transformation and the

practices of civil society actors who spontaneously attempt to participate in that process.

Starting from the two understandings of governance discussed so far (Ansell & Torfing,
2022; Gorwa, 2019b) and in the light of the practice-based studies on governance (Schatzki,
2015; Shove, 2015; Shove et al., 2012), | thus define governance as a constellation of practices
steering specific social processes toward collectively negotiated objectives. To clarify this
definition of governance, it is essential to break down each component that makes it up. As
previously discussed, a “constellation of practices” refers to a complex of interconnected
practices that collectively contribute to a larger social phenomenon. In the context of
governance, this means looking at various practices involved in governance activities, such as

policymaking, regulation, administrative work, and stakeholder engagement. These practices
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are not isolated but interlinked, influencing and shaping each other to form a coherent system
that operates toward governance goals. The term “collectively negotiated” highlights the
participatory and collaborative nature of governance (Ansell & Torfing, 2022). It implies that the
objectives of governance are not imposed unilaterally by a single entity but are the result of
interactions, discussions, and agreements among various stakeholders, including supra-
national entities, national governments, governmental bodies, private sector actors, civil
society organizations, and the public (Abbott & Snidal, 2009). The objectives in governance
refer to the desired outcomes that the governance practices aim to achieve. These can vary
widely depending on the context, but in the case of digital transformation in the public sector,
the objectives generally include increasing efficiency, improving service delivery, ensuring data
security, and promoting digital inclusion. The phrase “specific social processes”, in my
definition, refers to the dynamic and evolving activities that governance seeks to influence and
steer. Digital transformation is indeed one of these social processes (other examples of social
processes might include urban development, environmental sustainability efforts, and public
health initiatives). In the context of digital transformation, practice theories can help
understand how new technologies are adopted, how they change existing administrative

practices, and how they create new forms of interaction and organization.

4.3 - Orchestration and monitoring in the governance of digital transformation of

PA

While this work views governance as a complex network of various practices, it is unrealistic to
comprehensively cover the entire spectrum of this network within the confines of a single study.
In a more modest scope, this research is dedicated to the observation, description, and
commentary — hopefully providing some valuable insights — of some of the practices within the
governance constellation focused on steering the digital transformation of PA. More precisely,
this work examines: a) the orchestration of digital transformation of PA by public bodies,
including public agencies, governmental departments, and ad hoc digital service teams; and
b) the monitoring of specific technological aspects associated with digital transformation
initiatives by groups of citizens organized within in organizations and collectives (digital
transformation watchdogs). On the surface, these two research interests may appear quite

unrelated. However, after having presented the practice-based understanding of governance
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that underpins this work, the rationale for this dual focus should become clearer. Governance
is here seen as a constellation of practices undertaken by diverse social actors collectively
negotiating the goals related to the digital transformation of PA. By acknowledging this
conceptualization, it becomes crucial to explore how different actors contribute to this
governance constellation through their respective practices. While orchestration and
monitoring represent distinct types of practices, they are notinherently differentin importance.
As emphasized earlier, the flat ontology of practice theories posits that all social practices that
form the practice plenum share fundamental elements. What differs between orchestration
and monitoring is the largeness of these sets of practices. Orchestration practices carried by
the public bodies described in this work are a larger set of practices compared to the set of
monitoring practices carried by digital transformation watchdogs. According to Schatzki
(2011), the difference between large constellations of bundles and individual or smaller
localized bundles is primarily based on their spatial-temporal extension. Generally, practice
theorists prefer to look at smaller sets of bundles because “local or micro bundles simply
offered a tractable object through which to substantialize the composition of bundles”
(Schatzki, 2011, p. 3). In other words, smaller sets of practices are easier to handle in the
framework of an empirical investigation. Since these two sets of practices are very different in
terms of largeness, | decided to deploy different analytical approaches to study them, as will
be discussed in more detail in the next methodological chapter (see Nicolini, 2017a for an
overview of the different types of strategies to deal with large phenomena from a practice-

based perspective).

It is anyway true that the orchestration practices that | will analyze in Chapter 5 are very
broad practices and that it would be incorrect to say that there are individuals who, as a sort of
obscure hyper-powerful masters of puppets, orchestrate phenomena as complex as digital
transformation. This is the reason why it is more accurate to point out that orchestration
practices are compound or composite practices (Warde, 2013), that is, sets of practices that
are organized and coordinated by other practices and material arrangements. How these
practices are organized, however, is not the object of study of this paper. Monitoring is instead
a smaller set of practices, so addressing it is simpler and also much more in line with a
traditional practice-based study. This does not mean, however, that the practice of monitoring
is less complex. Itis still necessary to use an interpretive scheme that can help make sense of

the myriad activities performed by watchdogs’ activists within their initiatives. In this case, as |
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describe in more detail in the methodology chapter, | chose to use Shove’s element model
primarily, and | collected data through direct observation, interviews with activists, and review

of documents.

To conclude, it is important to look at different types of practices that belong to the
constellation of governance practices to better understand the digital transformation of PA. |
hope that considering such diverse social actors and their practices can be seen as a strength
and can help show how practice theories are useful and flexible tools for observing different

phenomena related to the governance of digital transformation.

5 - Conclusion

In this chapter | presented the theoretical framework behind this dissertation. After having
offered an overview of different approaches within practice theories, | discussed my theoretical
approach, which is mainly based on the works of Schatzki (2002, 2019) and Shove et al. (2012).
Practice theories have been used in many scholarly fields to study different phenomena.
Anyway, only a few contributions have recently started to investigate specific aspects related
to the governance of digital transformation of PAfrom a practice-based perspective (Andersson
et al., 2022; Lanamaki et al., 2020; Lewkowicz & Liron, 2019; Wang & Burton-Jones, 2020). In
this dissertation, | will treat the governance of digital transformation of PA as a constellation of
practices through which PA is steered towards the collectively negotiated objective of digital
transformation. Considering the breadth of this constellation, focusing on specific aspects or
slices of the constellation is a practical necessity (Hyysalo et al., 2019). This work will mainly
discuss the (compound) digital transformation orchestration practices mainly carried out by
the workers of public bodies (chapter 5), and the monitoring practices carried out by digital
transformation watchdogs (chapter 6). In the chapter, | argued that it is crucial to look at
governance from different perspectives since governance is a distributed phenomenon that
engages several stakeholders from different sectors and governing levels (Ansell & Torfing,
2022; Turnbull, 2022). As rightly underlined by Ansell & Torfing (2022, p. 10) “we always look at
social and political phenomena through a particular lens of analytical pre-understandings that
help us see, make sense of and interpret particular aspects, events, and relations rather than
others”. Practice theories have a clear ontological position and offer a holistic toolbox to look

at the social world. In these chapters, | argue that there are good reasons to choose them as a
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theoretical framework to study digital transformation. Throughout the next chapters, | will test
this statement. At the end of the day, theories are tools we use to understand the world, and
good theories are those that help us view problems from new perspectives, offering valuable
insights into how they might be solved. Looking at digital transformation from a practice-based
perspective has at least the merit of reminding us that this process, as any transition, is not
simply the result of technological innovation (cfr. Shove et al., 2012). From a practice-based
perspective, digital transformation is, first and foremost, made of what people do and say. This
means that if we are able to understand what are the practices at play in the constellation of
governance, we can try to reason about new ways to shape and channel those practices, for
instance, influencing the flow and circulation of the elements of practices and weakening the
support that specific practices offer to undesirable ones (Shove et al., 2012). This approach
could help researchers look at this process from a perspective that is more “people-centered”

(Lomborg et al., 2023).
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Chapter lll

Methodological considerations and research design

1 - Introduction

This dissertation delves into the governance of digital transformation of PA, understood as a
constellation of practices, and looks at two distinct yet interrelated slices of practices that
compose this constellation: digital transformation orchestration practices carried by public
bodies and monitoring practices carried by civil society’s watchdogs. Conducting such a
practice-based study presents some challenges that demand careful consideration. Gaining
data on practices is a complex endeavor that requires multiple data sources and methods of
data collection. In this chapter, | will focus on the research design of this work and on the

strategies that | used to collect and analyze data on practices.

The chapter is structured as follows: In section 2, | start discussing the research design
of this work, focusing on my research strategy and the research paradigm followed. Section 3
argues that this work follows a qualitative comparative case study research design. In this
section, after a more general discussion of case study research, | describe the case under
observation (section 3.1). In section 3.2, | describe the three main “steps” that make up my
case study: 1) the case description, done through a historical reconstruction of the processes
of digital transformation of PA in Italy and Portugal; 2) the analysis of digital transformation
orchestration and monitoring practices; 3) the comparison and discussion of digital
transformation orchestration and monitoring practices. In section 3.3, | describe the
motivations behind my choice to look at the governance of digital transformation of PA in Italy
and Portugal, mainly arguing that these countries are considered traditionally comparable even
if they differ in administrative organizational structures (with Portugal considered centralized
and ltaly decentralized). This difference makes it particularly interesting to compare the modes
of governance in the two countries. In section 4, | discuss how | collected data on digital
transformation orchestration and monitoring practices. To collect the data from the data
sources (i.e., the doings and sayings of practitioners and textual documents) | used mainly
three data collection methods: i) document “analysis”, ii) interviews, and iii) observation. The
data collection has been performed throughout a time span from the beginning of 2021 to the
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end of 2023. In section 5, | describe how | treated and analyzed the material collected and
describe my coding process to examine the material. This process, composed of two main
phases, helped me produce accounts of the practices | present in the two main empirical
chapters (5 and 6), following the previously mentioned analytical schemes. In section 6, |
discuss some crucial ethical considerations behind the data collection and analysis. The last

section concludes.

2 - Research strategies and paradigms behind this work

It is sometimes difficult to make some order in the chaos of empirical research of practice-
based studies (or any study in general). Despite all the preparation for the data collection,
everything seems a mess as one starts to collect the data. For this reason, itis crucial to have
a clear research design throughout the analysis phase and writing work to use as a sort of
compass every time one feels lost. The research design is generally written down in a technical
document that states all the decisions needed at the beginning of the research project. This
document aims to make explicit the innumerable decisions behind a scholarly work, ensure
that they are consistent with each other, and allow other researchers to know and understand
why they have been made (Blaikie, 2000). Something like the perfect research design probably
does not exist because this document should always be at least partially adaptive to the
practice of sociological inquiry. Anyway, according to Blaikie (2000), any research design
should include a discussion of some core elements: a) the research topic/issue under
investigation; b) the research questions and objective; c) the research strategies deployed to
conduct the study; d) the theoretical background of the work; e) the data sources; f) the
selection from data sources; g) the data collection methods and timing; and h) the methods for
data analysis. The first two points have already been discussed in the introduction of this work.
In this section, | would like to rapidly discuss the research strategies and paradigms behind this
work to allow the readers to better contextualize its objectives and limits. The remaining points

will be addressed in the other sections of this chapter.

When Blaikie speaks about the research strategies (sometimes also called logics of
inquiry, research approaches, or ways of reasoning), she refers to that mix of ontological
assumptions, logical reasoning styles, use of concepts and theories, and ways of

explanation/understanding. It is particularly important to underline since the beginning that
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these ways of reasoning are generally correlated with different understandings of what a social
theory is. | agree with Blaikie when she argues that theories are, first and foremost, a source of
a theoretical language and that “research strategies entail different views of what constitutes
theory and how it enters into the research process” (p.26). This is particularly in line with some
recent methodological reflections on practice theories that see these theoretical approaches
as both a mix of “theories and modus operandi” (Schmidt, 2017) or as a “package of theory,
method and vocabulary” (Nicolini, 2012, 2017b). Practice theories are not the sorts of theories
that aim to explain recurrent patterns or regularities in the social world through law-style
generalizations. Of course, regularity and stability are crucial in the reproduction of practices
(Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, 2002; Shove et al., 2012), but more than being interested in
explaining or predicting regularities, the real task of practice theorists is to describe and
understand them. This does not mean that practice theorists believe that it is impossible to
explain such regularities. | would simply argue that the majority of the researchers using this
theoretical approaches have a sensibility toward research that emphasizes the complexity of
social phenomena, understood as “the cumulative and connected differences brought about
by simpler, smaller nexuses of events and processes that take place, relatedly, in the practice
plenum” (Schatzki, 2019, p. 137). This view of the world makes it tricky to explain social
phenomena (also because researchers are generally interested in explaining large phenomena,
like relevant social changes). Even when researchers look at “simpler” or smaller changes,
once they start to really look at them from a practice-based perspective, they soon realize that
“the causal nexuses responsible for simpler and smaller phenomena can be complex, and it
might be impossible ever to fully understand what is responsible for what happens in social

life” (ibidem).

At this point, the question is: what type of reasoning does a practice-based study entail?
According to Blaikie, there are four main strategies: inductive, deductive, retroductive, and
abductive. The type of reasoning behind this study is mainly deductive, since it employs a well-
defined set of theoretical frameworks, particularly those of Schatzki and Shove, to examine the
social world. In other words, in this work, | see the world through the theoretical lens of practice
theories, and it is by wearing this lens that | can see social phenomena as essentially made of
practices (Lammi, 2018). However, the goal is not to use these theories to “explain” the
governance of digital transformation in a traditional deductive manner (whatever that could

mean), so we cannot say that this is a purely deductive work. It goes without saying that not all
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practice-based studies have to be necessarily deductive; they can also deploy other strategies,
such asinductive, retroductive, or abductive. Practice-based studies are flexible and can adapt
their type of reasoning based on the research questions, the nature of the data, and the
preferences of the researchers. Generally, practice-based studies do not aim at using social
theory to “explain” social phenomena in a law-like manner. Instead, they use theory as a lens

to interpret and understand the complex, dynamic, and situated nature of social practices.

Research strategies, as | have discussed above, are strongly linked with theoretical
traditions and research paradigms. In the theoretical chapter, | presented my theoretical
framework at length and discussed practice theories more broadly. In this section, for
completeness, | will just contextualize practice theories within the interpretative theoretical
tradition. In general, it is common to argue that practice theories fall under the interpretative
research paradigm?® (Tracy, 2020). Other authors refer to this paradigm as constructivist
philosophical worldviews* (Creswell & Creswell, 2018) that recall classical sociological works
such as those of Berger & Luckmann (1991), Goffman (1959), Garfinkel (1967), Mead (1934),
tracing back to foundational figures of the field such as Max Weber and Alfred Schutz.
Interpretive research focuses on understanding social phenomena from the perspective of the
actorsinvolved, generally emphasizing the subjective meanings and interpretations they assign
to their experiences. The emphasis on subjectivity, situated knowledge, ideas, and cultural
specificity are typical of interpretative research, together with an emphasis on social practices
(Turnbull, 2022). Practice theories generally fall under this paradigm because the researchers
who use them emphasize the importance of understanding how individuals and groups
interpret and make sense of their everyday practices within specific social and cultural
contexts that shape their performances. Most practice theorists would agree that “[...] reality is
not something “out there”, which a researcher can clearly explain, describe, or translate into a
research report. Rather, both reality and knowledge are constructed and reproduced through
communication, interaction, and practice” (Tracy, 2020, p.51). At the center of this tradition is
the pursuit of understanding, i.e., verstehen. This concept, initially introduced by the German
philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey and later elaborated by Max Weber, encourages a participatory

approach to gaining empathetic insight into the viewpoints, beliefs, and attitudes of others.

3 According to Tracy (2020) the four main research paradigms are: (post-)positivist (or realist, functional);
interpretative (or constructivists), critical, and post-modern.

4 According to Creswell & Creswell (2018) the four main philosophical worldviews are: post-positivist;
constructivist; transformative; and pragmatic.
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Interpretative/constructivist research generally deploys qualitative research designs. Among
those, the case study is likely to be one of the most spread, even though, as | will describe
below, the matter is more intricate than it may initially seem. After having described the
research strategies and paradigms behind this work, it is time to discuss the methods used to

answer the research questions.

3 - The intricacies of a practice-based comparative case study research
design

With research methods | refer to the systematic techniques and procedures used to collect,
analyze, and interpret data in order to investigate social phenomena and answer research
questions. Traditionally, these methods encompass a wide range of approaches, generally
grouped into quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods, each with its pros and cons. This
work - like many practice-based empirical researches — deploys a comparative case study
research design. Case studies are sometimes associated with qualitative methods (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018), even though other authors (e.g., Miles et al., 2014; Yin, 2018) actually argue
that case studies are agnostic and can deploy both qualitative and qualitative methods for data
collection and analysis. There is no real agreement on the definition of case studies, and this
led to ambiguity and confusion on the use of the term (Harrison et al., 2017). Some authors
defined case studies as an “empirical research method” (Yin, 2018), while others prefer to see
them as “designs of inquiry” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Some prefer to solve the problem
using more neutral definitions and define case studies as one of the “key territories of
qualitative research” (Tracy, 2020). In a recent article, Harrison et al. (2017), undertook the
challenging endeavor of bringing some clarity to the case study literature. The scenario that
they depictis extremely vibrant and variegated. They concluded their review by arguing that the
flexibility of case study research in aligning with the researcher’s philosophy allows for a wide

variety of studies, leading to deeper insights into different areas of investigation.

With the capacity to tailor approaches, case study designs can address a wide range of
questions that ask why, what, and how of an issue and assist researchers to explore,

explain, describe, evaluate, and theorize about complex issues in context. Outcomes
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can lead to an in-depth understanding of behaviors, processes, practices, and

relationships in context.

(Harrison et al., 2017, p. 15)

| primarily consider case studies as in-depth contextual analyses (Tracy, 2020) of a specific
phenomenon. In this work, anyway, | do not analyze only a single phenomenon, but two. For
this reason, this work follows a comparative case study research design, and throughout the

chapter, | will bring on a comparative analysis.

3.1 - Whatis the case?

Overall, the two cases under observation are the modes of governance of digital transformation
of PAiin Italy and Portugal. | defined governance as a constellation of practices, and | stated that
I will focus on two slices of the constellation: digital transformation orchestration practices
carried by public bodies and monitoring practices carried by civil society’s watchdogs. It could
be reasonable to argue that the real cases under observation are thus the phenomena (i.e., the
set of practices) of orchestration and monitoring. Someone could even argue that governance
is not the real case under investigation but simply the context in which these sets of practices
are situated. Nevertheless, if we take Tracy’s (2020) definition seriously and define case studies
as contextual analysis, it becomes difficult to set clear boundaries between practices and
contexts. The practices under observation in this work are particularly slippery because it is
quite hard to locate them in a specific place. As | will discuss more in-depth in chapters 5 and
6, orchestration and monitoring are practices carried out by specific actors in specific places,
but they exist and have effects in many physical and digital places. Considering that social
phenomena are made by social practices, | argue here that from a practice-based perspective,
studying orchestration and monitoring practices de facto means studying the governance of
digital transformation of PA, or at least some slices of it. The boundaries between practices and
context are thin and often dissolve. This difficulty in separating the context from the
phenomenon is not something rare in case study research, and also Yin (2018, p.45) argued
thatitis quite common that “boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly

evident”. Anyway, | will speak about contexts in this work, mainly referring to the broader set of
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events, circumstances, conditions, and factors that surround and influence the occurrence
and manifestation of a phenomenon. In the next chapter, | will try to describe the contexts in
which the practices observed in chapter 5 (orchestration) and chapter 6 (monitoring) take
place, emphasizing the historical, cultural, political, and economic factors, as well as social
and power dynamics that characterize the phenomenon of digital transformation of PA in Italy

and Portugal.

3.2 - The steps that make up the case study

To conduct the case study, | followed three main steps. The aim of this process is to offer a
presentation of the two cases and compare them. Considering that the cases under
investigation are the modes of governance of digital transformation of PA in Portugal and Italy,
my aim is to propose a practice-based presentation of these two constellations of practices,

focusing specifically on two slices that make them up: orchestration and monitoring.

The first step of my case studies is the description of the historical contexts and will be
mainly carried out in chapter 4. The aim of the chapter is primarily to answer the first research
question (RQ1) of this dissertation: what are the main characteristics of digital transformation
of PA in Portugal and Italy? In the chapter, | will mainly propose a historical overview of the
digital transformation processes in the two countries under investigation, made through an in-
depth literature review and, to a lesser extent, a review of digitized archival material retrieved
through Google and Wayback Machine. As | will discuss more in-depth later, the historical
reconstruction sought to emphasize the creation of government bodies (agencies, mission
units, teams, secretariats, etc.) that have been involved in PA computerization and digitization

over the years and key events such as the publication of strategies, action plans, platforms, etc.

The second and third research questions, respectively RQ2: “How do public bodies and
civil society’s watchdogs shape public services through their engagement with digital
transformation?” and RQ3: “What are the implications and outcomes of public bodies and
watchdogs' engagement with digital transformation in public services? will be answered
through the second and the third steps of the case study, both in chapters 5 and 6. The second
step that makes up the case study is the analysis of the practices of orchestration (chapter 5)
and those of monitoring (chapter 6). | will discuss below (see section 5 of this chapter) the
different approaches to the analysis of practices carried out.
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The third and last step is the discussion and comparative analysis of the cases.
According to della Porta (2008), comparative analysis can be variable-oriented (when they aim
to establish a generalizable relationship between variables) or case-oriented (when they aim to
understand complex units, providing in-depth descriptions of a few instances of a social
phenomenon). Comparative analysis has a long history in social and political sciences, where
it was viewed as a possible way of conducting a study when the number of cases was too small
to conduct a statistical analysis. In this understanding of comparative analysis, the differences
are only on the quantity and not on the logic/aim of the analysis, i.e., testing theories and
explaining social phenomena (King et al., 1994). Anyway, this vision has been questioned
throughout the years, and several authors (della Porta, 2008; Ragin & Zaret, 1983; Yin, 2018)
argued that there are at least two different logics behind comparative analysis that entail
different aims, tools, understandings of explanations, etc. Practice theorists are generally more
prone to conduct small-N comparative analysis and understand the similarities and the
differences between the cases comparing thick descriptions. This type of analysis better aligns
well with the epistemological and methodological principles of practice theory, emphasizing
depth, richness, contextuality, and theoretical development in understanding social practices
(Jonas et al., 2017; Lammi, 2018; Schmidt, 2017). Since the aim of this work is not to explain
the governance of digital transformation of PA but rather to understand some of the slices of
practices that make it up, | will also conduct a small-N (2), case-oriented comparative analysis,
with the aim of “exploring how the manifestations of phenomena vary” (Palmberger & Gingrich,
2014, p. 94) in Italy and Portugal. The output of the previous steps, i.e., a) description of the
cases, b) description of orchestration practices, and c) description of monitoring practices, are
the features that will be compared in the discussion sections of chapters 5 and 6. More broadly,
the overall analysis is conducted following a comparative sensibility. This means that also the
analysis of the practices of orchestration and monitoring is somehow part of the comparative
analysis, even though, throughout the chapter, | will intentionally emphasize similarities
instead of differences, whereas | will focus on the differences (when they are present) in the

discussion sections of the chapters.

Table 3 - Steps of the case study

Steps Main Data Sources Data Analysis
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Academic literature, grey

First step: . o . . . .
.p . literature, digitized archival Historical reconstruction
Case description .
material
Second step: Practice-based analysis
Analysis of orchestration (overview and element

Experts’ interviews, in-depth
interviews, official

Third step: documentation, notes from
Comparison and discussion observation

of orchestration and
monitoring practices

and monitoring practices model)

Comparative analysis

3.3 - Case selection: why Italy and Portugal?

Stating that the aim of this work is to understand and not to explain the governance of digital
transformation of PA in the two countries under observation does not mean that the countries
have been chosen randomly. Nevertheless, considering the small number of cases under
observation, | do not think that it is completely appropriate to speak about case selection
criteria or sampling strategies (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). This work does not aim at the
generalization of its findings, so it would not make much sense to speak about why and how |
chose the governance of digital transformation of PA in two different countries (ltaly and
Portugal) as a sample of a larger population of modes of governance around the world. |
honestly do not believe that Italy and Portugal are representative of other countries. Or at least,
| think that we should really define what it means to be representative and how much we are
willing to accept simplifications. A country is a complex spatial socio-cultural entity with its
own specificities, and even though some social sciences intentionally omit those specificities
in their analysis for very valid reasons, | simply decided not to do so in this work. Nevertheless,
there are good reasons that can make itinteresting to compare the modes of governance in Italy
and Portugal. In this section, | thus will present the motivations behind my choice of these two

countries.

First of all, | think it is crucial to look at digital transformation processes in the public
sector of southern European countries since those are generally considered less advanced in
digital transformation initiatives. This could give the possibility of looking at digital
transformation in the making. Italy and Portugal, like other southern European countries, are
known for being less advanced in digital transformation initiatives compared to northern

European countries, particularly according to international indexes such as the famous Digital
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Economy and Society Index — DESI (European Commission, 2021b). As rightly pointed out by

Schou & Hjelholt (2018), we should take these indexes quite critically.

Measurements such as these are, of course, never neutral [...]. They promote (and
penalize) certain ways of categorizing, classifying and quantifying the world. [...]
However, if measurements and rankings like the DESI do indicate something, it is what
we might call the current political temperature in terms of what is counted as

progressive, leading and valuable.

(Schou & Hjelholt, 2018, p. 6)

To truly understand the status of digital transformation, it is necessary to investigate this
phenomenon in depth, contextualizing it historically (see chapter 4) in order to get a sense of
its impact on PA’s practices and processes. Anyway, if digital transformation processes in
southern European countries are actually less advanced compared to others, choosing to
investigate them instead of the more advanced ones allows us to study digital transformation
when this process is still in the making. Studying technological and digital processes while they
are stillin the making, a common move in many studies linked with the STS literature (e.g., Esko
& Koulu, 2023; Lehtiniemi & Ruckenstein, 2019; Mager & Katzenbach, 2021; Milan, 2020),
enables the “immersion” within the studied phenomena and not simply the reconstruction of

what happened ex-post.

Among the southern European countries, | decided to focus on Italy and Portugal for a
series of practical and theoretical reasons. Italy and Portugal share a similar historical and
cultural background, which has influenced the development of their public sectors. Both
countries have experienced periods of political instability, economic challenges, and social
changes that have shaped the way their public services are delivered (Cepiku & Meneguzzo,
2020; Giacomini & Muzzi, 2021; Teles, 2020). In recent years, both countries have recognized
the need to modernize and digitalize their public sector in order to increase efficiency,
transparency, and citizen engagement. It is quite common in comparative research to compare
southern European countries because of the socio-cultural and political similarities they

present (Galanti, 2011). Italy and Portugal share a series of characteristics, but they differ in
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one that is particularly crucial if one aims to study the governance of digital transformation of

PA: they are considered quite different in terms of administrative organizational structure.

The notion of organizational structures of PA generally refers to “the management and
operation of the respective systems/entities and their leadership” (Sundnes, 2014, p. 76). From
a practice-based perspective, we may think about the organizational structure as those
organizing elements (mainly laws, understandings, and teleoaffectivities) that organize PA’s
practices and arrangements. The entities that make up the PA of a country may have different
sizes, resources, and management and are generally led by a person (or a group) who is
responsible for their activities and the relationships inside and outside the organization.
Traditionally, organizations may be more vertical/hierarchical/centralized (where the decision-
making process is fragmented into several steps that need to be approved by the upper level or
central entity) or horizontal/flat/decentralized (where the decision-making process is generally
distributed among the entities that composed the organization that are on the same level). In
any case, interactions require a certain degree of coordination and control that are distinctive
of the administrative structure. For any administrative structure to achieve success, itis crucial
to possess a clear mandate to carry out its functions, the authority and power to drive the

organization forward, and the necessary resources to accomplish tasks (Sundnes, 2014).

As | have discussed in the theoretical chapter, | consider PA as a site made of practices
and material arrangements. Instead, when speaking of administrative organizational structure,
| refer to the overall set of organizing entities that coordinate the administrative practices
carried by the different bodies, such as ministries, local administrations, governmental
institutions, and agencies. In other words, this means visualizing the overall arrangements of
responsibilities and authorities among the different entities that make up PA. Studying the
administrative organizational structure of PA always means, to a certain degree, investigating
its governance. Anyway, instead of focusing on the practices that steer, govern, and shape
something toward a goal (this is how we defined governance in the previous chapter), PA
organizational structure is a more descriptive notion that looks at the formal arrangements as

they are generally defined in legal texts and other official documentation.

A possible way of distinguishing between different types of administrative organizational
structures is to understand if they take the shape of a centralized model or a decentralized one

(Adamcova & Ondrova, 2017; Hutchcroft, 2001; Janssen, 2005). To understand if an
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administrative organizational structure is centralized, decentralized, or hybrid (Chatzopoulou
& Poulsen, 2017), it is necessary to analyze the “mix between central control and policy
coordination onthe one hand, and organizational autonomy defined both in functionaland area
terms on the other” (Graham, 1980, p. 219). Already back at the beginning of the ‘80s, Graham
(1980) argued that it is actually difficult to support one model over another, as both have
peculiarities that make it challenging to build evaluations and generalizations. Defenders of the
two models could probably emphasize their supposed superiorities by bandying about values,
ideas, principles, and visions that the models can generate. | do not have any preferences, and
I do not think that one modelis superior to the other. Comparing Italy and Portugal is interesting
because the administrative organizational structures of PA in the two countries differ in the
degree of (de)centralization. This section does not aim to offer a complete overview, which
would fall beyond the scope of this dissertation. Comparing administrative systems is a difficult
exercise that belongs to the comparative public administration literature (Peters, 2018). Rather,
this section emphasizes some salient aspects to keep in the background while reading the
chapters in order to contextualize the practices discussed, understand where they are taking
place, and be aware that the administrative background is constantly and inevitably shaping

them.

The administrative organizational structures of Portugal are generally considered
centralized (Estevez et al.,, 2021; Teles, 2020), whereas in lItaly it is considered more
decentralized (Cepiku & Meneguzzo, 2020)°. Both countries present de facto a mutable mix of
centralization and decentralization (Dameri et al., 2012; Teles, 2016). The centralization of PA
in Portugal can be traced back to the country’s colonial past, during which the central
government had significant control over its overseas territories. Portugal is a relatively small
country with a longstanding linguistic unity. Its borders have remained largely unchanged since

the 13th century, and its political and administrative power has traditionally been concentrated

5 The choice of focusing on the administrative organizational structure is mainly due to the fact that digital
transformation is a process that has a prominent impact on the organizational structures of PAs. Anyway, it is
worth emphasizing that this is just one point of view, and one could, for instance, look at PA from the point of view
of bureaucracy, considering that both Portugal and Italy are generally considered highly bureaucratic countries
characterized by inefficiencies and slow decision-making processes. In this case, one could investigate how the
platformization of PA impacts the bureaucratic load on administrations. Despite bureaucracy is a critical aspect
affected by digital transformation, | prefer to focus on administrative structure because, in my knowledge, less
attention has been posed to this specific aspect, that is seldom explicitly discussed. The reasons behind the
centralized or decentralized administrative organizational structure is Portugal and Italy are of course to be found
in a mix of historical, cultural, and political development issues.
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in the Lisbon region, reinforcing centralization in both governance and population distribution.
This centralization continued after Portugal became a republic in 1910, with a strong central
government taking on responsibility for providing public services and implementing policies
(Teles, 2020). Portugal also has a long history of authoritarian rule, and the idea of a strong,
centralized government has been deeply ingrained in its political culture (Tavares, 2019). This
culture of centralization has been reinforced by the country’s experience of economic
instability and political turmoil in the 20th century, which has led many to view a strong central
government as necessary for stability and development. In 1998, a referendum on regionalizing
the country was held, but it ultimately failed, reinforcing the centralized nature of governance
(Corkill, 1999). However, in recent years, there have been efforts to decentralize certain aspects
of PAin Portugal, particularly in the areas of local government and regional development (Teles,
2016). These efforts are aimed at giving more autonomy to regional and local governments and
allowing them to take a more active role in policymaking and service provision. Anyway,

operationally, the country remains a highly centralized system (Estevez et al., 2021).

Onthe other hand, Italy’s administrative organizational structure is generally considered
decentralized. Administrative decentralization is one of the fundamental principles of
administrative organization and is even protected by Article 5 of the Italian Constitution. One of
the primary factors that contributed to the decentralization of PA in Italy is the country’s history
of regional diversity and cultural identity. Italy was not unified as a single nation-state until the
mid-19th century, and even after unification, regional identities and cultures remained strong.
This led to a tradition of local autonomy and self-governance, which has continued to shape
the country’s political and administrative structures. This historical cultural factor is also
mirrored by the country’s political system. Italy is a parliamentary republic with a bicameral
legislature and a system of government that gives significant power to regional and local
authorities. Decentralization efforts have been one of the main areas dealt with by public
administration reforms from 1990 to date (Cepiku & Meneguzzo, 2020). According to Baldini &
Baldi (2014), the pursuit of decentralization and federalism in Italy led to a series of reforms,
including a constitutional reform in 2001. These reforms strengthened regional autonomy by
granting more powers and responsibilities to the regions, as well as introducing new
constitutional guarantees and enhancing the stability and legitimacy of their executives. The
reforms had a significant impact on the balance of power between the central government and

the regions, “however, this process of federalization has been largely incomplete and somehow
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even inconsistent. Reforms have decentralized and devolved more powers, but they have not

subverted the predominant centralistic culture” (Baldini & Baldi, 2014, p. 99).

The comparison of the two administrative organizational structures is quite a complex
issue that could be further investigated. Anyway, this effort would fall beyond the scope of this
dissertation. It is nevertheless important to emphasize that in both cases, centralization and
decentralization must be considered as ideal types or theoretical models towards which the
relationship structure tends. In other words, neither of the two organizational structures of the
PA can be considered completely centralized or decentralized. Every policy, reform, and
reorganization of relations between the entities of PA can push towards the centralization or
decentralization of responsibilities/functions. This is also true for what concerns digital
transformation. In both countries, in fact, digital transformation has a crucial effect on the

administrative organizational structures.

To sum up, | argue that it is interesting to compare Italy and Portugal because the two
countries have similar historical and socio-cultural characteristics but different administrative
organizational structures. One could intuitively thus expect the modes of governance of digital
transformation of PA to be quite different in the two countries (this is what | was expecting
before conducting this work). | will discuss whether this is actually in line with the findings of

thisworkinthe conclusions of each empirical chapterandin the conclusion of the dissertation.

