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Abstract

:

eGovernment brings administration closer to its citizens and entrepreneurs, speeding up, facilitating, and increasing the transparency of administrative actions, consequently saving time and money and increasing efficiency. The study aims to explore the digital divide and digital citizenship in eGovernment usage in Slovakia and Norway according to their national statistics. The study adopted quantitative secondary data from Eurostat’s individual-level database, originating from the questionnaire ‘Information and Communications Technology (ICT) use in households and by individuals’. The analysis was applied to Norwegian and Slovak data from 2021, and the research sample consists of 2145 observations from Norway and 3252 observations from Slovakia. The results show that being a beneficiary of eGovernment services aligns with sociodemographic variables to a lower extent in Norway than in Slovakia. In Slovakia, the usage of the services varies not only according to the education of the user but also according to income, even if an individual has access to the Internet and sufficient skills. Due to the high level of development, and especially the inclusive nature of eGovernment, the Norwegian approach with the implementation of electronic identification (eID), digital mailbox, contact information, Altinn, and public common registers could serve as a benchmark for the further development of public digital services—not only in Slovakia but also for other countries. The conclusion shows that there is less inequity in the possibility to use eGovernment within individual social groups in Norway than in Slovakia. Norway manifests and emplaces strategies to guarantee critical judgment, ensuring the use of digital tools with safety. Slovakia, with lower levels of digital service users, tends to experience higher levels of digital divide which make the situation with eGovernment penetration even more difficult.






Keywords:


eGovernment; digital citizenship; ICT; Norway; Slovakia; democratic culture












1. Introduction


Internet technology, the media, and social networks dominate as a means of communication and have empowered people to participate in a broader range of social activities that are not confined by geographic boundaries [1,2]. Each citizen is perceived as human social capital, and using digital competencies benefits him/herself and society. Harnessing the existence of social capital has implications for economic growth, health, education, and well-being and has the potential to be a good educational tool in relation to citizenship, as well as being important in terms of cultivating citizenship engagement [3]. The era of digital citizenship in a social context requires citizens to be able to interact with each other in different circumstances and contexts. Digital technologies are related to digital inclusion, and along with the rise of the Internet, opportunities to participate in civic, social, and political life have increased [4]. This context has raised the concept called ‘digital citizenship’. Early approaches to digital citizenship were mostly concerned with bridging the digital divide; issues of access, inclusion, and communicative rights and liberties were a priority [5,6]. In the digital and democratic context, citizenship is almost a given, but it does necessitate performing a series of tasks or acts, such as deciphering news feeds or constructing digital identities.



Digital citizens use digital technologies and the Internet appropriately and responsibly to participate in society. A digital citizen can be considered anyone who uses modern digital technologies through digital acts, and who develops their skills and knowledge to use the Internet and digital technologies effectively. These acts include interpreting multiple streams of local and global information and, in the age of datafication, anticipating unknown consequences [7]. The COVID-19 pandemic became a major driving factor in forcing all citizens to increase their online interaction time. This applies to countries with low performance in eGovernment usage (e.g., Slovakia), as well as countries with the highest performance in the use of eGovernment (e.g., Norway). The COVID-19 pandemic ‘helped’ public administration to reduce the digital divide and increased digital citizenship without citizens even realizing it.



To promote the inclusivity of public services, it is important to pay attention to not only the characteristics of the service itself but also the ability of the citizens to benefit from the service. Research on the digital divide has shown that with the increasing maturity of the Internet, the digital world tends to replicate ‘offline’ inequalities resulting from differences in cultural, economic, and social capital [8,9,10]. eGovernment has become an important tool for achieving the European Union’s goal in connection with developing a smarter, knowledge-based greener economy, with the consequence that fast and sustainable growth creates high levels of employment and social progress [11]. The European Commission and other research bodies have conducted studies about selected countries with the aim of explaining or examining factors that influence the degree of usability of eGovernment services; previous studies have included comparisons between Iraq and Finland [12], between Ukraine and the UK, France, and Estonia [13], and between the UK and Algeria [14]. In our study, researchers from Norway and Slovakia—inspired by previously published studies—decided to contribute by exploring the differences in the digital divide and digital citizenship and eGovernment usage between citizens of their native countries.



