‘/@‘}NDERSCIENCE PUBLISHERS

Linking academia, business and industry through research

Electronic
Governance

International Journal of Electronic Governance

ISSN online: 1742-7517 - ISSN print: 1742-7509
https://www.inderscience.com/ijeg

Cross-border digital public services in the European Union: a
systematic literature review

Stefan Dedovic, Vincent Homburg

DOI: 10.1504/1JEG.2024.10063485

Article History:

Received: 15 May 2023

Last revised: 17 October 2023
Accepted: 23 November 2023
Published online: 03 May 2024

Copyright © 2024 Inderscience Enterprises Ltd.


https://www.inderscience.com/jhome.php?jcode=ijeg
https://dx.doi.org/10.1504/IJEG.2024.10063485
http://www.tcpdf.org

4 Int. J. Electronic Governance, Vol. 16, No. 1, 2024

Cross-border digital public services in the European
Union: a systematic literature review

Stefan Dedovic*

Johan Skytte Institute of Political Studies,
University of Tartu,
Lossi 36, 51003, Tartu, Estonia

and

KU Leuven,

Public Governance Institute,
Parkstraat 45, 3000, Leuven, Belgium
Email: stefan.dedovic@kuleuven.be
Email: stefan.dedovic@ut.ee
*Corresponding author

Vincent Homburg

Johan Skytte Institute of Political Studies,
University of Tartu,
Lossi 36, 51003, Tartu, Estonia

and

Department of Public Administration and Sociology,
Erasmus University Rotterdam,

Burgemeester Oudlaan 50, 3062 Rotterdam, The Netherlands
Email: vincent.homburg@ut.ee

Abstract: The success of the European single market and advancements in
digital technologies have increased the focus on cross-border digital public
services. To date, most academic research on digital public services has been
concentrated on national and local levels, with research on cross-border digital
public services being scattered across various academic disciplines. In this
paper, we provide a systematic literature review on cross-border digital public
services. We conclude that current research on cross-border digital public
services describes the symptoms of faltering coordination at the level of
European policy making organisational change challenges and limited maturity
with low levels of interoperability between public administrations in the EU.
However, cross-border digital public services literature is undertheorised, and
we suggest using multi-level governance theories, theories of organisational
change, interoperability studies, and service development literature to guide
future research into cross-border digital public services, through which
European citizens and businesses can experience the impact of European
integration policies.
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1 Introduction

The most significant outcome of European integration arguably is the free movement of
people, services, capital, and goods. European exchange students, expatriate workers
seeking employment in European member states and business owners seeking expansion
of their services in the European Union, however, are still experiencing more problems
than their domestic counterparts. Partly this is so because the added value of digital
public services that allow for free movement to take place (think of digital enrolment,
digital identity and signatures, or access to business registries) is frequently unrecognised
or underestimated (Berce et al., 2011; Mulder and Snijders, 2020; Ng, 2014), and
arguably as a consequence, provision and use of these services are lagging behind
European ambitions.

Since the emergence of the European Single Market, the European Union and
national member states have been initiating legal frameworks, funding programs, political
declarations and large-scale pilots to stimulate delivery of services between public sector
organisations, residents, and businesses, regardless of where these public sector
organisations are located (Eibl et al., 2022; Graux, 2021; Krimmer et al., 2021;
Siapera et al., 2023). Two crucial legal frameworks in this context are
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1 Regulation in the field of electronic identification and trust services (eIDAS), which
has established the legal framework for the notification of national identity
management systems in order to enable electronic identification of citizens of one
member state in another member state.

2 Single digital gateway regulation (SDGR), that aims, inter alia, to enable 21 digital
public services to users irrespective of their national residency as of December 2023
(Corici et al., 2022).

Successful implementation is dependent on national member states’ national priorities
and objectives, and on the outcomes of bilateral and multilateral policy negotiations
between national and EU-level institutions. The European Commission has also initiated
a series of pilots in which generic, domain-independent technological solutions,
principles, and standards were developed and tested (for a more elaborate discussion
of pilots, refer to Kramer, 2016; Leitold, 2019; Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022; Velicogna
et al., 2020).

It is through cross-border electronic public services that many European citizens and
businesses experience the arguably otherwise abstract notion of European integration
(Stepanci¢ and Blazi¢, 2018). One example of a more or less tangible cross-border public
service is a digital prescription that allows a European citizen that is on transit to obtain
medication from a pharmacy located in another location than the citizen’s place of
residence. Another example is a service that allows a European business to verify a
potential business partner’s legal entity, seat, capital and legal representatives by
accessing the national business registry the foreign business is registered with. It has been
argued that cross-border digital public services as those described above are of significant
economic importance as around 10 million European jobs (5% of total employment in the
EU) are dependent on cross-border services (Fries-tersch et al., 2021; Fritsch and
Bartenrath, 2019).