Alast residual but relevant motivation behind the comparison of Portugal and Italy is the
more practical issue of language. In order to truly be able to understand the doings and sayings
that make up orchestration and monitoring practices, one should at least be able to speak the
languages of the practitioners. Italian is my mother tongue, but my knowledge of Portuguese
was quite basic at the beginning of this academic journey. In order to deepen my understanding
of the context, practices, and processes at play in Portugal, | have also had to deepen my
knowledge of the language in the last few years. This allowed me not only to read all the official
documentation and news media articles in their original language but also to conduct some of
the interviews during my Portuguese fieldwork in the mother tongue of the interviewees. | will

discuss data collection issues in more depth in the next section.
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Table 4 - Portuguese and Italian administrative organizational structures

Portugal Italy
Considered Centralized Decentralized
State founded in 1861; many
independent States; regional
diversity; dictatorship ends
in 1943

State founded in 1143;
History colonial past; dictatorship
endsin 1974

Generally characterized by

.. authoritarian rule; strong Predominantly characterized
Political culture

and concentrated by local autonomy; legalism
administration
Some efforts toward Mix of centralization and
Nowadays o L
decentralization decentralization

4 - Collecting data on digital transformation orchestration and monitoring
practices

Since practice theories are a large family of theoretical approaches, there is some variety in
data collection processes and methods. Researchers must find their own way to collect data
on the practices they are observing (Halkier, 2017; Jonas et al., 2017; Lammi, 2018; Pouliot,
2015; Schmidt, 2016). A large part of the practice theory literature uses fairly traditional
methods of data collection that draw on the well-established toolbox of qualitative methods
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Miles et al., 2014; Tracy, 2020). This study is quite traditional in this
respect. To collect data on orchestration and monitoring practices, | used two types of data
sources: a) the doings and sayings of the practitioners, which constitute the “main ingredients”
of practices, and b) different kinds of textual documents, understood both as the product of the
practices carried by the practitioners (on which practices leave traces) and as part of the
material arrangements linked with those practices. To collect the data from the data sources, |
used three main data collection methods: i) document gathering, ii) interviews, and iii)
observation. The data collection has been performed throughout a time span that goes from

the beginning of 2021 until the end of 2023.

Since social practices are essentially organized sets of doings and sayings (i.e.,
activities), the main data source that a researcher should rely on in the study of specific
practices is those activities that make them up. In this study, the doings and sayings of the

workers of PA have been more difficult to access compared to those of watchdogs’ activists.
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Digital transformation watchdogs’ activists are a small number, and a good amount of their
activities are performed online. Many of them have open public chats where they organize
some of their activities and initiatives, discuss issues of interest, or simply share news and
memes. | have been on three public chats of three of the watchdogs (MonitoraPA, Privacy
Network, and D3) for more than 2 years, regularly (in some periods even daily) reading the
exchanges of messages. This has been particularly useful in familiarizing with the whole set of
practices that activists perform (beyond monitoring), but it does not mean that | have been able
to see all the activities that make up monitoring practices. That is a nearly impossible (and
probably unnecessary) task. Of course, some of these activities are performed outside the
public chats, but having spent a long period on these chats gave me the possibility to become
familiar with the practice and not cover them only superficially (Lammi, 2018). In the case of
digital transformation orchestration practices, the issue is a bit more intricate. | rarely had the
possibility to see in real-time the work of public bodies’ managers and civil servants, so | had to
find different indirect strategies to access their doings and sayings. First and foremost, |
collected data on orchestration practices by looking at the traces those practices leave on
textual documents. Not having had the opportunity to spend extended periods of time within
the three public bodies under observation (although | had the opportunity to observe directly
some of the work sessions and events they have organized), | looked at orchestration practices
as a set of compound practices (Warde, 2013), viewing them as the combined result of various
organizing practices happening behind the scenes. When | say “behind the scenes”, | am
referring, for instance, to the meetings that take place behind closed doors inside government
offices where digital transformation plans are discussed or at the various sites where European
digital regulations are translated into projects and initiatives to be taken forward within the
national boundaries. This is clearly a simplification that is due to suboptimal research
conditions, butin my case, the alternative would have been not to study these phenomena from
a practice-based perspective just because | did not have the opportunity to do participant
observation within public bodies (that for a whole range of reasons turn out to be difficult to
access). Some might argue that simply not having had the opportunity to do a proper
ethnography might be enough to not do this kind of work (cfr. Bartels, 2018), but | personally
disagree with this statement. On the one hand, because there are so many fields that are not
accessible (particularly for junior researchers), and if researchers really started to apply this

reasoning, we would deprive ourselves of many excellent studies. On the other hand, many
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practice-based studies, particularly those concerned with change and transition (e.g.,
Lanamaki et al., 2020; Schatzki, 2006, 2019; Schot et al., 2016; Shove et al., 2012), employ a
strategy that is similar to the one | pursue in this paper, namely observing practices from a
“birds-eye” (Hyysalo et al., 2019). Nevertheless, | also believe that in order to really understand
the digital transformation of PA, researchers should really start to get inside the places where

this process is planned, also on the basis of political goals and interests.

Textual documents are sayings that, instead of being transmitted orally, are written down
on physical or digital supports (material arrangements) that allow others to read them
(Schatzki, 2019). In this case, the number of textual documents produced by public bodies is
quite huge and constantly growing. | collected and screened a great number of documents but
analyzed only the official documentation, such as DT plans and prominent policy documents

(see Table 3).

Researchers generally refer to the method for data collection of textual materials as
document analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Jonas et al., 2017; Tracy, 2020; Yin, 2018). The
term “analysis” is probably not the most correct to describe what is de facto done in the
practice of research. Many types of analysis can be performed on documents (e.g., textual
analysis, content analysis, thematic analysis, discourse analysis, etc.), but using the type of
source to identify the kind of analysis is not accurate. Even if the use of this term is common in
the literature, | preferred to adopt the more neutral term “documents gathering”. More
precisely, | have done a purposive collection of documents that were linked with the practices
under observation. These documents have been screened and reviewed. Only after this first
phase, when | found useful information, | analyzed them (see next section). | found documents
useful when they contained information about digital transformation orchestration practices
such as 1) set of activities performed by public bodies workers; 2) ideas, values,
understandings, imaginaries, etc.; 3) explicit or implicit rules; 4) teleoaffectivities, objectives,
aims, goals; 5) material arrangements that could be linked with the practices. Even if practice
theorists generally prefer to collect data through direct observation or interviews, also the use
of documents to study practices is growing in popularity and is commonly used together with

other methods (Cornut & De Zamaréczy, 2021; Pouliot, 2015; Shove, 2015).

| also collected data on practices through interviews with practitioners. The interviews

with the workers of public bodies have been expert interviews (Bogner et al., 2009). | underline
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the nature of this interview because one of the main goals of these interviews was to access
the interviewee’s expertise, i.e., the in-depth knowledge of the core dynamics at play in the
governance of digital transformation of PA. The interviews with watchdogs’ activists have been
instead in-depth interviews (Allmark et al., 2009), in the sense that | was interested not only in
the activities of the interviewees but also in their stories, ideas, values, understandings, etc.,
that they link with their activism. Both types of interviews have been conducted with a practice
sensibility that has been used as a “filtering and sense-making device” (Sedlacko, 2017). In
other words, | knew that | was looking for practices or elements of practices, and this
sensibleness drove the entire interview process. The interviews followed an open scheme that
was constantly adapted according to the interviewees and their roles. They are similar to what
Tracy (2020) calls narrative interviews, i.e., “open-ended, relatively unstructured interviews that
encourage participants to tell stories rather than just answer questions” (p.159). Most of the
interviews have been conducted online. Considering that most of the activities that both
watchdogs and public bodies perform involve, to a certain degree, the use of video calls (a
tendency that has certainly been amplified by the COVID pandemic), this has been quite a
natural choice, generally suggested by the participants themselves. Since both workers of
public bodies and watchdogs’ activists are quite dislocated on their territories, online
interviews have also been a more practical choice. Practitioners have been identified through
online research on common web browsers. Each interviewee has been asked to suggest at
least one other practitioner to conduct further interviews (snowball sampling). In some cases,
however, interviewees have not been able to or did not want to indicate other people to

interview.

There are great debates on whether interviews are a suitable way to collect data on
social practices (Jonas et al., 2017). Some authors (e.g., Schmidt, 2017) attribute a subordinate
role to the content of the interviews themselves and are more interested in the observation of
linguistic, bodily, and tacit elements that the interviewees perform. Other authors (e.g., Pouliot,
2015), despite acknowledging the importance of focusing more on contextual and performative
elements, advocate for the use of interviews to collect data on social practices, particularly in
those contexts where it is not possible to have direct access to the practice under observation.
In my case, interviews have been crucial to make sense of the orchestration work performed by
the people working in the public bodies. The overall number of interviews that | have managed

to conduct s relatively low. As for public body workers, | honestly would have liked to have had
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the opportunity to conduct more interviews, but so many of my requests were ignored for a mix
of reasons that are difficult to fully understand. Overall, all the participants who accepted to be
interviewed were extremely helpful and open, and my “silly” questions (justified by my
complete extraneousness to their work) have certainly contributed at times to unmasking some
elements that were tacit and taken for granted. Despite this, my real aim during these interviews
was mainly to understand the functioning of public bodies and identify the main ways through
which they relate to other entities that are involved in the governance of the digital
transformation (other PAs, private sector, civil society). Respondents were contacted via email,
where | explained the aims of the research and asked them to participate in an interview either
in person or via phone/video call. When respondents agreed to take part, | sent an informed
consent form and a personal data processing form (in Italian or Portuguese) prior to the
interview. The interviews were not always a success, in the sense that sometimes | had the
impression that the interviewees repeated “by heart” the documents they had studied (in
particular, the respective digital transformation plans). This is an interesting finding in itself that
indicates a certain centrality of the policy documents in the orchestration practices (see
chapter 5), but it has also often been a cause of frustration. In the case of the interviews with
the watchdogs, having constant access to some public chats, | preferred observation rather
than interviews. Activists tended to be very enthusiastic about talking to a researcher who was
interested in their initiatives. Often, beyond discussing monitoring initiatives and their
activities, the interviews provided an opportunity to reflect on the use of digital technologies in
the public sector, the role of the private sector in digital transformation, and the type of

engagement activists sought.

The third main data collection method has been the primarily indirect observation of
practices. This method involves the gathering of data through sources other than direct
interaction with individuals in the social setting. Common examples are the scrutiny of textual
material, whether it originates indirectly through transcriptions of verbal interactions in natural
settings (such as conversations or group discussions) or directly from narratives (such as
tweets or forum posts). In my case, the observation of the watchdog’s open chats has been a
crucial way to look at monitoring practices indirectly. Also the observation throughout the two
years of data collection of the activities on social media platforms (LinkedIn and Twitter in
primis) has been crucial since both watchdogs’ activists and public bodies workers document

on a regular basis their activities on these platforms. In some cases, | also had the possibility
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to conduct direct observation during events. Particularly for what concern public bodies, |
conducted some sessions of direct observation in a working session as an external observer
(that lasted 4 hours and where my presence was approved by the coordinator of the Portuguese
agency AMA) and public events as a participant on which | had the possibility to take notes and
freely ask questions. Observation is generally recognized as the “gold standard” for collecting
data on social practices (Halkier, 2017; Jonas et al., 2017), and in my case as well, this proved

to be the most effective way to access the practices under investigation in this work.

While this research does not claim to adopt a digital ethnographic approach in a strict
sense, certain aspects of the observational process can nonetheless be partially framed within
that tradition. In particular, the sustained engagement with online environments — such as
public Telegram chats and social media profiles where watchdogs organize, discuss, and
suggests, the digital should not be considered merely a tool for data collection or a fixed field
site but a fluid and dynamic context where social formations emerge through interactions
mediated by platform logics. My prolonged observation of these spaces enabled a form of
immersive familiarity with the activists’ communicative practices, narratives, and imaginaries.
approach that traces the entanglements of the digital, material, and social in everyday life.
However, | refrain from defining my research as fully ethnographic because it lacked several
elements typically associated with ethnographic fieldwork: most notably, the systematic co-
presence with research participants, sustained dialogical interaction, and participation in a
broader range of their everyday practices beyond the digital traces publicly available. Rather
than being embedded in the field as an active participant, my role was closer to that of a long-
term, observant outsider who engaged with digital spaces without fully entering the relational
and participatory dimensions that characterize ethnographic practice. Nonetheless, this
digitally mediated observational strategy proved valuable for capturing situated practices and

configurations of meaning as they unfolded across hybrid sociotechnical environments.

Gathering data from different sources and using different methods for data collection is
anindispensable research practice to achieve credibility. More than triangulation (thatis aterm
strongly linked with the positivist paradigm), it is more appropriate to speak about
crystallization, as recently suggested by Tracy (2020). This metaphor emphasizes the

construction of a multifaceted understanding of a research topic without necessarily seeking
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convergence on a single reality and is more in line with an interpretivist philosophical

worldview. Instead of focusing on convergent evidence, crystallization encourages researchers

to embrace the complexity and diversity inherent in qualitative data, engaging in multiple types

of data collection but also incorporating various viewpoints and exploring different dimensions

of the research context, with the final aim of capturing the complexity of the phenomena by

presenting a rich and nuanced portrayal of the research topic. My choice to collect data using

different types of sources is thus an attempt to multiply the entry points of practices to try to

look at them from different points of view.

Table 5 - Summary of the data collected on digital transformation orchestration practices

INTERVIEWS Italy Portugal
Experts 18: DTD - activities 116: AMA - LabX senior
interviews coordinator, video call specialist, 12/04/2023
16/05/2022 (video call) and
19: AgID - ICT senior 19/04/2023 (in presence)
specialist, videocall 117: AMA - senior
28/03/2022 specialist, videocall
110: DTD - designer, video 15/05/2023
call 28/06/2022 118: Portugal Digital -
111: DTD - designer, video expert, video call
call 30/05/2022 05/05/2023
112: DTD - designer, video 122: AMA -
call 13/07/2022 communication expert,
[13: DTD - developer, video video call 04/10/2023
call 13/07/2022 123: AMA -
114: PagoPA — university communication
relations manager, video call manager, video call
22/07/2022 04/10/2023
115: AgID - ICT senior experts
(2), in presence 16/05/2023
(informal interview during
fieldwork)
Informal Informal conversations with Informal conversations
conversations practitioners during events, with practitioners during
with conferences, and workshops events, conferences,
practitioners and workshops
DOCUMENTS
Official Italian Three-Years Plans Portugal, Nacéo Digital -
documents (2017-2019; 2019-2021; 2 anos de Transicéo

2020-2022; 2021-2023)
Italian Cloud Strategy

Digital
AMA’s activities plans
(2021 -2022 - 2022
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https://docs.italia.it/italia/piano-triennale-ict/pianotriennale-ict-doc/it/2017-2019/index.html
https://docs.italia.it/italia/piano-triennale-ict/pianotriennale-ict-doc/it/2019-2021/index.html
https://docs.italia.it/italia/piano-triennale-ict/pianotriennale-ict-doc/it/2020-2022/index.html
https://www.agid.gov.it/sites/default/files/repository_files/pianotriennaleinformaticapa2021-2023.pdf
https://docs.italia.it/italia/cloud-italia/strategia-cloud-italia-docs/it/stabile/index.html
https://portugaldigital.gov.pt/2anosdetransicaodigital/
https://portugaldigital.gov.pt/2anosdetransicaodigital/
https://portugaldigital.gov.pt/2anosdetransicaodigital/
https://www.ama.gov.pt/web/agencia-para-a-modernizacao-administrativa/plano-de-atividades

Digital Italy 2026: Results
2021-2022 and Actions for
2023-2026

reformulado — 2023 -
2023 reformulado)
AMA'’s strategic plan
2021-2023

Cloud Strategy for PAin
Portugal

LabX’s Innovation Panel
for Public Sector
Portugal Leapfrogging
Digital Transformation
Portuguese Strategy for
Digital Transformation of
Public Administration
2021- 2026

Other
documents

AgID’s Organizational Well-
being Survey 2021

AgID’s medium blog posts
DTD’s medium blog posts
DTD’s Developers' medium

blog posts

DIAGRAMA - AMA’s
official magazine (all the
issues)

OBSERVATION

Public events

ForumPA; 16-18/05/2023;
Rome

Conference Encontros
SAMA2020 -
Cybersecurity in PA;
26/05/2023; Lisbon
Conference Encontros
SAMA2020 - Digital
Identity in PA (link to the
program not available,
but YouTube video of
some of the speeches);
22/03/2023, Lisbon

Internal
Workshops

None

AMA’s internal workshop
with the Rede de
Inovadores; Title of the
workshop “From
Interviews to Service
Blueprint - The Next
Generation Service
Methodology”;
19/05/2023; Lisbon

Table 6 - Summary data collected on monitoring practices

INTERVIEWS

Italy

Portugal
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https://assets.innovazione.gov.it/1665677773-italia-digitale-2026.pdf
https://assets.innovazione.gov.it/1665677773-italia-digitale-2026.pdf
https://assets.innovazione.gov.it/1665677773-italia-digitale-2026.pdf
https://www.ama.gov.pt/web/agencia-para-a-modernizacao-administrativa/plano-de-atividades
https://www.ama.gov.pt/web/agencia-para-a-modernizacao-administrativa/plano-de-atividades
https://www.ama.gov.pt/web/agencia-para-a-modernizacao-administrativa/plano-estrategico
https://www.ama.gov.pt/web/agencia-para-a-modernizacao-administrativa/plano-estrategico
https://bo.tic.gov.pt/api/assets/etic/32497326-94da-451e-9e4b-1fe0bcb9c97f/
https://bo.tic.gov.pt/api/assets/etic/32497326-94da-451e-9e4b-1fe0bcb9c97f/
https://www.ama.gov.pt/documents/24077/228618/ama_micro_relatorioInovX_EN_20201007.pdf/86bb9892-9dc7-41c4-a44a-5ae403536deb
https://www.ama.gov.pt/documents/24077/228618/ama_micro_relatorioInovX_EN_20201007.pdf/86bb9892-9dc7-41c4-a44a-5ae403536deb
https://ri.conicet.gov.ar/bitstream/handle/11336/173928/CONICET_Digital_Nro.7d06532c-95b0-4a03-aa13-88d66eaef263_B.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y
https://ri.conicet.gov.ar/bitstream/handle/11336/173928/CONICET_Digital_Nro.7d06532c-95b0-4a03-aa13-88d66eaef263_B.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y
https://www.agid.gov.it/sites/default/files/repository_files/relazione_questionario_benessere_organizzativo_cug_agid_ver_1.01.pdf
https://www.agid.gov.it/sites/default/files/repository_files/relazione_questionario_benessere_organizzativo_cug_agid_ver_1.01.pdf
https://medium.com/@AgidGov
https://medium.com/@trasformazione_digitale
https://medium.com/@Developers_Italia
https://medium.com/@Developers_Italia
https://www.ama.gov.pt/web/agencia-para-a-modernizacao-administrativa/revista-diagrama
https://www.ama.gov.pt/web/agencia-para-a-modernizacao-administrativa/revista-diagrama
https://www.forumpa.it/forum-pa-2023/
https://tic.gov.pt/agenda/eventosama-ciberseguranca
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3A4JwmivUvU&t=6s&ab_channel=AMA-Ag%C3%AAnciaparaaModerniza%C3%A7%C3%A3oAdministrativa
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3A4JwmivUvU&t=6s&ab_channel=AMA-Ag%C3%AAnciaparaaModerniza%C3%A7%C3%A3oAdministrativa

In-depth I1: MonitoraPA - lawyer- 119: D3 - activist,
interviews activist, telephone call videocall 18/04/2023
29/03/2022 120: ANSOL - activist,
I12: MonitoraPA - hacker videocall 31/03/2023
activist, video call 121: PrivacyLX — activist,
25/03/2022 video call 11/03/2023
I13: MonitoraPA - hacker 122: PrivacyLX — activist,
activist, video call video call 06/04/2023
29/06/2022
14: MonitoraPA - hacker
activist, asynchronous
written interview 01/08/2022
I15: OnData - civic hacker,
videocall 08/06/2022
16: Privacy Network — legal &
advocacy activist, video call
14/04/2022
I7: Privacy Network —
advocacy activist, video call
05/04/2022
Informal Informal conversations with Informal conversations
conversations practitioners during activists’ with practitioners during
with gatherings activists’ gatherings
practitioners
DOCUMENTS
Documents MonitoraPA’s site with a PrivacyLX’s Dystopia
produced by the collection of articles on the Awards Tuga 2021
activists initiatives and blog posts PrivacyLX’s Activities

Ondata list of
actions/initiatives and
newsletter

Privacy Network Automated
Administration Observatory

Report 2020
ANSOL activities report

and newsletters
D3’s articles published
between 2020-2023

OBSERVATION

Public chats and

MonitoraPA telegram group

D3 telegram group

social media (regularly in the period 2021- (regularly in the period
2023) 2022-2023)
Privacy Network telegram Activities on social
group (regularly in the period media of all the
2021-2023) watchdogs and their
Activities on social media of websites
all the watchdogs and their
websites

Gatherings None Privacy LX’s Privacy cafe

04/03/2023; 06/05/2023;
Lisbon

D3’s Digital Rights drinks
07/04/2023; Lisbon
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https://monitora-pa.it/
https://monitora-pa.it/
https://www.ondata.it/azioni/
https://ondata.substack.com/
https://privacy-network.it/osservatorio/
https://privacy-network.it/osservatorio/
https://privacylx.org/post/dystopia-awards-tuga-2021/
https://privacylx.org/post/dystopia-awards-tuga-2021/
https://privacylx.org/documents/activities/relatorio-atividades-2020.pdf
https://privacylx.org/documents/activities/relatorio-atividades-2020.pdf
https://ansol.org/transparencia/
https://ansol.org/category/newsletter/
https://www.direitosdigitais.pt/comunicacao
https://privacylx.org/events/2023-03-privacy-cafe/
https://privacylx.org/events/2023-05-privacy-cafe/

5 - Analyzing practices in practice

The aim of a practice-based analysis is to provide a framework of discursive resources that
facilitate the production of accounts and overviews of social phenomena, thereby enhancing

our comprehension of them. As summarized by Davide Nicolini:

[...] practice theory provides a set of concepts (a theoretical vocabulary) and a
conceptual grammar (how to link these concepts in a meaningful way) that allow us to
generate descriptions and “bring worlds into being” in the texts we compose. For this
reason, the ultimate test for practice theory is neither its coherence nor elegance but its

capacity to create enlightening texts.

(Nicolini, 2017, p. 24, emphasis added)

As | already introduced in the theoretical chapter, digital transformation orchestration and
monitoring are two phenomena (i.e., sets of practices) that, despite being made of the same
“ingredients”, differ in terms of largeness. Orchestration, in fact, is a much larger phenomenon

than monitoring.

From an analytical point of view, the data collected on these practices has been treated
in the same way, but in the presentation and description of the practices, | followed two slightly
different styles or schemes. In chapter 5 on digital transformation orchestration practices, the
presentation is much inspired by the work of Schatzki, and | basically offer an overview
(Schatzki, 2019) of different orchestration practices, with an emphasis on the different general
understandings that contribute to the organization of those practices. In chapter 6 on
monitoring practices, the presentation is instead more in line with the work of Shove and her
element model (Shove et al.,, 2012), emphasizing the interplay between the different
dimensions of a specific practice. As | argued before, these two approaches are strongly linked
(Shove’s model strongly draws on the work of Schatzki) despite the conceptual difference in the
role of materiality in the conceptualization of practices (see chapter 2). As a disclaimer, | am

not claiming that the element model is intrinsically more suitable for looking at small
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phenomena. Rather, | simply argue that in my account of monitoring practices, | decided to use

it because it allowed me to shed light on the trajectories of practices and highlight different

configurations of the three main elements (see chapter 6).

Table 7- Comparison of the analytical schemes followed

Pros

Cons

ANALYTICAL SCHEME
CHAPTER 5:
Overview (Schatzki, 2019);
[similar to mapping (Shove,
2019); zooming out (Nicolini,
2012); bird’s eye (Hyysalo et
al., 2019)]

Broader point of view allows
to look at larger phenomena;
Allows to keep into account
more
practices/constellations;
More suitable to study digital
transformation
orchestration because this
phenomenon is made of

Risk of superficial account of
practices; misunderstanding
due to less proximity to the
practices; More difficult to
understand how practices
change; More static
representation of the social
world

several practices.

ANALYTICAL SCHEME In-depth knowledge of a

CHAPTER 6: practice and links between Risk of over-emphasize the
Element model (Shove et al., . .
2012) elements; Allows to better role of a practice; Risk of

look at how the practice
changes over time
(trajectories)

downsizing the stability of

[similar to zooming in .
practices

(Nicolini, 2012); frog’s eye
(Hyysalo et al., 2019)]

In this section, | will focus on more practical issues of data analysis, describing how | came up
with the presentations of practices starting from the data collected. Overall, the analytical
process followed a deductive style and involved a holistic and iterative examination of the
material collected. Examination of the material was done with the intent of forming a cohesive
account of the practices under investigation that captured my interpretation of the public
bodies’ work and the watchdogs’ activism couched in theoretical terms. Once the data had
been collected and all the interviews transcribed, | uploaded all the material (interviews, notes,
documents, etc.) onto the software MAXQDA to perform the analysis. | conducted a practice-
based analysis of the material, meaning that | looked at the data looking for practices and
elements of practices. To help in this process, | conducted several cycles of coding (Saldana,
2016). A code is “a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient,

essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data

(Saldana, 2016, p.4). The cycles of coding that | conducted can be divided into two main
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phases: the first, open and explorative phase, and the second, more focused and selective
phase. In each of these phases and throughout this process | continuously grouped and
organized codes innumerable times. This has been a deductive process in the sense that | was
mainly looking for specific dimensions of practices that | took from the theoretical models
discussed in chapter 2, even if | was open to emergent analytical dimensions. After several
rounds of re-organization, | ended up having a list of codes that | grouped by actors. In other
words, each public body (DTD, AgID, AMA) and each watchdog (MonitoraPA, Privacy Network,
OnData, D3, PrivacyLX, and ANSOL) had its own set codes, with the sub-groups of codes for
each practice/element/dimension that emerged from the analysis (see Figure 2 and Figure 3 to
have a glimpse of the overall structure of the codebook). During the coding process, | decided
to group “by actors” to facilitate the comparison of the practices that workers and activists
carry. In the end, therefore, | had lists of codes that were relatively easy to compare to see how
orchestration and monitoring practices differed both between different countries and between
different actors within the same country. In the presentation of the practices, | generally
emphasized the similarities rather than the differences that have been deepened in the

discussion section of each empirical chapter.
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Figure 2 - Codebook on Digital Transformation Watchdogs' monitoring practices
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Figure 3 - Codebook on public bodies' orchestration practices

6 — Ethical considerations

In this last section, | discuss some of the main ethical concerns around this work. Before
conducting the study, | requested a formal opinion from the Bio-Ethics Committee of the

University of Bologna, in which | specified all the ethical considerations for data processing and
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for protecting the anonymity of research participants. The opinion of the Committee was
positive. In this document, | specified who the research participants were (policymakers, civil
servants experienced in digital transformation, designers and developers of digital public
services, and activists involved in civic monitoring activities on digital transformation projects).
The most sensitive issue concerns the interviews. During the interviews, | always asked
permission to record the conversation. | only received one refusal (in this case, however, | asked
for permission to take notes, which was granted). The audio of the interviews has thus been
recorded, manually transcribed, and anonymized, removing any reference to the interviewee or
other identifiable people. Once the transcript was produced, the audio of the interviews was
deleted. The transcripts were kept exclusively on my computer, physically on the hard disk, and

not stored on any cloud storage service.

For what concerns the direct observation sessions at events, workshops, and informal
meetings, each situation was evaluated individually. While attending public events, | did not
request any permission and | conducted covert observation. The data collected during these
events have been completely anonymized, and | have not collected any personal data. These
moments were important to obtain contacts, particularly with people working in public bodies.
Through several informal conversations (in which | always presented myself as a researcher
interested in the digital transformation of PA), | gained a great deal of information and, in some
cases, managed to schedule interviews, as well as more informal opinions about the work of
public bodies, their role, and problems. After one interview, | was able to obtain permission to
participate in an AMA internal workshop in which a methodology of public service design was
taught to civil servants belonging to a network of developers/designers working in very different
Portuguese PAs (Rede de Inovadores). In this case, | obtained permission from the president of
the agency, who introduced me at the introduction of the workshop to all participants. The
president allowed me to observe, take notes, and ask the participants questions freely. All my
notes from this workshop have been anonymized. The most important thing about this
workshop was the possibility to directly observe some of the practices | had only indirectly
observed through other sources. While attending public but more restricted events (such as
Privacy Cafés of PrivacyLX and Digital Rights Drinks with D3’s activists), | always declared that
| was a researcher interested in monitoring initiatives. In this case, all my notes were

anonymized as well.
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In general, | have tried to prioritize informed consent, ensuring that participants in the
interviews fully understand the study’s nature and purpose before agreeing to participate, even
if the topics were not perceived as particularly sensitive. Furthermore, | maintained the
maximum level of confidentiality and anonymity possible to safeguard the privacy of
participants and any potentially identifiable information (even when participants stated that

using their real names would not have been a problem).

Concerning the digital spaces observed in this research — primarily public Telegram
groups, Twitter accounts, and other open social media profiles — although they were technically
accessible without restrictions, | recognize that the observational activity conducted within
them also raises important ethical considerations. The public nature of online content does not
exempt researchers from critically reflecting on the expectations of privacy held by users nor
from considering the potential risks of harm, exposure, or misrepresentation. In particular,
to the nature of the group or the topic, researchers have a responsibility to reflect on their
positionality and the implications of covert or non-participatory strategies. To address these
concerns, | decided to adopt a non-intrusive stance, meaning that | did not attempt to access
private or restricted groups. The focus was on practices and discourses already articulated in
the public domain and oriented toward visibility. Any excerpt included in the thesis has been
anonymized to remove identifiable information, including specific references that could be

traced back to individuals. Furthermore, | situated my approach within the broader framework

perceive a given space as private — even if it is technically public. In this case, the groups |
observed were explicitly designed to reach a broad audience and to disseminate monitoring or
critical information about public institutions. However, | remain aware that some actors
involved (particularly volunteers or individuals contributing sporadically) may not fully expect
the reuse of their content in academic work. For this reason, my analytical attention was
directed primarily at organizational-level practices and recurring patterns of discourse rather

than individual expressions.
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7 - Conclusion

Collecting data on social practices might be challenging. Although theories of practices, since
their origins, have always been flanked with empirical studies, only recently, a strictly
methodological debate emerged with respect to these approaches. This led to the publication
of an edited volume (Jonas et al., 2017) and even a dedicated blog®. Anyway, “how practices
can actually be researched in practice is, namely, still a matter of debate” (Jonas et al., 2017,

p. Xvi).

In this chapter, after discussing some more general issues concerning the research
design of this work, | argued that this dissertation follows a qualitative comparative case study
research design. The case study research design is here composed of three main steps: 1) case
study description; 2) analysis of orchestration and monitoring practices; and 3) comparison
and discussion of orchestration and monitoring practices. Throughout the chapter, | also
explained the motivations behind the choice to look at modes of governance for the digital
transformation of PA in Italy and Portugal. Since these countries are generally considered less
advanced in terms of the digital transformation of the public sector, they are good cases to look
at this process in the making. Italy and Portugal are also interesting cases because, beyond
being considered comparable because of some cultural and historical commonalities, they
differ on what concerns the administrative organizational structures of the countries (Portugal
is considered centralized, Italy is considered decentralized). This difference gives the
possibility to compare if and how the role of public bodies and watchdogs changes according

to this contextual feature.

In this work, | used fairly traditional data collection methods for a qualitative study:
observation, interviews, and document gathering. The variety of data collected over the period
2021-2023 will (hopefully) provide a fruitful ground to bring some valuable insights to the

studies on the governance of digital transformation of PA.

& Practice theories methodologies https://practicetheorymethodologies.wordpress.com/
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Chapter IV
The digital transformation of public administration in

Portugal and Italy

1 - Introduction

This chapter aims at beginning to answer the first research question of this dissertation: what
are the main characteristics of digital transformation of PA in Portugal and Italy? Defining the
“main characteristics” of two such broad processes, spanning more than 30 years of history, is
an ambitious undertaking, to say the least. For this reason, it is necessary to begin by better
delineating the boundaries of this chapter. To answer my research question, | thought it might
be important to try to offer a historical overview of the digital transformation processes in the
two countries underinvestigation. This was made possible through anin-depth literature review
and, albeit to a lesser extent, a review of digitized archival material retrieved through Google
and Wayback Machine. The historical reconstruction sought to emphasize the creation of
public bodies (agencies, mission units, teams, secretariats, etc.) that have been involved in PA
computerization and digitization over the years and key events such as the publication of
strategies, action plans, platforms, etc. Hopefully, this will provide a better understanding of
the background of the public bodies whose practices will be analyzed in the next chapter. | have
tried to contextualize the digital transformation histories, made of countless agencies and
policy papers, within the larger political history of the countries. The histories of Italy and
Portugal from the late 1970s to the present share several similarities. Both countries underwent
significant transitions from authoritarian regimes to democratic systems in the second half of
the XX century. Italy experienced the downfall of the First Republic in the 90s, which was
marked by corruption scandals and a need for reform, leading to the emergence of a multi-party
democracy. Similarly, Portugal transitioned from nearly half a century of dictatorship to
democracy with the Carnation Revolution in 1974, resulting in a new effort toward pluralism
and political participation. Both countries share unfortunate histories of economic challenges
that deeply shaped their political landscapes, influencing policies related to European

integration and fiscal management. These crises exposed the vulnerabilities of the countries
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and led to prolonged stagnation and recession, soaring public debt, and the need for
international bailout assistance. These elements certainly fueled a view of the public sector as
highly ineffective and the political mistrust typical of southern European countries (Muro &
Vidal, 2017). In this context, digital transformation represented a sort of “redemption” of the
public sector, which could finally prove to move with the times. Anyway, at the same time,
several authors emphasized how digital transformation played a strategic role in the response
to the crisis of the neoliberal State, analyzing the emerging connections between these digital
transformation endeavors and the principles of neoliberal statecraft (Bates, 2014;

Franceschetti, 2016; Schou & Hjelholt, 2018).