Although the European Commission [15] strongly supports the digitalization of public services, the level of eGovernment usage differs significantly in the countries of the European Union and the European Economic Area. Moreover, the differences do not exist only at the macro level; the ability to benefit from using digital technologies generally differs among individual social groups and tends to replicate traditional social inequalities. There are differences in eGovernment usage in the countries of the European Union and the European Economic Area, ranging from Iceland (94% of all individuals use certain forms of eGovernment) to Romania (15% usage rate). In Norway, 91%, and in Slovakia, 56% of all individuals use a certain form of eGovernment [16]. Furthermore, the data show that differences on the macro level reflect the uneven use of digital services on an individual level. The countries with low levels of digital service users tend to experience higher levels of digital divide, which makes the situation with eGovernment penetration even more difficult [17].



Digital transformation has been one of the Norwegian government’s priority areas in recent years and has put Norwegian businesses at the forefront of adopting new technologies and using them to achieve organizational goals. The main reason why Norway scores so well is that Norwegians are considered to be early adopters of digital technologies and have very good digital skills. There is very good coverage of the Internet, a good mobile infrastructure, and good connectivity [18]. Although Slovakia (5,431,235 citizens) and Norway (5,475,240 citizens) had a similar population in 2022, the Nordic country is one of the richest countries in the world and has regularly invested in its public ICT infrastructure over the years [19,20]. In addition, part of the roots of digital transformation in Norway is closely linked to the Scandinavian or Nordic model, which is generally characterized by a strong welfare state, a system based on trust between authorities and citizens, and a collaborative three-party approach involving the state, business organizations, and employee organizations (especially trade unions). Norway has also been successful in many areas in its efforts to digitalize public services, with public authorities and municipalities increasingly offering digital services, and their use growing dramatically. Norway has very good results in Internet literacy, broadband, and the digitalization of business and services in state and public administration and achieves above-average results in the digital skills of the population [21]. We have chosen to research Norway and Slovakia because of their different use of ICT, the differences in the digital world, and the fact that they are both located on the same continent and are partners in the EEA agreement. The analysis of the digital divide in Slovakia is an output of the project VEGA No. 1/0668/20 ‘Digital Inequality and Digital Exclusion as a Challenge for Human Resources Management’.



While a growing body of literature suggests that adults’ digital skills are needed to enable both individuals and organizations to make the most of the digital workplace, empirical understanding of their impact on technology adoption and performance is currently limited. This study aims to explore the digital divide and digital citizenship in eGovernment usage with a focus on the differences within various social groups in Slovakia and Norway, according to national statistics.



The Conceptual Framework


The relationship between people and the nation-state is traditionally conceptualized as citizenship. Citizenship represents a certain way of thinking and looking at social problems and a set of practices that constitute a change in the relationship between citizens and the nation-state. A citizen is also able to impact the development of the way society is governed [22]. State citizenship and democratic citizenship are not the same and may offer different levels of legal and formal rights. In a practical matter, a particular person can only exercise these rights to varying degrees [23]. A person may, for example, be a Norwegian citizen and hold all the formal rights that come with Norwegian nationality but still have difficulty functioning as a full member or citizen of Norwegian society. There are many possible causes for such a situation to occur in the process of adaptation to a multicultural country, but the most common causes are poverty, serious or chronic illness and disability, and language problems [24]. The opportunities to participate in civic, social, and political life have increased with the rise of the Internet. The idea of citizenship being digital, for example, carries within it the principles of scale, immediacy, and information control that are all immanent in the idea of big data and which exert a change in understanding [4]. Digital citizenship can therefore be defined as simply ‘the right to participate in society online’, thus increasing the democratic aspects of participation [25]. Early approaches to digital citizenship were mostly concerned with bridging the digital divide where issues of access, inclusion, and communicative rights and liberties were a priority [26,27]. The discussion of digital citizenship is described as a contextual approach, which understands digital citizenship as a context-dependent and fluid concept. In this approach, digital citizenship ‘encompasses very diverse experiences of what it is like to live as a citizen in the digital age’ [28,29]. Digital citizenship is not just about the obligations of the state or the responsibilities of the citizen, but also how digital tools and technologies facilitate new forms of participation. Digital platforms now offer more opportunities to be an informed and engaged citizen, as well as civic participation with a significant impact on democratic politics.



