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Abstract

:

The implementation and smooth functioning of e-administration depends on many technical and organizational factors but also on psychosocial factors, including the sense of fear. In this paper, the authors treat fear as a subjective and perceptible sense of threat. They recognize that employees may express various concerns. Previous research has shown that employees may be afraid of losing their jobs as a result of implementing e-administration. The introduction of technology brings with it the threat of dehumanization. There are also numerous concerns that the development of modern technologies will not ensure adequate economic growth because it will be too slow. This paper discusses issues related to the fear of the changes taking place in the present, in particular those related to the introduction of modern technologies, as well as problems related to the possibility of reducing unethical behavior. The research has been carried out in local administration offices using a qualitative research procedure. The results of the research indicate the existence of relationships between the quality of e-administration and fears or threats experienced or perceived by employees. If e-administration does not simplify work and does not reduce employees’ workload, the only fears are employees’ fear of change and their inability to master new information technologies. The data obtained allow management practitioners to overcome barriers related to the implementation of e-administration.
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1. Introduction


The problem of fear and the sense of threat experienced by local government administration employees due to the implementation of e-administration has not been the subject of previous social research. There is a lack of theories explaining relationships between the sense of fear and a technical system. Therefore, there is a need to examine and describe this problem. The few publications devoted to e-administration so far have rather pointed to conditions indicating the possibility of the occurrence of fear. The first group of research papers and formulated opinions relates to the fear that administration employees experience in connection with the implementation of changes (Pryde 2001; Molnár and Karvalics 2004; Veszprémi 2018; Mészáros 2018; Linhartová 2019). The second group of issues concerns anxieties felt by customers using e-administration (Śledziewska and Zięba 2016; Werenowska 2018; Wolniak et al. 2019; Kuzionko-Ochrymiuk and Śleszyńska-Świderska 2019).



While the literature on e-administration provides information on barriers to the implementation of e-administration (e.g., Zajdel and Michalcewicz-Kaniowska 2012; Ziemba et al. 2014; Bugdol 2015; Werenowska 2018; Kuzionko-Ochrymiuk and Śleszyńska-Świderska 2019; Gawłowski et al. 2020; Król and Zdonek 2020), it is not known to what extent the fear of e-administration’s implementation occurs in Polish local government administration offices. Such a negative emotion was observed during studies conducted in the UK. It turned out that fear experienced by employees constituted a serious barrier to the introduction of e-administration solutions (Pryde 2001). As far as the types of fear under analysis are concerned, they have already been the subject of various research papers, but not in the context of e-administration. The fear of change (e.g., Waller and Ahire 1996; Stabler 1995; Soltani et al. 2005) may arouse the fear of missing out (Mokyr et al. 2015). So far, however, redundancies have mainly occurred in periods of recession (Kim et al. 2018). Transparency of actions taken serves to limit unethical acts (e.g., Patra 2012; Said et al. 2017, Valdovinos-Hernandez et al. 2019). However, we do not know to what extent the implementation of e-administration instills in local government administration employees the fear of having their unethical or criminal behavior revealed as a consequence of greater transparency.



The presented results of the conducted literature review and qualitative research may be useful for office managers and politicians responsible for the implementation of e-administration programs. The notion of fear and, more broadly, any negative emotions accompanying the introduction of e-administration have not been studied extensively because of the lack of an adequate theory and previous research.



The objective of this paper, which is of a narrative character, is to discuss the issue of fear experienced by local government administration employees under the influence of the implementation of e-administration based on the results of the conducted qualitative research.



The authors formulated the following research problems:




	
How do the changes consisting in the implementation of e-administration influence the sense of threat experienced by local government administration employees?



	
To what extent is it possible to refer to technological anxiety?



	
To what extent does e-administration reduce the occurrence of unethical acts due to the transparency of undertaken actions?









2. Basic Concepts


Fear is a concept used by representatives of various sciences in a fairly free and flexible way. For example, in organizational management, fear is used interchangeably and sometimes even identified with such concepts as anxiety, uncertainty, risk, concern, and horror. However, the authors agree that fear appears in the face of a real threat, while anxiety is irrational because it results from an imagined danger or an anticipated threat. Anxiety is the most common psychopathological symptom. Fear and anxiety are often used interchangeably, but “anxiety is rarely clearly represented as such in consciousness, while fear is often unambiguous” (Schulz 2006, p. 111). Ethnologists define fear as a motivational state induced by special stimuli, giving rise to defensive behaviors or escape (Bremer 2017). Fear involves strong emotions and concerns (Fox 2007). In the research under discussion, fear was not the same as physiological arousal (because such changes were not examined), but it was understood as the opinions of people participating in the study on negative emotions experienced by them. The authors assumed that the notion of fear included a subjective feeling of threat or anxiety.



