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Abstract. Research problem: digitalisation has become a central instrument of public-
administration reform, but the online availability of services does not necessarily make administrative
journeys simple, inclusive or trusted. Research gap: comparative e-government studies often
measure digital maturity and portal availability, while giving less attention to how Central European
administrations transform digital access into integrated, accountable and citizen-centred service
journeys. Objective: this article examines how digitalisation can support client- and citizen-centred
public services in Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia and Croatia.
Methodology: the study applies a qualitative comparative design based on documentary analysis
and a structured review of public-administration literature; the analytical framework covers five
dimensions: life-event service design, interoperability and the once-only principle, mobile and
proactive delivery, inclusion and assisted access, and trust governance. Principal findings: the
countries have moved beyond basic portal development, but progress remains uneven because
strengths in digital identity, e-health, connectivity, skills, cybersecurity and life-event reform do not
always coincide. Scientific novelty: the article proposes an integrated framework that links public
value, administrative burden and digital-government maturity, shifting the analysis from the existence
of digital channels to the quality, integration, accessibility and accountability of the full administrative
journey. Practical implications: the study recommends life-event redesign, service-quality
dashboards, institutionalisation of the once-only principle, assisted digital access, accountable
mobile services, workforce reform, regional pilots and trust-by-design mechanisms.

Keywords: public services, citizen-centred services, customer orientation, Central Europe,
digital access, public value.

Introduction
Digital public services have moved from a reform experiment to an ordinary way in which many
citizens meet the state. In Central Europe, public administration is increasingly encountered through
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portals, mobile applications, electronic identification, pre-filled forms, digital health records,
notifications and data exchanges between agencies. This change is not only technical. It changes
how citizens evaluate the state. Legality and formal availability remain essential, but they are now
accompanied by practical questions: Can the service be found and understood? Does the
administration ask for data it already holds? Can the transaction be completed without unnecessary
visits? Is there support for users who cannot complete the process alone? Is personal data used
transparently? Is there a meaningful route to correct errors or challenge decisions?

These questions are often described through the language of client orientation, customer
orientation or citizen-centricity. The terminology is useful, but it is also politically and administratively
sensitive. A citizen dealing with tax, social protection, health insurance, residence registration or a
small-claims procedure is not the same as a private-market customer. Public services are often
compulsory, monopolistic or rights-based. Citizens cannot always choose another provider. A client-
centred approach in public administration should therefore not mean importing consumer logic into
government. It should mean designing public authority in ways that reduce unnecessary burden,
protect rights, strengthen inclusion and produce outcomes that citizens and institutions can
recognize as public value (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2017; Moore, 1995).

Central Europe is a useful regional setting for this discussion. Poland, Czech Republic,
Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia and Croatia are all EU member states and are covered by a common
Digital Decade policy architecture. They are measured through EU-level indicators and share
obligations related to digital public services, interoperability and cross-border access. At the same
time, they differ in administrative traditions, territorial structures, digital-skills profiles, connectivity
gaps, service-design capacity and political-administrative priorities. This combination makes the
region analytically valuable. It avoids a narrow focus on Nordic or Western European digital leaders
and instead shows how digital public-service reform works in administrations where ambition, law,
legacy systems, skills and organisational routines do not always move at the same pace.

The EU eGovernment Benchmark 2025 is particularly relevant because it assesses around
100 key public services connected to nine life events: moving, transport, starting a small claims
procedure, family, career, studying, health, starting a business and regular business operations
(European Commission, 2025a). The life-event approach matters because it is closer to the way
people and businesses experience government. Citizens rarely think in terms of agency mandates.
They experience public administration as a sequence of tasks: having a child, moving house, starting
work, enrolling in education, registering a business, obtaining health services or resolving a legal
problem. A service may be online in the narrow sense and still be difficult if the journey crosses
several institutions, requires repeated documents or lacks clear accountability.

Recent international research has substantially advanced knowledge on digital-government
maturity, user adoption, administrative burden, public value and Al-enabled public administration.
Yet three unresolved issues remain especially important for Central Europe. First, many studies still
assess digital government through aggregate maturity indicators and do not sufficiently trace the
citizen journey across agencies. Second, the relationship between digital tools and public value
remains under-specified when inclusion, contestability and data-governance safeguards are
considered together. Third, Central European cases are often discussed through EU benchmarking
but less often analysed as a regional laboratory where similar EU obligations interact with different
administrative capacities, legacy systems, skills profiles and reform sequences. These gaps justify
a comparative framework that evaluates digitalisation as a governance arrangement rather than as
a list of online services.