Digital citizenship encompasses a wide range of activities in a constantly evolving digital environment, which means that acquiring the necessary competencies is a lifelong process. The Council of Europe’s foundational competencies for democratic culture provides an overview of the competencies that citizens need to acquire if they are to participate effectively in a culture of democracy [30], and the conceptual model for digital citizenship (Figure 1) builds on this.



As depicted in the model above, the five pillars provide the basic framework structure that supports the entire digital citizenship development process. Digital citizenship and engagement involve a wide range of activities, from creating, consuming, sharing, playing, and socializing to investigating, communicating, learning, and working. Competent digital citizens can respond to new and everyday challenges related to learning, work, employability, leisure inclusion, and participation in society, respecting human rights and intercultural differences. In the above model, which is illustrated in Figure 1, the basis of digital citizenship consists of competencies for a democratic culture. The five constructs emerge as essential for the development of digital citizenship practices. Policies and evaluation represent the two framework pillars of the model. In fact, progress in education-related fields is largely shaped by policies and best practices that can be analyzed and possibly replicated through effective monitoring and evaluation methodologies. Stakeholders include various factors such as the education system, public administration, health, industry, and policymakers who have an active interest and responsibility in promoting digital citizenship. The strategies serve as guiding frameworks that govern the activities and initiatives carried out to promote and develop digital citizenship. Strategies are at the heart of the model and serve as a focal point and key indicator of the level of development of digital citizenship education in each country. Infrastructure and resources provide the necessary conditions and technical and other learning resources to support the ongoing development of digital citizenship activities [30] (p. 12).





2. Materials and Methods


This study has a quantitative descriptive design. This type of design aims to report a population, situation, or phenomenon accurately and systematically; it emphasizes the collection of objective data to assess a social phenomenon [31]. Additionally, quantitative secondary data were used in this research to provide a deepening in the analysis of the eGovernment in both countries and to give the possibility of providing better statistical data interpretation and correlation. The source of the data is Eurostat’s individual-level database, originating from the questionnaire ‘ICT use in households and by individuals’. The data come from a questionnaire survey that has been performed annually since 2002, and they systematically map any trends in the penetration of ICT into the everyday life of EU citizens. The analysis was applied to Norwegian and Slovak data from 2021, which consist of 2145 observations from Norway and 3252 observations from Slovakia. The data are weighted to consider the difference in sample size in relation to the populations of the two countries.



2.1. Data Collection


The questionnaire available from Eurostat contains six modules: mapping access to ICT, use of the Internet (frequency, purpose), use of eGovernment, use of e-commerce, digital skills, and privacy and protection of personal data. In addition to this, it solicits information from the user regarding a variety of sociodemographic indicators of the individual and the household. The actual usage of eGovernment is represented by three variables in the survey. The respondents answer the question of whether they contacted or interacted with public authorities or public services over the Internet for private purposes in the last 12 months for the following three activities: obtaining information from websites or apps, downloading/printing official forms, and submitting completed forms online.



The measurement of the use of digital skills as a composite indicator is based on the user’s activity in five specific areas: information and data literacy, communication and collaboration, digital content creation, safety, and problem solving.



For the purposes of anonymization, the variable describing the age was provided using categories of a 10-year range interval, which was recorded as a dummy variable describing individuals under and over 55 years old. To measure education, the ISCED classification was used. ‘Lower secondary and below’ refers to the ISCED categories 0–2, ‘Upper secondary’ indicates categories 3 and 4, and ‘Tertiary’ includes categories 5–8. The variables Sex and Income quantile are self-explanatory.




2.2. Data Analysis


The purpose of the analysis was to ascertain the inclusivity of eGovernment usage in Norway and in Slovakia; to find out if the probability of using these digital services differs with the sociodemographic background of an individual; and to take into account an individual’s digital skills and other variables, particularly regarding the age, education, gender, and income of the user.