This chapter is structured as follows: section 2 presents the histories of digital
transformation in the two countries. Both the stories follow the same scheme (early days,
turning point, nowadays) in an effort to make them more readable. In section 3, | describe the
main sets of actors involved in the governance of digital transformation in the period under
investigation in this dissertation (2021-2023). In section 4, | compare the histories and modes
of governance of digital transformation in Portugal and Italy, arguing that despite some
differences, both countries show a trend toward the concentration and consolidation of
decision-making authority, control, and oversight within a single or a few central entities (i.e.,

centralization of governance). The last section offers a brief conclusion.

2 - A historical overview of digital transformation of PA in Portugal and Italy

Although much has been written about every aspect of PA, there is no adequate historical
record of the evolution of what is nowadays identified as digital transformation, neither in Italy
nor in Portugal. One factor contributing to this absence can be attributed to the intricate nature,
expansive reach, and sometimes ambiguous nature of these processes. These characteristics
create a great challenge in delineating precise boundaries for empirical analysis. The extensive
fragmentation of documentation and the early relatively limited scholarly attention are
interconnected with the sometimes-limited awareness of the implications of digital
transformation and the difficulties in keeping pace with the sudden changes and technological

advancements that characterize this transformative process.
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The initial efforts towards digitalization in PA in ltaly and Portugal began 30 years ago.
Reconstructing this history is an immense challenge that requires more than a chapter in a
dissertation. For this reason, this section does not want to be a detailed account of 30 years of
digitalization of PA in Italy and Portugal. This section tries to identify key events with a focus in
particular on the emergence and foundation of public bodies and governmental actors
(authorities, ministries, agencies, departments, secretaries, etc.). These actors are the ones
who are most involved in digitalization processes, and tracing their history allows to offer an
overview of the ambitions, projects, and challenges that characterized the digital

transformation of the public sector in Italy and Portugal.

2.1 - A Portuguese tale of modernization

2.1.1 - Early days: UMIC in the knowledge and information society

Portugal's history of digital transformation is strongly linked with administrative modernization.
The end of Portuguese authoritarianism in 1974 bequeathed the country an extremely
centralized and backward administrative structure. In an old 1989 article entitled “Information
Technology and Trends of Administrative Modernization in Portugal”, Luis Vidigal (1989) well
summarized how the discourse on modernization, defined both a “political slogan” and a “new

social phenomenon”, found a fertile terrain in the country:

“Social, political and technological conditions in Portugal were deeply changed in the
last fifteen years. Having lived in a power-centered society characterized by a
centralization of resources, uniformity and submission, today we feel the influence of a
young democracy and of the new technologies, not only where de-centralization and de-
concentration of power are concerned with, but also in terms of co-operation and
diversity of values in society. These are the reasons for favorable conditions for

administrative modernization in Portugal.”

(Vidigal, 1989, p. 58)
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This environment led to the inclusion of the principle of administrative modernization as early
as the 1976 constitution and the creation of the first Ministry for Administrative Reform in 1978.
The Ministry initially aimed to streamline PA and connect it with the public using existing
electronic resources. However, it was dissolved after a short period, and its responsibilities
were absorbed by the Secretary of State for Public Administration. Subsequent governments
experimented with IT and proposed shifts toward citizen-centric administration and justice
sector reform. Despite these efforts, political instability and high technology costs hindered

effective electronic governance development until the 1990s (Gomes, 2019).

The development of ICTs in Portugal for the modernization of the PA started in the 1980s
(Nishimura & Au-Yong-Oliveira, 2021). These initiatives went hand in hand with endeavors to
establish an Information and Knowledge Society (Ferreira, 2005), that led the State to reflect on
its own operations, especially how it interacts with citizens, businesses, civil society agencies,
and internal entities (Alves, 2004). The first comprehensive strategic e-government plan
developed by the Portuguese government was the “National Initiative for the Information
Society”, launched in 1996 and coordinated by the Ministry of Science and Technology
(Rodousakis & Mendes dos Santos, 2008). In 1997, the Mission Unit for the Information Society
of the Ministry of Science and Technology released the “Green Paper for the Information Society
in Portugal” (Gouveia et al., 2009). Since then, there has been a growing evolution of ICT and e-
government tools, boosted by European Union policies for the digitalization of member states’

public administrations (Costa Marques, 2016).

The most relevant entity in this decade has been the Secretariat for Administrative
Modernization (SMA). Created in 1985, the SMA was, from the outset, a light and flexible
mission structure on which the government relied to carry out its tasks of modernizing PA. The

body has been institutionalized in 1998 through the Decreto-lei 395/98".

Following the publication of the “Green Paper on the Information Society in Portugal” in
1997, several task forces were established to devise operational implementation plans
(Rodousakis & Mendes dos Santos, 2008). The first mission unit explicitly dealing with digital
technologies in the Portuguese digital transformation history is the Innovation and Knowledge

Mission Unit — UMIC (Unidade de Missdo Inovacdo e Conhecimento). Born in 2002 as a

7 https://dre.tretas.org/dre/98473/decreto-lei-395-98-de-17-de-
dezembro#:~:text=1%20%2D%200%20Secretariado%20para%20a,seu%20cargo%20a%20Administra%C3%A7
%C3%A30%20P%C3%BAblica.
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https://dre.tretas.org/dre/98473/decreto-lei-395-98-de-17-de-dezembro#:~:text=1%20%2D%20O%20Secretariado%20para%20a,seu%20cargo%20a%20Administra%C3%A7%C3%A3o%20P%C3%BAblica

temporary body, UMIC was soon institutionalized as a stable agency (Lusa, 2004) with its own
budget and staff. The importance of the Agency’s mission grew stronger due to the Portuguese
Government Program for 2005-2009, which emphasized a Technological Plan as a central
element of the country’s economic strategy. This comprehensive plan encompassed various
interrelated policies and cross-cutting actions, all aimed at reshaping Portugal into a
contemporary society driven by knowledge and innovation®. The objectives of this plan were to
engage Portugal in the information society to its fullest extent, ignite a fresh wave of innovation
within businesses, bridge the gap in scientific and technological advancement, and enhance

the qualifications of the workforce.

The early interest in digital issues applied to government and the State, together with the
institutionalization of an agency specifically devoted to coordinating the innovative initiative
and offering an overallvision of digital society, allowed Portugal to be internationally recognized
as a pioneer in digital provision of public services (Estevez et al., 2021; Rodousakis & Mendes

dos Santos, 2008).

2.1.2 - Aturning point: SIMPLEX and the creation of AMA

A central moment in the Portuguese history of digital transformation is represented by the
SIMPLEX program (Costa Marques, 2016; Estevez et al., 2021; Rodousakis & Mendes dos
Santos, 2008). Introduced in March 2006, SIMPLEX is a comprehensive program to foster
administrative efficiency, transparency, and citizen-government collaboration. This initiative,
launched under the guidance of the Office of the Secretary of State for Administrative
Simplification, encompassed an array of administrative and legislative actions aimed at
dismantling bureaucratic barriers, enhancing the openness of authorities, and fortifying the
efficacy of PA (European Commission, 2022c). Central to the strategy was the synchronization
of numerous existing commitments and objectives, which were streamlined into a
comprehensive and unified framework. An essential principle that SIMPLEX upholds is that
simplification is not a solitary endeavor; it demands the collective dedication of all

stakeholders involved. SIMPLEX should be contextualized within the endeavors to enhance the

8 Information about UMIC retrieved from the official UMIC webpage, available on arquivo.pt

https://arquivo.pt/wayback/20170831105917/http://www.umic.pt/index.php?option=com_content&task=secti
on&id=32&Itemid=360 (last access 22/08/2023)
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competitive edge of Portuguese businesses by alleviating and removing obstacles that hinder
economic progress. By doing so, the program contributes to a more conducive environment for
business growth and economic development. SIMPLEX aims to cultivate a culture of public
service that is characterized by flexibility, cost-efficiency, and innovation. Through the
simplification of public services, the program seeks to not only enhance their accessibility and

convenience but also to fill them with a spirit of adaptability and forward-thinking.

The program was created by the Unidade de Coordenacdo da Modernizacao
Administrativa (UCMA), and in 2007, the Secretariat for Administrative Modernization
succeeded UCMA and was responsible for coordinating the program. In 2011, when the

Secretariat was abolished, this responsibility was transferred to AMAS.

Although it was not initially under its charge for more than 10 years, the main
responsibility for SIMPLEX has been attributed to the Agéncia para a Modernizagao
Administrativa (AMA). AMA is a public institute created in 2007 — within the scope of the
Restructuring Program for the State’s Central Administration — concentrating in a single entity
the previous attributions of the Institute for the Management of Citizen’s Shops, some
attributions of UMIC in the field of electronic administration, and also the attributions of the
Institute for Support to Small and Medium-sized Enterprises and Investment, relating to
company formalities centers and the management structure of the respective national
network. AMA plays a pivotal role in shaping the strategic direction and overarching policies
concerning digital transformation, administrative simplification, and the efficient distribution
of public services. This encompasses fostering interoperability across the PA and spearheading
the evolution of citizen-centric and business-friendly services. Through its extensive network
of multi-service, integrated, and specialized counters, AMA’s main goal is to facilitate seamless
interactions between citizens, businesses, and various service systems, both online and
offline. Additionally, AMA takes the lead in advancing the modernization of public services to
align with the evolving needs of society and commerce. This involves not only managing
internet spaces and analogous realms but also driving the advancement of e-learning
platforms and solutions. Nowadays, AMA is the main Portuguese governmental actor fostering
inter-ministerial coordination, supervising digital initiatives, facilitating technological

development, and propagating best practices. In 2017, AMA also established LabX, a public

® From http://www.rcc.gov.pt/Directorio/Temas/MA/Paginas/Programa-Simplex-Nacional.aspx (last access
23/08/2023)
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innovation unit/laboratory designed to foster experimentation and develop user-centered
solutions within public administration. LabX’s role is to support innovation by prototyping new
approaches and practices that improve public service delivery, aligning with AMA’s mission to

adapt to the evolving needs of society.

2.1.3 - Nowadays: the centrality of AMA in the digital society

Over the years, AMA has continued to update the SIMPLEX program, adding an increasing
number of administrative simplification measures in each version. In 2017, AMA introduced
SIMPLEX+ 2018, consisting of 175 measures for administrative simplification, largely based on
the concept of open data, allowing citizens and businesses to access and use data from
previous years’ programs to create services that simplify life for everyone (Silva, 2022). An
example of one significant measure was the Mobile Digital Key (Chave Mdével Digital - CMD), a
service that enables authentication for online services using a citizen’s mobile phone or email
address. The subsequent program, iSIMPLEX 2019, defined 119 administrative modernization
measures across various governmental areas, organized into five axes, including digital by
default and emerging technologies like Al and blockchain. According to the last Digital Public
Administration Factsheet 2022 (European Commission, 2022c), SIMPLEX has already

launched over 1,600 simplification measures.

It is, therefore, in this long history of administrative simplification programs that the
Strategy for Digital Transformation in the Public Administration (2021-2026) has been thought
and developed in 2021. This strategy aims to achieve greater digitization, efficiency, and
integration of services through the use of technologies, with digital platforms and
interoperability playing a pivotal role. Six strategic areas are defined: digital public services,
data utilization, reference architectures, ICT skills, and security. The strategy encompasses
both transversal and sector-specific initiatives. AMA is responsible for coordinating
technological projects related to the PA, supported by the Modernization and Capacity-
Building System (SAMA and SAMA2020).

From a formal point of view, responsibilities related to the digital transformation of the
public sector until 2018 have been delegated to the various ministries for administrative
modernization. In 2019, the Costa government assigned this responsibility to the Ministry of

Economy led by Pedro Siza Vieira. Following this decision, a new governmental mission unit
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called “Portugal Digital” was created. Officially, it is this new mission structure that publishes
the Portuguese strategy for digital transformation. The creation of this structure was intended
to promote the digital transformation of the whole society (with a focus particularly on the
economic sector), while the AMA continued to deal with digitization in the public sector.
Unluckily, Portugal Digital was created on the heels of the COVID-19 pandemic, which did not
fully allow the structure to establish itself in the governmental landscape. Following the last
elections in 2022, the renovated government decided that digital transformation would be
directly under the responsibility of the prime minister and gave a secretary (Mario Campolargo)
the delegations both to administrative modernization and digital transformation that works in
synergy with AMA, that s still the core actor in the digital transformation landscape, also thanks

to the expertise acquired in almost two decades.

In recent times, AMA has been particularly involved in ensuring interoperability between
various systems used by public institutions. Legislation on open standards and interoperability
has been enacted to enhance technological freedom and compatibility within the PAs. These
AMA’s efforts are reflected in initiatives like the open data portal and design system Mosaico.
The latter project is emblematic: launched at the end of 2022, Mosaico is a common model for
developing digital public services. Anchored by illustrative foundational principles’®, Mosaico
guides Government teams in crafting and evolving services responsibly and cohesively. The
model covers the full spectrum of digital service development and offers technical areas,
practical guides within each stage, insights, and support. The technical areas function as

knowledge hubs, consolidating recommendations, tools, and practical guides.

Overall, the trajectory of the Portuguese digital transformation remains intricately tied to
the discourse on modernization in PA. This approach, while aiming to enhance efficiency and
citizen services, can raise some critical concerns. The strong emphasis on administrative
modernization, in fact, could overshadow broader societal implications, limitations, and risks

related to digital transformation.

° The Mosaico principles are: 1) Understand users and their needs; 2) Make the service simple to use; 3) Make
sure everyone can use the service; 4) Create a secure service that protects users’ privacy; 5) Ask for new
information only once; 6) Make new code open source, 7) Use and contribute to open standards, common
components and patterns; 8) Have a multidisciplinary team; 9) Use agile ways of working; 10) Iterate and improve
frequently; 11) Publish open data to allow creating value to society. From https://mosaico.gov.pt/principios (last
access 23/08/2023)

93


https://mosaico.gov.pt/principios

2.2 - ltaly and its fight against fragmentation

2.2.1-The early days: From AIPA to AgID

In Italy, activities for promoting ICTs within PA date back to the nineties, also in response to the
economic and financial crises of 1991-1992, which led to the formulation of a comprehensive
reform agenda for the Italian public sector. Itis in 1993 that we can find the first governmental
actor strictly in charge of modernizing PA through technologies: the IT Authority for Public
Administration (AIPA - Autorita per Ulnformatica nella Pubblica Amministrazione) that
established the beginning of the Italian policies on E-Government (Mele, 2008). Since its
inception, the Authority’s mandate was twofold: it was supposed to spread the use of ICTs in
PAs, while at the same time, it had to exercise control over the IT procurement processes. Its
main achievements include the issuing of organic IT plans in the public sector and the project
to create a system network of local Italian public administrations. According to Mele (2008), the
first decade of AIPA saw a turbulent political environment that led to a continuous turnover of
executives. Therefore, responsibility for strategic planning related to ICTs in the public sector
fluctuated between the Authority and the Ministry of Public Administration, not helped by the
continuous rise and fall of various Commissions, Units, and Centers. Nonetheless, itisin 1995
that we see the first “infrastructural” project being launched: RUPA, the Unitary Network of the

Central Administrations, with the aim of connecting the main Italian PAs™".

Considering the large autonomy that RUPA left to local PAs and the absence of a more
general plan for ICT diffusion, in the early 2000s, municipalities, and regional governments
adopted and implemented ICTs independently, mostly without national coordination. In 2003,
the first Ministry for Innovation and Technologies was created and assigned to a former CEO of
the ltalian branch of IBM, Lucio Stanca. The minister was given the option of using four different

structures'? to carry out his activities, pending the creation of an ad hoc department. Shortly

" In 2006, RUPA was replaced by the Public Connectivity System (SPC - Sistema Pubblico di Connettivita). The
fundamental difference between RUPA and SPC lies in the architecture of the system. RUA involved central
administrations and public agencies only. All other entities and, in particular, territorial public administrations,
could join the project spontaneously through their autonomous local networks. The SPC, on the other hand, is
based on an infrastructure based on the active participation of territorial local governments. The SPC, in
particular, is defined in Art. 73 of Legislative Decree No. 82 of 2005 as a “set of technological infrastructures and
technical rules that ensures interoperability between the information systems of public administrations, allows
information and data coordination between central, regional and local administrations and between them and
the systems of the European Union, and is open to adherence by public service operators and private entities.”
2 The four structure were The Office of Information Technology, Telematics and Statistics; The Office of
Technology Innovation; The Office for informatization and development of telematic networks of public
administrations; and The AIPA Technical Center
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after, the first Department of Innovation and Technologies' was founded to support the
minister’s activities. At the same time, the AIPA was substituted with the National Center of ICT
for Public Administration (CNIPA - Centro Nazionale per lUlnformatica nella Pubblica

Amministrazione).

The Ministry created the Code of Digital Administration (CAD - Codice
del’Amministrazione Digitale'¥), which continues to serve as the primary legal framework in
this area, providing a complete legal framework for the digitalization of the public sector, setting
common criteria for all administrations’. In the following years, due to a period of intense
instability in the national government, digitalization agencies underwent several
reorganizations. Another structure, the Agency for the Diffusion of Innovation Technologies
(Agenzia per la Diffusione delle Tecnologie per U'lnnovazione), was introduced in 2006, and in
2009, the CNIPA was renovated into an agency called DigitPA. In 2009, Minister for Public
Administration and Innovation Renato Brunetta decided to launch the e-Government Plan, the
first attempt at a structured plan with the aim of defining a system of priorities for action on the
PA digital innovation front and which proved to be an impetus for the modernization of

government processes.

In the summer of 2011, a worldwide financial crisis triggered the collapse of the
government, and the European Commission and European Central Bank took a leading role,
steering the Italian national agenda, also because of the delay of the country in complying with
the goals of the European Digital Agenda. The new government, led by the former EU
Commissioner Mario Monti, appointed in November 2011, promoted the birth of the Agency for
Digital Italy (AgID — Agenzia per Italia Digitale), which unified the competencies of the previous
structures (DigitPA and the Agency for the Diffusion of Innovation Technologies). AgID is a first-
level ministerial agency that is granted greater autonomy, without legal personality and subject
to administrative policy, established (as the previous agencies) within the Presidency of the

Council as a technical entity. Anyway, AglID is given far broader tasks than the last two previous

3 The department remained in operation with alternating roles under successive ministers until 2012. With the
establishment of AgID, the department was de facto stripped of its functions but was not formally abolished,
pending a new discipline on the matter. This happened in 2019, when the Conte | government established a new
Digital Transformation Department (DTD) that absorbed the powers of the old department.

14 https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legislativo:2005-03-07;82 last access
30/11/2022

5 CAD has subsequently been amended and supplemented numerous times, most recently in 2017 with a
regulatory intervention that deregulated, both by simplifying the language and replacing the previous technical
rules with the AgID guidelines.
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experiences (Limiti, 2022). These range from the implementation of the Italian Digital Agenda
to the coordination of administrations (both local and national) in the field of information
technology through the issuance of the Three-Year Plan for Information Technology in PA and
its implementation. In addition, AgID has been attributed responsibilities concerning the
dissemination of information, communication technologies, and design systems for the
diffusion of digital skills. However, the political direction of programs concerning the digital
agenda was distributed among three ministers - Technological Innovation, Public
Administration, and Education and University —and an agency (Agency for Territorial Cohesion)
responsible for the European funds (Di Giulio & Vecchi, 2022). Moreover, a new coordination
committee, composed of many ministers and representatives of regional governments and
municipalities, was formed in 2012 to foster the implementation of the Digital Agenda for
Europe. According to Di Giulio & Vecchi (2022), the high number of “owners” caused many
difficulties for AgID in orchestrating the various new plans and projects that were in progress.
Generally speaking, scholars agree that all the attempts to modernize and digitalize PA have
brought about scarce results until 2016 (Cordella & Paletti, 2019; Di Giulio & Vecchi, 2022). The
lack of coordination created inequalities in the Digital Public Service (DPS) delivery across the
20 Italian regions, with only a few regions (such as Tuscany, Lombardy, Emilia Romagna, and
Trentino Alto Adige) that made prominent investments in e-government, but failed to
coordinate, whereas, at the national level, this led to duplications of digital infrastructures and

interoperability issues (Cordella & Paletti, 2019).

The lack of coordination regarding the digital transformation plans during the Stanca
ministry can be attributed to several factors. One of the key reasons is the lack of awareness
regarding the opportunities presented by digital advancements. In the evolution of digital
government implementation, changes in policies and approaches have aligned with shifts in
ideological trends within public policy and management (Mergel, 2019). For instance, during
the later stages of the New Public Management era, scholars (Diefenbach, 2009; Dunleavy et
al., 2006) noted a shift towards breaking down digital government design into decentralized
units, including IT governance. According to Mergel (2019), this led to more outsourcing and a
change in budget focus towards consulting and external contracts. These trends continue to
impact governmentinstitutions today as they struggle to hire IT experts, limiting theirinnovation

capacity.
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2.2.2 - Aturning point: The digital transformation Team and the “operating system of the

country”

In 2016, things started to change: Prime Minister Matteo Renzirelaunched the idea of a national
Digital Agenda, and the government increasingly assumed a coordinating role on several
projects concerning the implementation of digital infrastructures (Di Giulio & Vecchi, 2019).
With the launch of the strategy, the national government also inaugurated the creation of the
Digital Transformation Team, a brand-new commissary unity that started to implement some of
the digital platforms theorized in the previous years, producing a tangible impact. The creation
of this actor brought new complexity to the governance of the digital transformation of PA.
While the Team and its Commissioner reported to the Prime Minister, AgID continued to be an
agency controlled by the Ministry of Public Service. Since the launch of the Team, it has been
unclear what its role was and how it would intersect with that of AgID. According to Di Giulio &
Vecchi (2022), from this moment on, AgID becomes a sort of regulatory agency, and the Team
the operative actor in charge of managing specific projects as well as improving coordination

among PAs and other stakeholders.

Onthe practical side, itis at this moment that the digital transformation strategy strongly
assumes a platform-inspired organizational model (O’Reilly, 2011; Paletti, 2021) in response to
the fragmentation and “silos structure” of the organizational structure of the Italian PA, and to

its inefficiency at the national and local levels.

From 2016, the digital transformation Team, with its experts in technology, law,
international relations, public administration, and communication, embarked on rebooting
Italy’s PA efficiencies and the country’s digital innovation footprint. The Team was led by Diego
Piacentini, one of Amazon’s top executives. Piacentini began by recruiting top talents from the
private sector unencumbered by deep political entrenchments. He called them
“missionaries”'®, whose job would be to effectively deliver a series of digital solutions for the
Italian PA. Their vision was to build the “operating system of the country” (Piacentini, 2018),
and to achieve such an ambitious goal, the Team launched a series of new initiatives. They
advocated a mobile-first approach that entailed that the smartphone would be the device of

choice to trigger digital transformation and the cloud as the main venue of choice (Datta, 2020).

8 https://medium.com/team-per-la-trasformazione-digitale/from-seattle-to-roma-innovation-citizens-talents-

6b8c6c06002b#.ty2slij5f last access 30/11/22
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With a once-only principle, no redundant system would be built. The Digital Transformation
Team’s systems development followed an AGILE development philosophy that was quick,
modular, and interoperable. All government systems would transparently connect and talk to
each other using open-source APIs. Data and information would be analyzed and freely shared,
and collaboration with private entities and organizations from civil society would be paramount
(Datta et al., 2020). As an organization within the Presidency of the Council of Ministers, the
Team was modeled and inspired by the United States Digital Service and the UK Government
Digital Service (Battisti, 2020). The Team was able to work speedily and without excessive
restrictions thanks to the political endorsement of the President of the Council of Ministers and
a strongly centralized governance. The commissioner had ample power in coordinating and
setting the rules for the PA digital projects; he was entrusted with a good amount of resources
for the execution and had a dedicated budget that allowed the recruitment of skilled technical

people for the Team (Battisti, 2020).

During the 2017 edition of ForumPA"’, the most important national event dedicated to
the topic of PA modernization, Piacentini announced in a public conversation with Luca Attias
(chief information officer of the Court of Audit, and who would become his replacement the
following year) the launch of the Three-Year Plan for Information Technology in Public
Administration (largely discussed in section 3). The Plan is a further step toward structuring the
digital transformation of PA, setting priorities, introducing platforms, and clarifying the roles

and competencies of the various actors involved.

2.2.3 - Nowadays: A two-faced Janus governance and the maturation of the platform
ecosystem

Being a temporary body, the Digital Transformation Team stopped operating in 2019, and its
functions were fully handed over to the new Minister for Technological Innovation and
Digitalization (MID), Paola Pisano, who was joined by the Department for Digital Transformation
(DTD), which absorbed the role and vision of the Team. This new configuration was supposed
to bring a more streamlined and coherent governance, with both the Department and the AgID
reporting to the new minister. It is important to note that during this switch, PagoPA (one of the

projects boosted by the Team) became a state-owned company of the Ministry of Finance

7 https://www.corrierecomunicazioni.it/pa-digitale/piacentini-lunedi-presenteremo-il-piano-triennale/
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under the supervision of the DTD. PagoPA not only has the aim of developing and maintaining
the PagoPA platform (payment system), but to provide digital infrastructures to support e-
government policies as well. This explains why another project born in the Team, the app IO (an
application that allows different apps to deliver digital public services), has also been entrusted
to the company. Currently, digital transformation is advancing rapidly, and the ecosystem of
enabling platforms is at a mature stage. In particular, thanks to the substantial funds from the
Next Generation EU following the COVID-19 pandemic, it was possible to structure the “PA
Digitale 2026” plan with a specific website that enables PAs to apply for PNRR funds dedicated

to digital transformation, report on projects, and receive assistance.

Another government shift took place in March 2021, but the old arrangement of
governmental actors managed to survive. Mario Draghi was nhamed the new prime minister, and
Vittorio Colao, a former Vodafone executive, was appointed as the new Minister for
Technological Innovation and Digital Transition (MITD). As evidence of the state of progress in
digital transformation and as proof of the willingness of the entire government and major
institutions to recognize the need to modernize the structure of the PA, the Inter-ministerial
Committee for Digital Transition (CITD) was also established in 2021 with the task of ensuring
the coordination and monitoring of the implementation of technological innovation and digital
transition initiatives. The CITD is chaired by the Prime Minister (or the minister delegated for
technological innovation and digital transition) and is composed of all key ministries and
associations representing Italian municipalities and provinces. More than from a practical
point of view, this new entity has a symbolic value: all the ministries recognized the importance

of digital transformation of PA and stated their willingness to cooperate to achieve it.

At the end of 2022, Italy went through a new political crisis that led to the election of a
new government led by Giorgia Meloni. The new government decided to abolish the Minister for
Technological Innovation and Digital Transition and replace it with an undersecretary, Alessio
Butti. The undersecretary basically took on all the responsibilities of the previous minister.
Under the Butti secretary, there has been a new emphasis on centralization of decision-making
in digital transformation initiatives. Emblematic is the fight against SPID (Sistema Pubblico di
Identita Digitale), the national digital identity system that provides citizens with a single set of
credentials to access various online services thanks to the services offered by some providers
(most of which are private companies), in favor of the electronic identity card (CIE) as the sole

form of authentication for citizens and businesses to access government services. The SPID
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system exemplifies a more decentralized approach to digital identity, where multiple providers
offer access and manage user identities. However, the new government under Giorgia Meloni
prioritized centralization in digital transformation initiatives. By advocating for the electronic
identity card as the sole form of authentication for citizens and businesses to access
government services, the government is shifting towards a more centralized model. This shift
reflects a desire to streamline and control the digital identity infrastructure directly, reducing
reliance on private providers and potentially increasing governmental oversight and integration.
The “fight” against SPID highlights the broader policy direction of the new government: moving
away from decentralized, multi-provider systems towards a unified, government-controlled
system. This change represents a significant shift in how digital identity and access to online
services are managed, illustrating the government’s commitment to centralization in its digital

transformation strategy.

Currently, the digital transformation of PA in Italy is steered by a two-faced Janus
composed of the two main governmental actors: DTD and the AgID. The two coordinate the
digital transformation initiatives and orchestrate the country’s operating system, i.e., the
ecosystem of interoperable building block platforms. The operating system functions as a
modular structure within the PA that aims to reduce complexity and interdependencies. This
platform-based approach supports a modular structure, offering core services and enabling

collaborative service development across public agencies (Cordella & Paletti, 2019).

3 - Actors in the governance of digital transformation

After having retrieved the histories of digital transformation in Italy and Portugal, in this section,
| offer an overview of the main actors involved in the governance of digital transformation in the
three years under investigation in this dissertation (2021-2023). Having reconstructed the
history of policies related to the digital transformation of the public sector allows for a better
understanding of the background of the actors discussed below. The history of 30 years of
digital transformation of PA allows us a glimpse of the high number of institutional actors
involved in these processes. Considering the complexity and breadth of the phenomenon
under investigation, | do not expect this map to be comprehensive and inclusive. Inevitably, this
visualization willend up being dated in a very short time, considering the abruptness with which
changes in this area occur. Nevertheless, the creation of a map was necessary given the lack

100



of an official up-to-date tool with recent institutional changes and updates in terms of
roles/responsibilities of the actors involved. The Portuguese map in Figure 4 is constructed
using the data from two main official reports (Estevez et al., 2021; European Commission,
2022c). The Italian map in Figure 5 is constructed starting from the actors in the governance
maps present in the first two editions of the Three-Year Plan (the map is absent in the third
edition), academic articles (Battisti, 2020; Cordella & Paletti, 2019; Datta et al., 2020; Di Giulio

& Vecchi, 2022), and news of the Network Digital360"8.

3.1 - Portuguese public bodies and governmental actors in the governance of

digital transformation

In Portugal, the Prime Minister plays a pivotal role in the governance of the digital
transformation of the public sector. The Prime Minister is officially responsible for setting the
strategic direction and priorities for digital transformation initiatives. This involves creating
policies and frameworks that guide the modernization of public services through the use of
digital technologies. As we have seen from the Portuguese digital transformation history, if
before 2022 the responsibilities of digital transformation were spread among two ministries
(Economy and Administrative Modernization), at the time of writing, digital transformation falls

under the responsibility of the prime minister through its secretary.

A centralrole is played by the Council for Information and Communication Technologies
(CTIC), the coordination structure/network in charge of the operationalization of the digital
transformation strategy and global action plan aiming at leveraging on the transformative
potential of ICT and enhancing technical and financial efficiency. CTIC operates under the
direct authority of the Prime Minister and is composed of a Technical Committee and an
Advisory Board (made of five independent and renowned experts in the area of administrative
modernization and ICT, nominated by the Prime Minister). The Technical Committee is made
up of four main actors: AMA, CEGER, ESPAP, and RIMA. In synergy with the SIMPLEX program,

CTIC aims at reviving existing initiatives that harness the transformative capabilities of ICTs

8 Network Digital360 is the largest network in Italy of B2B titles and portals dedicated to the topics of Digital
Transformation and entrepreneurial innovation. The network also includes the Agendadigitale.eu newspaper, one
of the main arenas for discussion on issues of digital transition in Italy. https://networkdigital360.it/
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while introducing new measures for enhancing citizens’ well-being and reducing firms’

expenditures (European Commission, 2022c).

The main actor in charge of coordinating the CTIC is AMA. With its 300 employees,
mostly operating in Citizen Shops, AMA holds mandates for service enhancement, digital
transformation, and public engagement. It coordinates and assesses ICT purchases of over
10,000 euros and aligns projects with national priorities. ICT strategy and governance,
administrative simplification, services redesign and experimentation, digital identity,
interoperability, single digital gateway, open data, emerging technologies, Al, and other building
blocks of the digital government are just some of the responsibilities that fall under AMA,
making it the most important actor in the governance of digital transformation. According to
Estevez et al. (2021), the institutional empowerment of AMA at the center of the government
has been one the crucial elements in the Portuguese governance strategy, together with other
elements, including public support and the bipartisan recognition of digital transformation’s

importance.

The other three bodies of the CTIC are called upon by AMA as needed. The
Interministerial Network for Administrative Modernization (RIMA) unites representatives from
diverse government sectors and ministries to collaboratively address administrative
simplification and modernization. Its aim is to enhance interactions between the State,
citizens, and businesses. Considering that digital transformation measures often impact
various government sectors, establishing this structure ensures a sustained high level of
commitment. Moreover, it enables swift identification of needs and challenges encountered by

specific departments undergoing digitization.

The Government Shared Services Entity (eSPap) is also part of the CTIC and plays an
important role in advancing public services and overseeing the national procurement system.
It aids the Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of State Modernization and Public Administration
in shaping strategic ICT policies and ensures the planning, designing, execution, and evaluation

of digitization initiatives of the respective services and organizations.

Operating under the supervision of the Prime Minister’s Office, the Management Centre
for the Electronic Government Network (CEGER) extends IT assistance to governmental
entities. CEGER assumes responsibility for overseeing the complete technological

infrastructure of the government network. This involves maintaining the Data Processing
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Centre, technological equipment, systems, and the electronic communication network.
Alongside these roles, CEGER places emphasis on electronic security and advanced systems
that support government decision-making processes. It further undertakes the role of a
certification manager for the State Electronic Certification System - Management of Public Keys
(SCEE). Additionally, CEGER functions as the overseeing entity for the registration of gov.pt

internet sub-domains.
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Figure 4 — Map of the actors involved in the digital transformation of PA in Portugal (CEGER = Centro de Gestao da Rede
Informética do Governo; AMA = Agéncia para a Modernizagdo Administrativa; ESPAP = Entidade de Servigos Partilhados da
Administragao Publica; RIMA = Rede Interministerial para a Modernizagdo Administrativa; CTIC = Conselho para as
Tecnologias de Informagdo e Comunicagdo na Administragao Publica; PAC = Central Public Administration; PAL = Local

Public Administration)

3.2 - Italian governmental actors in the governance of digital transformation

The actor with the greatest decision-making power in the digital transformation of PA in ltaly is
the government. Its task is fundamentally to provide the strategic directions of the digital
transformation of the PA and, through regulatory instruments, to facilitate its adoption. As we

have seen in tracing the history of digital transformation, the government has not always had
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the digitalization of PA among its priorities, but from 2016 onward, this topic has been

considered increasingly to be of strategic importance.