The other basic concept is e-administration. It consists in “using modern technologies to simplify and streamline transactions between public administration and other entities such as citizens (including voters), businesses, other government agencies” (Sprecher 2000, pp. 21–22).




3. The Current State of the Problem under Examination in the Literature on the Subject


At present, popular academic databases (Academic Search Ultimate, Business Source Ultimate, Academic Research Source eBooks, Legal Source, ERIC, Regional Business News, Academic Research Source eJournals and OpenDissertations) do not contain articles on the problem of fear in e-administration. A search based on such keywords as fear and e-administration did not return any results (except for an article on e-learning). Only more detailed analyses with the use of full-text search engines revealed six articles in which the keywords, i.e., fear, anxiety, and e-administration, occurred (including two articles on the Polish administration system).



Few authors see the role of fear as a factor hindering the implementation of e-administration or the use of services provided by public (central and local government) administration. At present, it is possible to distinguish two groups of issues that concern fears expressed by both local government administration employees and customers using e-administration services.



The first group of opinions concerns the fears experienced by administration employees during the implementation of e-administration (Pryde 2001; Molnár and Karvalics 2004; Veszprémi 2018; Mészáros 2018; Linhartová 2019). Research conducted in the UK at the beginning of the 21st century showed that public administration employees could be afraid of redundancies that might occur due to the introduction of modern technologies. This problem was exacerbated by the government’s excessive involvement in the change implementation process (Pryde 2001). It is believed that the fear of the unknown combined with personal opposition to changes taking place in the work environment is one of the barriers to the implementation of e-administration. Other barriers include insufficient computer literacy, ignorance, and the digital divide (Molnár and Karvalics 2004; Veszprémi 2018). Research shows that e-administration, like any other organizational and technological improvement, raises numerous concerns and anxieties during the initial period of implementation (Mészáros 2018). An extremely interesting view has been put forward by V. Linhartová (2019). She claims that e-administration increases the possibility of monitoring processes, which results in greater transparency, and the fear of the consequences of exposing unfair practices is a means of reducing corruption. Storing transactional data makes it possible to link people to their unauthorized activities. Through the use of e-administration, contact between officials and citizens is limited.



The other group of issues relates to anxieties experienced by customers who are using or are about to use e-administration (Śledziewska and Zięba 2016; Werenowska 2018; Wolniak et al. 2019; Kuzionko-Ochrymiuk and Śleszyńska-Świderska 2019). In research conducted in Poland, attention was drawn to anxieties accompanying customers using e-administration. They were afraid that their matters dealt with over the Internet would not be completed successfully (as much as 46% of respondents feared this) (Werenowska 2018). Barriers related to the functioning of e-administration among people with disabilities were also examined. One of the identified weaknesses of e-administration is the insufficient functionality of websites, particularly in the case of people with visual disabilities (Król and Zdonek 2020). Among many factors hindering the use of e-services provided by offices (e.g., the functioning of an office’s website on different browsers or speed), emphasis was put on the very important aspect of ensuring the security of services (Wolniak et al. 2019). Customers’ fears and the sense of insecurity related to the implementation of e-administration were also highlighted in the research projects conducted by Śledziewska and Zięba (2016) as well as E. Kuzionko-Ochrymiuk and A. Śleszyńska-Świderska. Focusing on barriers to the functioning and development of e-administration, researchers should pay attention to the fact that the provision and development of services, including e-services, is undoubtedly influenced by various policies of the state. Research carried out in Poland has shown that the subsidiarity principle is applied in practice in a very inconsistent way in relation to regulations concerning the provision of public services (Gawłowski et al. 2020). One of the reasons for the weakness of e-administration in government may be the lack of a comprehensive process-based approach in the management of public administration offices (cf. Krukowski and Raczyńska 2019).



There is therefore no doubt that one of the aspects that determines the correct use of e-administration is the mitigation of technological anxiety and the assurance of security (Phang et al. 2006; Viñarás-Abad et al. 2017). Technological anxiety is related to not only the fear of what is new (and therefore uncertain) but also the anxiety of learning (Goldberg 1998).



The analysis of the presented views and research results indicates that the problem of fear is visible in both customers, who want to have access to safe administration services, and administration employees, who may be afraid of the following:




	
changes taking place in the functioning of the organization in terms of e-administration,



	
redundancies resulting from process automation or robotization, and



	
the curbing of corrupt practices (in the case of a small group of corrupt employees).