We hypothesize that if an individual has access to the Internet and possesses at least basic digital skills, the probability of him/her benefitting from eGovernment use is not significantly associated with socioeconomic variables. To put it in a different way, eGovernment use does not vary within various social groups given similar digital skills. To examine the structure of the eGovernment users in Norway and in Slovakia, we ran a logistic regression using Stata 17 software, with the activities of eGovernment usage as dependent variables and a set of socioeconomic indicators as independent variables, separately for each activity and both countries. To be able to compare the countries, we calculated the average marginal effect for independent variables, which describes the difference in the probability of using eGovernment between the category in question and the base category.



This study used a method regression analysis, the study of relationships between two or more variables usually conducted to learn whether any relationship between two or more variables exists, to understand the nature of the relationship between the variables, and to predict a variable given the value of others [32].





3. Results


Digital technologies have changed the requirements for accessing information. Access to information is easier/cheaper/more available in terms of time and space, no matter how demanding in terms of assets and skills. Although the process of digitalization itself started later in Slovakia due to the transition to a market economy in early 1990, it is catching up rapidly. Table 1 describes the level of connection, Internet usage, and digital skills in Norway and in Slovakia.



The data show that digital technologies are available for most of the population in both Norway and Slovakia. In Slovakia, there is still room to improve the infrastructure and access to technology, as more than one-tenth of households lack connection to the Internet, and approximately the same portion of individuals have not used the Internet within three months. Interaction with public authorities online often requires a whole set of skills as it requires management of information, communication, creation of documents, awareness about the safety of one’s interaction mainly in terms of personal data, and a user who is relatively familiar with recent technology. The distribution of digital skills in both populations is shown in Table 1. We can observe in relation to overall digital skills (composite indicator) that, despite the Internet being used by most of the population, more than 37% of Slovaks lack basic digital skills, as compared to approximately 20% of Norwegians.



With regard to the structure of digital skills connected with the areas of information and data literacy, communication, and problem solving, more than 90% of users have a minimum of basic digital skills in both countries. What is noteworthy is that more than 12% of Norwegians and 28% of Slovaks lack basic skills connected to safety when using the Internet.



The data connected with the actual usage of the eGovernment (Table 2) describes two modes of possible interaction between citizens and public authorities; informative (obtaining information and materials) and transactional (complex interaction—submitting forms online).



Although the gap between Norway and Slovakia is relatively small in terms of access to technology and available skills, this is not translated into real-life benefits—i.e., dealing with one’s administrative matters efficiently online. While more than two-thirds of Norwegians have used digital technologies to interact with public entities, this proportion is less than one-third in Slovakia in terms of downloading and submitting completed forms.



To offer a more detailed view of eGovernment usage in both countries, we ran a logistic regression with activities of eGovernment usage as dependent variables and socioeconomic factors as independent variables (namely variables indicating age over 55, sex, type of education, and income quintile). The regression answers the question, considering access and usage of the Internet, of the factors which increase/decrease the probability of using the services of eGovernment.



In Norway (Table 3) the most important characteristic in relation to informative use (obtaining information and downloading forms), which correlates with the low probability of usage of eGovernment, was a lack of digital skills followed by a lower level of education. For transactional use (submitting complete forms), the order is the opposite—low education predicts a lower probability of using eGovernment to a higher extent than digital skills. From the point of view of equality, it is important that belonging to any income quintile is not associated with the probability of benefiting from any activity of eGovernment. Weak correlation was also observed between the age being over 55 and a low probability of obtaining information and submitting forms. In addition, women have a higher probability of obtaining information online than men.



The situation is different in Slovakia (Table 4). Possession of digital skills is associated with the probability of using eGovernment more intensively (except for downloading forms). Education and income categories are also significant factors in the probability of using eGovernment services. The effect of age is mixed—it is significant for obtaining information and submitting complete forms, but not significant for downloading forms. In comparison to the possession of digital skills and education, the effect of age does not carry so much significance.