The specific contribution of the article is the proposed five-dimensional analytical framework.
Compared with approaches that focus mainly on portal maturity, infrastructure or digital take-up, the
framework combines life-event design, once-only data reuse, mobile and proactive delivery, assisted
access and trust governance. Its advantage is diagnostic: it shows where administrative burden is
reduced, where it is merely shifted to citizens, and where digital integration must be balanced by
transparency, human review and routes to remedy.

The article therefore pursues a clearly defined objective: to explain how digitalisation can
create citizen-centred public value in selected Central European administrations and to identify
governance conditions that make digital services simpler, inclusive and accountable. It asks three
research questions. First, what does the public-administration literature suggest about the
relationship between digitalisation, citizen-centred services and public value? Second, what patterns
can be identified in the digital public-service reforms of selected Central European countries? Third,

International Journal of Economics and Project Management | Ne3, 2026
elSSN 2617-085X



Beyond digital access: citizen-centred public ...

what governance lessons can be drawn for the next generation of digital public-service reform within
the region? The argument is that Central European administrations have largely moved beyond the
first question of whether services can be put online. Their more difficult challenge is whether
digitalisation reduces administrative burden, integrates fragmented service journeys, protects
vulnerable users, makes data use accountable and improves trust.

Literature review

The literature on citizen-centred digital public services brings together several strands of
public-administration scholarship, but these strands do not answer the research problem in the same
way. Client-orientation research emphasises responsiveness and service standards; public-value
theory asks whether digital services create collective value and legitimate outcomes; administrative-
burden scholarship examines how rules and procedures distribute costs between the state and
citizens; and digital-government research focuses on transformation, platforms, interoperability and
data-driven services. A critical synthesis is therefore needed because each approach highlights a
different part of the same reform problem.

The main limitation of the existing literature is not a lack of concepts, but fragmentation among
them. Maturity models can show whether digital channels and key enablers exist, but they may
understate whether users can complete a full journey without repeated proof or institutional handoffs.
Adoption studies explain why citizens use or avoid e-services, but they do not always examine
whether the service itself reproduces administrative silos. Public-value approaches capture
legitimacy and outcomes, but they may remain too broad for operational service redesign.
Administrative-burden theory is stronger at identifying user costs, but it needs to be connected to
interoperability, platform governance and assisted access. This article responds to these limitations
by combining the concepts into a single comparative framework.

The idea that public services should be responsive to users has a long and contested history.
New public management promoted customer orientation, service standards and performance
measurement, arguing that public organisations should become less producer-driven and more
attentive to service users. This legacy remains important because it challenged administrative
cultures that treated internal rules as more important than citizens' experiences. However, it also
created a risk of reducing public administration to service consumption. Public organisations do not
only deliver individual benefits. They allocate rights, impose obligations, protect public goods,
redistribute resources and exercise coercive powers. For this reason, client orientation in public
services must be combined with legality, equity and democratic accountability (Pollitt and Bouckaert,
2017).

Public value theory helps to avoid a narrow interpretation of citizen-centred services. Moore
(1995) argues that public managers create value when they align public purposes, operational
capacity and authorising environments. Later work on public value and digital government shows
that digital services can create value through access, efficiency, transparency, participation, trust
and better outcomes, but these values may also conflict (Bannister and Connolly, 2014;
Twizeyimana and Andersson, 2019). Recent public-service logic research develops this argument
further by showing that value is created or destroyed through interactions among users, public
organisations and service systems rather than through technology alone (Virtanen and Jalonen,
2024; Zyzak and Martinussen, 2024). A faster digital service is not necessarily more valuable if it
excludes users with low digital skills, hides data use or weakens the possibility of human review. The
central question is therefore not whether a service is digital, but what type of value is produced by
the digital arrangement.