3.1. The Fear of Technological Changes


The fear of implementing and maintaining e-administration is, in fact, the fear of change. This type of fear has been the subject of numerous studies, and, in the classical approach, it is combined with the fear of losing power, socio-occupational positions, concerns about continued employment, and uncertainty (Waller and Ahire 1996; Stabler 1995; Soltani et al. 2005). There are a number of reasons for the fear of changes resulting from the introduction of modern technologies. Firstly, many of the activities performed so far by people are being taken over by artificial intelligence (The Economist 2016). The development of modern technologies has always aroused the fear of missing out (Mokyr et al. 2015). Secondly, the introduction of modern technological solutions threatens the health of employees due to an overload of information they obtain and have to process (Lee 2000). Technologies disrupt the boundaries between private and professional life (Talent Development 2014). Thirdly, people fear modern technologies for one important reason, namely, previous technical revolutions have almost always led to job losses and changes in the employment structure. Nevertheless, such concerns do not always materialize. According to The Economist (2018), the introduction of the barcode scanner did not reduce employment in the retail sector. Between 1980 and 2013, the number of jobs in the sector rose by 2%. The introduction of automated teller machines freed bank employees from boring, repetitive activities.




3.2. The Fear of Dismissal


As has been mentioned above, one of the barriers to the implementation of e-administration is the fear of redundancy (Pryde 2001). The fear of dismissal does not have to be accompanied by the fear of unemployment. Much depends on not only the situation in the labor market but also the possibility of finding a new job and the competence and skills of candidates for employment. In Poland, for example, the highest unemployment rate, about 29%, was recorded in 1981 and 1982. Yet research conducted in December 1982 showed that as much as 94% of the national sample of public sector employees were not afraid of being dismissed, and only less than 4% expressed such concerns. Furthermore, 64% of respondents believed that they could find the same job elsewhere, while 25% were afraid that it might be difficult (Jasińska and Siemieńska 1983). The conducted literature review indicates that the issue of the fear of redundancy among local government administration employees has not been the subject of any research. However, on the basis of studies carried out in other organizations, it can be assumed that employees who are afraid of losing their jobs come to work despite illness or indisposition (Pärli 2018). The fear of dismissal causes employees not only to experience dissatisfaction with work but also to join outplacement programs (Kakakhel et al. 2013). In order to reduce fear and protect both employees and employers from unfair dismissal, various legal regulations are being enacted. Employers’ concerns about the consequences of dismissal (Ellis 1981) can effectively discourage them from hiring new employees.



In public administration, redundancies occur mainly during recessions (Kim et al. 2018). Plans to carry out group layoffs quite often stop at the stage of political announcements, as was the case in Poland in 2011. A parliamentary bill drafted at that time provided for a 10% reduction in the number of administration employees in the years 2011–2013. However, only between 2008 and 2012, their number grew by 19,285 according to a report prepared by the Republican Foundation (Sikora 2012). In many countries, public administration employees are very rarely dismissed (Elling and Thompson 2008). The problem in public administration, especially state administration, is the lack of inflow of exceptionally talented and creative employees (Dewan and Myatt 2010). The same situation occurs in Poland, mainly due to low salaries paid to administration employees.




3.3. The Fear of Transparency in Decision-Making


There is no doubt that the implementation of e-administration and the consequent increase in transparency can be a tool for reducing corruption (e.g., Said et al. 2017).



Studies on the level of corruption are sometimes combined with transparency rankings (e.g., Valdovinos-Hernandez et al. 2019). In general, the higher the level of transparency, the greater the possibility of detecting acts of corruption. It is widely accepted that transparency, accountability, and democratic processes are the qualities of effective governance of the state and enemies, while their antitheses include greed and corruption (Patra 2012).



To the extent that the fear of transparency occurs at all, it is experienced by officials who are corrupt and those who are afraid of negative opinions on complex public administration service provision procedures expressed by customers in satisfaction survey questionnaires (if any).



The conducted literature review shows that the different types of fear influence each other and are strongly interconnected. For example, the fear of modern technologies is not only the fear of change but also the fear of dismissal and learning. Publications on e-administration indicate anxieties and a sense of threat; the concept of fear is used conventionally (as a sense of threat).





4. Method


The method used in this paper was a literature review. The authors became familiar with the basic articles, reviewed them, prepared a map of the available literature, summarized the selected items, and arranged the collected material. Such a course of action was consistent with the research methodology proposed by Creswell (2013). The authors also followed the principles of research conducted in the fields of management and business (Easterby-Smith et al. 2015).