The undersecretary (or the minister) of technological innovation is the government’s
delegate for IT innovation, the implementation of the Italian digital agenda, and the
digitalization of PAs. It is the undersecretary, therefore, who defines the government’s strategic
directions. Also delegated to the undersecretary are the functions related to AgID and the Inter-

ministerial Committee for Digital Transition (CITD).

The Minister of PA, through the Department of Public Service, promotes and coordinates
public sector innovation policies. The Minister also promotes the use of tools and models that
realize the principles of digital citizenship and open government. At times, the minister of PA
has been delegated authority over digital transformation processes. With the establishment of
the Meloni government, this assumption seemed to be about to materialize again, as the
premier initially did not designate a minister for digital transformation. De facto, today, the
undersecretary has the same role as the previous digital transformation minister, so the role of

the Minister of PA remains secondary.

The Ministry of Economy and Finance (MEF), on the one hand, is the expenditure control
body and, on the other hand, is the promoter of the most relevant initiatives for the
development of enabling platforms. To date, the MEF accomplishes these goals through the

PagoPA company that it owns. MEF also controls and owns Consip (see below)

As we anticipated above, Ag/D and the DTD are nowadays the two main governmental
actors that coordinate and realize the digital transformation of the PA. AgID is the agency that
translates strategic goals into projects, coordinates planning, the implementation of national
platforms and major projects, manages the relationship between actors, issues technical rules
and guidelines, transforms the directions of the CAD into implementation processes, rules, and
projects that are integrated into the Three-Year Plan, and monitoring the implementation of
projects by PAs. The DTD is the department that has functions of direction and coordination in
the definition and implementation of digital transformation programs and control over the
implementation and use of related resources with reference to the use of digital technologies.
It aims to ensure the effectiveness, efficiency, and productivity of PAs. The DTD also defines

strategic guidelines on open government and the enhancement of public information assets to
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promote the development and dissemination of the skills necessary for the appropriate use of

digital technologies in PA.

Consip is the national central purchasing body that provides PA with procurement tools
suitable for the implementation of digital transformation projects through “Strategic Tenders”
and “SPC Tenders”. On the one hand, Consip supports AgID in the rationalization of IT spending
and digital growth by carrying out strategic procurements; on the other hand, it carries out
framework contracts for the acquisition of IT applications and the provision of general services

concerning the operation of PA offices.
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Figure 5—Map of the actors involved in the digital transformation of PA in Italy (MEF = Ministry Economy & Finance; CITD = inter-
ministerial Committee for Digital Transition; DTD = Digital Transition Department; AglD = Agency for Digital Italy); PAC = Central

Public Administration; PAL = Local Public Administration)

3.3 - Other actors in the governance of digital transformation

There is a long list of non-governmental actors involved in the governance of digital
transformation, both in Portugal and Italy. Of crucialimportance are central PAs (PAC) and local
PAs (PAL), which are the ones that de facto coordinate the initiatives based on the guidance

they receive from the national plans and strategies. In Italy, each PA has a duty by law to identify

105



a Digital Transition Manager (RTD) who is responsible for ensuring the harmonization of its
strategy with the principles and directions of the Strategic Model. In Portugal, there is no
universal requirement for local PAs to appoint a specific manager responsible for digital
transformation initiatives. However, some local authorities or municipalities might choose to
designate individuals or teams to oversee digitalization efforts within their respective

administrative structures.

In-house companies are those public firms acting in the interest of the PA that control
them and participate in the development of digital transformation projects of individual
administrations and the development and management of enabling platforms, including
providing support and consulting services. How desirable it is for in-house companies to
handle digital transformation projects has been a heated topic of discussion in PA for a long
time. Anyway, we know that governments frequently find themselves compelled to delegate
crucial IT and data analytical responsibilities to external sources rather than building in-house
expertise (Lobao et al., 2018). Many authors highlighted that excessive outsourcing of tasks
could lead to several problems, such as incurring substantial expenses for upcoming
implementations, exacerbating the costs associated with digital transformation (Desouza et
al., 2020); information asymmetries due to the proprietary nature of the technological solution
proposed (Dickinson & Yates, 2021), and issues related with the control, ownership and access

to data, and public vs private value (Lofgren & Webster, 2020).

Providers are all those companies and entities that provide, design, and produce
services and products that are necessary for the digitalization of public services or
administrative procedures. Private providers play a significant role in the digital transformation
administration in both Portugal and Italy, considering that PAs in both countries generally lack
the IT competencies for the historical reason previously discussed (Diefenbach, 2009;
Dunleavy et al., 2006; Mergel, 2019). These providers contribute by offering technology
solutions, expertise, and services to modernize government processes and improve service
delivery. Their involvement ranges from implementing digital infrastructure to offering
cybersecurity solutions. They often collaborate with public entities to develop innovative digital
tools, such as e-government platforms and online services, driving efficiency and accessibility.
However, the role of private providers also raises questions about data privacy, security, and
potential vendor lock-in. Balancing innovation and public interest remains a key challenge.

Together with Big techs, also the role of private providers such as consulting firms has recently
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been criticized by leading authors as apparently de-empowering the public sector and

disincentivizing organizational learning (Mazzucato & Collington, 2023).

The last layer of the map is represented by the users of digital public services: citizens
and firms. This chapter was focused on the role of institutional actors. This choice is due to the
fact that, for obvious reasons, these actors are the most involved in the processes of digital
transformation of PA. However, we should not forget that users also play a key role in the social
shaping of technology (Hyysalo, 2021; Oudshoorn & Pinch, 2003; Rohracher, 2005; Schot et al.,
2016). In this chapter, | am not able to analyze the totality of actors involved, but | believe it is
essential to dwell on the actors that are most often forgotten in the discussion of digital
transformation processes. Within this extremely variegated category, generally considered only
in passive terms within both the policy papers and digital transformation literature (Jamieson
et al., 2020), I will try to investigate the active role that some civil society organizations may
undertake to engage in digital transformation, through the use of monitoring practice. For this
reason, chapter 6 is devoted to discussing the role and practices of digital transformation

watchdogs in the digital transformation of the PA.

4 - Comparing pathways of digital transformation in Portugal and Italy

In this last section, | will compare the histories of digital transformation in Portugal and ltaly,
emphasizing some important commonalities and differences. While both nations acknowledge
the potential of digitalization to simplify bureaucratic processes, their approaches to digital
transformation governance have been shaped by their respective political landscapes,
historical trajectories, and responses to emerging challenges. Overall, in both countries, it is
possible to note a tendency toward the centralization of digital transformation governance,
understood as the concentration and consolidation of decision-making authority, control, and
oversight within a single or a few central entities to unify the management and direction of
various policies, and initiatives, often with the goal of enhancing efficiency, coherence, and

alignment in the execution of tasks and the implementation of strategies.

Portugal’s relatively stable political environment has facilitated a more consistent
approach to digital transformation. The management of the policies of digital transformation

has generally fallen under the domain of administrative modernization secretariats and
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ministries. The introduction of a Minister of digital transformation in 2019 exemplified an
attempt to elevate digital transformation to a dedicated position. However, this move was
short-lived, as responsibilities were quickly merged with a secretary role encompassing both
administrative modernization and digital transformation. In recent years, the Portuguese
government has established and empowered a central coordination unit (AMA) that plays a
pivotal role in shaping and driving the digital agenda while also securing political endorsement
from the core of the government (Estevez et al., 2021). Unlike in Italy, Portugal's management
of digital transformation has never been entrusted to an independent authority. Instead, it has
remained under direct government control through various ministries, secretaries, and

agencies for more than 20 years.

In Italy, the governance of digital transformation is more articulated, reflecting the
nation’s historical and political instability. The nation’s journey through digital transformation
governance has seen the establishment of several entities, including the 1993 Authority (AIPA),
followed by the creation of several digital agencies (CNIPA, DigitPA, etc.) in the early 2000s. The
subsequent introduction of the quasi-authority agency AgID in 2012 by the Monti government,
consolidating prior agencies, marked a significant phase. Anyway, the AgID “plethora of
owners” (Di Giulio & Vecchi, 2022, p. 12) challenged the agency’s capacity to effectively
coordinate the array of digital transformation plans and ongoing projects. AglD underwent
various ownership changes and was later supplemented by the creation of the DT Team during
Renzi’s government. Notably, the Conte and Draghi administrations preserved and even
elevated the centralization of digital transformation governance within the political sphere.
While the Minister of Digital Transformation was recreated, a new Inter-ministerial Committee
for Digital Transformation was introduced, indicating a notable shift of governance control to
higher political authorities, showing a trend toward centralization. The COVID-19 pandemic
further accelerated centralization efforts, leading to the establishment of secretaries
responsible for digital transformation. This phenomenon, as noted by Limiti (2022), is rooted in

the need for rapid responses in “extreme” situations, favoring centralized governance models.

Another factor behind the centralization of the digital transformation governance,
strongly linked with COVID-19, is the management of the countries’ National Recovery and
Resilience Plans. In the plans, a significant portion of resources has been allocated to digital
transformation (22% in Portugal, 27% in Italy), further emphasizing the need for streamlined

administrative procedures and efficient service delivery. This convergence of objectives
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underscores the shared belief that digital transformation is essential for fostering responsive
and effective governance. Given the crucial importance of these funds within national politics
and the considerable media attention they have generated, the government’s interest in further
centralizing these processes is understandable. This interest is driven by the goal of not only
better coordinating digital transformation plans but also gaining enhanced electoral visibility

and attractiveness.

A remarkable difference between the two countries lies in the management of the so-
called “digital service teams”. Ines Mergel (2019) notes how these teams operate with
autonomy, substantial budgets, and independence in hiring, striving to incorporate industry
standards like software development and human-centered design, emphasizing their distinct
approach from traditional governance routines. Digital service teams run their team “like a
start-up operation inside of government” (Mergel, 2019, p. 7), introducing a “third space” that
defies the boundaries of centralized or decentralized governance routines that reflect the
tension between innovation and traditional bureaucratic routines. In chapter 5, | will discuss
in-depth the practices of the Italian and Portuguese teams. Here, | just emphasize some main
differences in their histories. In Italy, the Digital Team underwent a strong institutionalization,
transforming the initial flexible structure into a department (DTD) within the governmental
organization. According to Di Giulio and Vecchi (2019), this process of institutionalization has
been a successful policy strategy to advance the DT of the country. However, it should also be
noted that it led to institutional rigidity, bringing the need to set up a new, more flexible entity
(the company PagoPA) to accommodate the original team’s agile practices (particularly in
terms of hiring). In contrast, the Portuguese team (LabX) has retained its flexibility within a
larger agency (AMA). Overall, the Portuguese management model appears to offer a more
coherent approach than the Italian counterpart, particularly in fostering seamless knowledge
exchange between entities, keeping the necessary flexibility, and effectively streamlining the
administration of digital transformation efforts. While the initial ambiguity surrounding the
establishment of the Italian DT Team (and later the DTD) has been partially alleviated through
the implementation of three-year plans that better delineate the roles of each entity, a
discernible overlap in competencies and responsibilities persists. This overlap often prompts
questions about the rationale behind having two distinct entities tasked with steering the Italian

digital agenda.
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Political Environment

Approach to digital
transformation
Governance

Minister of Digital
Transformation

Central Coordination
Unit

COVID-19 Impact

National Recovery and
Resilience Plans

Digital Service Teams

Consistency and
Coherence

Historical Trajectory

5 - Conclusion

Table 8 - Comparison Portugal - Italy

PORTUGAL ITALY
Relatively stable HIStOI’I‘Cal an'd'pol|t|ca[
instability

Centralized under government
ministries, secretaries, and
agencies

More articulated with multiple
entities (AIPA, CNIPA, DigitPA,
AgID, DT Team)

Introduced in 2019, short-lived

Recreated, Inter-ministerial
Committee for digital
transformation introduced

AMA (central coordination unit)

AgID and DTD, supplemented
by new entities

Accelerated centralization,
emphasis on streamlined
procedures

Accelerated centralization,
establishment of digital
transformation secretaries

22% allocated to digital
transformation

27% allocated to digital
transformation

LabX (flexible, within AMA)

DT Team institutionalized to
DTD, new entity PagoPA
created

More coherent management
model, fostering knowledge
exchange

Initial ambiguity, overlap in
competencies, ongoing
adjustments

Consistent, under direct
government control for 20+
years

Multiple changes, ownership
shifts, evolving structures

The comparative analysis of digital transformation histories and governance in Portugal and
Italy highlights both shared trends and distinct trajectories shaped by their political landscapes
and historical contexts. As we have seen, both nations recognize the significance of digital
transformation for administrative efficiency, and both of their approaches to digital
transformation governance reveal a convergence toward centralization. In Portugal, a stable
political environment has enabled consistent policy direction, with the central coordination
unit (AMA) playing a pivotalrole in driving the digital agenda. On the other hand, Italy’s complex
history has led to a more intricate governance landscape, marked by the establishment and
evolution of various entities, culminating in the centralizing efforts of recent administrations. In
the Italian context, anyway, there are two different agencies (AgID and DTD) steering the digital

transformation of PA of the country, bringing to a two-faced Janus-led governance. The ongoing
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pandemic and allocation of resources for digital transformation within their National Recovery
and Resilience Plans have further propelled the centralization of the governance. Notably, the
distinct management models of digital service teams in both countries, embodying innovation
and autonomy, underscore the tension between agility and bureaucratic structure. While Italy’s
institutionalization of the DT Team in the DTD is considered successful, it has also triggered the
emergence of complementary entities like the company PagoPA to retain flexibility. In contrast,
Portugal’s LabX retains flexibility within AMA, facilitating seamless knowledge exchange and

effective administration of digital transformation initiatives.

The historical reconstruction carried out in this chapter emphasized the creation of
public bodies that have been involved in PA computerization and digitization over the years, as
well as key events such as the publication of strategies, action plans, platforms, etc. In
contrast, it has not been possible to reconstruct even a partial history of monitoring initiatives.
Despite my searches of academic literature and newspapers, | found virtually nothing that
predated the watchdogs analyzed in Chapter 6. This could indicate either that 1) digital
transformation monitoring is a practice that has recently emerged in Italy and Portugal or 2)
these monitoring initiatives have not had enough impact to leave traces. Unfortunately, this

question cannot be answered in this dissertation, and | leave this question open for future work.
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Chapter V
Public bodies orchestrating the digital transformation of

public administration

1 - Introduction

This chapter enters inside the constellation of practices that compose the governance of digital
transformation of PA. It does so by discussing the practices of orchestration carried out by three
public bodies: The Agency for Digital Italy (AgID) and the Department for Digital Transformation
(DTD) in Italy, and the Agency for Administrative Modernization (AMA) in Portugal. Public bodies
are not simple executors of policy. On the contrary, they are “centers of coordination”
(Blomqvist, 2022) that play an essential role throughout the entire policy-making process (Bach
et al., 2012; Grahn Farley et al., 2022; Verschuere, 2009). In the governance of IT-related
phenomena, public bodies act as suppliers and users of data, sources of trust, and guarantors
of data quality and public value (Schwabe, 2019). The Government as a Platform (GaaP)
literature highlighted the centrality of these actors in the orchestration of digital transformation
toward the platform organizational model but overemphasized the performativity of digital
platforms and overlooked the political dimension of orchestration. In this chapter, | try to show
that platforms alone are not enough to trigger orchestration in the same way as “a ball alone
does not make the game” (Shove et al., 2012, p. 9). Notwithstanding their centrality as
coordination tools in the governance of digital transformation of PA, “government is still
necessary to facilitate and orchestrate collective action, provide tools, manage assets and
ensure public value” (Janowski et al., 2018, p. S2). Governments generally delegate this
responsibility to ad hoc organizations (agencies, units, and departments) with the aim of
coordinating national digital agendas (Mergel, 2016). These public bodies are the main actors
involved in the orchestration of this process, and the aim of this chapter is to describe their
digital transformation orchestration practices. As | already discussed in the theoretical chapter,
rather than focusing on specific practices, their performances, and situatedness, | will describe
the social phenomenon of orchestration as constituted by practices in broad terms (Lammi,

2018; Schatzki, 2006; Shove, 2015).
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This chapteridentifies five general understandings related to orchestration and six broad
compound orchestration practices carried by the three public bodies (AMA, AglID, and DTD).
The comparison between Portugal and Italy shows that orchestration practices and
understandings are generally homogeneous despite some notable differences. The main
factors of homogeneity identified are: 1) the fact that the digital transformation process is
intrinsically a “standardizer” of practices and understandings (particularly when it is oriented
toward the platform organizational model), 2) the role played by supranational EU entities (e.g.,
EU Commission) in shaping practices and understandings, and 3) the role of the private sector,
particularly of non-EU Big tech companies in shaping orchestration understandings. Instead,
the main factors behind the dissimilarities between the two countries have to be found in the
different political-institutional arrangements (e.g., different organizational administrative
structures, the capacity of the central agency to co-opt new innovative units, etc.). Overall, this
chapter aims to unfold some political aspects related to the orchestration of digital

transformation of PA through an analysis of orchestration practices.

| previously discussed that practices are sets of doing and sayings organized around
practical and general understandings, rules, and teleoaffective structures (Schatzki, 2002,
2019). In this chapter, together with the description of the main orchestration practices carried
out by public bodies, | will devote special attention to the general understandings that organize
those practices. My decision to focus here on general understandings does not mean that
practical understandings, rules, and teleoaffectivities do not play an important role in the
organization of orchestration practices. | decided to focus on the general understandings
because: 1) general understandings have an integrating function (Schatzki, 2002), meaning that
they might contribute to the coordination of several bundles and constellations of practices; 2)
looking at general understandings is considered more suited for the analysis of large scale
phenomena (D. Welch & Warde, 2017) like the digital transformation of PA; 3) the symbolic,
cultural, and ideational elements behind orchestration practices have been little investigated
in the literature (e.g., Reypens et al., 2021; Svendsrud et al., 2019); 4) considering that the
observations on which this chapter is based have mainly been indirect (see methodological
chapter), it was de facto not possible to access the more practical understandings behind
orchestration practices. To a lesser degree, | will also touch upon rules and teleoaffectivities
organizing orchestration practices. A discussion on how rules organize orchestration practices

would primarily require an in-depth analysis of the digital transformation plans of the countries.
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These regularly updated documents, mainly produced by the public bodies following the
European directives, are both the output of specific practices (mainly planning and ruling
practices) and a self-organizing tool that states the objectives of digital transformation
initiatives and regulates the overall work performed by the public bodies (together with the
other entities involved in the governance of this process). The digital transformation plans of
Portugal and Italy have been analyzed in depth in this work, but they have been used mainly as
sources that could offer an overview of the different practices carried by public bodies.
Understanding how the plans are actually used in practice, despite being a crucial question, is
not the focus of this chapter since it would have required a more direct observation of the work
of public bodies. For what concerns the teleoaffectivities that organize orchestration practices,
these are discussed together with the general understandings, which, as | will discuss below,
are strongly linked with certain teleoaffective regimes (Schatzki, 2002) that contribute to

organizing the overall set of digital transformation orchestration practices.

This chapter is structured as follows: in the next section, | review the literature that
deployed the metaphor of orchestration, focusing specifically on how the term has been
understood and why | believe that it makes sense to use it to describe the work of public bodies.
In section 3, | discuss the implications of looking at orchestration from a practice-based
perspective. This part expands the theoretical framework of the dissertation (chapter 2) and
reviews the studies that investigated orchestration as a practice. Sections 4 and 5 are devoted
to the findings. In section 4, | discuss the five general understandings related to the
orchestration that emerged from the analysis of the empirical material. Section 5 presents a
typology of the orchestration practices carried out by public bodies and discusses each of them
in depth. In section 6, | compare the practices and understandings found in Portugal and ltaly,
discussing the reasons behind their homogeneity and differences. This section shows how the
study of practices and understandings might inform the investigation of the implicit power

dynamics and political implications correlated with orchestration.

2 - The metaphor of orchestration: do we need it?

Orchestration is a powerful and charming metaphor. To grasp it, it might be useful to
understand what orchestration is not. First, orchestration is not governance. In this work, |

proposed a practice-based understanding of governance of digital transformation of the public
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sector (see Chapter 2). Orchestration is only a slice of governance, a specific “style” of
managing the digital transformation of the public sector. Second, orchestration is not governing
or ruling. As emphasized by Svendsrud et al. (2019, p. 3), orchestration refers more to “soft
management approaches aimed at influencing [...]. Instead of relying on formal rules and
contractualincentives, network outputis not ‘governed’[...] but rather facilitated — orchestrated
through different socialization and communication techniques”. Third, orchestration is not
simply planning or coordinating. As already emphasized by Mann et al. (2022), planning refers
to the process of making entrepreneurial decisions emphasizing “future thinking” (Mintzberg,
1981, p. 320). Coordination, on the other hand, involves the decomposition, documentation,

and alteration of tasks to create new forms of work (Crowston, 1997) for the coordinating entity.

What is, then, orchestration? Overall, it is a response to the growing complexity of digital
ecosystems and to the involvement of multiple stakeholders in the process of development
and delivery of digital public services (Plekhanov et al., 2022). Instead of forcing the other
entities involved in the governance of digital transformation (PAs and private providers) to act
in specific ways, orchestration refers to those practices carried mainly by public agencies to
coordinate and steer digital transformation through the use of incentives, collaboration, and
nudging. Orchestration is thus strongly linked with the concept of steering. According to Mayntz
(2022), steering is basically a notion that is “state-centered and employs a top-down
perspective” (p.279). The author argues that in the governance literature, there has been a shift
from that strong state-controlled paradigm to a more flexible governance approach in
managing socio-economic development after World War Il. This change, as we have seenin the
literature review at the introduction of this work, also involves the participation of non-state
actors (private sector and civil society) in policymaking and changes the role of the state from
a direct controller to something more similar to a rule-setter. Anyway, in this shift, according to
Mayntz (2022), political steering did not disappear; rather, it “became one of the several modes
of governance” (p.281). | agree with this view, and | think that this can easily be rephrased by
adopting a practice-based vocabulary, stating that in the constellation of practices of
governance, some practices aim at steering specific processes. Why, then, do | prefer to speak
about orchestration instead of steering/governing? Do we really need another term to describe
the governing style adopted by the public bodies? | think that it is reasonable to answer yes.
Public bodies are not entities that belong directly to the government. If this were a dissertation

on how governments lead digital transformation, | would have no problem using the term steer.
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But public bodies are not the governments of a country. These actors tend to be in a hybrid
position, with hybrid powers that must also be based on the legitimacy of their role. If enacting
laws would be enough to achieve digital transformation of PA, somehow, their very existence
would make little sense. For this reason, | argue that it makes more sense to use the metaphor
of orchestration. This term better emphasizes the multifaceted role of public bodies in guiding
and facilitating digital transformation. Unlike the linear connotations of “steering”, which imply
a single direction or control, orchestration embodies — at least in theory — a more dynamic and
collaborative approach. Public bodies serve as conductors, harmonizing diverse stakeholders,
resources, and initiatives to achieve a cohesive digital strategy. They try to coordinate digital
efforts, balance different interests, and synchronize actions across various sectors. As |
described in the theoretical chapter, taking a practice-based perspective, | conceptualize PA
as a phenomenon that is essentially made of practices (see chapter 2). Considering that
practices are organized sets of activities, we can think of orchestration practices carried by
public bodies as those practices that aim at organizing the practices and material

arrangements of PA with the aim of achieving the digital transformation of PA.

Several strands of literature have been interested in the metaphor of orchestration of
networks (Cremers et al., 2023; Dessaigne & Pardo, 2020; Perks et al., 2017; Reypens et al.,
2021), resources (Barneyetal., 2011; Chadwick etal., 2015; Chen & Tian, 2022), and IT (Queiroz
et al., 2018). In the International Relations literature, the term is used to refer to the indirect
governance relationship and to understand how international organizations orchestrate
intermediaries (e.g., NGOs) to manage target actors (e.g., governments or corporations)
(Abbott et al., 2015). Most of the contributions on orchestration come from the management
literature, where the term is generally used to describe the activities of “dedicated human
actors” (Mann et al., 2022, p. 3) who actively enable value-generating exchanges among
external parties, extending beyond the conventional relationship between customers and
businesses (Breidbach et al., 2016). In the Information Systems literature, orchestration is
commonly associated with digital platforms (Breidbach & Brodie, 2015; Kazan et al., 2018;
Mukhopadhyay & Bouwman, 2019). From this perspective, digital platforms play a pivotal role
in facilitating orchestration by allowing key actors to establish connections, leverage their
networks, and access new sources of value. Finally, in the Government as a Platform literature,
orchestration is understood as a key governance mechanism. According to these studies, the

role of PAin the digital landscape is not simply that of producer of Digital Public Services (DPS),
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but also that of orchestrator and enabler of the co-production of the services (Cordella &
Paletti, 2019). According to Janssen & Estevez (2013), the necessity of orchestrating in
governments emerged from the diffusion of collaborative thinking to reduce costs and
stimulate innovation. To succeed in such challenges, governments must embrace an
orchestration role, monitoring and steering the activities in the collaborative ecosystem.
Consequently, the authors refer to orchestration as the governance mechanism that
coordinates the actions of different stakeholders involved in public service provision (Janssen
& Estevez, 2013). This understanding of orchestration, anyway, does not sufficiently consider
the design and configuration of the digital platforms that mediate the interactions among the
different social actors (public and private) involved in the production of public services. On the
other hand, other authors, such as Queiroz et al. (2018), tended to overemphasize
orchestration as the dynamic capability to refresh the application portfolio of IT apps and
platforms. Trying to overcome these limitations, Cordella & Paletti (2019) define orchestration
as the governance mechanism that shapes both the technological and institutional

configuration of GaaP to deliver public value.

Despite the relevant contributions of these studies, orchestration remains an elusive
concept. Inthe latest contributions in the GaaP literature as well (e.g., Cordella & Paletti, 2019;
Kuhn et al.,, 2022; Styrin et al.,, 2022), a sort of “platform-centrism” (Willems, 2021)
predominates as orchestration seems to be primarily correlated with and triggered by the
presence of platform ecosystems, overlooking at the orchestrational work (Bartelings et al.,
2017) and practices carried out by public bodies to manage and coordinate the platform
ecosystem. Furthermore, these studies do not really emphasize the implicit power dynamics

and political implications correlated with orchestration. This work tries to fill this gap.

3 - Orchestration of digital transformation as a phenomenon made of
practices

Orchestration is here understood as a social phenomenon made of practices specialized in the
steering, coordination, management, and oversight of digital transformation initiatives. These
digital transformation initiatives are enacted through specific practices carried out by PAs and

private providers. According to Schatzki (2019), social phenomena are slices of the practice
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plenum composed of bundles of practices, material arrangements, and the multiple relations
that might occur among bundles. Orchestration is thus a set of practices mainly linked with a
material arrangement (i.e., digital platforms) specialized in the coordination and oversight of

other practices, material arrangements, or specific elements/dimensions that make them up.

This understanding of orchestration follows the works of Elizabeth Shove and Theodore
Schatzki on how practice theories can be used to investigate governance and policy. Both
authors, in fact, used the metaphor of orchestration in their writings. Speaking about how
practice theories might inform policy, Shove et al. (2012) argue that, even if the development of
social practice is always somehow unpredictable because social practices are emergent and
always in transition, policy intervention can and do influence “a) the range of elements in
circulation; b) the ways in which practices relate to each other; c) the careers and trajectories
of practices and those who carry them; and d) the circuits of reproduction” (p.146). Shove et al.
(2012) continue arguing that policymakers “have an obvious role in bringing existing actors
together[...] as part of a deliberate strategy to reconfigure the character and the distribution of
the elements [of social practices]” (p.161) and that “effective policy making is about guiding
processes of selection and variation, and about adapting to and reflexively monitoring
emergent bundles and complexes of practice, as they develop” (p.161). The authors conclude
that “state actors influence the distribution and circulation of materials, competences and

meanings” (p.163).

Other studies already started to look at orchestration practices, but they mainly refer to
the private sector and - sometimes even explicitly — avoid a practice-based ontological
positioning. For instance, Reypens et al. (2021) identified three types of network orchestration
practices labeled connecting, facilitating, and governing and observed how they underlie
differentinnovation trajectories over time, each supporting the achievement of distinct network
outcomes. In their findings, the authors argue that orchestrators act as sort of “environmental
scanners”, deciding what type of orchestration style to adopt according to the specific context
of innovation they are operating in. Dessaigne & Pardo (2020) looked at orchestration practices
that seek to strengthen common norms in networks of business actors. Svendsrud et al. (2019)
examined orchestration in an ecosystem context and found that it takes place at three levels
(technical, industrial, and commercial), constituting different sets of practices aimed at
harvesting external resources from partner firms (their case study gravitates around an

entrepreneurial firm providing a data-centric platform). All these studies start from the
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assumption that little is known about how orchestration is done in practice, but paradoxically,
none of them decided to use theoretical and analytical tools from practice theories to
investigate orchestration. My work aims at filling this gap, offering a more nuanced,

ontologically practice-based understanding of orchestration.

Beyond describing the main orchestration practices carried out by public bodies, this
chapter delves into the general understandings that contribute to organizing those practices.
General understandings, according to Schatzki (2002), are the ideational elements common to
different types of practices that condition the way in which practices are carried out and are
expressed in their performance. Schatzki also defined general understandings as “ethoses or
general senses of things [that] imbue particular practices in the sense of being expressed in
many of their constituent activities” (Schatzki, 2019, p.30). General understandings inform
practical intelligibility (i.e., what allows individuals to know “what comes next” when carrying
out a practice) and govern activity “by conditioning practical intelligibility or the normative form
that practical intelligibility can assume” (Welch & Warde, 2017, p.187). The general
understandings that | will describe below are not broad and diffuse cultural understandings
(e.g., collective concepts such as State, nation, economy, etc.). Rather, the ones described
here are process-specific general understandings that concern the process of digital
transformation of PA. As we will see, these general understandings are strongly linked with
certain teleoaffective regimes (Schatzki, 2002). As | discussed in the theoretical chapter, the
teleoaffective structure of a practice refers to the goals or purposes (teleo) and emotional
aspects (affective) within a particular practice. Teleoaffective regimes, instead, articulate
purposes, goals, and affective elements across different practices, “conditioning the
teleoaffective structures of the practices they govern and subsequently becoming instantiated
in situated activity through their performance” (Welch & Warde, 2017, p.186). What is important
to underline here — beyond the theoretical and conceptual differences between general
understandings and teleoaffective regimes and their role within practice theory (see Welch &
Warde, 2017 for a detailed discussion) — is that the general understandings that | will discuss
have distinct ideas on how to conceive the goal (i.e., the digital transformation of PA) and of
what is desirable to achieve them. General understandings similar to the ones discussed here
have been found by other authors, using similar terms such as values, discourses, and
imaginaries. For instance, Twizeyimana & Andersson (2019) emphasized the importance of

studying values related to digital government. In their literature review, they found six public
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values that they used to create three overarching public value dimensions labeled improved
public services, improved administration, and improved social value. Esko & Koulu (2023)
recently investigated future visions of digital PA within a specific regulatory context designed to
facilitate automated decision-making (ADM) in Finland. Their work delved into the process of
shaping legislation and uncovered four distinct imaginaries for the future of digital PA that they
label: understandable administration, self-monitoring administration, adaptive administration,
and responsible administration. Other studies investigated imaginaries of datafied PA (Reutter,
2022) and imaginaries of data governance from a comparative perspective (Guay & Birch,

2022).

4 - General understandings shaping the orchestration of digjtal
transformation of PA

Five main general understandings correlated with the governance and orchestration of digital
transformation emerged from the analysis of the empirical material. The understandings have
been labeled a) the “ideal” PA and digital public services, b) digital transformation as
platformization of PA, c) digital transformation as the modernization of PA, d) digital
transformation as an administrative process, and e) digital transformation as an innovative

process.

According to these understandings, digital transformation is the means for reaching an
“ideal” version of PA, characterized by an “ideal” provision of public services. Although actors
agree that digital platforms and ICTs are the main tools for PA harmonization and
standardization, the way in which this process should be governed is understood differently:
Italian bodies (particularly AgID) frame digital transformation as an administrative process
(thus referring to administrative values such as transparency, accountability, etc.). On the other
hand, the understanding prevailing in the Portuguese landscape sees digital transformation
more as a private-inspired innovation process, emphasizing values such as flexibility and
corporatization, typical of the private sector. Overall, these general understandings envision
what the PA of the future will look like, articulate different interpretations of digital
transformation, and entail different “appropriate” governance strategies to achieve them. In

line with the work of similar authors (Esko & Koulu, 2023; Reutter, 2022), the results of the
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analysis indicate that the general understandings linked with orchestration do not necessarily
present articulated visions of technology, but they nevertheless articulate administrative

ideals.

4.1 - The “ideal” digital public administration and public services

This general understanding is present in the discourses of all three governmental bodies under
investigation and portrays a standardized, harmonized, and connected PA that succeeded in
the fight against fragmentation in public service provision. Public bodies are the ones in charge

of materializing this vision since their aimis to

“[...] standardize and provide orientations... so that if a public or private entity wishes to
design a service or redesign one that it already has, they should not wonder ‘what should
| do?’. Just go through the Mosaico [Portuguese design system platform], and you will

find guidelines not only for PA but also for the companies that provide services to PA!”

(117 = AMA senior specialist)

In this understanding, digital competencies are highly valued, and cybersecurity risks are
acknowledged, with a focus on protecting information assets while ensuring their open

accessibility.

In the “ideal” PA, interoperability is key. Public service platforms across PA seamlessly interact
with one another. Supportive public bodies assist other PAs in their digitalization efforts, and
decision-making is centralized to reduce fragmentation and promote unified approaches. An
example of this centralization is highlighted in the Italian Three-Year Plan: “PAs cannot investin
building new data centers to reduce fragmentation of resources and uncontrolled proliferation
of infrastructure resulting in multiplication of costs” (Italian Three-Year Plan, p.37). This
understanding also promotes the constant sharing of resources and knowledge. As the
Portuguese Strategy states, the goal is to promote: “A culture of sharing different types of
resources (e.g., cloud data centers, an ICT center of competencies) among public entities, as

well as building human capacity, particularly developing digital competencies among civil
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servants and the society for the adoption of digital services” (Portugal: Leapfrogging Digital
Transformation, p.33). Finally, the culture of measurement and monitoring is widely embraced,

ensuring continuous evaluation and improvement within the PA.