Cross-border digital public services have not gone unnoticed in the academic
literature and various authors have suggested to pay more attention to this emerging field
of study (Criado, 2012; Klievink and Janssen, 2009; Scholl and Klischewski, 2007;
Sideridis et al., 2022, Soe, 2020; Sideridis et al., 2017; Wimmer, 2021). However, studies
of cross-border services are less frequent than studies of adoption, diffusion, and impact
of electronic public services in national (Roger and Ghislain, 2017; Roy, 2009) and local
jurisdictions (Carenini et al., 2017; Pittaway and Montazemi, 2020; Sdnchez and Zuntini,
2019). Furthermore, cross-border services have primarily been studied at a pragmatic
level (focusing on symptoms and shortcomings). If there is a ‘state-of-the-art’ in studies
on cross-border electronic services, it will be piecemeal findings that are published in
disjointed academic fields, such as information systems, legal studies, public
administration, and political science. A systematic account and consistent, scholarly
understanding of the challenges and dynamics of the development, implementation and
use of cross-border digital public services has been lacking until now.

To remedy the situation described above, and to add to an emerging conversation in
the academic literature on cross-border digital public services that is at most fragmented,
we aim to improve the scholarly understanding of cross-border digital public services by
presenting the results of a systematic review of the literature and synthesising a coherent
set of future research directions. More particularly, we apply thematic synthesis (Thomas
and Harden, 2008) in the context of a systematic literature review that adheres to
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PRISMA guidelines (Moher et al., 2009) and answers the question, “What themes and
knowledge gaps can be identified in the literature on the development and
implementation of cross-border digital public services in the European Union, and what
directions for future research can be suggested on the basis of these themes and
knowledge gaps?”.

The line of reasoning that answers the research question is constructed, as follows. In
Section 2, we present the methodology of our systematic literature review. In Section 3,
we present our findings, more specifically, descriptive findings of the analysed literature.
Section 4 presents the thematic synthesis in the form of analytical themes. The discussion
on the identified research gaps and future research direction is presented in Section 5.
In the last section, we provide a summary of our paper.

2 Methodology

The goal of this study is to provide a comprehensive analysis of the academic literature
and further understanding of cross-border digital public services, and this is done by
conducting a systematic literature review. Systematic literature reviews can be
distinguished from traditional reviews of literature by their emphasis on transparency and
replicability of finding. In this particular study, we use two complementary methods to
achieve transparency and replicability: PRISMA guidelines (Moher et al., 2009) and
thematic synthesis (Thomas and Harden, 2008). PRISMA guidelines provide rigorous,
explicit, and transparent guidelines for selecting and scanning vast amounts of literature
(Mergel et al., 2018), making this methodology especially suited for processing large
volumes of relatively homogeneous papers and particularly for purpose of meta-analyses
(Page and Moher, 2017). PRISMA guidelines provide limited guidance for extracting and
synthesising themes from smaller sets of rather heterogeneous papers, as is the case in
our study of cross-border services (as shown in Section 2.1). To remedy this situation, we
complemented the application of PRISMA guidelines with the thematic synthesis method
(as shown in Section 2.2) (Thomas and Harden, 2008). In the following sub-sections,
we describe how we systematically selected, analysed and discussed the fragmented
literature on cross-border digital services.

2.1 Application of the PRISMA method: search and selection of sources

The literature search was conducted between November and December 2021 and again in
February 2023 for papers published in 2022. After initial failed attempts to use
combinations of specific key words, (such as “cross-border digital public services”) we
decided to use broader keywords in the initial search. Specifically, we used the following
pre-defined keywords and their combination: ((“cross border” OR “pan european’) AND
(“digital servi*” OR ‘electronic service’ OR e-servic*) OR interoperability OR ‘Single
Digital Gateway’ OR “Digital Single Market”). We conducted the electronic search of
literature in four main databases, SCOPUS, Web of Science, Google Scholar and Digital
Government Reference Library v.17. This initial search yielded 2220 references, and
after deleting 566 duplicates, we conducted screening of the 1654 results. During the
screening procedure, we included papers that focused on public sector service,
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information technology and cross-border aspects, or provided an analysis of a potential or
existing cross-border digital public service. We excluded studies on technical architecture
blueprints and engineering studies as well as studies focused on aspects beyond this
paper’s scope (i.e., commerce) as they primarily promoted specific architectural or
information system solution. We also excluded papers that were not published in the
English language. The type of sources we initially considered were journal papers, book
chapters and contributions to information systems conference proceedings. Keywords
are purposefully selected to include the broad scope of the literature related to the
cross-border digital public services topic.