Direct interviews were used in the empirical research. The authors decided that they provided good opportunities to become familiar with and better understand a particular issue. They take into account an interviewee’s reflections and allow participants to discover new problems (Easterby-Smith et al. 2015, pp. 133–34). The qualitative procedure (Creswell 2013) included the following: the selection of a research strategy (a narrative study in which an interviewer’s views were combined with facts from a participant’s life), the targeted selection of participants (local government employees involved in the provision of e-services), the determination of data acquisition sources and preparation of an interview protocol, and data analysis and interpretation (including data preparation and organization, a review of all data, data coding, the description of the situation, the selection of a presentation method, and interpretation). On the basis of the material collected during direct interviews, a qualitative and quantitative analysis of the content was carried out using NVivo software. The qualitative analysis included encoding selected statements of the respondents on the basis of queries (the occurrence of the keywords in documents based on a previously prepared list). The queries were created in accordance with Boolean rules. In the case of the quantitative analysis, the authors prepared, among other things, statistics on the frequency of the occurrence of individual words in the body of the texts of all transcriptions. The quantitative analysis was carried out after removing the so-called “stop words” for the Polish language.



In the narrative research, the authors asked the participating local government administration employees for statements about their experiences with e-administration and then combined the acquired information with their own views.



The qualitative method was chosen in view of the relatively narrow range of research on the subject. The authors concluded that it was difficult to distinguish variables at that stage (Creswell 2013, p. 66). The research was conducted in January and February 2020. Fifteen employees of local administration offices had been selected for participation in the research. The selection of the participants had been based on purposive sampling. Interviews were conducted only with those employees who had at least three years’ work experience and had used administration tools in a direct way (had direct contact with customers). The venues of the interviews were Polish local government administration offices (Rzeszów and Krzanowice). In Poland, all public administration offices operate on the basis of the same e-service provision programs (e.g., vehicle registration or identity card issuance processes). Thus, everywhere, regardless of the location of a particular office, individual customers may face the same barriers and restrictions.



To complement the interviews, the authors used the method of exemplification, which aims to illustrate and justify additionally selected research assumptions with certain properly selected examples (Kazmierska 2018). This method is not a complete case study but rather a deliberately and selectively applied approach serving to enrich the process of explaining the reality under examination.



The basis for the application of the exemplification method was the authors’ personal participation in quality management system audits conducted in local government administration offices. Thus, the data necessary for the application of exemplification were obtained through such research techniques as participatory observation, reviews of documents, and interviews with persons responsible for the maintenance and improvement of quality management systems. These were, therefore, typical qualitative research techniques (Williams 2011). The audits were carried out in the years 2012–2019 (a total of 50 certification and supervision audits, during which free-form interviews were conducted with public administration employees and system documentation was analyzed).



In order to identify barriers related to the functioning of e-administration, the service provision processes were analyzed (a review of the Electronic Platform of Public Administration Services: ePUAP) in terms of the possibility of providing e-services on an online basis only.




5. Fear Experienced by Local Government Administration Employees Due to the Implementation of E-Administration—Qualitative Research Results


5.1. Changes


In everyday work, the use of e-administration consisted mainly in sending various reports and accounts to “higher-level” entities and conducting some customer service provision processes. A respondent stated, “I transfer documents to the ‘higher-level’ centers, calculations of various types related to restricted grants, all correspondence among different offices” (woman, approximately 50 years old, 30 years’ work experience, accountant). In some activities (e.g., the process of issuing identity cards), the e-administration acted as an intermediary between the customer and the entity authorized to provide a particular service.



In practice, the introduction of various e-administration tools was linked to reporting. The objective was to achieve a faster circulation of documentation among different offices. At the same time, customer service left much to be desired for a long time. The authors’ experience (from audits conducted based on the process system) indicates that the main reason for this was the fact that when the service provision processes were being described, no care was taken to simplify them. The applicable law was not changed, either (e.g., many services require the customer’s personal appearance in the office, archaic documentation authentication, or numerous attachments).



It should be emphasized that the majority of the respondents assessed the usefulness of e-tools and the possibility of performing the service provision process very positively. The term “positive” was indicated by the majority of the respondents as the first response coming to mind when asked about emotions connected with the use of e-administration tools. Interestingly, no other emotions were referred to spontaneously. Nowadays, reactions to e-tools are not excessively emotional, as they fit into the routine of everyday professional activities. In the context of this question, there was a lot of justification for actions aimed at broadening the scope of e-services and e-administration. In general, all respondents showed awareness of the advantages of using e-administration tools. The first and a frequently mentioned advantage was the fact that the entire document circulation process was “faster” (time-saving): “Surely, it’s a faster way of moving documents than the traditional method of using the postal service” (woman, approximately 50 years old, 30 years’ work experience, accountant). “There is a faster flow of information per position” (man, approximately 40 years old, 15 years’ work experience, inspector).