This understanding depicts an idealized version of Digital Public Services (DPS)
provision as well, one that sees DPS as perfectly accessible and usable. DPS development
revolves around the principle of user-centricity, ensuring that services are designed with the
needs and preferences of citizens at the forefront. By prioritizing user experience, well-
designed DPS are expected to increase their usage and adoption by the population. Simplicity
is highly valued in both the front end and back end of DPS, streamlining processes for citizens
and civil servants. The imagined DPS ecosystem of the future is accessible, user-friendly,
efficient, valuable, and beneficial to all members of the society it serves. The understanding
sees the development of DPS as strongly linked with the diffusion of enabling platforms
(building blocks) that are seen as one of the main tools to trigger the standardization process,

as discussed in the next section.

This general understanding provides an overall, widely shared ethos that shapes all the
orchestration practices carried by public bodies and a set of core values (interoperability,
standardization, coordination, centralized decision-making, etc.) that should drive their work.
Furthermore, this general understanding has strong teleoaffective connotations since it
indicates the goal of digital transformation and the core values that should orient the transition.
For this reason, this understanding transpires in and permeates all the orchestration practices.
The realissueisthat evenif all the public bodies want to reach the “ideal” PA, and they all agree
that digital transformation is the means through which they can reach it, there are different

understandings of what digital transformation is or should be.

4.2 - Digital transformation as platformization vs. modernization of PA

The understanding labeled digital transformation as a platformization process is predominantly
present in the Italian landscape. According to this understanding, the adoption of digital
platforms “not only makes the implementation of necessary services quick but also
accelerates the process of standardization in PA” (Italian Three-Year Plan, p.8). Digital platforms
are thus represented as the crucial tool that will trigger the digital transformation of the public
sector. The term “digital platforms” is used incoherently in variety of ways and sometimes refers
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to the “technological platforms that provide core, cross-cutting, enabling and reusable
functionality in the digitalization of PA processes and services” (Italian Three-Year Plan, p.23) -
i.e., the public service platforms of the GaaP literature (Bender & Heine, 2021; O’Reilly, 2011) -
while other times it refers to a variety of tools that can be deployed in the development of public
services. In an interview, when | noted that one of the official websites of the Italian agencies
listed as “digital platforms™'® tools that difficulty could be interpreted as such, the interviewee

admitted that:

“You are rightly pointing to the fact that the shoemaker has the broken shoes?! [laugh]
[...]let’s say that [some platforms] are just defined by law somewhere. They are generally
all the ones that were supposed to be part of what’s called the ‘country operating
system’ up there, that is, tools, small parts that go in as building blocks to build larger
services. Let’s say that out of these, some have had better luck, and some are blends.
Forinstance, IndicePA [that is generally referred to as a platform] right now is more of an

APl than a platform, if | have to be honest...

(113 - DTD developer)

Despite the problems in defining what actually is a platform in the context of the digital
transformation of PA, this understanding overemphasizes the benefits of digital platforms as a
comprehensive solution to various complex challenges that characterize the Italian PA,
pointing toward a certain form of technosolutionism (Morozov, 2013), or platform-solutionism.
In this understanding, platforms are depicted as powerful tools of simplification, with an
intrinsic ability to streamline administrative processes and procedures that lead to reduced
workload for civil servants, cost and time savings, enhanced security, and improved
management of DPS. By being inherently interoperable and standardizing data flows, digital
platforms are thought to facilitate the creation of simpler and more homogeneous DPS.

Platforms are thus perceived as essential instruments of rationalization, standardization,

9 hitps://developers.italia.it/it/piattaforme last access 12/09/2023
2 |talian popular adage
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harmonization, and centralization aimed at achieving efficiency and coherence across the

public sector.

Despite being a core part of the Portuguese digital landscape as well, digital platforms
are less prominent in the discourses and narrative of AMA. In this case the prevailing
understanding sees digital transformation as part of the process of modernization of PA. The
Portuguese fascination with modernization has a long history (see chapter 4), but since the
1980s, it has been a “rather diffuse concept, [occurring] frequently both in political and
administrative vocabulary. Perhaps it is just a sign of hope in a world where bureaucratic and
technocratic solutions have failed by themselves” (Vidigal, 1989, p. 57). According to this
understanding, modernization and simplification “are essential for effectively fighting
inequalities, promoting investment and reducing administrative burdens” (AMA’s Diagrama
magazine, September 2019, p.5). This understanding generally emphasizes that modernization
is not merely a technological shift but a profound societal and bureaucratic transformation that
holds the promise of enhancing efficiency, transparency, and citizen engagement within
government institutions. Anyway, ICTs are considered one of the main “catalysts of the public
sector modernization” (Portugal: Leapfrogging Digital Transformation, p.29), so being modern
means, to a large extent, being technologically advanced. According to this understanding,
modernization will occur if all the stakeholders contribute to the development of the “ideal” PA.
The main difference with the previously analyzed understanding of platformization is that
modernization is a more holistic concept that seeks to hold together ambitions that are mainly
organizational (e.g., improving service delivery and streamlining bureaucratic procedures), but
also technological (e.g., advancing and experimenting with new tools), and political (e.g.,
incentivizing participation). These elements are constantly interlinked. For instance, an
interviewee stressed how a project related to an emerging technology (applying the metaverse
to the PA) with young citizens not only allowed to create another channel of delivery considered
more in line with the needs of the target group but also allowed to incentivize political
participation “because we want citizens more involved with the PA and understanding what is
happening in their lives and what is expected with democracy. Democracy is not just to vote.
We have to be part of the society” (116 - AMA LabX expert). The same interviewee also
emphasized that most of their work to “modernize” the public sector has very little to do with

technology, but it is more centered on making entities of PA “work together”. As in the words of
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another interviewee “technology is the easiest part, the strongest and the more challenging

partis people” (117 - AMA expert).

4.3 - Digital transformation as an administrative vs. private-inspired innovative

process

In contrast to the other prevailing understandings found across Italian and Portuguese
agencies, the two understandings labeled “DT as an administrative process” and “DT as an
innovative process” exhibit marked differences in their perspectives. The administrative
process understanding is predominantly found in the discourses, narratives, and practices of
the Italian agency AgID. It underscores the view that digital transformation is part of a
comprehensive administrative process, so it should be driven by administrative values. Much
emphasisis placed on accountability, and the predominant role of private providers (especially
non-EU tech companies) is critically seen as a threat to digital sovereignty. Downsizing and
outsourcing are sometimes seen suspiciously because they can weaken the capacity of public
agencies to effectively address complex issues (Collington, 2022; Mazzucato & Collington,
2023). The rush towards digital transformation risks prioritizing short-term cost savings over
long-term implications. In this understanding, emphasis is placed on upholding legalism and
other traditional administrative values such as transparency, rule of law, and integrity because
digital transformation requires a structured and responsible approach to be successful. The
process of digital transformation should be guided by ethical practices, legal compliance, and
an awareness of public responsibilities (especially those of civil servants). In addition to the
more formal administrative values listed above, there are also more informal values related,
such as the solidarity among civil servants: “If civil servants have a problem, they call us,
because they know they will find civil servants on the other side to talk to, and not just experts
from outside with no responsibilities”?'. This form of solidarity is linked with more practical
knowledge of administrative work that, according to the interviewees, allows AgID to better

understand the burdens and challenges of other PAs. AgID interviewees emphasized a sort of

2! Fieldnotes, informal interview (115) with AgID senior expert at ForumPA 2023, 16/05/2023, Rome. In this quote
the interviewee with the term “experts from outside” refers to the employees of the Department for Digital
Transformation (DTD), that in most of the cases are hired under a collaboration contract that drastically reduces
their legal responsibilities. This type of contracts is strongly criticized by the two interviewees | engaged with in
this informal interview because of the lack of transparency in how they are assigned.
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historical value of the Agency, which led them to indicate as the founding period not 2012
(official year of foundation) but rather the late 1990s (years when the main Italian agency was

AIPA, see Chapter 4).

“Now we do the ‘digital transformation’ [sarcastic about the use of the term]. Before,
there were many public administrations, each, let’s say, with its own contract with its
own network, so the Authority [AIPA] somehow wanted to try to give uniformity to the
development of networks. [...] | say this because it is important to understand where

AglID is coming from.”

(19 - AgID ICT senior specialist)

This historical emphasis is due not only to the fact that many of the people working in AgID have
gone through all the organizational rearrangements that have characterized Italian agencies
(“Since | have been working for this agency, it has changed its name four times!”??), but the
historical element is presented as an instrument of “legitimacy” of the organization, which is
used in the narrative of the interviewees when talking about the other public body involved in
the governance of digital transformation in Italy (DTD). In other words, more or less implicitly,
the fact that AgID has a long history is used to demonstrate that it is the “real” agency dealing
with digital issues in the public sector since it was the one that had to deal with the problems
that historically characterized the Italian digital landscape (e.g., lack of funding, extreme

fragmentation, etc. see Chapter 4 for a detailed analysis).

The last general understanding discussed here is labeled digital transformation as a
private-inspired innovative process. It is prominently found in the discourses, narratives, and
practices of Italian DTD and the Portuguese agency AMA (particularly in the LabX unit).
According to this understanding, the public sector should draw inspiration from the private
sector’s expertise in digitalizing services. Emphasizing that the private sector has valuable
knowledge in this domain, the understanding encourages PA to learn from successful private

enterprises and adopt their innovative practices. The most prominent set of practices to be

2 |bid.
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learned from the private sector are those related to the culture of design within the public

sector, valuing creative problem-solving and user-centric approaches.

“Designers lItalia [one of the main DTD projects] was born under the digital
transformation Team [see chapter 4]. Piacentini [leader of the Team], coming from a
private example of excellence on the digital side [Amazon] wanted to give a sign and say
that quality services are done by doing design properly. So, design with the user at the
center, considering all the reflections on privacy by design, security by design, etc.

Hence the professionalism of the designer”

(110 - DTD designer)

Design-related practices are just a part of practices that, according to this understanding, the
public sector should learn. For instance, “specific merchandising tactics, similar to marketing
strategies of private sector companies” should be acquired because they “serve to raise
awareness of the [public sector’s] program initiatives” (Portugal: Leapfrogging Digital
Transformation, p.72). Central to this understanding is the attention to flexibility, including
exploring more dynamic employment contracts and embracing a more corporatized approach
within PA. This understanding acknowledges that digital transformation encounters challenges
in dealing with the legacy of traditional PA and navigating historical relationships between local
PAs and their providers. “We believe that old problems remain in the public sector and [after]
SO0 many attempts, we have to have a look with the innovation glasses” (116 - AMA’s LabX senior
specialist). Focusing on digital transformation as an innovation process means also trying to
accentuate “a shared approach about the role of digital transformation in the modernization of
government administrative structures and procedures [...] [ensuring] the continuity of efforts,
showing that digital transformation is more a state policy than a government policy (Portugal:
Leapfrogging Digital Transformation, p.40, emphasis added). This attempt to “depoliticize” or,
at least, detach from the political government sphere is also linked with the facilitator role that

AMA and DTD try to assume:
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“people understand that we don’t have an interest, we are just facilitators in the process.
We don’t have a direct interest in something. We represent the benefits and the
demands of the citizens. [...] We don’t have political interests. [...] We are just outsiders
that when we came, we said, ‘okay, we’re going to help you with this problem. This is our

methodology. Do you agree with it? So let’s work!”.”

(116 - AMA LabX expert)

To sum up, the general understanding of digital transformation as a private-inspired innovative
process underscores the importance of drawing upon the expertise of the private sector in
digitalizing public services (design of DPS, merchandising strategies, corporatized approach).
By positioning digital transformation as an innovation process, this understanding also

implicitly seeks to depoliticize the discourse surrounding DT.

Table 9 - Imaginaries shaping the orchestration of digital transformation of PA

Organizes
General . i the .
. Brief Description orchestration
understandings .
practices
of...
The “ideal” PA and Standardized PA; fight fragmentation; connected PA; proactive AgID and DTD
digital public services PA; pragmatic PA; aware of the importance of digital (Italy); AMA
competencies, cybersecurity, information assents; supportive (Portugal)
PA; centralized decision-making; shared resources; culture of
monitoring; data-driven. DPS should be accessible, usable,
valuable, simple; user-centrism, increase in usage of DPS
DT as modernization Modernization will solve all the historical problems of PA; PA has AMA (Portugal)
to catch up with the technological advancements of society;
digital transformation is a holistic effort
DT as platformization Digital platforms and the GaaP will solve all the historical AgID and DTD
problems of PA; platform-solutionism (Italy)
DT as an administrative Administrative values should drive DT; legalism; solidarity among | AgID (Italy)
process civil servants; accountability; transparency
DT as a private-inspired PA should learn from the private sector, corporatization; DTD (Italy); AMA
innovation process flexibility; design; “depoliticized” DT (Portugal)

5 - Practices of digital transformation orchestration

Orchestration is here investigated as a set of practices belonging to the constellation of

practices of governance of DT. The orchestration performed by AgID, DTD, and AMA is made of
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a set of interrelated practices that together contribute to steering the design, purchasing,
development, implementation, and delivery of DPS by PAs. Each orchestration practice is
made of a set of activities linked with specific material arrangements and organized by general
and practical understandings, rules, and teleoaffectivities. The objects of orchestration — what
is de facto orchestrated — are other practices and/or elements of other practices carried by the
other actors involved in the governance of DT. In other words, the three governmental bodies
orchestrate subjects themselves (e.g., PAs, providers, etc.), material elements (e.g., platforms,
data, technologies, etc.); procedures (e.g., modalities of interaction between the subjects);
meanings (e.g., values that emphasize the benefit of digital transformation for citizens and
PAs); and competencies (e.g., efforts to improve digital literacy in PAs and population) of PAs

and providers.

The interviews conducted with experts and the analysis of official documentation
provided insight into how the organizations as a whole, rather than individual members,
contribute to orchestration. For this reason, in the theoretical chapter, | underlined that
orchestration practices are compound or composite practices (Warde, 2013), i.e., sets of
practices that are organized and coordinated by other practices (primarily planning practices)
and material arrangements (mainly digital platforms). From the analysis, it emerged that
orchestration is made of a number of practices here labeled: planning, communicating,
supporting, monitoring, ruling, and platforming. This subdivision of orchestration practices is
ideal-typical and cannot account for the whole complexity of orchestration. The practices
listed above do not necessarily always occur together, but they are often interrelated. This
schematization of the different practices that make up the orchestration sheds light on the
complexity of this phenomenon. Despite being presented in quite a schematic way for clarity,
it should not be forgotten that practices are always more multifaceted than what a “simplifying,
diagrammatic model of social life” (Schatzki, 2002, p. Xll) may account for. In the theoretical
chapter, | discussed how social practices are more than the sum of the individual elements that
compose them. What is even more important is that what actually characterized practices is
not the mere presence of elements but the constitutive entanglement between the different
elements (Mattoni, 2020; Scott & Orlikowski, 2014). In most of the practices discussed here,
the link between the different elements of the orchestration practices is formalized through
rules. Formal rules set up the perimeter of action of the activities performed by the public

bodies. However, it would be naive to think of AglD, DTD, and AMA as mere executors of the
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regulations and strategies on DT: these actors move freely within this perimeter outlined by the
rules thanks to their general and practical understandings (e.g., knowledge of the dynamics of
the PA) but also specific teleoaffective structures defining what is acceptable and desirable to
do. As | stated above, in this chapter, | will mainly focus on the interplay between general
understandings and orchestration practices. General understandings help to structure and
coordinate social practices by providing a common understanding of how things are done
within a particular social context. They contribute to the stability and coherence of social life
by shaping individual actions and interactions and play a crucial role in shaping the “styles”

through which practices are carried out by the different public bodies.

5.1 - Planning

Planning practices carried by public bodies play a pivotal role in guiding the digital
transformation of PA. They serve as a compass, aligning diverse entities and fostering
partnerships with the aim of improving synergies and resource efficiency. These practices
contribute to the orchestration of the country’s digital transformation vision and goals.
Interviewees agreed that planning practices (and being recognized as the legitimate actors in
charge of carrying them) are crucial in defining the role of public bodies. Public bodies, in fact,
possess fewer resources and less constraining power compared to other entities such as
ministries and public authorities. For this reason, “the leading, coordinating role in digital
transformation is more important than anything else” (18 - DTD activities coordinator). The main
outputs of planning practices are policy documents that encompass the entire digital
transformation process, from inception to implementation and monitoring. At their core,
planning practices involve the development of projects, mainly drawing from project
management methodologies inspired by the private sector. As shown in the interview excerpt
below, the underlying goal of these projects should not be to impose an action plan but to

collaborate with PAs to find solutions to their problems:

“How do we do it? [We work through] projects that we developed with the entities of the
public administration. | always say this: we don’t work for the public administration; we

work with the public administration; we don’t resolve the problems for them, but we
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resolve the problems with them. That’s why we call everyone on board when we are

dealing with one project.”

(116 —= AMA’s LabX senior specialist)

In planning practices, material elements such as data analytics platforms and project
management software are used to make data-driven decisions, allocate resources efficiently,
and track project progress in real-time. For what concerns teleoaffectivities, the ultimate goal
of these practices is to coordinate digital transformation efforts so that they can prioritize the
citizens’ well-being, enhance service delivery, and rebuild public trust. In other words, planning
digital transformation means helping the digital transformation to move towards the idealized
version of PA described above in the general understandings. Specific competencies — from
technological expertise to a profound understanding of PA’s organizational intricacies — are

required to successfully plan the digital transformation of PA:

“The main effort lies, in my opinion, in trying to understand the differences between
different organizations. Because each ministry is very different from one another|...], for
example, we have ministries such as Education that are very, very structured and taking
it to extremes, | would tell almost bureaucratized, in the sense that usually, you have
maybe one contact person who centralizes everything [so] the exchange of information
suffers from a lack of flexibility. You have different situations with other ministers [...].
But basically, the methodology is always the same: [...] we have periodic sharing
meetings, [...] we try to share everything that is decided, and above all, we try to keep the

commitment to the project high.”

(I8 - DTD activities coordinator)

Overall, planning practices play a crucial ordering function (Schatzki, 2002; Watson, 2017; D.
Welch & Warde, 2017) among the various orchestration practices. They contribute to the
stability, continuity, and coherence within orchestration practices, serving as sorts of

“anchors” that stabilize them. Since these planning practices are in part shaped by the
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European directives that set the communitarian digital transformation goals, as we will further

discuss later, they are quite similar in Italy and Portugal.

5.2 - Communicating

The communication practices that relate to orchestration are those addressed to other PAs and
service providers. Effective communication practices are critical in the orchestration of digital
transformation of PA because “we can’t ignore the fact that communicating is the great
instrument for transparency, simplification, participation, innovation and the success of public
administration” (AMA’s Diagrama magazine, December 2021, Editorial). These practices
contribute to the orchestration and circulation of values, ideas, and knowledge about
innovative solutions and are thus crucial for the diffusion of the understandings listed above.
Communication practices enable the public bodies to explain and spread the goals of the
digital transformation plans and engage all the stakeholders involved, addressing the
resistance to change and facilitating collaboration among the entities. Public bodies use
various strategies to communicate with other actors in the governance of digital
transformation, such as curating communication on generic social media and specialized
media, organizing events, and creating discussion channels, just to name a few. However, not
always enough attention and resources are devoted to communication efforts, which can lead
to inefficiencies in implementing plans. If PAs do not know, for instance, that guidelines or
templates have been released because this has not been communicated effectively, they will
not adopt these tools. For instance, in reference to a specific project for creating templates for

PA’s websites and DPS, one of the designers of the DTD interviewed admitted that:

“We did not communicate these templates well, so those who were already part of the
community, those who were specifically interested, and also some providers who were
a bit following our work started to adopt them. But it never had and like a very big boom

because, our DTD side instead was never communicated substantially...”

(111 -DTD designer)
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The general understandings previously discussed not only shape the contents of the
communication practices but, in some cases, they also influence the way in which
communication practices are carried out. For instance, the public bodies’ choice of using
relatively innovative channels of communication (at leastin the context of PA) like social media,
blog posts, or designers/developers forums is motivated by the willingness to innovate
communication practices within PA. Public bodies also encourage PAs to experiment with new
technologies (e.g., virtual/augmented reality, chatbots, and Al-powered assistants) in their
public communication, echoing the digital transformation as modernization general

understanding.

5.3 - Supporting

Large and small PAs often struggle to meet digital transformation goals. For instance, despite
the legal requirement, there are still many small PAs that do not have a Digital Transition

Manager (RTD)?3. Offering support is thus one of the raison d’étre of the public bodies:

“AgID provides support to all administrations that need to draft tenders to implement
information systems. So, they just have to send a request, and AgID provides support,

so this is the main function of AgID.”

(19 - AgID ICT senior specialist)

“We [Developers of DTD] support administrations so that they can publish their software
for reuse or they can reuse it. Other things we do actually, they all descend a little bit

from this.”

(113 - DTD developer)

2 At this link it is possible to see the status of the RTD numbers, with the correct number of PA that did not assign
an RTD yet https://avanzamentodigitale.italia.it/it/progetto/responsabili-la-transizione-al-digitale (last access
22/09/2023)
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Supporting practices are a variegated set of practices that aim to improve the possibility of DT
success, address the challenges faced by PAs, and enhance service quality. These practices
try to “activate” PAs by providing “coaching” activities such as courses, training, or the creation
of communities where PAs (or their private providers) can seek support and exchange

experiences.

“We have several projects [about] giving the competencies to the civil servants to deal
with innovation, simplification, and participation. [...] they believe they know how to do

it, but when they have the problems, they don’t know how to do it with it for sure!”

(116 —= AMA’s LabX senior specialist)

Inthe words of the LabX expert (116), digital transformation is essentially an innovation process,
thus, it requires specific competencies to be dealt with. According to this interviewee, the role
of AMA is to offer support and provide those needed competencies. Where the prevailing
understanding is that of digital transformation as an administrative process (see the excerpt
above from the AgID expert), supportis mainly directed toward administrative procedures (e.g.,
the tenders recalled by interviewee 19). Other examples or supporting practices are the
provisions of preset tools to facilitate the digitalization of services (e.g., site and service
templates) that, in some cases, have even been made mandatory. Supporting practices thus
not only allow to implicitly orchestrate specific administrative procedures (through
standardized pre-prepared solutions), but also the design and development of digitalized

services and the competencies required to develop them.

5.4 - Monitoring

After the conspicuous funding from the Next Generation EU program, the imperative to closely
monitor digitalization progress and outcomes grew significantly. Monitoring is indispensable to

transparently account for how funds are allocated to European stakeholders?®. The need to

24 The European Commission’s Recovery and Resilience Facility requires that national recovery plans include
detailed monitoring mechanisms to ensure funds are effectively utilized. The RRF is a performance-based
instrument, meaning that disbursement of funds is contingent on achieving specific milestones related to digital

134



extend monitoring activities led to an increasing emphasis on the creation of indexes and
indicators that could, in some way, measure the progress of the digital transformation (Joint
Research Centre, 2024). This has also created some short-circuits that risk leading towards
standard “one size fits all” solutions (Gentili, 2022), built primarily to respond to the indicators
themselves rather than to the real needs of local PAs and citizens. In addition to performing
monitoring activities, public bodies also spread a culture of monitoring/measuring, which is

understood as an evaluation tool that allows for better targeting of resources.

“The 2020-2022 Plan introduces an important innovation with reference to the recipients
of the objectives identified for each of the issues addressed. Indeed, it will be the
individual administrations that will have to achieve the listed objectives, [...]. The
innovative element of this Plan lies precisely in the strong emphasis placed on the
measurement of these results, thus introducing food for thought and an operational
guide for all administrations: the culture of measurement and consequently of data
quality becomes one of the driving forces behind this approach. Complementing this

innovation are the monitoring activities described in Chapter 8”

(Italian Three-Year Plan 2020-2022, p.5, emphasis added)

Monitoring practices enable the public bodies to evaluate progress, identify problems,
enhance resource allocation, and ensure accountability. Monitoring practices can range from
requesting information to creating dashboards to monitor advancements in digital
transformation initiatives, up to automated systems to check compliance with certain
parameters in terms of service accessibility. All these monitoring practices are shaped by the
general understanding that sees digital transformation as an administrative process and
particularly by the value of administrative transparency that belongs to this understanding.
Anyway, some monitoring practices are more informed by the innovation understanding.
Practices such as monitoring innovative solutions are implemented autonomously by PAs with

the aim of disseminating them.

transformation among other priorities. This emphasizes the need for robust national monitoring systems to track
progress and ensure compliance with EU objectives.
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“We must have the eyes wide open to understand where innovation occurs, where
simplification occurs, when participation occurs, how [they] occur and where are the
seeds of everything? So we have to be a radar, you know... understanding what’s

happening here in Portugal and also in the world.”

(116 —= AMA’s LabX senior specialist)

Even though conceptually we can speak of monitoring, the varied nature of monitoring
practices reflects different perspectives on digital transformation that coexist within the public

bodies.

5.5 - Ruling

Despite being generally associated with more formal governing practices, a discussion on
orchestration cannot avoid discussing ruling practices as well. These practices are, in fact,
crucial to ensure compliance of the PAs, manage data through institutionalized data
frameworks, protect privacy, and enhance transparency. Ruling practices comprehend the
practices of creating rules and regulations that govern digital transformation initiatives,
transposing EU regulations in national laws, engaging in public consultation processes to
gather input from citizens, businesses, and other stakeholders on proposed regulations,
administering licensing and permitting specific digital transformation processes (strategic or
particularly expensive ones). The main outputs of ruling practices are articulated on different
degrees of formality that vary from “soft” guidelines (particularly when inspired by the digital
transformation as an innovation process understanding) to the “hard” laws (when inspired by
the digital transformation as an administrative process understanding). Anyway, the status of
the regulatory tools output of the practices is not set in stone and can change over time. This
was the case, for instance, of the Italian guidelines for the design of DPS, which went from a

simple tool that indicated best practices to mandatory requirements.
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“the guidelines [...] actually should be a law, but in this case, the service design
guidelines in PA were recommendations related to CAD [Digital Administration Code,
core legislation on digital transformation in Italy] and did not have a form of cogency.
Basically, PAs were actually not obliged until now to slavishly follow the “rules” that we
were giving, but they [the guidelines] were more in the perspective of starting [...] to
create the culture of design... starting to raise awareness on this issue. Today, again with

AglID, we are instead intervening more also from a regulatory aspect.”

(111 -DTD designer)

Beyond the design of DPS, most regulatory efforts govern administrative procedures necessary
for the implementation of digital enabling platforms. Despite being regulated, platforms are
also an important tool used to govern (Gorwa, 2019b): they are, in fact, considered effective
governance tools that, through certain affordances, implicitly establish possibilities of action
of the stakeholders involved in digital transformation (Jewer & Van Der Meulen, 2022).
Practitioners see regulatory activities as a crucial tool for harmonizing administration

practices.

5.6 - Platforming

With the term platformization practices, | refer to allthose practices necessary for the diffusion,
sustenance, and coordination of the platform ecosystem and organizational model. Examples
of these practices are developing or supporting the building blocks platforms; establishing
open data platforms that provide access to government data sets for public use and analysis;
certifying sectorial platforms; developing interoperability frameworks and standards to ensure
that digital systems and DPS can effectively communicate and share data; and creating API
marketplaces that allow developers to access and use APls provided by the public bodies and
other actors from the public sector. Platformization studies are paying increasing attention to
this phenomenon in the public sector (Kerssens & Van Dijck, 2021; van Dijck et al., 2018), and
more recently, some studies are also beginning to adopt practice-based approaches (Dang et
al., 2022). From the analysis, it emerged that most of the practices identified are (or are linked

with) platforming practices, indicating their centrality in the digital transformation strategies.
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Digital platforms should encourage innovation and re-usage of data through their APIs, reduce
costs for PAs, enhance collaboration between the different entities involved in the governance
of DT, and improve overall service delivery. While the platform model possesses great value in
outlining the ways in which the different actors involved in the digital transformation of public
services relate to each other, it is also true that it is not enough to develop enabling platforms
to make digitalization happen more effectively. In the same way as “a ball alone does not make
the game” (Shove et al., 2012, p. 9), platforms alone are not enough to trigger orchestration:
they must necessarily be correlated by a whole series of practices, also referred to as
“configuring work” (Andersson et al., 2022), needed to ensure that they are actually deployed
by PAs and providers in the digitalization of their services. In performing their work, one of the
main challenges that public bodies face is to “deal with the legacy” of the public sector’s IT

infrastructures:

“Portugal was kind of a pioneer in digital government. So we have a lot of legacy. | mean...
our tax system started developing their platforms and their technology basis 40 years ago.
So, it’s not that you now go there and say, ‘let’s change it all’. No. So, sectorial integration

platforms are crucial. [...] | would say that the watchword has to be harmonization.”

(117 = AMA senior specialist)

When the platform ecosystem becomes more intricate, it can pose difficulties for the
organizational structures and arrangements that are in place to manage it. In other words, the
growing complexity of the platform ecosystem may lead to challenges or obstacles for the
institutions responsible for overseeing or governing it. These challenges could include issues
related to coordination, governance, regulation, resource allocation, or adapting to new
technologies and trends within the ecosystem. In the Italian landscape, these problems have
been addressed by creating a State-owned firm (PagoPA S.p.A.) that manages several enabling

platforms (10, PagoPA, PND, etc.):

“It is interesting this dual nature between the fact that, on the one hand, you simplify,

but on the other hand you clearly create an infrastructure that becomes complex to
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govern. For example, the management of the app 10?° right now is in the hands of
PagoPA, which is also a public company under the monitoring of Minister Colao [DT
minister atthe time of the interview]. Butin this case, the fact of having created this body
that is certainly more flexible allows for a more agile governance of this tool, which in
any case can then also evolve according to logics that are not affected by the typical
problems of the public sector... precisely because not being a public department,

PagoPA also has flexibility in procurement and in all the more practical aspects.”

(I8 — DTD activities coordinator)

The creation of a company (albeit de facto state-controlled) is an Italian peculiarity. In the
Portuguese case, the main platforms underlying the GaaP model are all under the responsibility

of AMA.

Table 10 - Summary of digital transformation orchestration practices and comparison between Italy and Portugal.

Main
. orchestration
Orchestration . A . . .
. Brief description objects (i.e., Comparison
practice .
whatis
orchestrated)
Planning digital Practices devoted to the development and DT vision and goals General coherence in
transformation management of projects. They involve Italian and Portuguese
initiatives developing policy documents (strategies, practices

action plans, etc.), using data analytics
platforms and project management tools
to make informed decisions, allocate
resources efficiently, and ensure
collaboration. These practices aim to
prioritize citizen well-being, enhance
service delivery, and rebuild public trust by
coordinating digital transformation efforts
effectively. Main challenge is
understanding the intricacies of different
ministries and their organizational
structures

% The 10 app is a free Italian mobile application, designed by the digital transformation Team and developed and
managed by the public company PagoPA S.p.A. (at the time of writing). The app aims to integrate all public services
and also collect key identity documents (ID, driving license, Tax Number, etc.). The project is in line with the
European project to create so-called Digital Wallets (https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-
policy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/european-digital-identity_en). It is not yet clear whether the 10
app will actually be the Italian digital wallet, but it is clear that the project is moving in this direction (see
https://www.pagopa.it/it/prodotti-e-servizi/european-digital-identity-wallet/).
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Communicating Includes many practices such as curating Ideas; values; Italy: Communication
digital content on social media, organizing events, | knowledge practices sometimes lack
transformation and creating discussion channels. They emphasis.
initiatives and their | facilitate the dissemination of ideas,
benefits knowledge, and innovative solutions, Portugal: More proactive
enabling PAs to engage stakeholders, communication strategies
address resistance to change, and through multiple channels.
promote collaboration. However,
insufficient attention and resources
dedicated to communication efforts can
lead to implementation inefficiencies
Supporting PAs Encompasses practices like coaching, Administrative Italy: Mainly directed
and Providers in training, and creating communities for procedures; design of | toward administrative
digital knowledge exchange. These practices aim DPS; digital procedures.
transformation to a) “activate” PAs and b) offer preset competencies
tools like service templates, aiding the Portugal: More holistic
digitalization of services and building approach with training,
necessary competencies. workshops, and capacity-
building to spread digital
competencies.
Monitoring the Mainly practices like information requests, Economic resources; Italy: Monitoring driven by
implementation of automated compliance checks, creating innovative administrative
digital indexes and indicators to measure digital technologies and DPS | transparency and
transformation transformation progress. Public bodies compliance with EU
initiatives also promote a culture of measurement to indicators, often
target resources effectively. Monitoring standardized for external
practices help evaluate progress, allocate requirements.
resources, and ensure accountability.
Portugal: similar to Italy
but also focus on
monitoring innovation,
used as tools for
improvement.
Ruling on the Practices such as creating rules and Administrative Italy: More reliance on
digital regulations that govern digital procedures; design of | hard, formalrules and
transformation transformation initiatives, transposing EU DPS; enabling regulations.
initiatives regulations into national laws, engaging in platforms
public consultation processes, Portugal: More reliance on
administering licensing and permitting soft tools like guidelines.
specific digital transformation processes.
The output of these practices ranges from
soft guidelines to hard laws (their status
may change over time), aiming at ensuring
compliance, lawful data management,
privacy protection, and transparency.
Platforming the All those practices needed to establish, Enabling platforms; General coherence in
PA’s information sustain, and coordinate PA’s digital DPS development and | Italian and Portuguese
system and DPS platform ecosystems. Developing enabling | provision practices but they differ on
provision platforms alone is insufficient for effective ownership of public service
digitalization; configuring work is required. platforms.
Dealing with the legacy of public IT
infrastructures poses a challenge.
Governance may be challenged by the
growing complexity of the platform
ecosystem

6 - Comparing the general understandings and practices of orchestration

Studying the general understandings underlying a particular set of practices helps elucidate

why those practices are carried out in specific ways. General understandings influence the
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attitudes, values, and perspectives that shape how individuals and groups interpret and engage
in activities. From the analysis, it emerged that the general understanding labeled the “ideal”
digital public administration and public services offers an envisioned future (Meyer, 2019), i.e.,
an overall guiding vision that provides a relatively coherent package of potential future states
(Konrad et al.,, 2017) to make sense of digital transformation of PA. The fact that this
understanding is vague, poorly defined, and quite flexible is no coincidence because a
“technology-based idea about the future can only be successful if it proves useful to a variety
of organizations representing different rationalities in society” (Meyer, 2019, p. 139). Public
bodies constantly emphasize the idealized digital PA imaginary to allow other PAs in their
sensemaking activities and offer a guiding tool to justify and legitimize their digitalization
practices. This understanding includes a focus on core values such as standardization,
collaboration, user-centricity, continuous improvement, etc., which are used as a sort of
“moral” compass by public bodies. Different understandings pertaining digital transformation
co-exist within the public bodies and shape the orchestration practices described, providing a
common understanding of how things are done and partially determining the “styles” through

which practices are carried out by the different public bodies.