The screening process took place in three phases. The first phase of selecting the
relevant literature was based on screening reference titles, which resulted in 179 relevant
papers. In the second phase, we analysed the abstracts of the papers and reduced the set to
28 potential papers. The third phase included an analysis and assessment of the full text.
It resulted in eight references being excluded due to the exclusion criteria (promoting
architectural solution or lack of discussion on cross-border aspect). In addition, we
included five more studies based on the snowball approach and consultation with the
experts (Lanzara, 2014; Ng, 2014; Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022; Tinholt et al., 2013;
Weehuizen and Van Oranje, 2007). This led to a total of 25 papers, which are assessed
and synthesised in this paper (Table Al). The papers selected were based on the results of
the databases searched (which did not include project deliverables that are not included in
literature databases) and the variety of research fields and discussions. More specifically,
the results of the large-scale projects related to cross-border services (TOOP, SCOOPA4C,
SPOCS etc.), might be valuable for this research study; however, many if not most papers
address topics (engineering issues, architectural components) that are mentioned in the
exclusion criteria of our application of the PRISMA procedure. The results of the
PRISMA search strategy can be found in Figure 1.

Existing methodologies on how to conduct a literature review emphasise the
importance of explaining selection logic and tend to avoid mentioning minimally
required or maximally allowed numbers of papers to be discussed in a systematic
literature review (Jennex, 2015; Pati and Lorusso, 2018), but 25 papers aligns with what
according to a meta-review of published systematic literature reviews is a generally
accepted practice (between 16 and 54 papers discussed in the discipline of political
science, and between 12 and 854 papers discussed in the discipline of economics and
business studies) (Chapman, 2021).

2.2 Data synthesis approach (application of thematic synthesis)

In deciding what data methodology approach, to use, we followed Xiao and Watson’s
(2019) guidelines on conducting a systematic literature review. As our purpose is to
extend the knowledge and contribute to a better understanding of cross-border electronic
public services based on mainly qualitative literature, we decided to implement thematic
synthesis method and guidelines by Thomas and Harden (2008). Thematic synthesis
suggests applying qualitative content analysis methods (Miles et al., 2014; Saldafia, 2009)
to smaller sets of relatively diverse papers by
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1 applying line-by-line coding
2 constructing descriptive themes of all coded segments
3 subsequently, developing analytical themes.

In this study, inductive, line-by-line coding of sentences and sections resulted in a code
tree that captured the commonalities and similarities of emerging themes and gaps. The
data synthesis process was conducted using the data analytics software MAXQDA 2020
PRO, and consisted of three stages, with discussions between the authors providing for
interobserver reliability.

Figure 1 PRISMA method (see online version for colours)
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In the first stage of the synthesis, we conducted line-by-line coding of the 25 full texts
using descriptive and process coding methods (Miles et al., 2014; Saldaia, 2009).
The first stage coding process resulted in a total of 266 codes of 390 segments. During
the first coding stage, we coded the sentences and passages that portray the relevance for
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developing, implementing or using cross-border services. The second stage included the
creation of new codes that captured the commonalities of the existing codes developed in
the first stage. For example, the codes ‘human resources’ and “member states lack of
resources” merged under the code “importance of the resources”. Before completing the
two stages, we also examined the texts associated with codes and addressed potential
misalignment. This iterative approach resulted in a total of seven descriptive themes.
Next, in the third stage, we reviewed and re-ordered the descriptive themes in more
encompassing analytical themes until we reached the point of saturation with the
synthesis of codes and themes in three analytical themes. It is important to note that the
thematic synthesis process has been iterative, including several iterations over the coded
segments, and that in this process, newly discovered theoretical frameworks informed
and fuelled the iterative process, which is consistent with insights derived from best
practices reported in the field of thematic synthesis (Thomas and Harden, 2008) and
qualitative analysis more generally (Miles et al., 2019).

2.3 Limitations

As is the case with every study, this study does not come without limitations. A first
limitation is that in the search terms we explicitly focused on the search terms ‘cross
border’ and “pan european”, and we may have missed studies dedicated to international
information exchange in the context of public service delivery that did not use these
terms — although we tried to remedy this situation by reaching out to experts and
including papers recommended by these experts. A second limitation is that every
systematic literature review — including our review — is susceptible to possible biases in
interpreting reported findings. Although we cannot rigorously guarantee objectivity, we
remedied this possible limitation by using thematic synthesis, and more particularly
reflected on the coding trees and checked whether biases could have impacted our
analyses by continuously discussing findings and possible rival interpretations.

3 Descriptive findings

We have observed that there has been a rise in scholarly attention towards the subject of
cross-border digital public services since the first publication in 2006 and today. The
results shows that academic attention to cross border digital public services in Europe has
increased among researchers since 2018, which may be attributed to the adopted
regulations and start of large-scale projects (Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022) (Figure 2).