Another important issue was the “saving” of paper. Thus, environmental, or indirectly economic, issues that were not directly articulated could acquire considerable importance. “The only thing, this is such a plus that, let’s say, my contractors, they don’t have to send these things in hard copies; they can send a lot of things electronically” (woman, 40 years old, 3 years’ work experience, office clerk). What deserves to be emphasized is the fact that the respondents made these assessments not as clients but as employees. In practice, the performance of many services on an online basis only is not feasible, which was proved by additional research with the use of the ePUAP platform. As has already been noted, many services still require the customer’s personal appearance, additional consultations, or numerous documentary attachments. According to the respondents, e-administration was also greatly convenient for citizens: “I think that, for the inhabitants, it is a convenience because they don’t have to leave house but send an application for an identity card, some letter or something” (woman, approximately 50 years old, 30 years’ work experience, manager). However, the majority of the interviewees said that if anybody used e-services, it was young people because older residents lacked the necessary technical skills.



At the very beginning, all employees had expressed concerns about e-administration. They were mainly concerned about whether they would be able to cope with the new tools and software. They were, on the one hand, afraid of the unknown and, on the other hand, uncertain about their own skills necessary to use modern technologies (uncertainty about their own competences). Such a phenomenon is nothing new. The fear of change is one of the best-researched types of fear. Furthermore, there were also problems related to competence trust. The other sources of fear were related to the very nature of the task, which required breaking through the technological barrier and the necessity to use an IT tool requiring an electronic or virtual circulation of documents: “I was afraid that maybe I wouldn’t manage to learn it because it’s all about the computer (...) and that there wouldn’t be anything on paper, only in the computer” (woman, approximately 50 years old, 30 years’ work experience, manager).



The other concerns were related to the usefulness and efficiency of the implemented tools. One respondent said, “As regards the public procurement system, we were afraid that these systems were not coordinated, that there was talk of electronic signatures, and that there would be problems with collecting those tenders. And there were” (woman, approximately 45 years old, 15 years’ work experience, office clerk). The respondents described the imperfections of the first implemented tools and their slow operation (“clicking and waiting”, system hanging, errors popping up, etc.): “I clicked once and had to wait a while. I clicked the second time, the work was saved, and again I had to wait, but now it’s a bit faster. It works somehow, and it doesn’t hang as often as it used to” (woman, 40 years old, 15 years’ work experience, deputy manager). The respondents also stressed that an assessment of the functioning of e-administration and the motivation to use it depended on the technical preparation of tools offered to administration employees: “If a tool is very intuitive and after the first, second, third use, you can see that it is okay, that it can be done, then you start to accept it. But if it is clumsy and very complicated, and each procedure requires reaching for an instruction manual to go through all the stages, then sending a single document via the ePUAP takes, for example, 1.5 h, and only if the colleague wants to help you because I don’t know how to do it myself; it is discouraging” (woman, approximately 45 years old, 15 years’ work experience, office clerk). The respondents indicated that not all tools were simple and easy to use (e.g., they considered the ePUAP system as easy); some (e.g., those related to public procurement) were perceived as complicated and often aroused frustration and dislike in the users: “When it comes to public procurement, it is too complicated, confusing. Unfortunately, not everybody in the office knows how to deal with it; it is too complicated. I think it should be considerably simplified. If it is to be used on a large scale, it should be simplified to the maximum. I also use the ePUAP system; it is not so bad. It is not too complicated; it is rather simple” (woman, approximately 45 years old, 15 years’ work experience, office clerk).



The implementation of e-administration has involved and continues to involve the acquisition of new skills and knowledge of information technologies. Indeed, many older workers have had to spend a lot of time learning how to work with new computer software.



There has not been much change in job descriptions and the allocation of tasks; perhaps this is why concerns about e-administration were not so great.