Digital-government scholarship has similarly moved beyond the early view of e-government as
publishing information or forms online. Janowski (2015) describes digital-government evolution as a
movement from digitisation and transformation towards contextualisation, where institutional and
societal conditions shape what digital government means in practice. Mergel et al. (2019) define
digital transformation in the public sector as deeper organisational change rather than simple
technology adoption. This interpretation is reinforced by recent systematic work: Haug et al. (2024)
show that digitally induced change in the public sector depends on drivers, implementation
processes and outcomes, while Mergel et al. (2023) emphasise that artificial intelligence in public
administration creates managerial and organisational implementation challenges, not only technical
ones. In public services, the visible portal or mobile application is only the front end of a longer
administrative chain involving legal rules, registers, data standards, back-office processes, frontline
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routines and accountability mechanisms.

Recent literature also strengthens the article’s focus on citizen experience and service
adoption. Studies of e-government adoption show that perceived usefulness, ease of use, trust, data
security, digital skills and satisfaction influence whether users actually adopt electronic services
(llieva et al., 2024; Popescu et al., 2024). These findings are important for Central Europe because
formal online availability may coexist with age, education, rural-urban and skills-based inequalities.
Asmawanti-S et al. (2025) also show that government digital services should be analysed through
both public value theory and citizen perspectives, because the same service can be efficient for
government but burdensome or exclusionary for specific users.

This distinction is central to citizen-centred design. Lindgren et al. (2019) argue that
digitalisation changes public-service encounters by redistributing work between the state, public
employees and users. Some tools reduce effort through pre-filled forms, clear guidance and
automatic data exchange. Other tools move work to citizens, who must interpret rules, upload
documents, correct registry errors or navigate portals that reproduce administrative silos. A citizen-
centred approach should therefore examine the whole journey rather than the attractiveness of the
interface. It asks what citizens must learn, prove, submit, wait for and possibly contest.

Administrative-burden theory is especially useful for such analysis. Herd and Moynihan (2019)
distinguish learning costs, compliance costs and psychological costs. Digitalisation can reduce
learning costs by making information clear and personalised,; it can reduce compliance costs through
data reuse and once-only procedures; and it can reduce psychological costs when services are
predictable and respectful. Yet digitalisation can also create new burdens. Login complexity,
inaccessible design, lack of human support, document-format requirements, uncertainty about
eligibility, fear of data misuse and opaque automated decisions may make a digital service formally
available but practically difficult. A recent systematic review by Hegemann and Ritz (2026) confirms
that digital services can generate administrative burden through technological, organisational and
individual factors, especially for less-resourced users and people with complex needs.

Co-production and co-creation add a further perspective. Public services are not simply
delivered by providers and consumed by passive users. They are experienced and partly produced
through interaction (Osborne et al., 2016; Bovaird and Loeffler, 2012). In digital public services, this
interaction may occur through forms, naotifications, chatbots, help desks, call centres, service centres
and data-exchange systems. Co-production does not mean transferring administrative responsibility
to citizens. It means designing encounters in which users can provide necessary information and
exercise agency without being forced to manage the state's organisational complexity.

The idea of government as a platform also matters. Cordella and Paletti (2019) argue that
platform approaches can support public value when they enable coordination, interoperability and
reuse, but they also require governance. A platform state is not automatically citizen-centred. Shared
infrastructures may make services faster, but they can also make accountability less visible if citizens
do not know which institution is responsible for a problem. Recent empirical work on the digital
transformation of document-management services also shows that public-service digitalisation
depends on organisational integration, process redesign and the alignment of stakeholder
expectations (Szedmak et al., 2025). The same applies to mobile identity, digital wallets and
proactive services. They can reduce burden, but only if users retain control, access to explanations
and routes to remedy.

International policy frameworks increasingly reflect these concerns. The OECD Digital
Government Policy Framework identifies six dimensions of digital government: digital by design,
data-driven public sector, government as a platform, open by default, user-driven and proactiveness
(OECD, 2020). The framework is helpful because it treats digital government as an organisational
and governance question rather than a simple technology programme. The OECD Digital
Government Index also emphasises that digital maturity involves design, delivery, monitoring and
evaluation of public services, not only infrastructure (OECD, 2024). Recent maturity-model research
points in the same direction: Waara (2025) finds that digital-government maturity models do not
always integrate citizens sufficiently, which supports the need to evaluate digitalisation through
citizen inclusion, experience and rights rather than institutional readiness alone.