Based on the analysis, we can conclude that being a beneficiary of eGovernment services aligns with sociodemographic variables to a lower extent in Norway than in Slovakia. In Slovakia, the usage of the services varies based not only on an individual’s education but also based on his/her income, even if an individual has access to the Internet and sufficient skills.




4. Discussion


eGovernment has several phases of interaction and service delivery; some types have four different phases of interaction, and some may have five phases. There is a large degree of agreement on the initial three phases: (i) informational (in which information is directly delivered to citizens, such as through downloading reports and brochures from websites); (ii) interactional (where citizens have the ability to ask questions, make complaints, or search for information sources); and (iii) transactional (where users are able to complete all steps of a complex interaction online). One or two of the following phases can also be considered participatory (where citizens participate in shaping policies): transformational or integrated (where the internal organization of government is adapted to the needs of providing services in an integrated, client-centric way), and connected (combining features of both) [33]. In addition, eGovernment interactions are sometimes classified as government-to-citizens or G2C (such as when citizens file income tax declarations), government-to-business or G2B (such as when businesses seek permits), or government-to-government or G2G (as when different branches or levels of government exchange information) [34]. Norway is a digitally advanced market, and compared to Slovakia, a significant proportion of the population uses the Internet daily. Several service industries, such as banking, tourism, and electronic healthcare, have undergone many procedures in the digitalization of their business processes, and thanks to this transformation, their activities have become more efficient. Norway has also been successful in its efforts to digitalize public services, with public authorities and municipalities increasingly offering digital services and their use growing dramatically. The Norwegian approach to the implementation of eID, digital mailbox, contact information, Altinn, and public common registers could serve as a benchmark for further development of public digital services [35].



All digital citizenship development initiatives are defined by contextual, information, and organizational principles [32,35]. Within the contextual principle, most of the citizens in both selected countries have access to digital technology, and most of them have basic functional and digital literacy skills. These are the basic predictors of the inclusion of a digital citizen in a digital society. Both countries provide a secure technical infrastructure that enables citizens of all ages to have sufficient confidence and trust to digitally engage in online community activities. In particular, this precondition completes the first level of the guiding principles for digital citizenship. Access, inclusion, and increasing education in functional and digital literacy are part of a never-ending process within the social frameworks. Reliable information sources are essential for positive active communication in community life, in addition to a knowledge of rights and responsibilities. According to the Digital Citizenship Education Handbook [30] (p. 18), without sources of reliable information, digital citizenship can morph into extremism, discourage participation, and even prevent certain sectors of the population from practicing their digital citizenship rights. While schools and families play an important role in fostering discernment through critical thinking and educational practices, digital platforms and mobile providers have a large part to play too in ensuring the reliability of information sources. Participation skills such as critical thinking and oral and written expression skills are significant aspects of digital citizenship, and the development of these attributes is necessary in both countries. Organizational principles relating to ‘living digital citizenship’ refer to the skills and tools used to interact, disseminate, and receive information at a personal and societal level; these principles require flexible thinking and problem solving as well as communication. The last and most important principle is citizenship opportunity. This is the ultimate guiding principle, without which digital citizens are unable to hone their citizenship skills or exercise their rights and responsibilities [30] (p. 19).



Therefore, digital competence is not only familiarity with the usage of digital technologies, but it also involves skills connected to the evaluation and responsible use of information, as stressed by The Council of the European Union [36]. Digital competence includes information and data literacy, communication and collaboration, media literacy, digital content creation (including programming), safety (including digital well-being and competencies related to cybersecurity), intellectual property, problem solving, and critical thinking [37]. In the present study, we consider the eGovernment system as the infrastructure pillar. To support digital citizenship, it should represent a tool which enables the citizens to participate. As in the case of democratic citizenship, the right to participate is ensured for anybody, although certain individuals may experience difficulties exercising their rights. Previous research showed that exclusion or weakened ability to participate in certain realms of the ‘offline’ world are good predictors of lack of participation in the digital world [38,39]. The studies which focused specifically on eGovernment use showed that possession of digital skills is important, but only as a predictor of eGovernment usage. Several studies show a correlation between low eGovernment usage and low education and income [40,41,42]. However, the research also points out other barriers to eGovernment usage: age, low levels of trust, or being a non-native speaker of the official language [43,44,45]. The goal of pointing out the existence of the digital divide is to highlight the fact that these differences in usage decrease very slowly over time and need to be addressed by the government through a targeted series of actions, e.g., by redesigning the services or training vulnerable groups.