Analysis of the empirical material reveals a certain homogeneity between the general
understandings and practices of orchestration in Italy and Portugal. As | largely discussed in
chapter 3 (section on case selection), Portugal is considered an administratively more
centralized State than Italy, where local entities possess more decision-making power in
accordance with the constitutionally enshrined principle of maximum administrative
decentralization. In any case, it is surprising that the orchestration styles of public bodies in the

two nations are so similar. From this observation, several considerations can be made.

First of all, digital transformation is an administrative standardizing process that
harmonizes the orchestration practices and the general understandings that inform them in
different countries. Other studies also emphasized the deep link between digital
transformation and standardization processes (Barbu et al., 2024). Trying to avoid techno-
determinist stances, it is important to underline that the standardization triggered by digital
technologies (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002) — and digital platforms more specifically — remains an
ambiguous phenomenon that contributes to centralize certain aspects of decision-making
(e.g., PAs cannot open new data centers independently and design their digital services freely;

the loss of discretionality of civil servants caused by digitalization), while at the same time
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making the co-production and delivery of public services much more decentralized compared
to the past. Nowadays, citizens can literally access some public services through an app on
their phone. This tension between centralization and decentralization (Stark & Pais, 2020) is
currently under investigation in the GaaP literature (e.g., Brown et al., 2017; Cordella & Paletti,
2018; Styrin et al., 2022), but overall, it seems that the strength of the platform organizational
paradigm lies in the fact that it allows the co-existence of different configurations to develop

and deliver public services (Cordella & Paletti, 2018).

The second factor to keep into account is the role that European supranational actors
and policies play in harmonizing different national practices and general understandings
related to digital transformation (Schou & Hjelholt, 2018). The role of ICTs as a standardization
force between EU countries is a process investigated in studies interested in the so-called
phenomenon of Europeanization (Cantero Gamito, 2018; Cassata & Lorenzini, 2019; Misa &
Schot, 2005). European funding instruments such as the Next Generation EU strongly shaped
the orchestration practices implemented by public bodies. This is particularly evident when we
look at the emphasis on monitoring practices (necessary to track progress and obtain funds)
and platforming practices (particularly the stress on the use of enabling platforms, open
licenses in software development, etc.). Beyond funding initiatives, the experts interviewed
cited several influential factors that contribute to the organization of their practices, aligning
them with EU standards. The strongest organizing elements are EU directives and regulations
that act as strong baseline standards that influence national policies and orchestrate digital
practices across member states. These frameworks set guidelines for interoperability, data
protection, and user rights, aligning the governance models of national PAs. Additionally,
European forums, such as the Joinup - Interoperable Europe?®, provide virtual spaces for
national representatives to discuss digitalization priorities, exchange best practices, and align
on challenges and solutions. Furthermore, European-level benchmarking tools, such as the
DESI (Digital Economy and Society Index), allow member states to measure progress against
EU-wide goals and encourage PAs to adopt common performance indicators. Lastly, action

plans like the European Digital Strategy outline overarching objectives for member states,

% Joinup is the European Commission portal dedicated to interoperability. It has recently been rebranded under
the name Interoperable Europe as part of the European Commission’s strategic push to enhance digital
collaboration across EU member states, transitioning from a knowledge-sharing platform to a comprehensive
framework supporting public sector interoperability, standards, and cross-border digital services.
https://interoperable-europe.ec.europa.eu/ (last access: 06/11/2024)
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fostering a shared vision for digital transformation that goes beyond individual initiatives.
Collectively, these efforts indicate a robust framework of “soft” and “hard” governance
mechanisms by which European institutions guide and monitor digital transformation

processes in national PAs.

Beyond the European supranational element, another factor of homogeneity among the
understandings and practices in the two countries that must be kept into account lies in the
fact that they are strongly inspired by the private sector. Digital transformation of PA is
characterized by a deep and active engagement with the private sector during basically all the
phases that go from policy production to policy implementation (Broomfield & Reutter, 2022).
Recently, Mazzucato & Collington (2023) criticized the role of private actors, such as consulting
firms, in digital transformation processes because they de-empower the public sector and
disincentivize organizational learning. Mosco (2014), already a decade ago, underlined how
consulting firms such as Deloitte, McKinsey, Gartner, etc. “tend to advance a supportive and
generally promotional story that highlights growth and positive influence” (p.97) of Big Tech’s
cloud technologies. In particular, itis important to pay attention to the relationship between Big
Tech’s firms and the public sector, given the predominance of players such as Amazon in Italy
(Blotta, 2023) and Microsoft in Portugal (Cardoso, 2008), which are not only partners in digital
transformation processes (Veneziano, 2024) but often actual financiers of digital
transformation initiatives (Rothstein, 2022). This relationship is potentially dangerous and
deserves greater attention from literature and policymakers, first, because Big Techs’
imaginaries are not neutral and “legitimize neoliberal capitalism values by portraying society as
classless and free of socio-economic struggles” (Ferrari, 2020, p. 2). Second, to prevent the
public sector from becoming a new market to be colonized (Ozalp et al., 2022) and into which
Big Techs bring their neoliberal and surveillance logics and practices (Couldry & Megjias, 2019;
Zuboff, 2019a). Several authors recently emphasized how Big Tech companies engage in the
political sphere through various mechanisms, such as direct consultations with governments,
lobbying efforts, hiring experts who work closely with governments, and funding influential
think tanks, universities, and experts (Khanal et al., 2024; Lindman et al., 2023). Furthermore,
Big Tech companies also offer digital solutions, consulting services, and cloud infrastructure
that make governments reliant on their platforms. These dependency risks limit public
agencies’ control over their digital architectures (Veneziano, 2024). This multifaceted

engagement enables these companies not only to supply technical infrastructure but also to
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shape government visions and approaches to digitalization, creating a cycle of dependency

that might subtly reorient public-sector priorities toward privatized, data-driven models.

Although there tends to be homogeneity in understandings and orchestration practices,
there are also remarkable discrepancies. A slight difference, for instance, lies in the emphasis
placed on the need for standardization, which, while present in both states, predominates in
the Italian context. Considering the renowned problem of fragmentation of the Italian public
sector, this greater emphasis is not surprising. A major difference, instead, is the tension
between the two understandings of digital transformation as an administrative process (typical
of the Italian agency AgID) and digital transformation as an innovative process (mainly
mobilized by the Italian DTD and the Portuguese AMA). Particularly in Italy, this tension between
the two public bodies creates some friction, which emerged in the interviews with the experts
from both entities. In Italy, where this tension is more visible, it is important to note how the
DTD is going through a process of institutionalization (Di Giulio & Vecchi, 2022), that strongly
changed the old Silicon-valley-inspired ethos of the digital transformation Team of Diego
Piacentini (see chapter 4). Nowadays, the DTD is a well-funded public body of growing
importance that has been absorbed by the State machine and has survived different
government reshuffles. However, as we have seen throughout this chapter, this absorption
does not always happen smoothly: the creation of the company PagoPA S.p.A. and the internal
critics over the not-always-transparent hiring process are points where the tension between
private and public values becomes more visible. It will be interesting to see if, in the next years,
the understandings mobilized by DTD will converge with those that prenominate in AgID (i.e.,
digital transformation as an administrative process). In Portugal, on the other hand, the
understanding of digital transformation as an administrative process is less prominent,
possibly because the more innovative units and teams (LabX, TicAPP, etc.) have been
incorporated since their creation within the older and more institutionalized agency (AMA),

easing the tension between the two understandings.

The last important consideration is that the analysis of the orchestration practices,
beyond unraveling the complexity and multifaceted nuances of the phenomenon of
orchestration, shows how the literature sees it mainly as a governance mechanism triggered by
the platform arrangement (Cordella & Paletti, 2019; Kuhn et al., 2022; Styrin et al., 2022) is
reductive. As rightly pointed out by Dang et al. (2022 p. 6604): “While technology plays an

important role, the coordinator and the government’s involvement are imperative in
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establishing national [...] platforms”. This work tries to go in this direction, looking at digital
platforms as part of the material arrangements behind orchestration practices. Anyway, in an
effort toward not over-emphasizing the performative role of digital platforms, this work puts at
the center of the analysis of the practices of public bodies as orchestrators of digital

transformation of PA.

Although the orchestration practices that emerged from the empirical analysis tend to
be largely homogeneous in the two countries, also in this case, it is necessary to highlight some
differences. First, it is evident that the Portuguese system implements digitalization measures
more quickly, as demonstrated by international indicators (European Commission, 2022b,
2022a). Rather than creating differences in the way in which digital transformation is governed
and orchestrated, it is therefore plausible that different administrative organizational
structures influence the speed with which some practices can be adopted and the resistances
found in other entities involved in the governance of DT. Other studies also argue that more
centralization can lead to greater stability, efficiency, and coordination, even if they eventually
agree on the importance of balancing centralization and decentralization to meet the
organizational goals (Altamimi et al., 2023; Jong & Faerman, 2020). Some practices then,
although similar, adapt to the institutional contexts in which they are located. For instance,
although platforming practices are basically the same in the two States, a fundamental aspect,
such as the ownership of the platforms, is managed differently: in Portugal it is AMA that is
responsible for basically all the enabling platforms. In Italy, on the contrary, ownership is

distributed between AglD, DTD, the company PagoPA, and some major ministries.

Table 11— Summary table of comparison between Portugal and Italy

Digitalization

straightforward

Portugal Italy
Administrative Centralized Decentralized
Structure
Speed of Implementation of digital measures is more Slower implementation of digitalization

measures

Ownership of Digital
Platforms

Centralized under AMA

Distributed among AglID, DTD, and other
entities (e.g., PagoPA, major ministries, etc.)

Private Sector
Involvement

Strongly involved

Strongly involved

European Influence

Strong influence

Strong influence
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Role of Innovation
Units

Integrated into older, institutionalized
agencies (e.g., AMA)

Tension between old and new entities (e.g.,
AglID vs DTD)

Orchestration

More centralized and cohesive approach, with
AMA playing a dominant role in coordinating
digital transformation across various public

More fragmented due to the decentralized
nature of governance and the distribution of

Practices . S o responsibilities. This fragmentation leads to
bodies -> centralization facilitates smoother . .
. . tensions and frictions.
implementation
Digital Less tension between innovation and

Tension between innovation (DTD) and

Transformation administration (AgiD)

Understanding

administration, that converge in
modernization

7 - Conclusion

In this chapter, | described the practices of orchestration carried by three public bodies in
charge of steering digital transformation of PA (AMA, DTD, AgID) and the general understandings
that organize them. From the analysis of the material collected (see chapter 3), | identified five
general understandings related to orchestration and six broad compound orchestration

practices carried by the three public bodies.

The comparative analysis between Portugal and Italy reveals a general homogeneity in
orchestration practices and understandings, although some significant differences exist. The
primary factors contributing to this homogeneity include the inherent standardization effect of
the digital transformation process. Additionally, the influence of supranational EU entities,
such asthe EU Commission, plays a crucialrole in shaping both practices and understandings.
Moreover, the involvement of the private sector, particularly non-EU Big Tech companies,
contributes significantly to shaping understandings of orchestration. Conversely, the
dissimilarities between the two countries stem primarily from differences in political
institutional arrangements. These differences encompass varying organizational
administrative structures and the central agency’s capacity to incorporate new innovative

units.

Overall, this chapter contributes to unfolding the political dimension of orchestration in
at least two ways: first, considering orchestration as firmly grounded in a political and
institutional landscape that significantly influences how it is executed and experienced.
Second, showing how orchestration practices are intricately entwined with distinct
understandings that, far from being neutral, might subtly imbue public sector orchestration

with specific values inherent to the private sector (Ferrari, 2020). Practice theories offer a
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compelling framework for analyzing governance, particularly in understanding the practices of
public bodies within specific political contexts. Public bodies, in fact, as central actors in
governance, carry a myriad of practices that are shaped by the broader political landscape. A
practice-based sensitivity allows for a nuanced examination of these practices by considering
the social, cultural, and material factors that influence them. As this work shows, practice
theories might enable researchers to uncover the complex dynamics at play within public
bodies, including how they negotiate competing interests, respond to policy challenges, and
navigate institutional constraints. Practice theories thus provide a rich analytical lens for
understanding the intricacies of governance and offer valuable insights into the functioning of
public bodies within their political environments. In particular, in this work, | used a Schatzkian
practice theory to look at orchestration practices. Schatzki’s theoretical account offers several
advantages that make it particularly well-suited for analyzing large phenomena compared to
other practice theory approaches. The focus on coordination across practices and the
emphasis on teleoaffectivities are some examples of these advantages. In this chapter, | put
particular emphasis on the integrative function of general understandings and their capacity to
coordinate different orchestration practices. The analysis of the general understandings has
been particularly helpful in organizing and making sense of a wide range of orchestration

practices carried by public bodies.

In the next chapter, | will look at governance from another perspective and with a slightly
different analytical scheme (Shove’s element model), looking at how civil society’s watchdogs

monitor some of the digital initiatives orchestrated by the public bodies.
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Chapter VI
Civil society watchdogs monitoring the digital

transformation of public administration

1 - Introduction

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the advent of digital contact tracing apps sparked
considerable scrutiny from various Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) and collectives. Critics
argued that these apps, despite their potential benefits, were overly intrusive on citizens’
privacy. Some groups started to systematically monitor the implementation of the apps (Aszodi
et al., 2021), embracing the role of watchdogs. It was not the first time that groups of citizens
started to monitor technology perceived as problematic (cfr. Hess, 2005, 2016; Hintz et al.,
2022; Spielkamp, 2017), but given the exceptionality of the situation, during the pandemic
phases, activists’ voices sounded louder than usual. The role of watchdog is traditionally
assigned to journalism. Watchdog journalismis a well-studied phenomenon (Marquez-Ramirez
et al., 2020; Norris, 2014; Palmer et al., 2020), traditionally considered as a sort of independent
guardian in civil society that serves to balance the power of the executive, legislative, and
judicial branches of government (Norris, 2014). CSOs can also assume a watchdog role
anytime they oversee the activities of private or public entities such as companies,
governments, agencies, etc. These watchdogs generally call for more public accountability
(Bovens & Wille, 2021). Those who monitor, in fact, tend to do so because the entity being
monitored is perceived as lacking transparency. Civil society plays a crucial role in advocating
for effective and good governance, holding governments accountable, identifying gaps in policy
responses, ensuring that policies address the citizens’ needs (particularly of marginalized
groups), and fostering civic awareness (Bovens et al., 2014; Mlambo et al., 2020). In this
chapter, | do not speak about civil society watchdogs in general but about a very specific
subgroup that | call “digital transformation watchdogs”. With this term, | refer to those bottom-
up formal and informal organizations (and their initiatives) that are actively engaged in

monitoring digital initiatives in the public sector. Taking a practice-based perspective inspired
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by the work of Shove et al. (2012), | discuss the practice of monitoring as it is carried out by six

Italian and Portuguese digital transformation watchdogs.

The chapter is structured as follows: section 2 reviews the literature that underscores
the critical role of monitoring in activism across various fields, including anti-corruption,
environmental, and consumer protection. This section identifies a gap in research on civil
society’srole in monitoring digital transformation in public administration while also discussing
data activism as a related but distinct area that challenges power structures through the use of
data for social justice. Section 3 presents the six watchdogs under investigation,
contextualizing their initiatives and showing the variety of monitoring activities they conduct.
Section 4 describes the main activities that are part of the practices of monitoring digital
transformation. Section 5 discusses the interplay between the material, meaning, and
competencies elements of monitoring practices, showing how they shape each other. Section
6 presents the three different trajectories of monitoring observed in the watchdogs under
investigation. These trajectories have been labeled as expansion, professionalization, and
fading out of monitoring. Section 6 discusses and compares the monitoring practices more
broadly. It argues that the Italian monitoring initiatives are generally more organized than the
Portuguese ones and that monitoring practices are characterized by varying degrees of conflict,
mainly depending on the different meanings attributed to the practice by the activists. The
section further discusses the outputs of the monitoring initiatives and shows that monitoring
digital transformation has the potential to prompt imitation and proliferation of the practice.

The last section concludes.

2 - Watchdogs at the intersection between monitoring and data activism

The term “monitoring/watchdog activism” is not widely used in academic literature, even if
monitoring is often an integral part of various activist efforts. Monitoring practices, though
crucial, tend to be seen as peripheral rather than central to activist agendas because they are

typically viewed as “backstage” or supportive practices rather than direct forms of intervention.

There are some strands of the literature where monitoring plays a more central role. For
instance, monitoring is a central practice in anti-corruption activism, where it is used in order

to detect misconduct and increase societal accountability (Brummel, 2021; Peruzzotti, 2012),
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especially within governmental institutions. Studies in this field have more recently started to
investigate how digital technologies shape citizen-led anti-corruption and accountability
efforts (Davies & Fumega, 2014; Mattoni, 2024; Odilla & Veloso, 2024). Monitoring is also a
crucial practice in environmental activism. Community monitoring is a critical practice for
identifying and addressing problematic issues. Community monitoring involves local
communities collecting and analyzing environmental data to advocate for policy changes or
enforce environmental regulations (Irwin, 1995; Whitelaw et al., 2003). This type of monitoring
is considered a kind of citizen engagement that can empower communities and influence
policy decisions (Conrad & Hilchey, 2011; Ottinger & Sarantschin, 2017). Similarly, consumer
protection activism relies heavily on monitoring corporate behavior to expose harmful
practices and advocate for stronger regulations. Consumer organizations and watchdog
groups, in fact, engage in continuous monitoring of products and corporate practices to ensure
consumer rights are protected (Brobeck & Mayer, 2015). Recently, Ngjgaard (2023) showed how
consumer watchdog organizations effectively shape markets “through the core watchdog
activities of monitoring market actors (e.g., testing the quality of the products they produce)
and disseminating the information that arises from their monitoring (e.g., publishing
comparative tests in a consumer magazine)” (p.105), which translates higher-order values (like
safety and sustainability) into actionable insights that consumers can use to make informed

choices.

While the role of monitoring is well-documented in the areas mentioned above, there is
a noticeable gap in the literature regarding how civil society monitors the digital transformation
of public administration. We previously discussed how digital transformation in the public
sector involves the integration of digital technologies into governmental processes, often
impacting transparency, efficiency, and public service delivery. However, studies on how civil
society actors engage in monitoring these transformations are scarce. This research seeks to

fill this gap.

Although the literature on civil society monitoring digital transformation initiatives in
public administration is limited, a related body of work exists within the field of data activism.
Data activism has been defined as “a specific association of technologically mediated
participation with particular political goals” (Schrock, 2016, p. 591). Data activists are those
who challenge “the power relationships that datafication brings forward in societies [...]

employing big and other types of data to support mobilizations to achieve social justice” (Odilla
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& Mattoni, 2023, p. 2). According to Milan (2017), data activism can be proactive — when
activists either leverage data to advocate for social change — or reactive — when activists resist
corporate and governmental data collection efforts. Data activism, in fact, manifests in diverse
ways, ranging from efforts to liberate data from institutions (often associated with transparency
and open data movements) to more defensive actions, such as protecting personal data, for
instance, through obfuscation strategies from corporate or state surveillance. Data activism is
a flourishing and variegated field of research that encompasses diverse approaches and case
studies. Forinstance, Meng and DiSalvo (2018) recently looked at data activism of a grassroots
affordable housing advocacy group in Atlanta, discussing how activists used community-
collected data as a tool for advocacy and resistance against the inaccuracies in official data
provided by local government agencies. Odilla and Mattoni (2023) investigated the
organizational structures and challenges faced by a Brazilian civic tech initiative focused on
open data that aims at holding politicians accountable and empowering citizens to take action
against the misuse of public funds. Fubini (2023) investigated how data-related practices
trigger the redefinition of the boundaries between data journalism and data activism. Milan and
van der Velden (2016) argued that data activism challenges the dominant epistemologies of big
data and showed how activists can create new ways of understanding and using data within
civil society. Kazansky and Milan (2021) further develop this idea by examining how civil society
actors contest dominant algorithmic imaginaries, emphasizing the need for alternative visions

and practices that resist the normalization of surveillance and data exploitation.

The watchdogs considered in this chapter operate at the interplay between monitoring
and data activism. Monitoring digital transformation can be seen as a form of reactive data
activism, as it often involves scrutinizing how governments use data, ensuring that digital
initiatives do not undermine human rights or exacerbate inequalities. However, while data
activism provides a useful framework for understanding some aspects of monitoring, it does
not fully capture the breadth of civil society’s role in overseeing digital transformation
initiatives. It is important to recognize that not all monitoring initiatives are centered on data. In
many cases, civil society’s oversight extends beyond data concerns to include technological
and legal aspects of digital transformation. For example, monitoring efforts may focus on
ensuring that new technologies are implemented ethically, that digital infrastructures are
accessible and equitable, or that legal frameworks are in place to protect citizens’ rights in the

digital realm. In these contexts, the label “reactive data activism” can be somewhat
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misleading. It narrows the scope of monitoring initiatives to data-related issues, potentially
overlooking the broader, multifaceted nature of digital transformation monitoring. In other
words, while data is undeniably a key component, reducing all monitoring activities to a form

of data activism may oversimplify the complexities involved.

Considering the growing presence of digital transformation monitoring activities and the
absence of a specific label to refer to these groups, | propose here the term “digital
transformation watchdogs” to refer to those bottom-up formal and informal organizations (and
their initiatives) actively engaged in controlling and oversighting the development and
implementation of digital initiatives (and related practices, technologies, data, etc.) in the
public sector. | define digital transformation monitoring as the systematic observation,
analysis, and assessment of digital initiatives and their societal impact. This type of monitoring
does not necessarily require advanced technological skills (in certain cases, forinstance, it can
be done through the simple gathering of information), is typically nonprofit, and takes place
outside the state and business realms. Digital transformation watchdogs monitor various
aspects of technology, including its adoption, usage, ethical implications, and the potential
risks that it may trigger. These monitoring initiatives generally aim to promote transparency and
accountability, ensuring thattechnological advancements align with societal values and do not
lead to negative consequences such as privacy breaches, discrimination, or other social
harms. Still little is known about how digital transformation monitoring is conducted in
practice, if and how it is strategically used by civil society organizations to achieve their goals,

and what meanings and values are attached to it. This work tries to fill this gap

3 — Digital transformation watchdogs in Italy and Portugal

My interest in digital transformation watchdogs emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic when
| began to observe remarkable monitoring initiatives across Europe that garnered significant
media attention. While some of these initiatives emerged in response to the development of
contact tracing apps (Aszodi et al., 2021; Tretter, 2022), the spectrum of technologies and
digital endeavors under scrutiny was broad. Noticing a common emphasis on technological
aspects, | decided to map the initiatives exclusively driven by civil society actors in Italy and
Portugal. This led me to identify six organizations/collectives whose initiatives have been

closely followed from 2021 to 2023. | do not claim that this is the totality of the digital

152



transformation watchdogs present in the Italian and Portuguese territories, but simply that
these six initiatives are the ones that | have been able to identify in the two countries. Some of
these groups use public chats (mainly on Telegram), where their discussions and decision-
making processes unfold. | conducted in-depth interviews with some of the activists involved
in these projects, identifying them through chats, official websites, and snowball sampling.
These six organizations, while diverse in their approaches, share a commitment to scrutinizing
digital transformation and its implications. Below, | provide a more detailed introduction to
each watchdog, highlighting their organizational structure, membership, resources, and how

they frame the issue of digital transformation.

MonitoraPA is an Italian hacker collective that began operating in early 2022. In the
beginning, their main aim was to monitor how many PA’s websites used Google Analytics, the
famous free web analytics service provided by Google that allows the owners of a website to
collect and analyze detailed statistics about visitors of the site. Rapidly, the monitoring
activities extended also to other Big Techs’ components such as mail, video players, fonts,
maps, translators, and others. Although their use is widespread, all these components, in the
vast majority of cases, are illicit because they transfer data to non-EU states where sufficient
privacy protections are not guaranteed. The collective is organized quite informally and
operates on the principle of do-ocracy, i.e., an “organizational structure in which individuals
choose roles and tasks for themselves and execute them” (Rosnay, 2014, p. 6). The core team
consists of fewer than 10 activists, primarily middle-aged men with backgrounds in IT and law.
They are engaged with a broader community of around 760 members on their Telegram group,
which serves as a platform for discussion and collaboration. While not all members of the
group are part of the core collective, the group plays a crucial role in attracting new activists
and supporting various projects. Despite having very low financial resources?’, MonitoraPA
benefits from the expertise and skills of its members, although managing social ties has proven
challenging, leading to some break-ups with partner associations at the beginning of their
initiatives. The collective frames digital transformation as being overly influenced by Big Tech
corporations, which they believe pose significant threats to digital rights and increase

surveillance.

27 The assessment of financial resources for the listed watchdogs is based on information gathered from
interviews and a review of public budgets (when available).
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Privacy Network is an ltalian non-profit organization (i.e., a formal organization with a
structured membership and a board team) of privacy advocates (Bennett, 2008) founded in
2018 by three lawyers. The group grew rapidly, and many activists from different backgrounds
joined the organization. Privacy Network has a number of permanent projects such as the
“Privacy Kit” (a selection of privacy-friendly tools and web solutions regularly updated) and the
“Privacy Week” (an annual event with roundtables, workshops, and seminars to spread the
value of privacy protection and digital rights). At the end of 2021, Privacy Network presented its
Automated Administration Observatory (AAO). The AAO is basically a public register that
monitors and describes the algorithms and automated processes used by the PA and the
government in Italy. The activists declare that AAO aims to map all the automated processes
used directly by the PA on Italian territory to allow citizens and those in Italy to be aware of the
existence of these systems, understand how they work, and exercise their rights. The
organization is divided into departments focused on specific areas of action, including
advocacy & policy, legal, research, and communication. The core team is comprised of about
20 people, supported by a membership-based Telegram group of over 100 individuals. The
organization is characterized by an equal gender distribution, with members averaging around
30 years old and coming from diverse backgrounds such as IT, law, philosophy, and the social
sciences. With little financial resources, Privacy Network leverages the expertise and
enthusiasm of its relatively young activists. The organization has strong social ties and is well-
organized, enabling it to advocate for privacy rights effectively. Privacy Network activists mainly
see digital transformation as a process in public administration introducing new technologies,
like Al, which raise significant privacy and accountability concerns. They view digital
transformation as shaped by policies that can be influenced and steered toward protecting

individual rights.

OnData is an Italian non-profit organization founded in 2015 that is mainly interested in
open data. They started operating around 2010 as an informal collective but, after a number of
civic hacking initiatives, in the wake of the enthusiasm generated in Italy around the Spaghetti
Open Data project — a highly participatory mailing list that gained a great deal of interest among
activists, PAs, and media between 2010-2018 (Cabitza et al., 2016) — the initial group decided
to found the organization to start a campaign to make data on real estate confiscated from
mafias accessible and in open format. An important part of the association’s activities

gravitates around the monitoring of PA datasets. Through individual searches or external
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reporting, activists identify those datasets that do not meet the accessibility and readability
criteria established by law and carry out civic actions to open the datasets. OnData is a formal
organization with an executive board and approximately 30 members. Its members are
primarily men, middle-aged, and professionals in IT or the public sector with a strong interest
in open data. The organization operates with average financial resources (the highest among
the watchdogs considered). OnData is well-connected socially and well-known thanks to some
popular initiatives they coordinated with other organizations (“Dati Bene Comune” together
with ActionAid and Transparency International Italia). The organization activists mainly frame
digital transformation primarily as a process of datafication, often criticizing the inefficiencies

within public administration in managing and utilizing data.

Defesa dos Direitos Digitais (D3) is a Portuguese non-profit organization founded in 2017
thatis mainly interested in digitalrights issues. Over the last few years, they have been an active
voice in Portugal on issues such as the reform of copyright and its censorship filters, net
neutrality, and zero rating, the use of contact tracing apps, video surveillance of public spaces,
privacy and encryption of citizens’ communications, the retention of telecommunications
metadata, electronic voting and Internet regulation. These activities have made the association
a reference point for digital activism in Portugal. Monitoring activities carried out by D3 are
generally spontaneous and not particularly structured. Activists monitor both the development
and diffusion of technologies (e.g., contact tracing apps) and particular laws that have a
profound impact on digital rights (e.g., metadata law). D3 is a formal organization with an
executive board of around 10 members and a broader membership of about 60. The
organization’s members come from a wide range of fields, including IT, law, and the arts, which
enriches its interdisciplinary approach to digital rights. D3 operates with quite low financial
resources but benefits from the technical, legal, and communicative skills of its activists. The
organization has good social ties and strong organizational capabilities, which have made it a
reference point for digital activism in Portugal. D3 benefitted from the popularity of its
monitoring initiatives on digital contact tracing apps during the pandemic. D3’s activists frame
digital transformation as a double-edged sword, introducing new technologies that bring risks
of surveillance and privacy violations. They focus on ensuring these technologies are held

accountable and that citizens’ rights are protected.

Associacdo Nacional para o Software Livre (ANSOL) is a Portuguese non-profit

association active since 2001 whose purpose is the dissemination, promotion, development,
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research, and study of open-source informatics and its social implications. Over the years, the
association has pursued a number of initiatives to monitor datasets of PAs and specific
technologies such as contact tracing apps. In the past, they have also carried out monitoring
activities on public tenders. ANSOL is a formal organization with an executive board of around
10 members. The number of members varies every year but generally stays between 50 to 100
individuals. The organization consists mainly of middle-aged men who are passionate about
open software. In terms of resources, ANSOL has low financial resources, but the activists have
high technical and organizational skills. The organization is well-connected with other
associations in Portugal and Europe and annually organizes the “Festa do Software Livre” with
an audience of more than 300 participants. ANSOL activists mainly understand digital
transformation as a process that should prioritize free software over proprietary solutions from

Big Tech companies, emphasizing the importance of digital sovereignty and user control.

PrivacyLX is a Portuguese non-profit association that started operating in 2018 as an
informal group organizing privacy awareness talks and trainings in Lisbon. They aim to spread
interest in privacy and cybersecurity through education, research, and the development of
protection tools. The organization conducted some sporadic monitoring activities on the use of
ad trackers on a sample of popular websites in Portugal. Although the monitoring activity did
not focus on the public sector, a portion of the sites monitored were universities and
government web pages. PrivacyLX has a small core team of four people and about 15 members
overall. The organization’s members are predominantly men aged 30 to 35, with backgrounds
in IT and academia, all sharing a strong interest in privacy issues. The organization has very low
financial resources. The members have high technical expertise, although they struggle with
organizational and communication skills. The organization frames digital transformation as
being heavily influenced by Big Tech, leading to significant threats to digital rights and increased
surveillance. PrivacyLX is particularly focused on the risks posed by the widespread adoption

of surveillance technologies and the erosion of privacy.

In all these actors, albeit in different ways, monitoring digital initiatives in the public
sector plays a fundamental role. This brief overview of the investigated watchdogs shows that
monitoring activities and objects vary in terms of activities, modalities, and aims. Below, |

discuss monitoring practices.
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4 - How do watchdogs monitor digital initiatives

As shown in the overview of the digital transformation watchdogs here considered, monitoring
initiatives can vary significantly from one another. Through the analysis of data collected
through observation, documents, and interviews, it has emerged that all activists agree on the
importance of carrying out monitoring activities and that these play a significant role in the
organization’s work. In some cases (MonitoraPA, D3, Privacy Network), monitoring also plays a
fundamental role in defining the identity of the organization. In other cases (OnData, PrivacyLX,
ANSOL), monitoring is important but instrumental in achieving other goals. Different activists
belonging to the same organizations clearly might also have slightly different views regarding

the role that monitoring plays within the organization’s workflow.

Despite the diverse areas of interest among watchdogs, the activities forming
monitoring practices exhibit a degree of uniformity. Key activities involve identifying potential
societal and citizen rights concerns related to a technology or digital issue in the public sector,
either through individual research or external reporting. Significant effort is dedicated to
gathering information about the technology/issue, using several data sources such as official
documentation, grey literature, news sources, specialized websites, and public contracts.
Given the often fragmented and incomplete nature of information for certain issues (e.g.,
algorithms, Al, and digital contact tracing), activists face a substantial challenge in undertaking
a “collage” and sense-making process to amalgamate diverse fragments of information for a
comprehensive understanding of the technological issue. Monitoring can also occur through
automated procedures (e.g., MonitoraPA, ANSOL, PrivacyLX) via scripts developed by activists
or through the use of specialized software (e.g., Exodus, Blacklight, Tor). Following the
information collection phase, there is a subsequent phase dedicated to analyzing and
highlighting the legal, security, or ethical issues associated with the scrutinized
technology/issue. Almost all the watchdogs under investigation produced reports on their
monitoring activities. In cases where data collection is more systematic, a strong emphasis is
placed on transparency, and the methods for data collection and analysis deployed during the
monitoring phase are always openly declared. If software is developed, it is generally made
available in an open format for collective viewing, correction, reworking, and maintenance. In
certain instances, the output of monitoring activities takes the form of public records

accessible to everyone. Once monitoring activities yield an output (report, public record, etc.),
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the subsequent phase involves disseminating the results. Activists adopt various strategies to
reach as many people as possible. Some, like D3 and MonitoraPA, strategically engage with the
media and journalists, while others prefer direct communication with citizens or sympathizers
through social media, mailing lists, or chats (Privacy Network, OnData, D3). Still, others
primarily communicate with their associates (PrivacyLX, ANSOL). In some cases, the
monitoring output is consistently updated, as observed with Privacy Network, MonitoraPA, and
ANSOL. In some cases (MonitoraPA, OnData), after the monitoring leads to the detection of
some non-compliance, activists react by reporting them or directly to the non-compliant PAs

and to the competent authorities (data protection authorities or digital ombudsman).