EU frameworks add a legal and comparative layer. The Single Digital Gateway Regulation
requires easier online access to information, procedures and assistance services across the EU,
and it strengthens the importance of cross-border usability (Regulation (EU) 2018/1724). The
eGovernment Benchmark measures user centricity, transparency, key enablers and cross-border
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mobility, and in 2025 it introduced additional indicators linked to Single Digital Gateway
implementation (European Commission, 2025a). This makes the benchmark more demanding than
a simple count of online services. It asks whether services are findable, usable, interoperable and
available for users who are not domestic residents.

Trust is a final condition. Public trust in digital government is not generated by speed alone. It
depends on reliability, cybersecurity, data protection, understandable communication, visible
accountability and the possibility of complaint or appeal. Trust becomes more important as services
become more proactive and data-driven. If a benefit is granted automatically, burden may fall. If
eligibility is denied because of a hidden data problem, burden may increase. The more invisible the
administrative process becomes, the more visible safeguards and accountability should be.

Existing studies make important contributions, but they also leave a gap that is relevant for the
selected region. Much of the comparative literature either concentrates on digital leaders or analyses
e-government maturity through aggregated indicators. Recent studies have strengthened
understanding of digitally induced organisational change, Al implementation, citizen adoption,
maturity assessment, administrative burden and public-service logic, yet less attention is given to
how Central European administrations translate EU-level digital-government obligations into citizen-
centred service journeys under conditions of uneven skKills, institutional fragmentation and varying
administrative capacity. The proposed framework contributes to this debate by treating digital public
services as a configuration of design, data reuse, delivery channels, inclusion and accountability
rather than as a single maturity score.

Materials and methods

The article uses a qualitative comparative design based on documentary analysis and a
structured literature review. The aim is not to rank countries or to construct a statistical model. The
aim is analytical lesson-drawing: identifying patterns that explain how Central European countries
are moving from digital availability towards citizen-centred service quality. Such an approach is
appropriate because the selected cases share an EU-level policy environment but differ in
administrative capacity, skills, infrastructure, institutional fragmentation and reform priorities.

The selected cases are Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia and Croatia.
Their selection follows a most-similar systems logic combined with purposeful variation. They are
comparable because all six are EU member states operating under the Digital Decade, Single Digital
Gateway and eGovernment Benchmark policy environment, and all have post-socialist
administrative legacies in which legal modernisation, EU conditionality and inherited organisational
routines interact. At the same time, they vary in analytically useful ways: Poland has visible strengths
in digital identity and e-health but continuing skills gaps; Czech Republic has strong 5G coverage
and digital inclusion but needs deeper business and service transformation; Slovakia has a life-
situations roadmap but below-average digital public-service performance; Hungary has strong
infrastructure and e-health access but uneven wider digitalisation; Slovenia has developed
infrastructure but skills constraints; and Croatia has progressed in infrastructure and cybersecurity
while still facing inclusion and SME challenges (European Commission, 2025c; 2025d; 2025e; 2025f;
2025g; 2025h). This combination allows the article to compare cases that share a common policy
framework while differing in the mechanisms through which digitalisation becomes, or fails to
become, citizen-centred public value.

The materials analysed in the study are organised into three groups. The first group consists
of academic literature on digital government, public value, administrative burden, co-production,
interoperability and public-service design. The second group consists of international and EU-level
policy sources, especially the OECD Digital Government Policy Framework, the OECD Digital
Government Index, the State of the Digital Decade 2025 and the eGovernment Benchmark 2025.
The third group consists of country-level European Commission materials for the six selected states,
supplemented by legal context from the Single Digital Gateway Regulation.

Data collection was conducted through a structured documentary review. First, the study
identified concepts that define citizen-centred digital public services in the scholarly literature.
Second, it extracted country-level evidence from EU Digital Decade materials and benchmark
reports. Third, it compared the six cases across a common analytical framework. The analysis
focused on institutional patterns rather than isolated numerical scores, because the central question
concerns the governance conditions under which digital availability becomes citizen-centred public
value.
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The analytical framework has five dimensions. They were selected because they captured the
transition from online availability to citizen-centred public value. Life-event service design focuses
on whether services are organised around citizen and business journeys rather than agency
structures. Interoperability and the once-only principle focus on whether public bodies reuse data
lawfully and reduce repeated document requests. Mobile and proactive delivery considers whether
new channels reduce effort while preserving control and contestability. Inclusion and assisted access
examine whether digital services work for users with limited skills, disabilities, territorial barriers or
complex needs. Trust governance considers whether users can understand data use, accountability
and routes to remedy (Table 1).