Almost every citizen in Norway uses online banking, pays their bills online, communicates with public institutions through digital channels such as platforms, chatbots, and meeting-based apps, files their tax returns electronically, and exchanges money through mobile payment apps. A private sector and industry perspective would provide a similar picture; companies are investing significantly in digital platforms for collaboration, virtualization, and data sharing and analysis. In addition, Norway has been working on a strategy called The Skills Reform—Lifelong Learning to prevent digital exclusion, which increases the number of citizens able to be included in digital citizenship [46]. Norway, together with the other Nordic countries, regularly ranks at the top of the digitalization rankings in Europe [15,16]. Table 1, with descriptive statistics related to the countries studied, shows that Norway has a high rate of data literacy at more than 98%; even in this scenario, the government is actively working to include parts of the population that might not adapt so well to a digital citizenship reality.



Although the regression analysis shows that the gap between Norway and Slovakia is relatively small in terms of access to technology and available skills, this reality is not always translated into real-life benefits. To achieve the optimization of public administration with the active involvement of citizens in the implementation of changes, modifications at the national level are necessary. Each of the EU and EEC countries can introduce measures such as targeted education, the dissemination of information through various channels among the citizens of the country, and the digitalization of society with the aim of saving public expense and improving digital skills for all age groups. To successfully face the challenges of digital transformation, it is necessary to improve the digital skills of a whole population, from primary school pupils to adults. In order to meet such a challenge, the Slovak government established a new strategy entitled ‘The 2030 Digital Transformation Strategy for Slovakia’, which aims to transform Slovakia into a successful digital country and economy. The measures expounded upon by this document are in accordance with the Norwegian strategy to digitally include populations that would otherwise experience digital citizenship as challenging [46]. This strategy is a framework for all the different sections of government, defining the policy and particular priorities of Slovakia under the influence of innovative technologies and global megatrends of the digital era.



Slovakia needs to continue its efforts to improve and extend digital public services. Although progress has been made, the country remains below the EU average. In December 2021, the Slovak Government approved a new strategic document, entitled ‘National Concept of Informatisation of Public Administration for 2021–2026’ [47]. The strategy outlines a vision for more reliable and user-friendly digital public services, including eHealth, and is explicitly aligned with the European Commission’s ‘Digital Decade’s Policy Programme 2030’ objectives in this area. The necessity to increase the digital competencies of people in Slovakia is also emphasized in several national strategic documents; the ‘Strategy and Action Plan for Improving Slovakia’s Position in the DESI by 2025’ and the ‘Action Plan for Slovakia’s Digital Transformation 2019–2022’ outline concrete measures to help the country make progress in the human capital dimension, whereas the ‘2030 Digitalisation Agenda for Education’ emphasizes the importance of supporting the digital competencies of children, students, and educators from pre-primary to tertiary education.



The Slovak government must continue with its effort to establish a new stand-alone digital skills strategy covering all population groups (young people, employees, jobseekers, older people, ICT professionals, etc.) to help Slovakia meet the Digital Decade target; namely, 80% of people should have the minimum of basic digital skills by 2030. In 2021, the government adopted a new lifelong learning strategy which aims to make the Slovak education system more flexible, offer new opportunities for adult and continuing education, and better respond to labor market needs. The strategy includes the introduction of micro-qualifications to help the workforce broaden or reorient their qualifications, and especially to adapt to digital transformation. The strategy also sets out a roadmap for the creation of new digital skills [47].



In Norway, the strategy for digital competency is based on the premise that users should have the ability to use digital services with digital judgment. This way, the main goal of the strategy is ‘to counteract digital exclusion by ensuring that all citizens have sufficient digital competence to be able to participate in society on an equal basis’ [46]. Differently from Slovakia, the Norwegian government aims to prevent digital exclusion in all groups by facilitating extra assistance for those citizens without enough digital competence. It also aims to instill digital literacy throughout the population.