Nevertheless, social practices are more than the simple sum of the activities that make
them up: they are organized set of activities (Schatzki, 2019). In describing the practice of digital
transformation monitoring in the next section, | will mainly rely on the conceptualization of
Shove et al. (2012), which holds that practices are organized by blocks of materials, meanings,

and competencies.

5 - The elements of the practice of monitoring digital transformation

Monitoring practices are defined by the interdependent relations between materials,
meanings, and competencies. In the following sub-sections, | will outline the primary
components of each element, with a particular emphasis on how materials, meanings, and
competencies interconnect. These connections between elements are crucial, as they enable
the enactment of a practice. When activists engage in monitoring digital transformation, they
effectively weave these elements together. Importantly, these connections are dynamic rather
than static; they can evolve or deteriorate over time, influencing the development or decline of
a practice (see Section 6 on the trajectories of monitoring). Moreover, the way in which
materials, meanings, and competencies are linked varies significantly across different
contexts. From the analysis of the empirical material, it emerged that there is no universally
applicable approach to monitoring — each watchdog organization develops its unique way of
carrying out this practice that presents both similarities and differences with the other digital

transformation watchdogs.
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5.1 - Materials of monitoring

The material element of digital transformation monitoring mainly comprehends people,
technologies, and material resources implied in the practice. | will focus here on the monitored
object, the data/sources on the monitored object, the monitoring tools, and the organizing
tools. Other important material components are the dissemination tools and the tools used

after monitoring to react to the problem detected.

The monitored objects are specific technologies or issues related to a digital initiative of
the public sector. Each watchdog focuses on distinct aspects of the digital landscape. The
choice of the object to monitor is mainly shaped by values, ideas, and general understandings
(meanings dimension) that channel activists in identifying digital social threats that need to be
monitored. To give some examples: two of the watchdogs (MonitoraPA and PrivacyLX)
monitored the adoption of Big Techs’ components (trackers, analytics, mail, etc.) on PA’s
websites because they perceive Big Tech engagement as problematic: “as everywhere, Google
rears its ugly head in places that it shouldn’t be” (121 - PrivacyLX activist). They see their

initiatives as an “uneven fight” against surveillance capitalism and Big Tech firms.

We are not the first, and we will not be the last; maybe there will be those who will do
better than us. But Google, Microsoft, etc. know that there are citizens who are willing to
bother them, who believe and want their rights to be respected and exercised, don’t
they? Sowhat do they do? They lobby at a high level to get these results. Soit’s an uneven
fight because there are many of us [activists], but we are spread across European

territory.

(12 - MonitoraPA hacker activist)

Privacy Network is the only watchdog monitoring Al and algorithms in the public sector in the
two countries. According to them, their Automated Administration Observatory is necessary
because there is not enough transparency on how these automated systems are developed and

used.
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Transparency is one of the principles behind this project because the people [...] who
are subject to these automated processes and who very often a) don’t really know that
they are in a relationship with a machine and not with a human being and b) even if they
know that they are in a relationship with a machine, still they are not given the
opportunity to either challenge the decision or understand why there was one output or

decision made and not another.

(I7 - OAA advocacy activist)

D3 and ANSOL monitored the development and implementation of the Portuguese digital
contact tracing app and advocated not making it mandatory during the pandemic. In this case,
the perceived risk was that of witnessing the diffusion of an undemocratic technology that

threatened the privacy of citizens, justified by the emergency situation.

[...] like when the Prime Minister wanted to make the covid app mandatory. [...] | think
the man was just desperate with the bad news that was coming and the possible
responsibilities. So they really went to the technological world. Let’s fix this with an app,
and everyone has to use it. And this was kind of the most visible side of what’s there to
criticize about the government. At the end of the day, screw the democratic process,
screw the multi-stakeholder models of social development; everyone will use this app.

And this was such a nice portrait of how things work.

(119 - D3 activist)

The main monitored object for ANSOL and OnData are the datasets owned by PAs, and their
monitoring initiatives aim to detect cases that do not respect the laws on openness and
interoperability. In these cases, the principle that drives activists is the necessity to “enhance

the PA’s information assets” (15 - OnData civic hacker).

Activists also have different know-how and skills (competencies dimension) that
contribute to the choice of the object to monitor. Take MonitoraPA as an example: to be able to

massively monitor all PAs, itis crucial to be able to develop a script that automates some of the
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monitoring tasks (otherwise, monitoring one by one more than 20.000 PAs would be quite hard).
Being able to understand the legal intricacies of data transfer between the EU and the US, for
instance, is a necessary condition to even be able to ascertain that the use of some
components of Big Techs are harmful to the privacy of citizens. Of course, there are also cases
where there are the skills and knowledge to develop large-scale monitoring initiatives, but other
types of resources are lacking. This often leads to a desire on the part of activists to
professionalize some of their activities (PrivacyLX, D3, Privacy Network) to make them more

sustainable.

Other material elements necessary to the monitoring practice are the data and sources
used for monitoring (public registers, news, public contracts, datasets) and the organizing tools
(communication tools like Telegram and Matrix, platforms for software development and
storage such as GitHub). Although some activists perform monitoring in a fairly unstructured
manner — simply by researching, collecting, and reprocessing information — others develop
software that allows the monitoring initiative to be more structured, automated, and large-
scale. In all the cases considered, the software was made freely available to all, following the
principles of the free software movement and hacker culture. The choice of the type of licenses
to be used on the developed software is also a reasoned choice. Monitoring tools range from
large automated systems like MonitoraPA software to scripts like those developed by OnData,

ANSOL, and PrivacyLX to automate specific parts of the monitoring process.

There is a list of open formats, and the regulation says that every public institution must
publish their documents and accept documents from the citizen using open formats.
Butin practice, that doesn’t always happen. We are monitoring it mainly when we detect
some non-compliance [...] we add it to the list of non-compliances, and we try to
automate periodically, download that particular webpage and see if it’s edited and try to
notify usif there is, if the institution tried to comply or already complied. So, just to make
it easy, to not have a human that must scroll all non-compliant sites every day and to
check if there was a change there. So, we have some scripts that help us do that. And of
course, the last decision is always to a human that must go check the site and see if they

fixed it.
(120 - ANSOL activist)
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Dissemination of findings of monitoring initiatives is carried out through reports, public
registers, social media, newsletters, and events, with each watchdog employing different
channels. Additionally, mechanisms for reacting to nhon-compliance differ, involving sending

complaints via certified mail, engaging journalists, or using specific tools on a varying scale.

5.2 - Meanings of monitoring

As discussed earlier, the meanings attributed to monitoring practices are closely intertwined
with the material elements that define these practices. Beliefs, such as that digital
transformation poses significant threats to citizens’ rights (e.g., security and privacy) or that
public administration should be transparent and accountable, are critical in guiding the
selection of the specific objects to monitor. These ideas act as a compass, directing activists
toward particular technologies, policies, or practices that are perceived as potentially harmful
or in need of greater scrutiny. During interviews, nearly all activists conveyed the
indispensability of their work in light of the proliferation of surveillance capitalism. This concept
is used as a tool to interpret what is happening in the digital world, particularly with reference
to the role of non-European Big Techs corporations. “We need to break through the people’s
passivity that’s induced by the whole communication apparatus that you have now under
surveillance capitalism. And the only way to do that is by putting things forward with a
structured discourse” (119 - D3 activist). The widespread adoption of this term, coined and
popularized by Shoshana Zuboff (2015, 2019), is an indicator of its successful integration into
public discourse. The most articulated set of ideas found in the watchdogs is that of
MonitoraPA. Within this collective, activists perceive their efforts as more than mere oversight;

they view their work as a form of cyberpolitical action within the “cybernetic society”.

Starting from the assumption that the term digitization is really horrible even technically
... [what we are witnessing] has nothing to do with numbers, it is not digital. Instead, we
live in a cybernetic society; this is the correct way to call what the world is today, at least
the Western world. We live in a cybernetic society in which humans and thousands of

automations are integrated. [...] A State that wants to make this cybernetic society a
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democratic one should enable everyone to understand how these tools work and be
able to use them appropriately and safely, protecting their data and not being

manipulated by these tools, isn’t it? Instead of digitalization, it would take education.

(12 - MonitoraPA hacker activist)

In this cybernetic societal landscape, humans coexist alongside automatons, prompting a
necessity for humans to acquire technical skills for effectively governing non-human entities.
This distinctive emphasis on learning to govern in the context of the cybernetic society gives us

the link to discuss the competencies essential for effective monitoring.

According to the activists, concepts like open knowledge and hacker values are
fundamentalin orienting the choice of monitoring tools and shaping the broader strategies and
methodologies employed by the watchdogs. Open knowledge refers to the idea that
information should be freely accessible and sharable, enabling collective learning and
innovation. Hacker values, deeply rooted in the hacker culture, emphasize principles such as
curiosity, openness, and the freedom to modify and redistribute software. These values
challenge proprietary and closed systems, advocating instead for collaborative and non-
hierarchical approaches to technology. These principles directly influence how monitoring
tools are designed and deployed. For example, the code used in monitoring tools (MonitoraPA
& ANSOL) is often open source, reflecting the commitment to community participation. The
licenses chosen to protect these tools typically align with these values, ensuring that the
software can be freely used, modified, and shared by others. Similarly, the choice of organizing
tools (e.g., using Telegram and Matrix instead of WhatsApp) reflects a preference for platforms
that prioritize user privacy, security, and control, which are core concerns within hacker culture.
The culture of free knowledge and hacker values also plays a crucial role in skill development
among activists. This environment encourages a hands-on approach to learning, where new
activists are not only welcomed but also actively supported in developing new technical
competencies, empowering individuals to contribute more effectively to monitoring initiatives.
This emphasis on learning and skill-building is directly linked to the competencies element of

monitoring practices.
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We are a really good group at moving forward quickly... this is also because of the skills
of those who are part of it. As | said before, | learn all the time from those around me in

this project; they are all really good people at what they do.

(14 - MonitoraPA hacker activist)

Activists have different, partly overlapping understandings of monitoring. Analyzing these
different understandings of monitoring allows us to see how this practice is contextualized
within each watchdog’s broader bundle of practices and allows us to better clarify the role it
plays within their activism. For some, monitoring serves as a potent law-enforcing tool in
response to the inadequacy of privacy laws, often neglected by governments that prioritize

other concerns over individual privacy rights.

The only way we have for the fundamental rights of Italian and European citizens to be
respected is to go and check, to bother them. [...] [we have to monitor] because taking
it for granted that they comply with the laws, unfortunately, doesn’t work... we’ve seen it
with these 7,500 PAs that are still violating after years that we know the GDPR prohibits
it, and they’re still violating this law... the only way is to go and check, go and bother

them.

(12 - MonitoraPA hacker activist)

The list [of non-compliant PA’s websites] is public... so it’s kind of the shaming the
institution: you are on the list, and this is bad for your image, so you should comply with

the law.

(120 - ANSOL activist)

Watchdogs adopting this “law-enforcing” stance, such as MonitoraPA and ANSOL, leverage
monitoring initiatives as political and conflictual instruments, trying to push the State to

respect privacy and break free from the influence of powerful tech oligopolies.
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Alternatively, some activists view monitoring as an awareness-raising tool essential for
fighting the pervasive lack of digital literacy and citizen awareness regarding the risks posed by
the digital, including threats to privacy and security. Privacy Network, D3, and PrivacyLX
embody this understanding, aiming not only to enlighten citizens but also to raise awareness

among journalists and policymakers.

Our project wants to be a process that gives people the tools, so awareness... that is, it
informs people of the potential risks and potential opportunities and the existence of
these things... that gives the tools — which people don’t have right now - to understand

what is best to do and to be able to exercise their de facto rights.

(17 - OAA advocacy activist)

We realized that media tactics and media operations are the way to go if you want to
succeed because then the critical mass can form if you can get your voice out. And that’s
the hack that we found. As long as we take very good care of our external communication
towards journalists, and by this | mean respecting journalists... | remember spending
lots of time on the phone with journalists who didn’t understand the whole COVID app
thing and with one journalist who stayed for two hours debating[...]. And this is volunteer

time, you know. But it did make a difference.

(119 - D3 activist)

Lastly, there are those who perceive monitoring as an instrumental tool aligned with broader
societal concerns related to digital technologies. Some of the organizations (OnData;
PrivacyLX) adopt monitoring initiatives as strategic instruments to advance specific goals such
as promoting open data, safeguarding privacy, and upholding digital rights. In some instances,
activists in this category may avoid labeling their efforts as “monitoring” to sidestep potential

communication challenges that could portray the organization as too conflictual.
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We used to say it badly in the beginning; we used to stand too much on the information
rights, on disclosure requirements, on monitoring... which are all things — some
regulatory, some ethical - that sometimes reduce the opportunity that a well-done data
and information policy can return. [...] Before, we used communication based on the
fact that the data should be machine-readable, well-described, in the right format, and
comply with a standard. It is clear that all these points | told you are unavoidable stakes
to get to really enhance the information assets, [...] Anyway, | like much more to say

“enhancing the information assets of the public sector” ... that’s very long, but it’s much

» <« » <«

more interesting than “open data procedures,” “monitoring,” “complying with laws.”
What we are saying here is that there is a wealth of information in the PA and that

sometimes itis not valued, and that making it a common good is to make this effective

(I5 - OnData civic hacker)

The varied interpretations of monitoring breathe life into the practice, shapingitinto an activism
tool for different ends. Monitoring, in this sense, becomes a lens through which these groups
engage with the governance of digital transformation, sometimes even indicating their broader
visions of societal change (e.g., cybernetic society). Understanding these different meanings
reveals how monitoring is not just about tracking compliance or exposing flaws but about

carving out a space for civil society to assert its voice in the digital age.

5.3 - Competencies of monitoring

As previously mentioned, the choice of the monitored objects is often driven by the availability
of specific technical and legal knowledge within the organization. For instance, the ability to
understand and manipulate complex datasets or to code automated scripts for large-scale
monitoring is what enables groups like MonitoraPA and ANSOL to effectively oversee vast
segments of public administration activities. These technical skills thus actively shape the

material elements.

Competences are also closely linked with meanings. For instance, legal skills are
essential in cultivating and sustaining the principles of openness within monitoring practices.

In MonitoraPA, discussions about the appropriate type of license for their software were not
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just technical deliberations; they were deeply shaped by the values of open knowledge and
hacker culture. Legal expertise played a pivotal role in this process, as it allowed the activists
to navigate the complexities of software licensing in a way that upheld these core values. By
choosing the right licenses, they were able to legally protect their work while simultaneously

ensuring that it aligned with their commitment to open-source practices.

The competencies required for effective monitoring are as diverse as the challenges
these watchdogs seek to address. Monitoring digital transformation, in fact, extends far beyond
mere monitoring of technologies; it demands a sophisticated blend of competencies that
encompass both technical expertise and a deep understanding of legal and regulatory
frameworks. This is particularly true in countries with complex legal systems like Italy and
Portugal, where public sector activities are often governed by intricate regulatory landscapes.
This dual expertise is crucial for identifying compliance issues, understanding the implications
of various technologies, and effectively challenging practices that may infringe on citizens’
rights. Watchdogs like OnData and PrivacyLX exemplify the strategic integration of diverse
competencies by involving civil servants and legal experts among their members. This inclusion
enriches their monitoring efforts with firsthand knowledge of how public administration
operates, which is essential for understanding the practicalities of policy implementation and
regulatory compliance. However, many activists acknowledge a gap in other essential skills,
particularly in areas like communication, project management, and creative outreach. These
competencies are also vital for amplifying the impact of monitoring initiatives. Without strong
communication skills, even the most significant findings may not reach a broad audience or
influence public discourse. Similarly, project management skills are crucial for coordinating
complex monitoring projects, ensuring that they are executed efficiently and that their results

are disseminated effectively.

We have a lot of people in our organization who have non-IT-related skill sets and non-
computer science-related skill sets. And | would argue that we’re hunting for more of
them. The IT and computer science crowd are good at many things. Sometimes, event
organization and all of these things, advertising, these are things that we tend not to be
very good at. Or at least, you know, we're not going to be as good at it as people who are,

who work in that field, or who know that field very, very well.
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(121 - PrivacyLX activist)

MonitoraPA stands out as an exception, showcasing the most robust mix of technical and legal
skills that has translated into an impactful initiative with tangible results (marked by a

discernible reduction in the integration of Big Tech components within PA’s websites).

The pathways through which individuals become capable of engaging in monitoring
practices are diverse and often nonlinear. In many cases, the acquisition of competencies does
not result from formal training programs or structured organizational onboarding but from
previous professional experiences and self-directed learning. Several participants in this study
brought skills acquired in their work as developers, civil servants, legal advisors, or data
analysts, transferring this expertise into monitoring initiatives driven by civic motivations.
Others learn by doing, progressively building technical and legal knowledge through active
involvement in projects, peer exchanges, and participation in online communities oriented
toward digital rights and open data activism. In all organizations, the composition of teams
reflects this cumulative and heterogeneous learning process, where new members often join
based on existing skills but also develop new ones through collaboration and practical
engagement. The emergence of watchdog groups thus appears less as a result of formal
capacity-building initiatives and more as the outcome of mobilizing dispersed competencies,
collective experimentation, and shared normative commitments to transparency,

accountability, and digital rights.
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MATERIALS
» Monitored object
* Monitoring tool
« Organizing tool
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Legal & technical
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COMPETENCIES
« Technical (e.g., coding, IT
management)
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regulations)

« Communicative (e.g., creating an
effective advocacy campaign)

« Organizational (e.g., manage the
team and external relationships;
manage bureaucracy)

MEANINGS
« Digital transformation creates threats
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accountable
« Open knowledge & hacker culture
« Understandings of monitoring

Open knowledge
creates the conditions
to cultivate new skills;
legal skills contribute to
keep openess;

Figure 6 - Elements of the practice of monitoring digital transformation carried by the civil society watchdogs

6 - Trajectories of the monitoring practices

In this section, | discuss how monitoring digital transformation practices evolve. Even in highly
routinized practices, constant evolution is inevitable. This principle holds true for monitoring
as well. Regardless of the watchdogs involved, monitoring in itself is rarely the ultimate goal of
activists, but in the majority of cases, it is simply a step within the larger stream of practices
carried out: “[...] the monitoring by itself is not an end. It’s the start of the process of forming
discourse, forming our own line of argument and then testing it” (119 - D3 activist). This is not
surprising since “practices and arrangements link in diverse, changing combinations, yielding
a panoply of bundles that evolves with time” (Schatzki, 2019, p. 41). From the analysis of the
empirical material, it emerged that monitoring is inherently a political practice driven by
activists who seek to assert their voice and legitimacy in the governance of digital

transformation. Through their monitoring efforts, these activists aim to shape policy, create
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tangible impacts, and raise public awareness about the implications of digital technologies in
public administration. The ultimate goal is not just to observe but to influence — whether by
holding institutions accountable, advocating for more transparent and ethical practices, or
pushing for regulatory changes that align with their values. Understanding the trajectories of
monitoring practices reveals how these practices evolve in response to external pressures,
internal capacities, and feedback from broader socio-political contexts. This gives us the
possibility to look at how watchdogs try to influence governance and how they adapt their

strategies, sustain their relevance, or lose momentum in their efforts.

Examining the trajectories of monitoring practices requires a focus on how these
practices emerge, evolve, persist, and potentially disappear over time by looking both at the
external factors and at the internal dynamics of the practices themselves. Changes in these
practices are here understood as the result of novel combinations and reconfigurations of
materials, competencies, and meanings, as well as the ways in which these elements are
interconnected. By tracking these internal dynamics, we can gain insight into how monitoring
practices adapt to new challenges, how they become more or less prominent within the activist
community, and how they spread or fade depending on their effectiveness and resonance
within their broader socio-political context. The examination of the watchdogs unveils at least

three main potential trajectories of the practice of monitoring digital transformation.

The first trajectory is the expansion of monitoring, exemplified by the efforts of
MonitoraPA, D3, OnData, and ANSOL. Activists, galvanized by the positive outcomes and
feedback (particularly coming from the media) garnered from their initial monitoring initiatives,
broadened their scope to encompass a more extensive array of monitored objects. The
expansion of monitoring is thus, first and foremost, an expansion of the material element of the
practice. MonitoraPA, for instance, has evolved beyond merely tracking the presence of Google
Analytics on PA’s websites to monitoring numerous Big Tech tools. D3 consistently seeks out
novel technologies and digital issues to monitor, with the aim of advancing their socio-
technical discourse in the Portuguese public debate. Meanwhile, OnData remains always
engaged in the quest for new datasets to open up. MonitoraPA experienced a rapid trajectory,
with less than six months between the initiation of their first monitoring activities and a
significant expansion driven by immediate impact and media attention. In contrast, the
expansion for D3, OnData, and ANSOL has been more gradual and ongoing. These

organizations expand their monitoring scope slowly over time, typically when they identify new
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issues or technologies that require scrutiny. Feedback is crucial for understanding the
expansion of monitoring, and, in general, it plays a pivotal role in shaping the circuits of
reproduction of practices (Shove et al.,, 2012). In the social movements literature, positive
feedback is recognized as a self-reinforcing mechanism where initial actions or successes
within a movement generate further participation, support, and resources, leading to the
exponential growth of the movement (Biggs, 2003; Seguin, 2016; Sloan & Brush, 2022).
Understanding the positive feedback is crucial because it helps explain why some movements
and their initiatives gain rapid traction while others do not. Seguin (2016), in particular,
discussed how media coverage acts as a critical component of positive feedback in social
movements. Media attention can amplify a movement’s message, attract more participants,
and draw in resources, creating a feedback loop where increased visibility leads to greater
influence and vice versa. This not only sustains the movement but also helps it to break into
mainstream discourse, further entrenching its position in the public consciousness. Positive
feedback — such as succeeding in catalyzing the public debate on the monitored object,
establishing robust relationships with the media, and positioning oneself as an authoritative
(yet antagonistic) actor in discussions about new technologies - reinforces and validates the
monitoring initiatives. However, the sustainability of monitoring practices depends on effective
communication and outreach to a diverse audience. The absence of feedback, whether due to
insufficient communicative reach or a lack of general interest, poses the risk of the monitoring

practice gradually fading away, as we will discuss below.

The second trajectory, the professionalization of monitoring, is mainly exemplified in the
experiences of Privacy Network. It is not uncommon for the activists interviewed to seek to
professionalize aspects of their work as a means of enhancing their stability and effectiveness
(Cable, 1984; Holland, 2004) and, more recently, to find external funding and meet the
expectations of donors who value professional expertise (Ana, 2024; Sigillo, 2023). In the case
of Privacy Network, the activists who ideated the Automated Administration Observatory
ended up establishing a startup called Immanence,?® dedicated to the ethical assessment of
digital projects, algorithms, and Al. Within less than a year, the visibility gained through their
Observatory led activists to recognize an opportunity to professionalize their efforts, resulting

in the establishment of the startup. Remarkably, this move did not result in the discontinuation

2 https://immanence.it/ (last access 12/11/2024)
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of the Observatory, that continues to coexist with the newly formed startup. At the time of data
collection, the startup Immanence had just been established, making it challenging to fully
evaluate the long-term consequences of this professionalization. At this early stage, it is still
uncertain how this shift (that emerged as a direct outcome of the monitoring practices) will
influence the balance between maintaining transparency and meeting the demands of a
professional-client relationship. The decision to professionalize, in fact, has certainly notable
advantages. On the one hand, it might streamline interactions with PAs as, from their side,
procuring services from external entities often proves more straightforward than navigating
complex co-design collaborations with CSOs. On the other hand, while the move towards
professionalization rightfully compensates activists for their valuable work, it introduces a shift
in the underlying principles and meanings associated with monitoring practices. If being
unencumbered allows activists to monitor and say basically whatever they want, the
establishment of a professional relationship, complete with contractual obligations between
PAs and activist-entrepreneurs, risks fundamentally altering this dynamic. Transparency, once
the guiding value motivating monitoring initiatives, inevitably shares space with the satisfaction
of the client. This shift introduces some risks, such as the absorption of watchdogs by the
public sector through a process of co-optation, which may compromise the radical or
confrontational edge that characterizes the practice of monitoring. The shift from an emphasis
on transparency to a customer-centric approach may lead to a dilution of the original goals,
potentially prioritizing the interests and preferences of the public sector over the pursuit of

systemic change.

The third trajectory — the fading out of monitoring — becomes evident in the case of
PrivacyLX. This trajectory has been a prolonged process, lacking a specific timeline as it
occurred only once within only one of the watchdogs observed. Within PrivacyLX, sporadic
monitoring initiatives led to the creation of a report*® that was communicated in an
unstructured manner and lacked substantial follow-up activities. While activists acknowledge
the vitalimportance of monitoring initiatives and possess the requisite skills for their execution,
a dual challenge arises. On the one hand, they express concerns about the scarcity of
resources (time, people, and money), i.e., a material constraint that hinders sustained

monitoring efforts. On the other hand, there is a perception that the field of monitoring is a

2 https://privacylx.org/documents/Analise.Vigilancia.PT.pdf (last access 12/11/2024)
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saturated “crowded space” (121 - PrivacyLX activist). The fading away of monitoring, in this
case, can mainly be attributed to the lack of resources, the absence of constructive feedback,
and the prevailing idea that other organizations in Portugal are already actively engaged in
monitoring and are aligned with PrivacyLX’s principles. The fading out of the monitoring practice
does not equate to the disappearance of its constituent elements. The skills cultivated by
activists through their monitoring initiatives endure, as does the intrinsic belief in the
importance of monitoring. Rather than being erased, the practice becomes dormant, patiently
awaiting the opportune moment for revival. At the moment of writing, one of the PrivacyLX’s

activists said that they were ready to start working on a new monitoring initiative that wanted to

replicate the experience MonitoraPA in Italy, inspired by their success.

Table 12 - Summary of monitoring practices and trajectories for each watchdog considered

MonitoraPA Privacy Network OnData (IT) D3 (PT) ANSOL (PT) PrivacyLX (PT)
(M) (IT)
Brief Activists Activists gather info Activists identify Activists collect Activists Activists run pre-
description of developed an on algorithms / Al non-open datasets | information collect existing analytical
activities automated tools used in PA through research about digital information on tools on a sample of
performed tool using through direct or external issues (contact interoperability popular websites
open data research or external reporting. They tracing app, and open data; (not exclusively PAs),
(IndicePA) that | reporting. They stimulate PA to metadata, public | elaborate data; analyze data and
allows to created a public release its tenders, etc.), produce write reports to
monitor the register that lists information write press reports and disseminate
presence of and explains all the assets. They releases, send websites
Big Tech’s tool | algorithms found. organize initiatives complaints to
(e.g., Google They organize to raise awareness | journalists,
Analytics, events, use social on open data. organize events
mail, etc.) on media, and take part and use social
PA’s websites. in roundtables to media.
They send raise awareness.
massive
amounts of
mail to all
uncompliant
PAs. Send
official
complaint to
the data
protection
authority.
Material MonitoraPA’s Grey literature and PA’s datasets Grey literature Some Pre-existing
Main material automated news to gather and news to automation in analytical tools to
elements privacy information; Public gather the control control ad trackers
entangled in the compliance tenders contracts; information; (scripts); public | (tor, exodus,
practice tool; Open Automated Public tenders register of backlight); little
Data Administration contracts uncompliant resources to conduct
(IndicePA) Observatory PAs monitoring (time and
people/practitioners)
Competences Mix of Mainly legal Mix of technical Mainly legal and Mix of technical | Mainly technical
Main technical and competences and legal communicative and legal competences
competencies, legal competencies competencies, competencies
practical competencies multidisciplinary
understandings,
know-how, and
skills necessary
to carry the
practice
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the use of Big
Tech’s tools is
PA’s websites

for ethical
assessment

DatiBeneComune)

the public
debate; heated
public debate

in the public
debate;
participation in
parliamentary

Meanings Monitoring as Monitoring as an Monitoring Monitoring as a Monitoring as a Monitoring as an
Main ideas, alaw- awareness tool to instrumental to policy-orienting law-enforcing awareness-raising
values, beliefs, enforcing tool gain more the diffusion of tool; Monitoring tool; tool that helps
and general inthe transparency & open data; as an exercise of Monitoring democracy in the
understandings cybernetic accountability; Monitoring is (digital) instrumental to surveillance society;
linked with the society; free monitoring as a necessary, but citizenship; free software Privacy as a social
practice software & policy-orienting tool; communicatively Monitoring as a diffusion; value; skeptical
hacker surveillance ineffective; tool to gain Strongly about the role of the
culture; fight capitalism; method > results insights about inspired by the State in protecting
surveillance socio-technical free software privacy; hacker
capitalism problems; State movement’s culture; method >
through has good values (e.g., results
monitoring intentions but knowledge
the relation with sharing;
Big Techs is participation);
problematic; for the State,
Surveillance digital rights
capitalism are nota
priority
Output of Heated public Inclusion in some Succeeded in Public Public No significant output
monitoring debate; policy roundtables; opening several PA | recognition as a recognition as
initiatives decrease in creation of a startup datasets (e.g., stakeholderin a stakeholder

Evolution of the
practice or link
with other
practices

auditions
Trajectories of Expansion of Professionalization Expansion of Expansion of Expansion of Fading out of
the practice monitoring of monitoring monitoring monitoring monitoring monitoring

7 - Comparing monitoring practices in Italy and Portugal

Having described the activities, elements, and trajectories of monitoring digital transformation,
I will now compare the monitoring practices observed in the Italian and Portuguese contexts.
This comparison will allow us to discuss some broader considerations concerning this

practice.

First, Italian monitoring initiatives are more structured and present greater continuity
compared to their counterparts in Portugal. Italian groups often have clearer organizational
frameworks, dedicated teams, well-defined roles, and established procedures for conducting
their monitoring initiatives. This disparity may be due in part to the lower level of civic
participation within Portuguese society (Fernandes, 2015). This trend is often attributed to the
historical backdrop of Portugal, particularly the impact of the dictatorship that prevailed until
1974, significantly hindering the aggregation of civil society groups perceived as threats to
authority (Manuel, 1998). In contrast, Italy, as a larger state with a more significant population
and resources, has a longer history of civic and political participation (Pizzorno, 2019). Italy also
demonstrated early initiatives in the digital sphere, with notable hacker movements emerging

as early as the late 1990s (Di Salvo, 2023). Portuguese activists, in turn, regard the Italian
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experience with a sense of admiration. Nevertheless, there is a growth in Portuguese CSOs’
interest in digital issues, evidenced by various associations increasingly engaging with digital-
related issues (Costa e Silva & Lameiras, 2021). In my fieldwork in Portugal, | have encountered
a small yet cohesive community. Noteworthy are gatherings such as the Digital Rights Drinks
organized by D3, where not only representatives from watchdogs but also individuals from
diverse organizations centered around digital issues convene. These occasions provide a
platform for the exchange of views and informal discussions among participants who extend

their connections beyond the digital realm.

Second, monitoring practices are characterized by varying degrees of conflict. Although
the underlying activities comprising monitoring practices remain fundamentally similar, their
perception can diverge significantly among institutional actors and the media, based on which
watchdog is carrying them out. Notably, the most intense conflicts have centered around
initiatives undertaken by MonitoraPA and D3. Both entities, as already observed, tend to
emphasize the political dimensions inherent in their monitoring efforts. It is not the monitoring
activities themselves that provoke indignant or obstructive reactions, but rather the
consequences that ensue. In the case of MonitoraPA, the mass dissemination of emails to PAs
certainly triggered moments of panic in several entities, particularly smaller ones. A
comprehensive examination of the public debate triggered by MonitoraPA’s initiative would
necessitate a dedicated chapter beyond the scope of this discussion. The project’s activists
cataloged all relevant articles on their website, including those that offered strong criticism. A
quick look at the titles of the articles written after the first large-scale alert sent to all the PAs
using Google Analytics reveals the polarization within the public debate, with articles either
supporting the activists®*® or condemning them as “cyberbullies”®'. The main criticism against
the collective centers on their perceived focus on victims rather than perpetrators. In Portugal,
the most contentious case revolves around D3, a watchdog thatis proud of its antagonistic role.
A notable incident occurred when, in response to articles critical of metadata laws, the
commander of the Portuguese Judicial Police denounced the activists as extremists and

fundamentalists in a podcast for one of the leading Portuguese newspapers, Diario de Noticias.

30 https://www.agendadigitale.eu/sicurezza/privacy/lattivismo-di-monitorapa-non-fa-danni-ma-mira-a-
proteggere-la-pa-e-i-cittadini-ecco-come/ last access 18/12/2023

3! https://www.policymakermag.it/fact-checking/perche-lallarme-di-monitora-pa-su-rischio-cambridge-
analytica-in-italia-e-distorto/ last access 18/12/2023
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In contrast to the contentious nature of monitoring practices in MonitoraPA and D3, the
other watchdogs under consideration generally experience less conflict. While we have
extensively examined the professionalization aspect that mitigates conflicts in monitoring
(Privacy Network), this practice often serves as the initial step toward collaborative
engagements with PAs, a trend notably observed in OnData and ANSOL. Understanding the
factors influencing activists’ attitudes towards PAs and their pursuit of distinctively perceived
conflict styles in monitoring is a complex task. Data suggests that activists adopting a more
confrontational stance tend to emphasize privacy and security risks associated with
surveillance capitalism and expressing discontent with the State’s lack of attention to digital
issues and its ties to Big Tech. The less confrontational watchdogs tend to be more lenient in
justifying the failures and imperfections of the public sector, with their primary objective
appearing to be the “education” of PAs. Notably, entities like OnData strategically employ
“polite” modes of communication, deeming them more effective than confrontational
approaches: “l used to get pissed off and make unbelievable rants at the beginning, whereas
now we use politeness [...] we also use it instrumentally, in the sense that for us it’s also
methodological and instrumental” (I5 - OnData civic hacker). This strategic use of language
underscores a nuanced approach, emphasizing the importance of effective communication in

achieving their goals.