The employees were asked to describe the changes that, according to them, would take place in the organization in the near future in relation to the further implementation of e-administration. The prevailing opinion was that little really depended on the employees themselves, as there were top-down procedures to follow. Such a view expressing, in fact, attitudes towards change is nothing new. During numerous interviews carried out as part of quality audits, employees repeatedly stressed that their role was only to carry out instructions. Those who had some ideas were very often afraid to submit them or said that no one would listen to them anyway. In practice, administration employees have considerable knowledge about how to improve the quality of services, but it is precisely the lack of motivation and the belief in their powerlessness that prevent them from using this knowledge. As one of the employees stated, “We, as employees, are obliged by our superiors to follow and comply with all procedures relating to the drafting of letters, responding to enquiries, sending correspondence, so I cannot say what will be” (woman, approximately 40 years old, 15 years’ work experience, deputy manager).



The application of the exemplification method allowed the authors to make the following observations:




	
In the initial period of implementation of e-administration, the employees were, as seems natural, focused on mastering the technological novelties (which made them more afraid of not being able to use the new software than of customers failing to cope with online services).



	
The fear of the new software caused the employees to have hardly any time or opportunities for simplifying the service provision processes.









5.2. The Fear of Technology


The security of the provided e-services was not a major problem for the respondents. Some of them even stated that, “emails would be more likely exposed to some hacking activities than e-services. If everyone in the office has their own password to log in, no one else has access” (woman, approximately 50 years old, 30 years’ work experience, manager).



The employees were also aware of anxieties that could be experienced by other employees (those who did not have any contact with e-administration at work) in connection with the further implementation of e-administration. As one of the respondents indicated, “I think this is about skills and adaptation to a given technology. As far as the preparation of an electronic version of a request or a response is concerned, I think this is a matter of training an employee properly; this is the only such concern” (man, approximately 30 years old, 4 years’ work experience, inspector). In the opinion of the respondents, these fears could mainly accompany older workers who may feel afraid of “switching to something new (...); in the case of older employees, it is the ordinary fear of not being able to cope with something or the unwillingness to break certain stereotypes” (woman, approximately 45 years old, 15 years’ work experience, office clerk). Some of the statements contained the opinion that other employees might be afraid that they would not receive sufficient support in the form of training: “They are afraid that they will not be adequately trained, that they will not be able to cope with this” (woman, approximately 50 years old, 20 years’ work experience, manager). It was connected indirectly with the fear of making mistakes. Interestingly, the respondents rarely declared that they themselves were afraid of using e-administration or broadening the range of e-services.



Some of the respondents indicated another interesting problem. Some computer programs are difficult to operate, and without the help of others, it is difficult to master them. The employees were afraid that e-services would be even more complicated, and therefore, those of them who found it difficult to keep pace with changes would have more problems. Additional concerns were related to everyday use of computer programs, which may “hang” at the least appropriate time and prevent the employee from performing their duties properly. In addition, not all e-tools are compatible with each other, which can often lead to system malfunctions: “The only concern I have on a daily basis is that these systems may fail. For example, what happens if I am to open submitted tenders at a specific hour, but the system hangs, or something is not right because these systems are also connected with ePUAPs. And something may not be connected with the electronic document circulation system; something may go south somewhere. And because of that, I may have a problem there, because I did not provide a contractor with a tool” (woman, 40 years old, 3 years’ work experience, office clerk).



The frequency of the occurrence of individual words related to fear in the transcripts of all interviews is presented in Figure 1. The most frequently used terms related to fear included “manager”, “cope”, “anxiety”, “afraid”, and “instruments”.



In the next part of the interviews, the employees were asked to comment on threats they had to face in connection with the use of e-administration. They indicated the threat of errors in the use of computer programs and the threat of negative consequences of changes. One of the interviewees said, “They are only afraid of having more work to do and having to learn how to use new software. And it is no secret that the majority of the employees are afraid of changes. They have got used to one system and say that it is good and there is no need for change. They fear changes” (woman, approximately 50 years old, 20 years’ work experience, manager).



What do these statements mean? It appears that the employees were not afraid of redundancies that may result from the implementation of e-administration. After the introduction of some new technological solutions, the volume of work did not decrease; on the contrary, there was more work in some areas. In local government administration offices, there was no loss of jobs; on the contrary, employment increased. This is due to not only technological changes but also the allocation of new tasks that have not existed or have been carried out at the central level so far. As the respondents indicated, despite the existence of electronic document circulation systems, a significant part of documentation was still printed. Although documents were available in an electronic version, offices were obliged to maintain paper documentation, which resulted in the obligation to maintain two parallel registers and to perform particular actions twice: “I’d say that there’s a whole lot of extra work because even though we have an electronic version of these documents, we still have to keep everything on paper” (man, approximately 40 years old, 10 years’ work experience, inspector). “We initiate all cases twice because apart from starting a case in the e-PUAP, we have to enter all paper documents in the system and file them in appropriate folders. Thus, we do one thing twice. In PROTON [system of electronic circulation of documents] on the computer, for example, and now again in hard copies filed in folders (...) You can say that the scope of my duties has increased because things have to be registered twice. So, you can say there are more duties, more work” (woman, approximately 50 years old, 30 years’ work experience, manager). Such a situation imposed an obligation to perform additional actions on administration employees.