We observed that cross-border digital public services have been studied in a variety
of academic disciplines, with knowledge on the topic scattered across various bodies
of knowledge. The discussion about the development, implementation or usage of
cross-border digital public services takes place in disciplines as varied as the discipline of
information systems (44%), eGovernment (24%), law (16%), public administration
(12%) and political sciences (4%) (Table 1). The distribution shows a lack of a dominant
theoretical foundation, but various research methods exist with which cross-border digital
public services are studied.
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Figure 2 Publication years
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Table 1 Academic disciplines

Academic discipline Count (%)
Information systems 11 (44%)
eGovernment 6 (24%)
Law 4 (16%)
Public administration 3 (12%)
Political sciences 1 (4%)

Most of the reviewed cross-border digital public services studies employed single case
studies as their primary research method (56%), with other studies using surveys (16%),
action research (8%), experiments (8%) and mixed method designs (4%) (8% had an
unspecified methodology) (Table 2). Based on the dispersion of different methods
employed by studies we reviewed, we conclude that the research on cross-border digital
public services is mainly empirical and focuses on the development and implementation
of digital public services in various contexts.

Table 2 Research methods

Methodology/Methods Number of papers Percentage (%)
Case study 14 56
Survey 4 16
Experiment 2 8
Action research 2 8
Unspecified 2 8
Mixed 1 4
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In addition, our analysis revealed that most studies (92%) use inductive reasoning, while
only a small proportion of publications (8%) employ deductive reasoning, as shown in
Table 3. Based on the distribution of research design and the orientation of the studies,
we identify that research on cross-border digital public services primarily relies on
empirical datasets, which may suggest that the topic may still be in its infancy stage, with
a lack of convergence towards specific theoretical orientations.

Table 3 Research design and orientation

Designs and orientation Number of papers (%)
Inductive reasoning 23 (92%)
Deductive reasoning 2 (8%)

4 Findings of thematic synthesis

The thematic synthesis approach has resulted in three main analytical themes. During our
synthesis we have merged the descriptive themes into analytical themes discussing
main features of cross-border digital public services. The features of cross-border
digital public services are presented in forms of governance discussion including
the multi-level context of development and implementation; discussion of attributes of
inter-organisational relationships including the requirement for trust, collaboration and
coordination of cross-border digital public services; and the importance of the
interoperability and integration of heterogenous systems in the EU. In the following
sub-sections, we provide explanation on what each theme entails.

4.1 Governance of cross-border digital public services

The cross-border digital public services have been characterised by the involvement of
multiple stakeholders with varieties in degrees of geographic focus and functions, and
that operate in various coalitions at various levels of decision-making. This refers to a
first analytical theme in academic literature on cross-border digital public services. This
theme relates to the discussion of cross-border digital public services as a multi-level
governance process, with the involvement of stakeholders across geographic and
functional dimensions.

Along the geographic dimension, studies show the involvement of local
administrations, national administrations, regional organisations and supranational
institutions (Kramer, 2016; Leosk et al., 2021; Mulder and Snijders, 2020; Prentza et al.,
2021; Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022; Weehuizen and Van Oranje, 2007; Williams et al.,
2018).

On the functional dimension, various studies describe the roles of public agencies
(Leosk et al., 2021; Prentza et al., 2021; Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022; Soe, 2018;
Weck et al., 2022), private actors (Prentza et al., 2021; Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022;
Weck et al., 2022) and societal organisations (Soe, 2018; Tinholt et al., 2013; Weck et al.,
2022; Weehuizen and Van Oranje, 2007), with each actor being a service provider and/or
service consumer (Leosk et al., 2021; Prentza et al., 2021) (Trupec et al., 2015).
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The positions and roles of stakeholders are partly the result of political-
administrative, cultural and strategic path dependencies (Lanzara, 2014; Soe, 2018;
Trupec et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2018; Zarazaga-Soria et al., 2007), and partly result
from de facto or de jure veto powers while participating in one or more arenas in which
decision making is taking place.

Within this analytical theme, various studies focus on and describe the European
Commission’s role in bridging the differences between member states (Leosk et al., 2021;
Maikinen et al., 2006; Marcut, 2019). Studies report that this form of coordination has
taken place through agenda setting in the e-GOV action plan 2010, the Malmé and
Tallinn declarations and in the 2014-2018 strategy on European e-justice (Berce et al.,
2011; Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022). Furthermore, literature suggests that the European
Commission promotes digital strategies (Kramer, 2016; Mulder and Snijders, 2020;
Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022) and develops frameworks (Graux, 2021; Kramer, 2016;
Leosk et al., 2021; Mulder and Snijders, 2020; Nalin et al., 2019; Ng, 2014; Schmidt and
Krimmer, 2022; Velicogna et al., 2020; Weehuizen and Van Oranje, 2007), more
specifically the 1999 e-Signature directive (Kramer, 2016; Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022;
Velicogna et al., 2020) and the 2007 e-service directive (Mulder and Snijders, 2020).
Since the e-service directive, general regulations and specific sectorial regulations
have also been developed (Kramer, 2016; Lanzara, 2014; Mulder and Snijders, 2020;
Nalin et al., 2019; Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022; Velicogna et al., 2020). These regulatory
frameworks are considered to be critical conditions in the development and
implementation of cross-border digital public services (Leosk et al., 2021; Tinholt et al.,
2013). A final role for the EU, as reported in the literature, is promoting standardisation
(Nalin et al., 2019; Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022; Soe, 2018) and developing the general
building blocks for cross-border services to be implemented by member states (Mékinen
et al., 2006; Nalin et al., 2019; Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022; Soe, 2018, Kramer, 2016;
Leitold, 2019, Velicogna et al., 2020).