Compared to Norway, Slovakia ranks relatively low on the UN’s annual eGovernment Development Index (EGDI). In 2022, it ranked 47th, while Norway ranked 17th [48]. One of the challenges for Slovakia is the creation and development of a central point of access to public administration services and information, as inspired by the Norwegian model. One of the trends supporting the new concept of eGovernment is the migration of public portals. The functioning of integrated portals is made possible by inter-ministerial eGovernance systems that manage, among other things, the backends of such portals. Their main advantage is the sharing of a single state-of-the-art platform that presents a variety of different information in a clear form, organized either by topic, lifecycle, or another preferred method. By using single sign-on technologies, such a portal can also become a ‘single point of contact’ for all eGovernment services. The citizen wants interaction with public administration not to be a burden, but rather to be able to handle everything they need easily and efficiently. The citizen can be duly informed about the progress of his/her proceedings and their results through all available channels if he/she so requests. Countries such as the United States, South Korea, Australia, Norway, and Denmark are already close to such a solution. This new service concept will change the relationship between citizens and public administrations and ensure the provision of better services at a lower overall cost, thanks to the necessity of only minimal bureaucracy.



One of the problems of this system is that users do not trust eGovernment services and have doubts about ensuring the protection of their data, as well as the security of their access. Trust is much more difficult to build in an online space, where the competence, honesty, and conscientiousness of the various interlocutors are more difficult to assess than in face-to-face interaction. One of the solutions here is following the premisses of digital judgment that Norway works to implement, namely giving the citizen the tools to think critically and make conscious decisions about data protection, security of the information, and critical understanding of the media [46].



A high level of e-services for citizens and businesses improves the quality of life and the competitiveness of the economy. The availability of eGovernment services across countries strongly supports the use of the Internet and motivates citizens to acquire ICT skills to reap the full benefits provided by public administration. The main task of public administration is to serve citizens as much and as efficiently as possible with the goal of saving public funds, which can be further invested in the development of electronic healthcare or education.




5. Conclusions


The use of eGovernment has a direct impact on the development of a democratic culture with values, attitudes, skills, and critical understanding as a basis for the effective practice of digital citizenship. eGovernment reflects how a country uses information technology to support access and inclusion of its citizens. The provision of online services, ICT connectivity, and human capacities are important dimensions of eGovernment. The main findings from this study indicate that there is less inequity in the possibility of using eGovernment within individual social groups in Norway than in Slovakia. Even with the already high rates of adherence to the use of digital tools, Norway strives to include every one of its citizens in the digital citizenship era, and its strategy places high importance on digital literacy. In addition, Norway manifests and emplaces strategies to guarantee critical judgment ensuring the use of digital tools with safety.



In Slovakia, the usage of the services varies based not only on a person’s education but also on their income, even if an individual has access to the Internet and sufficient digital skills. These facts create challenges when implementing digital citizenship in the country; however, increasing access and usage of digital citizenship and digital literacy can guarantee long-term stability and high standards in the implementation process. These findings give researchers the opportunity to take a closer look at the importance of improving education with a focus on the use of eGovernment, especially in Slovakia, paying special attention to low-income groups. One challenge for politicians, educators, and other eGovernment platform creators is how to prioritize young people’s ability to develop a democratic culture through a digital citizenship approach in the context of their online interactions. Employers could play their part in increasing digital skills by preparing e-learning courses for their employees with the goal of increasing knowledge and critical understanding through online use. Another key consideration is how the findings of this study can inform revised digital citizenship curricula and learning resources in respect of formal education.