The respondents positively assessed the changes consisting in the implementation of e-administration. They were concerned only about potential data theft, which must result from the growing awareness of cyber threats. The respondents were reluctant to talk about their emotions. Rather, they tried to direct their statements to the problems of evaluating the changes taking place in their work environment.



The statements indicated that only older employees should be concerned about changes because of difficulties with handling e-tools. The fears also concerned technical safeguards against possible hacking attacks: “Just as hackers break into a bank, I’m not an expert in this field, but I know that such situations happen. I can’t determine the level of security of the tools we have at our disposal. If it is possible to break into a bank, I think it is also possible to break into our office” (woman, approximately 45 years old, 15 years’ work experience, office clerk). Some respondents were afraid that personal data may leak due to some clerical mistake: “Maybe someone makes a mistake, someone sends information to wrong addressees. There may be a leak of important information. The consequence might even be criminal liability” (woman, 40 years old, 15 years’ work experience, deputy manager).



There were also statements that indicated the appearance of the fear of change, but only in situations where employees had to face new software for the first time.



The conducted audits show that the fear of technological change concerned mainly older people, but it was related to an employee’s function in an organization. This means that the level of fear of people performing auxiliary (e.g., administrative) functions was different from the level of fear experienced by employees who had direct contact with customers. An additional factor intensifying fear was access to all kinds of licenses or confidential information. People were afraid of monitoring and losing the right to perform work if they failed to comply with the rules of a particular license.




5.3. Transparency of Services


In the context of the implementation of e-administration, the transparency of the process constitutes a very important element. It is assumed that thanks to the electronic circulation of documents, the process should be more transparent. This feature was also very strongly emphasized by the interviewed administration employees. According to them, the process was “transparent”, “accessible”, and “reasonable”. As one of the respondents indicated, “Every interested person can have access to their case and follow its processing on an ongoing basis. This is convenience and transparency (...) When this e-administration is eventually implemented, every customer, every citizen will be able to see at what stage their matter is and what documents have been gathered. Whether it is an opinion or a letter, it has to arrive in a physical form and be looked at” (man, approximately 40 years old, 10 years’ work experience, inspector). This feature was particularly important in the context of public procurement procedures: “What I can say is that when it comes to public procurement law, it’s obviously very transparent. There is no possibility of adding anything from outside the system” (woman, approximately 45 years old, 15 years’ work experience, office clerk). However, the transparency of the e-service provision process was assessed and interpreted differently. One of the interviewees said, “(...) it is rather transparent because when you receive a letter and attachments, everything is transparent when you print it out, isn’t it? Sometimes it is impossible to print a document because tables are too wide, and you have to send it to some other positions, and this is an additional job” (woman, approximately 50 years old, 30 years’ work experience, manager).



The frequency of the occurrence of individual words related to transparency in the transcripts of the conducted interviews is presented in Figure 2. The interviewees most frequently used such words as “procedure”, “possibility”, “matters”, and “information”.



The problem is that employees focused mainly on their work and displayed customer orientation to a rather limited extent. Such observations are nothing new, as repeated assessments of the level of process maturity have shown that administration offices are poorly prepared for customer service. Moreover, the interviewees’ statements only confirmed the authors’ supposition that despite the use of electronic documentation circulation systems, a significant part of the documentation is still printed and kept in hard copies, which is not caused by employees’ habits but obsolete legal requirements.



Transparency also tends to be equated with service availability. The respondents expressed the opinion that some customers did not know how to use e-administration. In other words, the tools of e-administration were not perceived as a means of increasing citizen control over decision-making processes or tools facilitating the fight against corruption.



The participants’ statements about process monitoring can be divided into two groups. On the one hand, monitoring was identified with control exercised by superiors because “it is easier to verify an employee’s workload at a given position. It is easier to check who is to do what and how much by means of the ePUAP system or some other computer programs” (woman, approximately 50 years old, 20 years’ work experience, manager). On the other hand, monitoring was treated as a tool facilitating an assessment of the status of performed activities. For example, one of the interviewees said, “We can use it at any time, check individual matters, what was issued, when, where it is. So it is easier now” (woman, approximately 35 years old, 5 years’ work experience, office clerk).