The literature points out the importance of the implementation of regulatory
frameworks and building blocks by member states, whereas it also signals specific
challenges, national interests, idiosyncratic infrastructures, and existing services are
prohibitive for harmonisation and standardisation across member states (Graux, 2021;
Kramer, 2016; Leitold, 2019; Leosk et al., 2021; Stanimirovic and Jocic, 2022; Williams
et al., 2018). Many studies describe the idiosyncrasies of member states as an important
determinant in the faltering implementation of cross-border digital public services
(Kramer, 2016; Leosk et al., 2021; Natsiavas et al., 2018; Ng, 2014; Prentza et al., 2021;
Stanimirovic and Jocic, 2022; Tinholt et al., 2013; Weck et al., 2022).

A final theme in the literature is the implementation of cross-border digital public
services in and across member states (Weehuizen and Van Oranje, 2007), either through
the adoption by member states of services that are developed by the European
Commission, or through the joint development of services by local, national or regional
organisations (Berce et al., 2011; Ng, 2014; Weehuizen and Van Oranje, 2007).

4.2  Attributes of inter-organisational relationships

The service delivery across-borders are dependent on the relationships between
organisations involved in public service delivery. Thus, the second analytical theme that
surfaced from the thematic synthesis are the attributes of inter-organisational
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relationships between organisations that deliver cross-border digital public services
(Lanzara, 2014; Leosk et al., 2021; Prentza et al., 2021; Weck et al., 2022).

Studies suggest that the drivers behind the delivery of cross-border digital public
services are a reduction of the administrative burden for European public administrations,
citizens and businesses (Kramer, 2016; Leosk et al., 2021; Prentza et al., 2021; Tinholt et
al., 2013; Weehuizen and Van Oranje, 2007), the improvement of digital government
maturity (Prentza et al., 2021; Trupec et al., 2015), and high level, abstract European
values and the associated freedom of movement, capital, services and goods (Kramer,
2016; Marcut, 2019; Soe, 2018; Tinholt et al., 2013; Weck et al., 2022; Weehuizen and
Van Oranje, 2007). However, specific executive agencies that are tasked with delivering
cross-border services are reported to be confronted with a lack of financial resources
(Kramer, 2016; Nalin et al., 2019; Natsiavas et al., 2018; Soe, 2018; Weck et al., 2022)
and human resources (Castelnovo, 2014; Leosk et al., 2021; Natsiavas et al., 2018;
Prentza et al., 2021; Soe, 2018; Weck et al., 2022), as well as uncertainty related to the
required changes in organisational structures and processes (Lanzara, 2014; Mulder and
Snijders, 2020; Prentza et al., 2021; Trupec et al., 2015). The organisations discussed in
the literature are the national and local courts, tax agencies, business registries and cities
(Lanzara, 2014; Prentza et al., 2021; Soe, 2018).

The adoption of cross-border digital public services is usually characterised by
discussions on privacy concerns and the security issues associated with the required
collaboration between public administrations (Akkaya and Krcmar, 2018; Castelnovo,
2014; Graux, 2021; Leitold, 2019; Mulder and Snijders, 2020; Natsiavas et al., 2018;
Ng, 2014; Prentza et al., 2021; Tinholt et al., 2013; Weck et al., 2022; Williams et al.,
2018; Zarazaga-Soria et al., 2007). Furthermore, due to the inherent requirement of the
multiple public administrations involved in the delivery of cross-border digital public
services, studies identify the conditions for successful service delivery in the
establishment of collaboration, coordination and specific agreements (Leosk et al., 2021;
Mikinen et al., 2006; Marcut, 2019; Soe, 2018; Williams et al., 2018). In addition,
establishing trust and the willingness to share data between executive organisations
is also identified as a prerequisite (Akkaya and Krcmar, 2018; Graux, 2021; Natsiavas et
al., 2018; Ng, 2014; Prentza et al., 2021; Trupec et al., 2015; Velicogna et al., 2020;
Weck et al., 2022; Williams et al., 2018).