Several limitations should be considered in this study. The study is designed as a descriptive study with the use of regression analysis of existing data from Eurostat’s individual-level database; thus, a deep correlational data analysis was not emplaced. This means that the current study presents and opens a discussion about eGovernment in Norway and Slovakia but does not seek specific solutions and does not present deep comparisons between the two countries. In addition, from a qualitative perspective, the authors point out that a wider range of documents (e.g., research articles or national annual reports) and own data collection may provide additional insight on eGovernment implications for practice and the impact of digital citizenship. We believe that our research contains meaningful results and fills a gap in the field, but the limitations present suggest there are implications for future studies and opportunities for further research in this area. It would be an exciting path to explore the gap between the availability of eGovernment services and their actual uptake and use. Aspects of future research may take the form of interviews with the various target groups of eGovernment services, perhaps focusing on the barriers and possibilities of eGovernment use and ways to build better trust and increase online safety in the digital society.
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Figure 1. The Council of Europe Model of Digital Citizenship [30]. 
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Table 1. Internet usage and digital skills in Norway and Slovakia—descriptive statistics.
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	Norway
	Slovakia





	Connection to the Internet

(percentage of households)
	98.95
	89.96



	Internet users

(percentage of individuals who have used the Internet within the last three months)
	99.34
	88.93



	Overall digital skills

(percentage of Internet users)
	
	



	None
	0.54
	2.54



	Limited
	0.85
	4.95



	Narrow
	4.36
	10.04



	Low
	15.20
	20.41



	Basic
	36.53
	38.63



	Above basic
	42.53
	23.42



	Structure of digital skills

(percentage of users with a minimum of basic skills)
	
	



	Information and data literacy
	98.45
	94.26



	Communication and collaboration
	99.20
	96.77



	Digital content creation
	86.86
	81.36



	Safety
	87.66
	71.89



	Problem solving
	98.98
	90.21
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Table 2. eGovernment usage (percentage of Internet users).
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	Norway
	Slovakia





	Obtaining information from the web
	68.03
	57.49



	Downloading/printing an official form
	81.54
	32.93



	Submitting completed forms online
	75.48
	27.92
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Table 3. Regression results for Norway.
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	Variable
	Obtaining Information
	Downloading Forms
	Submitting Forms





	Digital skills (Base: Lower than basic)
	
	
	



	Minimum of basic
	0.1756 ***
	0.1364 ***
	0.1249 ***



	Age category (Base: Less than 55)
	−0.0533 *
	0.0069
	−0.0412 *



	55 or more
	
	
	



	Sex (Base: Man)
	
	
	



	Woman
	0.0468 *
	0.0023
	−0.0332



	Education (Base: Tertiary)
	
	
	



	Lower secondary and below
	−0.1469 ***
	−0.1274 ***
	−0.1806 ***



	Upper secondary
	−0.1343 ***
	−0.0621 **
	−0.0821 ***



	Income quantile (Base: 5th)
	
	
	



	1st
	−0.0092
	0.0120
	0.0183



	2nd
	−0.0341
	0.0013
	0.0128



	3rd
	−0.0114
	−0.0037
	0.0186



	4th
	−0.0149
	0.0069
	−0.0233







Note: reported are average marginal effects of independent variables. We also considered type of employment, dwelling, and households—coefficients are not reported. Legend: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Table 4. Regression results for Slovakia.






Table 4. Regression results for Slovakia.











	Variable
	Obtaining Information
	Downloading Forms
	Submitting Forms





	Digital skills (Base: Lower than basic)
	
	
	



	Minimum of basic
	0.2517 ***
	0.2438 ***
	0.2437 ***



	Age category (Base: Less than 55)
	−0.0724 **
	−0.0521 *
	0.0134



	55 or more
	
	
	



	Sex (Base: Man)
	
	
	



	Woman
	0.0229
	0.0062
	−0.0151



	Education (Base: Tertiary)
	
	
	



	Lower secondary and below
	−0.1139 *
	−0.2851 ***
	−0.1509 ***



	Upper secondary
	−0.0797 ***
	−0.1482 ***
	−0.0754 ***



	Income quantile (Base 5th)
	
	
	



	1st
	−0.0041
	−0.0311
	−0.0124



	2nd
	−0.0748 *
	−0.0546
	−0.0524



	3rd
	−0.0834 **
	−0.0791 **
	−0.0104



	4th
	−0.0932 **
	−0.0637 *
	−0.0628 *







Note: reported are average marginal effects of independent variables. We also considered type of employment, dwelling, and households—coefficients are not reported. Legend: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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