Table 1. Analytical framework for citizen-centred digital public services

Dimension Operational meaning Evidence to examine Main risk
Life-event Services are organised Number of steps, completion | Online services
service design around the citizen or time, documents requested, reproduce institutional
business journey rather handoffs between agencies, silos.
than agency structures. plain-language guidance.
Interoperability The state lawfully reuses Pre-filled forms, eliminated Data reuse becomes
and once-only data it already holds and certificates, registry quality, opaque or errors are
does not require citizens data-sharing rules, correction | transferred to users.
to move information procedures.
between agencies.
Mobile and Mobile identity, Mobile completion rate, Mobile access becomes
proactive notifications and proactive | delegated access, opt-out the only practical route
delivery services reduce burden mechanisms, appeal routes, | to services.
while preserving user service-history visibility.
control.
Inclusion and Digital services remain Accessibility testing, assisted | Online availability hides
assisted access | usable for people with low | sessions, rural access points, | unequal practical
skills, disabilities, rural disaggregated satisfaction access.
access barriers or and failure rates.
language needs.
Trust Users can understand how | Data-use logs, cybersecurity | Seamless services
governance data are used, who is reporting, complaint become opaque and
accountable and how to handling, human review and | difficult to challenge.
correct or contest algorithmic/automation audit.
decisions.
Source: Authors’ synthesis based on OECD (2020), Janowski (2015), Mergel et al. (2019), Lindgren et al.
(2019), European Commission (2025a) and Regulation (EU) 2018/1724

The framework deliberately avoids treating digitalisation as a single variable. A country may
have a strong portal but weak interoperability, high mobile uptake but limited assisted access,
sophisticated identity tools but low trust, or strong legal foundations but fragmented implementation.
The value of the framework is that it separates these dimensions while also showing their
interdependence. Proactive services, for example, depend on interoperability, but they are legitimate
only if trust governance, data-correction mechanisms and human review are also available.

The method has limitations that should be acknowledged explicitly. First, documentary analysis
depends on the availability, comparability and framing of official and secondary sources; country
reports may emphasise national priorities and may not capture all local implementation problems.
Second, EU-level indicators are valuable for comparison but can simplify complex administrative
journeys and may not reveal the lived experience of users who encounter errors, exceptions or
accessibility barriers. Third, the absence of original empirical validation through surveys, interviews,
service-log analysis or in-depth case studies means that the article identifies plausible governance
patterns and policy implications rather than causal effects. Fourth, the study does not test the
proposed framework through direct measurement of specific life events. These limitations are partly
mitigated by triangulating academic literature, EU and OECD policy sources and country-level
reports, but they also define a clear agenda for future empirical research.
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Results and discussion

The EU Digital Decade creates a common reform horizon for Central European digital public
services. The eGovernment Benchmark 2025 assesses the digital transformation of around 100 key
public services across nine life events, and for the first time measures all life events annually
(European Commission, 2025a). The State of the Digital Decade 2025 provides country reports and
fact pages that describe progress towards the 2030 digital targets and identify country-specific
strengths and weaknesses (European Commission, 2025b). Together these sources show that
Central Europe is no longer at the stage of simply creating online portals. The central issue is how
to make digital public services interoperable, user-friendly, cross-border, inclusive and trusted.

The first regional pattern is the growing importance of life-event thinking. The eGovernment
Benchmark evaluates service journeys in areas such as family, career, health, study, moving and
business creation (European Commission, 2025a). This approach exposes a persistent weakness
of public administration: services are often institutionally fragmented even when their front ends are
online. A citizen may complete one step digitally but still need to obtain certificates, contact another
office, understand a separate procedure or wait for inter-agency confirmation. Central European
administrations are therefore under pressure to move from digital forms to integrated service
journeys.

The second pattern is the uneven relationship between infrastructure and service quality.
Several countries have strong connectivity or advanced digital infrastructures, but this does not
automatically lead to integrated or citizen-centred services. The Czech Republic benefits from
nationwide 5G coverage and progress in digital skills, but the country report also emphasises the
need to accelerate fibre and very high-capacity network rollout, especially in rural areas, and to
strengthen cybersecurity preparedness (European Commission, 2025d). Hungary has solid digital
infrastructure and above-average access to e-health records, yet broader digitalisation of businesses
and public services remains uneven (European Commission, 2025f). Infrastructure is therefore a
condition of service quality, not a substitute for service redesign.