4.3 Interoperability and integration of government services across borders

The existing heterogeneity of public service delivery and solutions among member states,
affect the ability of the systems to exchange, understand and use required information or
data. Therefore, a third analytical theme that emerges from the thematic synthesis is the
lack of interoperability between public administrations and the low levels of maturity of
cross-border digital public services (Castelnovo, 2014; Lanzara, 2014; Leosk et al., 2021;
Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022; Stanimirovic and Jocic, 2022; Velicogna et al., 2020;
Zarazaga-Soria et al., 2007). With interoperability being a concept having various
interpretations in various contexts, we follow definition of European Interoperability
framework and define interoperability as “the ability of organisations to interact towards
mutually beneficial goals, involving the sharing of information and knowledge between
these organisations, through the business processes they support, by means of the
exchange of data between their ICT systems” (European Commission, 2017). The
reported challenges here include differences in language and national cultures between
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various member states that are involved in the delivery of digital public services across
national borders (Kramer, 2016; Lanzara, 2014; Natsiavas et al.,, 2018; Ng, 2014;
Williams et al., 2018; Zarazaga-Soria et al., 2007). Apart from cultural and semantic
diversity, and despite EU harmonisation efforts, the diversity in legal norms in member
states hinders the development of cross-border digital public services (Berce et al., 2011;
Kramer, 2016; Leitold, 2019; Leosk et al., 2021; Nalin et al., 2019; Ng, 2014; Soe, 2018;
Stanimirovic and Jocic, 2022; Williams et al., 2018).

This cultural and legal diversity contributes to the heterogeneity of operational
procedures, requirements and data models (Berce et al., 2011; Kramer, 2016; Leitold,
2019; Mékinen et al., 2006; Nalin et al., 2019; Ng, 2014; Prentza et al., 2021; Weck et al.,
2022; Williams et al., 2018) within and between members states, but also at EU level
(Prentza et al., 2021).

The lack of interoperability has been reported to result in users being confronted with
varieties of partly inconsistent electronic submission forms (Kramer, 2016; Ng, 2014)
and generally low levels of user-friendliness (Lanzara, 2014; Natsiavas et al., 2018;
Schmidt and Krimmer, 2022; Velicogna et al., 2020). User involvement in the design of
services has been missing and the actual use of cross-border digital public services is
generally lagging behind expectations (Akkaya and Krcmar, 2018; Berce et al., 2011;
Lanzara, 2014; Mulder and Snijders, 2020; Ng, 2014; Soe, 2018), arguably because the
added value of utilising cross-border digital public services is unknown to potential users
(Mulder and Snijders, 2020; Velicogna et al., 2020).

5 Research gaps and directions

The descriptive findings of the systematic literature review suggest that most papers
adopt a case study approach and that, overall, studies prioritise describing the symptoms
of challenges with developing and implementing cross-border digital public services at
the expense of providing more rigorous theoretical underpinnings of the enabling and
hindering factors of cross-border services. As expected, the literature is somewhat
fragmented and piecemeal. In the previous section, we provided a synthesis of the main
discussion topics of the development and implementation of cross-border digital public
services in the literature. The structure and contents of descriptive findings and synthesis
highlight three avenues for a future research agenda, which are discussed below.

5.1 Gap and direction one: a multi-level governance perspective
on cross-border services

We infer from our synthesis that the development and implementation of cross-border
digital public services span across various levels of public governance activities and
include various actors and a multitude of implementation models, which is consistent
with multi-level policy making processes in the EU more generally (Hooghe and Marks,
2001; Marks, 1993; Mathieu, 2016). Although current studies of cross-border digital
public services have argued that institutional factors are arguably more challenging
than the technical and semantic complexities of cross-border digital public services
(Berce et al., 2011; Leosk et al., 2021), a more fundamental understanding of how policy
development and decision-making takes place in various arenas across and within
countries is currently lacking. Previous research has stipulated a lack of interoperability
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and identified a plurality of data exchange solutions, roles and interests as symptoms of
an overall lack of progress in cross-border digital public services development and
implementation, but studies overall have remained silent on how decision-making takes
place within and across member states. We suggest refining governance networks,
principal agent and the multi-level governance theory (beyond casually referring to this
body of knowledge) in order to analyse how decision-making at various governance
levels takes place concerning the development of infrastructures and drafting of
legislative frameworks, with particular attention to how decision making in arenas at
European, national and subnational levels may or may not be aligned. In addition, we
suggest future research to identify the implications of multi-level governance setting and
decision making on the development process of cross-border services.

In this way, institutions are not necessarily conceptualised as black boxes through
which the technical design of services is inhibited or complicated. Instead, in-depth
studies of interests in and interactions between local, national and supranational arenas
allow for a much richer analysis of how public and private actors operate within
malleable, emerging arenas and overarching multi-level networks in which decision-
making arenas may be related. Future cross-border digital public services studies may be
inspired by the multi-level governance studies of international environmental policy
initiatives (Homsy et al., 2019), delivery of welfare services across national borders (Del
Pino and Pavolini, 2015) and European telecommunication policies (Gerli et al., 2023).