Third, monitoring has different types of outputs, but it is difficult to evaluate theirimpact.
The evaluation of monitoring initiatives’ impact is obscured by uncertainties about what
precisely constitutes impact and how to disentangle monitoring effects from other influencing
factors. The only case where we can talk about impact is that of MonitoraPA, where a notable
indicator of impact is evident in the reduction of PAs’ websites employing Big Tech tools. Even
in this case, though, the reality is intricate: following the first activists’ mass email, the Italian
Data Protection Authority issued a warning to all PAs, emphasizing the illegality of using Google
Analytics. While it might be coincidental, albeit unlikely, that the Data Protection Authority’s
communication closely followed the activists’ alert by sole chance, it remains difficult to
convincingly determine whether the decrease in Google Analytics usage resulted from
MonitoraPA’s email, the Authority’s intervention, or the combined effect of both. Rather than
focusing on the elusive concept of impact, a more pragmatic approach is to highlight the
outputs of diverse monitoring initiatives. Some initiatives, such as MonitoraPA and D3,

successfully generated heated public debates, while others, including D3, ANSOL, and Privacy
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Network, found a place in policy roundtables. Watchdogs like OnData achieved the opening of
multiple PA datasets, contributing to transparency and accessibility of the Italian public sector
information assets. These initiatives have not only gained public recognition but have also
solidified their roles as central actors in the public arena. Their active involvement in
parliamentary hearings further cements their influence in shaping the technological
landscape, as observed with D3 and ANSOL. For these reasons, monitoring is a great tool for
watchdogs to fulfill their role in safeguarding the interests of the public, promoting a more
ethical digital public environment, and holding stakeholders accountable in an ever-evolving

technological landscape.

Fourth and, ultimately, monitoring has the potential to prompt imitation and the
subsequent proliferation of the practice. A case in point is the GDPR.observer®* project,

spearheaded by an Italian activist based in Portugal and welcomed by the local watchdogs.

This is a project that has not yet been made public. We will be working on it at the
European level, called GDPR.observer, which aims to replicate what happened in Italy.
[...] So far, we haven’t been working on the project for a long time, but it is something we

will do in the near future. Maybe we’ll do a hackathon on the weekend.

(122 - PrivacyLX activist)

The project seeks to emulate the success of the MonitoraPA initiative and extend its reach to
multiple European countries. The achievements of MonitoraPA have captured the fascination
of several Portuguese activists. Regrettably, at the time of writing, there has been no exact
replication of the MonitoraPA experience. However, it is crucial for future studies to delve into
the mechanisms through which monitoring initiatives spread and explore the factors

influencing the adoption and adaptation of such practices by activists and their organizations.

82 https://observablehg.com/@gdprobserver?type=collections last access 25/09/2024
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8 - Conclusion

In this chapter, | have discussed the practice of monitoring digital transformation initiatives
carried out by six Italian and Portuguese watchdogs. These groups of activists spontaneously
and autonomously monitor certain aspects related to digital transformation initiatives, such as
the implantation of digital technologies and automated decision-making, the openness of
datasets, and the use of unsuitable tools for processing citizens’ data. Digital transformation
monitoring practices have the potential to catalyze initiatives with significant impact. The most
strikingillustration in the two countries considered is the case of MonitoraPA, in which activists,
through their monitoring practices, were able to achieve a reduction in the usage of unsuitable

tools belonging to Big Tech on PA’s websites.

Monitoring initiatives certainly represent a spontaneous attempt to participate in the
governance of digital transformation that should be encouraged, especially because of their
“antagonistic” character that strengthens the democratic mechanisms. In most cases,

anyway, PAs and their representatives stay quite indifferent to the efforts of activists.

Our fight has been to engage parties directly in Parliament so that they can invite us to
the parliamentary auditions. And we’ve been on a few [...], but our role there is still
ceremonial. [...] We definitely don’t have a relationship with public agencies, and | don’t
see it as a priority at all because, in the end, we’ll be antagonists. Even though we want
to work with them, we’re critics. And | don’t see a reasonable political landscape in

Portugal, especially now that it’s getting more and more friction.

(119 - D3 activist)

All of the activists, although interested in different aspects of DT, share a common perception
that their respective countries were veering off course in digital matters. Therefore, through

their activism, they try to redirect policy toward goals that they feel are more socially desirable.

Practice theory, and more specifically, the element model (Shove et al., 2012), has been
a valuable theoretical and analytical framework for comprehending the multifaceted nature of

activists’ endeavors without oversimplifying their complexity. Within this context, looking at the
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elements of monitoring has proven instrumental in revealing the nuanced dynamics underlying
the selection of monitored objects, showing how the choice of these objects is influenced by
both the perceived significance of certain issues and the competencies required for
understanding techno-legal complexities or implementing impactful monitoring
initiatives/tools. The exploration of meanings associated with monitoring practices unveils
distinct activist understandings of the practice as a law-enforcing tool, awareness-raising tool,
or instrumental to reach other objectives. These perspectives are linked to broader ideas,
understandings, and imaginaries that activists hold about the digital society and the role of
their activism. Additionally, scrutiny of competencies revealed that monitoring necessitates a
blend of technical and legal skills, although activists often express a deficitin communicative,
organizational, and management competencies. Lastly, practice theory helpsin understanding
the evolutionary trajectories of monitoring. The work shows how the expansion of monitoring is
mainly an expansion of the monitored objects (material element), that the professionalization
necessarily introduces a shift in the meanings of the practice, and that the fading out of
monitoring may be due to a lack of positive feedback but that the practice does not disappear

but becomes dormant.
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Conclusion

Digital transformation is often hailed as the key to modernizing and streamlining public
administration. Yet, this work showed how beneath the enthusiasm for new technologies and
digital platforms lies a far more intricate reality. In 2021, the European Union reaffirmed its
commitment to a digitally transformed future, framing digitalization as the foundation of
progress for public administrations. With plans like the 2030 Digital Compass and frameworks
such as the Recovery and Resilience Facility, Europe’s member states embarked on an
accelerated journey of digital transformation. This surge, however, brought more than new
technologies to the table: it raised questions about governance, power dynamics, and the role

of civil society in shaping these changes.

Italy and Portugal found themselves navigating similar pressures and expectations
under the gaze of European policies. In both nations, public bodies worked to orchestrate
digital reforms, while civil society watchdogs emerged as vocal critics, advocates, and
monitors of these initiatives. Yet, as digital platforms proliferated and policy documents
multiplied, the governance of these transformations revealed a complex and contested terrain
shaped by a diversity of practices and voices. This dissertation has looked at the governance of
digital transformation in PA from a practice-based perspective. Through an analysis of the
orchestration and monitoring practices carried out by public bodies and civil society
watchdogs in Italy and Portugal, it tried to shed light on the complex and multifaceted nature of
digital transformation governance, uncovering the intricate ways in which it is coordinated,

contested, and enacted.

As | draw this work to a close, | aim to go beyond summarizing the key contributions of
this thesis. Two overarching themes have emerged as critical in understanding the governance
of digital transformation: the unequal distribution of power among the actors involved and the
lack of meaningful interactions between public bodies and civil society watchdogs. These
themes reveal not just the challenges of governance but also the opportunities to foster more
inclusive, transparent, and responsive processes. In the following sections, | delve into these

topics to reflect on their implications and to suggest pathways for future research.
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1 - Contributions of the dissertation

The first key factor of originality of this work in its application of a practice-based perspective
to the governance of digital transformation in the public sector, building on and extending the
existing relational views on governance that emphasize practices (Ansell & Torfing, 2022;
Gorwa, 2019b; Janowski et al., 2018). Practice theorists also started investigating governance
processes (e.g., Alvial-Palavicino & Konrad, 2019; Schatzki, 2015; Shove, 2015; Shove & Walker,
2010), focusing on the interactions, routines, and material arrangements that constitute
governance. Until now, the digital transformation domain has been predominantly analyzed
through more traditional, institutional, and technology-driven frameworks (Nadkarni & Prugl,
2021; Vial, 2019). By foregrounding the practices of orchestration and monitoring within the
governance of digital transformation, this work not only enriches the theoretical discourse on
governance but also provides a more nuanced understanding of how digital transformation is

practically managed, negotiated, monitored, and contested.

Empirically, the dissertation explored the main characteristics of the digital
transformation of PAin Portugal and Italy through a historical reconstruction of these processes
in both countries (chapter 4). The historical overview allowed us to contextualize these
developments within their broader political and economic landscapes. The reconstructions
followed a chronological structure, highlighting significant events, the formation of key public
bodies, and the release of important strategies and action plans. Particularly, | identified the
primary actors involved in the governance of digital transformation during the period from 2021
to 2023 and provided a comparative analysis of the formal governance structures in Portugal
and ltaly. The comparison between Italy and Portugal revealed both commonalities and
divergences shaped by historical, political, and institutional contexts. While both countries
exhibit a trend towards centralization in the governance of digital transformation, the paths they
have taken reflect their unique political and administrative landscapes. Italy’s fragmented
approach, marked by the involvement of multiple agencies and frequent shifts in governance
structures (Cordella & Paletti, 2019; Di Giulio & Vecchi, 2022), contrasts with the more stable
and centralized model of Portugal (Teles, 2020), which has benefitted from consistent political
support and the establishment of a central coordination unit (i.e., AMA). Considering the
relation and practice-based understanding of governance at the core of this work, the empirical

analysis could certainly not be limited to the analysis of the formal governance structures in
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the two countries. For this reason, | decided to focus on two distinct phenomena that make up
governance: 1) the orchestration of digital initiatives carried out by public bodies and 2) the

monitoring of digital initiatives performed by civil society organizations.

The dissertation offers a comprehensive overview (Schatzki, 2019) of the role of public
bodies by looking at how three organizations (AglD and DTD in Italy, and AMA in Portugal)
orchestrate digital initiatives through a combination of planning, communicating, supporting,
monitoring, ruling, and platforming practices (Chapter 5). These practices are influenced by
broader general understandings (Schatzki, 2002) of digital transformation, partially shaped by
both supranational entities (particularly the EU) and private actors (particularly Big Techs). The
analysis of the empirical material indicates the homogeneity of orchestration practices in the
two countries, suggesting that this could be driven, on the one hand, by the standardizing
influence of digital platforms and, on the other hand, by the overarching policies of the
European supranational entities. In fact, the EU - particularly through initiatives like the Next
Generation EU - has significantly shaped the orchestration practices by emphasizing
monitoring and platforming. However, while there is a convergence in practices due to these
external influences, some differences emerge from the distinct political and institutional
contexts of each country. For instance, the analysis reveals how, despite the trend toward
centralization, orchestration practices are deeply rooted in and shaped by the specific political
landscapes of each country. Portugal’s more stable and centralized governance structure
allows for smoother integration and coordination of digital transformation efforts, potentially
leading to a more cohesive and uniform approach across different levels of government.
Conversely, ltaly’s more fragmented political landscape creates more difficulties in the

implementation of public service platforms.

Therefore, Chapter 5 offers several key contributions to the literature on orchestration
(Cordella & Paletti, 2019; Cremers et al., 2023; Svendsrud et al., 2019; Urbinati et al., 2022).
First, it introduces a practice-based perspective to the study of orchestration, framing this
phenomenon as a dynamic set of practices and mobilizing the “package of theory, method and
vocabulary” (Nicolini, 2017b) of practice theories. This contributes to better defining the notion
of orchestration, so far under-conceptualized in the literature (cfr. Bartelings et al., 2017;
Cordella & Paletti, 2019). In essence, from a practice-based perspective, understanding
orchestration means understanding the modalities through which public bodies “influence the

distribution and circulation of materials, competencies, and meanings” (Shove et al., 2012, p.
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163). This practice-based perspective allowed to criticize the implicit technosolutionism
(Morozov, 2013) and platform-centrism (Willems, 2021) prevailing in existing literature on
orchestration in the context of digital transformation by putting at the center of the analysis the
practices of the public bodies’ workers (managers, civil servants, developers, designers, etc.)

working in the public bodies.

Moreover, this dissertation zoomed in (Nicolini, 2012) on the critical role of civil society
watchdogs in monitoring digital transformation initiatives by looking at six digital
transformation watchdogs in Italy (MonitoraPA; Privacy Network; and OnData) and Portugal
(PrivacyLX; D3; and ANSOL). The analysis focused on their monitoring practices and the
interplay between materials, competencies, and meanings that shape them. The materials
include tools, technologies, and resources used in monitoring; the meanings refer to the beliefs
and values guiding the practice, such as concerns about surveillance capitalism and the
importance of transparency; lastly, competencies encompass the technical and legal skills
required for monitoring. The trajectories of monitoring practices are explored through three
paths labeled expansion, professionalization, and fading out, each reflecting different
outcomes based on feedback, resources, and organizational dynamics. The comparison
between Italy and Portugal in monitoring practices of digital transformation reveals several key
differences. Italian monitoring initiatives tend to be more structured and continuous compared
to their Portuguese counterparts. This difference may be attributed to the fact that Italy has a
more extensive experience in digital activism, with notable hacker movements dating back to
the late 1990s. In contrast, Portugal’s lower levels of civic participation are reflected by the fact
that their monitoring initiatives are often less formalized and have less continuity. Monitoring
practices in both countries exhibit varying degrees of conflict, particularly when confronting
public administrations. In Italy, groups like MonitoraPA use more confrontational monitoring
tactics, sparking intense public debates and polarized reactions, with some viewing them as
privacy defenders and others as “cyberbullies”. Similarly, in Portugal, D3’s activities have led to
significant confrontations, including being labeled as “extremists” by public officials. In
contrast, other watchdogs, like OnData in Italy and ANSOL in Portugal, take a more
collaborative approach, seeking cooperation with public administrations rather than conflict.
The comparison also underscores how monitoring practices are influenced by broader
activists’ opinions towards digital transformation that reflect varying levels of skepticism and

conflict in the relationship between civil society and public administration in each country. In
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Italy, MonitoraPA has had a measurable impact, notably in reducing the use of Big Tech tools
on public administration websites, due to the combined efforts of activists and the Italian Data
Protection Authority. In Portugal, the impact is less clear-cut, but organizations like D3 have
succeeded in generating public debate and securing a place in policy discussions. The success
of Italian initiatives has sparked interest among Portuguese activists, leading to plans for
similar monitoring projects like GDPR.observer, aimed at extending the monitoring of privacy

compliance across European countries.

Therefore, chapter 6 contributes to the literature on monitoring activism, enhancing our
understanding of how civil society engages with digital transformation. The chapter provides an
exploration of monitoring as a core practice within activism by illustrating how monitoring is not
merely a supportive activity but a strategic practice that can be used in a political way to try to
influence public policy, foster transparency, and drive systemic change. Digital transformation
watchdogs, operating independently from government bodies, have the potential to influence
the governance of digital transformation through their activism. However, the impact of their
efforts is often limited by the lack of engagement from public administrations, which remain
largely indifferent to their criticism and recommendations. Nonetheless, the antagonistic
nature of watchdogs’ activities is essential in maintaining democratic accountability and

ensuring that digital transformation serves the public interest.

Whether and to what extent civil society watchdogs influence public policy and debate
on digital transformation is still an open question. While this dissertation does not offer
conclusive evidence of direct policy influence, it does highlight how these actors contribute to
the construction of meaning around digital transformation and help define the boundaries of
what is visible, discussable, and contestable in this domain. Through their monitoring
practices, watchdogs reframe issues, identify blind spots in institutional narratives, and create
pressure around specific dimensions of transparency, accountability, or rights. In some
instances, theirinterventions have sparked reactions from public bodies, ranging from strategic
silence to defensive justification or indirect adaptation of their critiques. However, these
dynamics remain subtle and difficult to trace systematically, particularly in the absence of
explicit mechanisms of responsiveness or feedback. The evidence collected suggests that
watchdogs act primarily through indirect and anticipatory forms of influence: they shape the
climate of legitimacy around digital initiatives, introduce critical narratives into public

discourse, and contribute to building expectations around what democratic digital governance
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should look like. While these forms of influence do not always translate into formal policy
change, they are crucial for understanding how governance fields are symbolically and
politically constituted. Future research could investigate these dynamics more systematically
through media analysis, policy tracking, and longitudinal ethnographies in order to better
understand how marginal actors contribute to steering digital transformation from the

periphery of institutional power.

2 - On the unequal distribution of power in the governance of digijtal
transformation

This dissertation looked at governance as a constellation of practices carried out by a set of
diverse actors — including public bodies, private firms, and civil society organizations — aiming
at steering specific social processes toward collectively negotiated objectives. In the
theoretical chapter, | discussed how the concept of “collectively negotiated goals” refers to the
idea that governance is not determined unilaterally by a single actor or institution; rather, it is
the result of interactions between various stakeholders involved. While all these actors should
work toward shared objectives, i.e., the digital transformation of public services (even if with
different ideas of what is desirable), their ability to shape these goals is unequal. At this stage,
itis thus crucial to consider power. Even intuitively, comparing public bodies and civil society’s
watchdogs, one could argue that these social actors have or exercise different powers within
the governance of the digital transformation of PA. This is undoubtedly true, considering that

public bodies inherently have the formal mandate to govern the digital transformation of PA.

But how can power be conceptualized consistently with practice theory? The idea of
power as an object, a thing, or a property of certain individuals or entities is generally
questioned by practice theorists (Watson, 2017), even though it is right to point out that the
issue of power remained in the background of theoretical discussions until recently. The first
wave of practice theorists was quite interested in power and how it was linked with the
performativity of everyday life. Early practice theorists presented definitions of power as either
a strategic relationship involving a set of actions performed upon another action (Foucault,
1979) or as the interplay of socialized attitudes that guide individual behaviors (Bourdieu,

1977). The second wave of practice theorists initially showed limited emphasis on power-
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related issues. However, more recently, there has been a growing interest in exploring and
discussing this aspect also after an influential book chapter by Watson (2017) that discussed
the “place of power” within theories of social practices. Watson argued that “power relations
and their consequences only exist through connections between moments of the performance
of practices” (Watson, 2017, p. 180) and that to “be consistent with the ontological
commitments of practice theory, power must be understood as an effect of performances of
practices, not as something external to them” (p.171). Other authors recently contributed to
this discussion on the place of power in practice theories: Ghaffari et al. (2019) theorize power
as the result of dynamic interaction in practice; Janssens & Steyaert (2019), following Watson,
use the case of career mentoring to show that power is tied to reproductive work, showing how
mentoring practices in a company can unintentionally maintain inequality. Giustini (2023) tried
to understand how power is linked with the broader social configurations of practices,

examining how it relates to the elements that underpin and legitimize performances.

This work is in line with these understandings of power. In particular, within the
governance of digital transformation of PA, | think that it is correct to state that public bodies
have more power than other actors (e.g., watchdogs) and that this power should be seen as an
effect of those practices they carry that primarily aim to shape (or, as been argued in this
dissertation, to orchestrate) the configurations of the various elements that make up PA’s
practices and material arrangements. Public bodies are more powerful not only because they
manage the public service platforms and interoperability frameworks but also because their
practices have more effect in directing policy and resource allocation. Orchestration practices
reinforce their power by allowing them to dictate the terms on which other actors, such as

private firms and civil society watchdogs, can participate in the process.

In contrast, civil society organizations, while crucial in their role as watchdogs, operate
with less formal power. Their influence stems from their ability to monitor, criticize, and
advocate for accountability, transparency, and ethical considerations in digital transformation
initiatives. However, their power is reactive rather than proactive, recalling the data activism
distinction (Milan, 2017). Watchdogs, in fact, typically respond to decisions and actions already
set in motion by public bodies. Their practices — such as raising awareness of privacy concerns
or scrutinizing the use of artificial intelligence — help shape the discourse, but they generally
lack the material control or institutional authority of public bodies. Nonetheless, this does not

imply that civil society actors are powerless (Abbott & Snidal, 2021; Gorwa, 2019a; Scholte,
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2002; Trithara, 2024). Through their monitoring practices, watchdogs can influence governance
by reshaping public narratives, pushing for regulatory changes, and sometimes halting or

redirecting harmful digital initiatives.

Power in the governance of digital transformation is constantly negotiated, not fixed, and
flows through the practices and material arrangements that each actor engages in. Despite the
imbalance between public bodies and watchdogs, “good” governance should rely on ongoing
negotiations and interactions between these actors to determine the direction and priorities of
policy implementation (van Dijck, 2020). These interactions should be crucial because they
should ensure that diverse perspectives are included (even if not all actors have the same
power) with the final goal of steering digital transformation processes toward more inclusive
and socially responsive outcomes. However, what emerged from the analysis conducted in this
dissertation is a significant lack of meaningful interactions between public bodies and civil

society watchdogs, discussed below in detail.

Figure 7 - Visualization of the process of digital transformation and how public bodies and civil society tech watchdogs shape

it
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3 - Discussing the lack of interactions between public bodies and civil
society watchdogs

The lack of interactions and dialogue between public bodies and civil society watchdogs
reflects deepertensions and misalignments between these actors. The public bodies observed
in this work, while acknowledging the importance of civil society in governance, tend to
approach engagement with it through a top-down framework of participation. This perspective
reveals a preference for more structured and manageable forms of interaction, where public
bodies retain control over the terms of engagement. When asked to comment on specific
initiatives led by digital transformation watchdogs, public officials were cautious in their
responses. While they recognized the value of these initiatives, they also subtly pointed out that
watchdogs often lack a full understanding of the complexities involved in policymaking, which

can lead to mistakes or oversights in their criticism.

There is a big issue of knowledge from civil society, so you always have to be very careful
when civil society does these kinds of actions because [...] the risk of going off the rails
or doing bombastic things is likely to disqualify the initiative, isn’t it? [...] | say this
because itis notthe first time that we have had people who maybe have made initiatives,
proclamations, etc., that have then resulted in nothing. Regarding the specific initiative
[MonitoraPA], the Google Analytics discourse is debated, and more and more
information is coming out about the fact that there is a need to find alternatives to
Google Analytics, so | think they have a point there. Then we can speak about their
modalities, that thing of sending the complaint or not sending the complaint to the Data
Protection Authority... we can talk about that... | just talked to a digital transformation
manager who said, “Yeah, at the end of the day, you know, it’s not certain that it’s
illegal.”... I didn’t feel like he was rushing to shut down Google Analytics! [laugh] But very
calmly, as someone who has worked for 20 years in public administration and knows

how to measure things.

(113 - DTD developer)
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As this excerpt shows, there is a sort of reluctance to fully embrace watchdogs as equal
partners inthe governance process. Instead, there is a sense that watchdogs’ contributions are
valuable but should be tempered by a more comprehensive understanding of the intricate

challenges faced by public bodies in the digital transformation of public administration.

From the perspective of civil society watchdogs, the motivations for engagement with
public bodies are mixed and sometimes ambivalent. Some watchdogs actively seek dialogue
with public entities, driven by a belief in collaboration and a desire to influence policy from
within the system. For these groups (e.g., OnData, Privacy Network, ANSOL), interacting with
public administrations can provide access to arenas of decision-making where they can
advocate for greater transparency, data protection, or ethical use of technologies. However,
other watchdogs are less interested in engaging directly with public bodies, focusing instead
on external actors, such as citizens, the media, or advocacy networks (e.g., D3, MonitoraPA;
PrivacyLX). These watchdogs often believe that pressuring public bodies indirectly — through
public opinion or media exposure — yields more effective results in shaping policy. In such
cases, they view direct interaction with public administrations as an inefficient use of

resources, given the institutional resistance they frequently encounter.

One key factor behind the lack of interaction between public bodies and watchdogs lies
in the fundamentally different understandings that shape their respective practices. For public
bodies, digital transformation is largely perceived as an opportunity, i.e., a means to enhance
efficiency, modernize public administration, and improve service delivery. Of course, officials
may disagree on the right modalities or the understandings, but the idea that digital
transformation is good and should be enhanced is unquestioned. On the other hand,
watchdogs, particularly those with a more critical stance, often view digital transformation as
a potential threat, raising concerns over increased surveillance, control, and data exploitation.
This dichotomy between understandings creates a significant challenge: how can we create a
common ground, a space where these actors can engage in meaningful dialogue despite their
conflicting perspectives? This is an open question. Parliamentary hearings and other formal
settings certainly provide some of these arenas where state actors and civil society watchdogs
can meet (Kornberg & Siefken, 2023). For example, cases involving Privacy Network, D3, and
ANSOL show that watchdogs do have opportunities to present their views and critiques in front
of policymakers. However, the impact of their contributions in these settings remains difficult

to assess, and the risk of tokenism (Arnstein, 1969; Cardullo & Kitchin, 2019; Monno & Khakee,
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2012) - i.e., the superficial or symbolic inclusion of citizens in decision-making processes
without granting them any real influence or power —is certainly present. Among the watchdogs
that participated in parliamentary hearings, the Privacy Network’s activists expressed
enthusiasm about their ability to engage with the state, while D3 and ANSOL have been more
skeptical about the effectiveness of such interactions, raising questions about the real

influence watchdogs wield in these formal spaces.

If we focus on the material arrangements involved in the governance of digital
transformation, we should notice that even if public bodies and watchdogs operate in separate
spheres with conflicting understandings, their practices are still mutually entangled through
the material and digital infrastructures they engage with. This is particularly evident in those
watchdog monitoring initiatives that are enabled by the outputs of public bodies’ orchestration
practices. Public bodies, in fact, through their platforming practices (particularly those related
to open data), play a crucial role in curating and sharing the digital infrastructure that
watchdogs can then use for their monitoring efforts. For instance, | discussed in Chapter 6 how
MonitoraPA relied on the IndicePA database (a list of all the Italian PAs) to monitor the presence
and influence of Big Tech companies. Similarly, OnData and ANSOL constantly monitor the
quality of open data and use them to track various aspects of digital transformation. In other
words, the platform ecosystem created and maintained by public bodies provides the material
arrangements that watchdogs need to conduct their monitoring practices. This dynamic is
significant because it shows that even in the absence of direct collaboration or interaction,
there is room for a reciprocal flow of resources and practices. However, this form of interaction
remains largely unintentional and unstructured, relying simply on the accessibility of data
rather than deliberate collaboration. This is a missed opportunity: with more intentional
coordination, public bodies could enhance the impact of watchdogs’ monitoring by actively
promoting transparency and creating dedicated channels for civil society to engage with and
contribute to the governance of digital transformation. In this sense, the material arrangements
developed by public bodies not only serve their immediate administrative purposes but might
also empower external actors to ensure that digital transformation progresses are transparent

and accountable.

The material arrangements developed by watchdogs, such as monitoring tools created
by MonitoraPA and ANSOL, could also potentially be integrated into the orchestration practices

of public bodies. There are precedents where tools originally developed by civil society have
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been institutionalized by public sector organizations. For example, GlobalLeaks, an open-
source whistleblowing platform, has been adopted and institutionalized by various public
administrations across Europe (Fubini, 2024; Fubini & Lo Piccolo, 2024). Furthermore, the
outputs of the monitoring practices conducted by watchdogs can be highly valuable for public
administrations. A notable example is a series of reports produced by Algorithm Watch®, which
were originally designed to assess the societal impact of algorithmic and Al systems that were
later utilized by the EU Commission as part of its Public Sector Tech Watch initiative, an
observatory focused on mapping the use of emerging technologies in the public sector
(Veneziano & Gerli, 2025). However, this dynamic of appropriation by public bodies can be a
source of tension because civil society organizations may be reluctant to see the outputs of
their initiatives absorbed into public sector practices, especially if they fear their original

purpose will be reinterpreted or repurposed.

Nevertheless, the lack of interaction between public bodies and watchdogs restricts the
opportunities for their respective practices to intersect, inform, and co-evolve, a thing that
could certainly foster a more transparent, responsive, and accountable governance of digital
transformation. This absence of engagement undermines the potential for openness and
collaboration, creating a governance framework that, in both countries under observation,
often appears one-sided, with public bodies and watchdogs operating in silos. Without
dialogue, thereis clearly little opportunity for these actors to align their goals and share insights
and sensibilities. Public bodies, with their often top-down approach, may overlook or
underappreciate important ethical, social, or technical concerns that watchdogs are uniquely
positioned to identify (such as privacy, surveillance, data protection, and the broader societal
impacts of emerging technologies). These issues risk being sidelined in the rush to implement
new technologies. Conversely, watchdogs, in their efforts to scrutinize public sector digital
initiatives, may actually lack a full understanding of the institutional and bureaucratic
challenges that public bodies face in implementing large-scale reforms. These challenges
might include resource constraints, political pressures, or the complexity of balancing
innovation with regulatory frameworks. Without direct interaction, watchdogs may develop
critiques or monitoring practices that fail to account for these practical limitations, potentially

weakening the impact of their advocacy.

3 https://algorithmwatch.org/en/ last access 05/09/2024
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Overall, the lack of interactions is what undermines the potential to steer digital
transformation toward truly negotiated goals, where the diverse interests of all stakeholders are
genuinely considered and strategically integrated into the policymaking process. Bridging this
divide requires more than superficial engagement; it calls for the creation of structured and
productive interactions that foster a more inclusive and adaptive governance process capable

of responding to the complexities and evolving demands of the digital age.

4 - Unfinished businesses and limitations

As with any research project, this dissertation is not without its limitations, and certain aspects
of the investigation remain unfinished or open for further exploration. The first significant
limitation of this thesis is the geographic scope of the case studies, which focuses on the digital
transformation in Italy and Portugal. While these two countries provide valuable insights into
the governance of digital transformation in Southern Europe (cfr. Di Giulio & Vecchi, 2021, 2022;
Rothstein, 2023), the findings may not be fully generalizable to other regions or countries with
different political, economic, and technological contexts. Although this narrow focus was
intentional to allow for in-depth analysis, it leaves open the question of how the findings might
apply to countries outside this context. Future research could broaden the scope to include
comparative studies across a wider range of countries, particularly those with different levels

of digital maturity or governance models.

A key methodological limitation of this dissertation is its exclusive reliance on a
qualitative research design. While this approach offers detailed, context-specific insights into
the practices and interactions of public bodies and watchdogs, it inherently limits the
generalizability of its findings. The case study method, based on observation, interviews, and
document gathering, provided an in-depth understanding of governance, particularly in the
context of digital transformation. However, this depth comes at the expense of breadth, as it
does not capture the broader perspectives or outcomes that might be achieved through
quantitative or mixed-methods research. Incorporating survey data, for instance, could
enhance the empirical strength of the findings and offer more generalizable conclusions across
a wider range of contexts. Additionally, the qualitative and narrative nature of the interviews
certainly introduces the potential for subjective bias, as the data reflects the experiences and

viewpoints of a select group of participants, which certainly do not fully represent the broader
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landscape of governance. This limitation is not unique to this study but is a persistent challenge
in research grounded in practice theory (cfr. Bartels, 2018; Jonas et al., 2017). Nonetheless, |
hope that the insights provided by this dissertation could still be of some value for
understanding the complex, situated nature of digital transformation governance, even if they

are limited in terms of generalizability.

While this study includes key categories of interviewees such as activists, managers,
developers, designers, civil servants, and IT experts, the digital transformation process involves
a much broader range of stakeholders. Expanding future studies to include additional
categories (e.g., policy advisors, legal experts, auditors, private consultants, and even end-
users) would provide a more comprehensive understanding of governance. These additional
perspectives could help uncover further complexities in how digital transformation is
coordinated, regulated, and experienced, as different actors hold varying degrees of influence
and insight into the governance process. A more diverse set of interviewees would offer a fuller
picture of the interdependencies and power dynamics at play, ultimately capturing the full
spectrum of challenges and opportunities in digital transformation. However, given the scope
and limitations of this research, which was conducted within the framework of a dissertation,
it was not feasible to include all possible stakeholder categories. Future studies with broader
resources and timeframes would be better positioned to engage with a wider range of actors.
Doing so would enhance the robustness of the findings and offer a more nuanced exploration
of how different stakeholders contribute to and shape the governance of digital transformation.
At the end of this journey, it seems particularly urgent to further investigate the practices of the
private sector and consulting firms, which play a significant role in shaping digital
transformation. Recent studies started to be interested in how tech companies and consulting
firms often act as key intermediaries in the design, implementation, and management of digital
platforms and infrastructures within public administrations (Blotta, 2023; Cardoso, 2008;
Collington, 2022; Mazzucato & Collington, 2023). While this thesis provides valuable insights
into the interactions between public bodies and watchdogs, a more comprehensive analysis
would need to incorporate the complex dynamics introduced by private sector actors and

consulting firms, as they are central to the governance landscape of digital transformation.

Beyond the inclusion of additional actor categories, another important limitation of this
research concerns the theoretical framing adopted. While the thesis explores how public and

civil society actors engage in practices of orchestration and monitoring, it does not engage
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systematically with the literature on organizational learning, capacity-building, or the
divergence between formal discourse and actual behavior, often framed as the tension
between “espoused theories” and “theories-in-use” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Levitt &
March, 1988). These perspectives are highly relevant for understanding how institutions
internalize change, stabilize innovation, and evolve over time. However, this thesis adopts a
different analytical stance, grounded in practice theory (particularly inspired by the works of
Schatzki and Shove): it focuses not on how capabilities are developed but on how governance
is performed, i.e., how digital transformation is enacted through situated, materially mediated,
and meaning-laden practices. Future research could complement this approach by
investigating the learning dynamics, professionalization processes, and knowledge
infrastructures that underpin orchestration and monitoring activities. This would allow for a
richer understanding of digital transformation as both a performative and developmental
process, where governance is not only enacted but also learned, negotiated, and sedimented

over time.

The findings provided by this thesis indicate some research paths warrant further
investigation. First, the practice-based conceptualization of orchestration developed in this
thesis offers a flexible framework for understanding governance processes in general. While
this framework has been applied specifically to digital transformation, it has the potential to be
explored across a wide variety of policy fields. Orchestration, as it has been defined here,
encompasses the coordination of actors, practices, and material arrangements, which is a
dynamic that can be observed in fields such as environmental policy, public health, education
reform, or urban development. Future research could apply this conceptualization to these
areas, investigating how orchestration unfolds in different institutional and cultural settings
and how it adapts to the unique challenges presented by various policy sectors. A comparative
analysis across different fields could also offer new insights into the commonalities and

divergences in governance practices, further refining the concept of orchestration.

Lastly, several monitoring practices observed in this thesis were at an early stage during
data collection, presenting opportunities for longitudinal research to track their development
over time. For example, the emerging process of professionalization of monitoring, where civil
society watchdogs are adopting more formalized and structured methods, is likely to evolve as
these practices gain credibility and institutional support. Similarly, the diffusion of monitoring

initiatives at the European level through transnational collaborations and data-sharing across
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borders remains an under-explored area. Future research could examine how these monitoring
initiatives develop as they expand in scope, professionalize, and become more integrated into
supranational governance structures like the European Union. Understanding these dynamics
could shed light on the increasing role of civil society in shaping the governance of digital
transformation and how these practices might influence the transparency and accountability

of these transformative processes in the public sector.
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