Not all employees had access to all programs. The fear of data theft and some lack of technological trust were very widespread. This would explain why information security systems are very popular in local government administration offices.



The conclusions from the conducted audits are as follows:




	
the transparency of services was not perceived as a tool to reduce criminal and unethical acts, and



	
rather than to transparency, the respondents attached greater importance to the completeness of all documents (which was probably determined by the need to comply with the code of administrative procedure, all administrative instructions, and formal employee assessment systems).










6. Conclusions


On the basis of the conducted research, it can be concluded that changes consisting in the implementation of e-administration influenced the appearance of the sense of threat in local government administration employees. At the same time, employees themselves expressed concerns mainly about the difficulty of mastering new computer software and information technology tools and, consequently, additional workloads and duties. Therefore, there was a noticeable problem of technological anxiety. According to Mokyr et al. (2015), this concept can be considered from three different perspectives. Firstly, people are afraid of losing their jobs. Secondly, the introduction of new technologies carries the threat of dehumanization, and thirdly, the development of modern technologies may not ensure adequate economic growth because it will be too slow. However, the research carried out by the authors did not confirm the occurrence of such concerns. As has been noted above, employees expressed anxieties about whether information technology tools would work efficiently and whether they themselves (particularly older employees) would be able to learn how to use them. The research did not indicate that e-administration reduced the occurrence of unethical acts due to the transparency of actions taken. This is most probably due to two reasons. The first reason is related to the limitations of the interview technique. People were afraid to talk about unethical behavior. The second probable reason is that the e-administration itself has not simplified many service provision procedures. There is no full transparency in local government administration that would allow for the exercise of overall control.



On the basis of the analysis of the audit notes, an interesting conclusion emerges concerning the fear of changes and novelties. As already noted, the employees were focused on mastering technological novelties. This made the fear of failure to master new software dominate over the fear that customers would not manage to use online services. Perhaps this is why the maturity of online services and the maturity of customer orientation are not high.



The recommendations for practice are as follows:




	
The implementation of e-administration cannot take place without simplifying legal regulations (those elements that require too much consultation and customers’ appearance in person have to be eliminated).



	
Paper documentation should not be provided if it has already been submitted electronically.



	
The ways of submitting enclosures to applications should be simplified (at present, enclosures to an electronic application have to be scanned, but often, different parameters that the photocopies have to meet are indicated (e.g., colors, size, pixels, etc.)).



	
It is necessary to pursue the fastest possible integration of various distributed databases (the lack of such integration significantly lengthens service provision processes).



	
The training of administrative personnel and the use of the simplest possible technical solutions play an important role in reducing various fears and concerns.












Further research should focus on the following issues:




	
an assessment of the impact of the strategic orientation and the effects of e-administration (the first research of this type was conducted by Hawrysz 2020),



	
the issue of trust (as lack of trust is one of the sources of control and the introduction of administrative barriers),



	
the relationship between e-administration and customer satisfaction assessments,



	
organizational relations (in particular, the course of those processes that are carried out outside the office to which applications or requests are submitted),



	
counterproductive behaviors of office employees (it is interesting to what extent such behaviors moderate the process-based approach),



	
the maturity of the process-based approach (current organizational structures are of a functional character, and the course of processes is complicated), and



	
differences in the course of processes before and after the implementation of e-administration (e.g., how much process transparency has actually increased).









7. Limitations


First of all, the adopted method of a literature review is not a perfect way to obtain information. So far, research on e-administration has been carried out in different public organizations in different cultures. Secondly, as has already been mentioned, the notion of fear has been treated very flexibly (and used interchangeably with subjectively perceived threats, various anxieties, and concerns). Thirdly, it is important to remember the limitations inherent in qualitative research. An interpretation of data obtained by means of interviews depends on the structure of interviews, the knowledge and skills of researchers, and their ability to avoid bias (Easterby-Smith et al. 2015, p. 141). In the future, research on this subject should be conducted on a larger group of employees and preferably with the use of an additional research method, e.g., the diary method, which allows for an in-depth examination of affective, cognitive, and social processes (Zaccarelli and Godoy 2010). It facilitates the acquisition of data that can be easily forgotten or overlooked, for example, in retrospective methods. It also eliminates distortions resulting from interactions (as during face-to-face interviews) and allows for the recording of emotions and assessments—immediately, not after some time (Koopman-Boyden and Richardson 2013).
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Figure 1. Word cloud: fears. 
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Figure 2. Word cloud: transparency. 
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