5.2  Gap and direction two: a focus on inter-organisational relationships

We infer with our synthesis that implementation of cross-border digital public services
requires organisational transformation and a redesign of existing infrastructures and
processes (Lanzara, 2014; Prentza et al., 2021; Velicogna et al., 2020). The literature
consistently reports on the difficulties of executive organisations towards the required
change and the lack of resources. It must be observed that studies report symptoms of
inertia, but the vast academic literature on the management of organisational change in
public administration (Kuipers et al., 2014), and more particularly on ‘digital’ public
leadership (Bennis, 2013; Dinh et al., 2014; Klein, 2020; Meijer, 2014; Morse, 2010),
is not echoed in the current academic literature on cross-border services. Exploring what
public leadership styles are effective in achieving required structural and cultural changes
in organisations that deliver cross-border digital public services (van der Voet, 2016)
could be of the utmost relevance in understanding whether, and, if so, how organisations
that deliver cross-border digital public services succeed in achieving change and
transformation (Akkaya and Krcmar, 2018; Prentza et al., 2021; Williams et al., 2018).
In addition, future research may focus on what determinants affect organisational change
and to what extent change is required nationally. Researchers may also benefit from the
organisational change literature in business process reengineering more specifically
(Kasemsap, 2020; Kompella, 2020; Weerakkody et al., 2011).

Moreover, studies report difficulties in relation to coordination, collaboration and
cooperation between executive organisations (Castelnovo, 2014; Kramer, 2016; Mikinen
et al.,, 2006; Marcut, 2019), but the reviewed literature does not refer to literature on
inter-organisational relationships or information sharing and integration (Chatterjee and
Ravichandran, 2004; Dawes, 1996; Gil-Garcia et al., 2009; Gil-Garcia and Sayogo, 2016;
Karlsson et al., 2017; Susha, 2020). We suggest using and developing resource
dependency theory, transaction-costs economics and institutional theory (Barringer and
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Harrison, 2000; Romano et al., 2010) to gain a better understanding of the explanatory
mechanisms behind the institutionalisation of changes and outcomes cross-border digital
public services as well as the alignment of the responsibilities, processes and expectations
towards cross-border services.

5.3 Gap and direction three: a focus on interoperability, digital maturity and
citizen-centric service delivery of cross-border digital public services

We identified with our synthesis that the literature particularly focuses on digital
maturity, interoperability and integration of cross-border digital public services (and the
lack thereof). Studies on the digital maturity of cross-border digital public services have
reported how users may experience complex user interfaces, low levels of user-
friendliness, and may have difficulties understanding the added value of cross-border
digital public services (Berce et al., 2011; Kramer, 2016; Lanzara, 2014; Leitold, 2019;
Leosk et al., 2021; Ng, 2014; Prentza et al., 2021; Velicogna et al., 2020; Williams et al.,
2018). It must be noted that in the studies mentioned above, the academic literature
on interoperability and interoperation, particularly on integrated public services
(Axelsson and Melin, 2008; Boudreau and Bernier, 2017; Klievink and Janssen, 2009;
Krimmer et al., 2021; Pardo et al., 2012; Scholl and Klischewski, 2007; Wouters et al.,
2022), has been echoed to a limited degree and future research attempts may benefit from
this body of knowledge in studying what determinants are inhibitive of providing more
mature and holistic cross-border services. In addition, studies identify the multiplicity of
the interoperability initiatives and heterogenous developments (Prentza et al., 2021;
Stanimirovic and Jocic, 2022); thus, to understand better the path of cross-border digital
public services in the future, future research may also explore the current developments
in interoperability. More specifically, future studies should adopt a truly explanatory
approach and focus on what hinders organisations to align their business processes and
organisational strategies, and what are crucial aspects of organisational decision-making
and implementation processes that result in interoperability.

Furthermore, the literature consistently reports the need to pay more attention to the
user-friendliness, value and design of cross-border digital public services (Akkaya and
Kremar, 2018; Graux, 2021; Leitold, 2019; Mulder and Snijders, 2020; Natsiavas et al.,
2018; Ng, 2014; Tinholt et al., 2013). Existing literature in the field of service design
(Kokkinakos et al., 2016; Sideridis et al., 2022; Smith and Fischbacher, 2002) and public
value (Galvagno and Dalli, 2014; Klievink et al., 2018; MacLean and Titah, 2022; Rose
et al., 2018; Twizeyimana and Andersson, 2019) may be of the utmost relevance here.
Future research may also address the added value and impact of cross-border digital
public services both using quantitative methods with which impact is measured and
assessed ex-post (MacLean and Titah, 2022), as well as using qualitative methods. With
the latter, the literature can be enriched by capturing, analysing and theorising first hand,
rich, real-life experiences of citizens that are confronted with cross-border services in
their daily lives.

6 Conclusion

Cross-border digital public services arguably play a significant role in fostering
integration within the European Single Market. While academic studies published in a
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variety of academic disciplines have described and partly analysed symptoms of faltering
cross-border digital public services, until now a more systematic understanding of
research gaps and future research directions has been missing. With our systematic
literature, we aim to address and bridge this research gap. To achieve this research
objective we used the PRISMA methodology and thematic synthesis with the aim to
identify themes and knowledge gaps in the fragmented literature on the development and
implementation of cross-border digital public services in the European Union, and
suggest directions for future research on the basis of these themes and knowledge gaps.

As an answer to the first part of our research question, we identified governance of
cross-border digital public services (issues related to multi-level-multi-actor context
and relations between European Union and member states’ institutions), attributes on
inter-organisational relationships (issues of trust, collaboration and coordination among
public service delivery organisations), and discussion on interoperability and integration
of government services across-borders (interoperability, maturity and service quality
challenges) as major themes in the fragmented literature on cross-border digital public
services. We found that cross-border digital public service delivery takes place in
governance networks that are characterised by varieties of actors, geographic and
functional levels, and relations and roles between EU institutions and national
governments. In addition, we found that that inter-organisational relationships of public
service delivery organisations and the need for establishing trust and willingness to share
data surface as promising themes in the study of cross-border digital public service
delivery. Lastly, we identified that the literature suggests that interoperability and
integration is critical to development and implementation of cross-border digital public
services. For each theme, we identified that studies have quite elaborately described
symptoms of faltering cross-border digital public service delivery yet have refrained from
using or contributing to more conceptual understandings of the complexities of cross-
border digital public services.

For the second part of our research question, we identified specific research gaps and
suggested future research directions using specific theoretical lines of reasoning from
adjacent fields of study for each of the analytical themes. As a research suggestion for the
first analytic theme, we suggest researching what arenas can be identified in the policy
making approaches of the EU and member states, how and why decision-making in
cross-border digital public services is affected by the multi-level setting, and to what
degree relations between decision-making processes in various arenas explain the overall
development of cross-border digital public services. In addition, we encourage
researchers to explain convergence and divergence in ways in which solutions are
developed and implemented. For the second analytic theme on inter-organisational
relationships, we suggest using the literature on organisational change, inter-
organisational relationships, information sharing and integration to improve our
understanding of institutionalisation of cross-border digital public services. More
specifically, we suggest identifying what variables are related to organisational change
and the transformation of organisations in more informative ways than merely referring
to these terms as catchphrases with which desirable changes (or lack thereof) are
described. In addition, we suggest addressing the question how institutionalism affects
implementation of cross-border digital public services. For the third analytic theme on
interoperability, digital maturity, and citizen centric service delivery, we suggest using
the literature on interoperability, integration and integrated public services to identify
determinants that prevent the development, implementation and use of more mature and
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integrated cross-border services. Also, we suggest using the literature on public service
delivery and citizens’ experiences and requirements with cross-border service delivery to
explain citizens’ discontent and the disappointing levels of use of cross-border services,
arguably also focusing on organisational interoperability challenges and cross-cultural
challenges while developing digital public services. In addition, we encourage further
research to focus on capturing, analysing and theorising experiences of citizens that are
confronted and use cross-border services.

Overall, with this paper, we contribute to the literature on cross-border digital public
services by providing a systematic synthesis of themes and directions for future research
on the digital services with which citizens may experience European integration — or fail
to do so. In doing so, we hope to have demonstrated how relevant “political’ intricacies of
European decision-making are for the development of cross-border digital public
services, and that European integration efforts — or a lack thereof — manifest themselves
to citizens through digital services. A more fundamental understanding of these two sides
of the coin may be vital for shaping how a digital Europe will present itself to European
citizens.
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digital gateway regulation as Chapter overview
an enabler and constraint of
once-only in Europe
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transforming the face of Procedures
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circulation of agency in Chapter Small
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for and barriers to the cross- Chapter Systems
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Once-Only Principle
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pilot experiences: challenges Chapter Systems Pilots
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— Providing SDI services in a Chapter Systems services France and
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in practice: findings from Procedures
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the European Payment Order
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European digital single
market: identifying the
catalyst for digital
transformation
Soe (2018) — Smart cities: 2018  Journal Information ~ Smart city Case study C.B. local
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approach
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smart living environments for Paper
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Tinholt et al. (2013) — Study 2013  Report eGOV
on analysis of the needs for
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assessment of the
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technical and semantic

barriers

Weehuizen and van Oranje 2007  Report eGOV
(2007) — Innovative and

adaptive pan-European

services for citizens in 2010
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eGovernment Services
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function, forms, actors, areas,
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COVID
passport
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Smart living
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Life events
services
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services

Case study

Case study

Case study
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National
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EU level
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Estonia and
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