The third pattern is the continuing importance of digital skills and assisted access. Poland's
country report notes that digital identification means are widely provided and online access to
medical records is a strength but also highlights low digital skills and marked urban-rural and age
differences (European Commission, 2025c). Slovenia can rely on developed infrastructure, but it
lags in digital skills and faces a shortage of ICT specialists (European Commission, 2025g).
Slovakia's younger generation shows promising digital skills, while structural barriers and
fragmented skills policies hinder wider progress (European Commission, 2025e). These cases show
that digital public-service reform cannot be separated from skills, inclusion and user support.

The fourth pattern is that cross-border and transparency issues remain difficult. Slovakia's
Digital Decade reporting indicates that performance in digital public services is below the EU
average, especially for cross-border users, and recommends increasing the transparency and
availability of digital public services (European Commission, 2025e). This is significant because the
EU's digital single market requires public services to work not only for domestic users but also for
mobile citizens, residents, students and businesses. Cross-border usability is a high test of
administrative maturity: it requires identity recognition, multilingual information, compatible data
structures and clear procedures.

The fifth pattern is the strengthening of trust-related concerns. Croatia has made strong
progress in digital infrastructure and cybersecurity, while also facing challenges in SME digitalisation
and advanced technology uptake (European Commission, 2025h). Poland has deployed measures
to enhance cybersecurity across different levels of government (European Commission, 2025c). The
Czech Republic's country report recommends strengthening cybersecurity preparedness,
particularly in critical infrastructure sectors (European Commission, 2025d). These findings show
that digital public services are increasingly treated as part of resilience and security policy. Trust is
not an external communication issue. It is embedded in cybersecurity, data governance and
accountability.

Poland illustrates a reform path in which digital identity, mobile access and health-related
digital services have become visible elements of everyday public administration. The country report
states that digital identification means are widely provided by government and that online access to
medical records places Poland among the leaders in this area (European Commission, 2025c). At
the same time, Poland faces low digital skills and differences by age and urban-rural location. The
policy lesson is that a strong digital identity ecosystem can support convenience and trust, but it
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cannot by itself ensure inclusion. Mobile and identity tools should be accompanied by skills policies,
assisted access and monitoring of service failure rates across user groups.

The Czech Republic presents a somewhat different profile. It benefits from strong nationwide
5G coverage and progress in digital skills, with relatively small gender and rural-urban gaps in basic
digital skills (European Commission, 2025d). The same reporting identifies weaknesses in very high-
capacity network rollout, business transformation and digital civic participation. The Czech Republic
therefore illustrates a common feature of digital reform: progress in one layer does not eliminate
gaps in another. Strong connectivity and skills can coexist with incomplete service integration, limited
civic participation and cybersecurity needs.

Slovakia is notable for the adoption of a roadmap for digitalising administrative procedures for
16 priority life situations in 2024 (European Commission, 2025e). This is directly relevant to the
citizen-centred agenda because it recognises that people experience administration through
situations rather than institutions. Yet Slovakia also illustrates the difficulty of implementation. Its
digital infrastructure lags EU average levels, particularly in rural areas, and its performance in digital
public services is below the EU average, especially for cross-border users (European Commission,
2025e). The Slovak case shows that life-event reform must be matched with infrastructure,
governance capacity and user-friendly implementation.

Hungary shows the importance of distinguishing infrastructure from transformation. The 2025
country report describes very good digital infrastructure and above-average access to e-health
records, but it also notes that digitalisation of businesses still lags EU peers, and that broader public-
service digitalisation requires acceleration (European Commission, 2025f). Hungary therefore raises
a question relevant across the region: whether sectoral digital successes can be translated into
cross-government simplification. E-health achievements are important, but they do not automatically
redesign social, business, tax, education or local-government services.

Slovenia combines well-developed digital infrastructure with a skills challenge. Its country
report notes activity in cutting-edge technology projects, including quantum, semiconductors, cloud
and Al, while also identifying digital skills and ICT specialist shortages (European Commission,
2025g). This combination is important because technologically ambitious states may still face
practical service-delivery limits if users and public servants lack relevant capabilities. Citizen-centred
digital services require not only advanced projects but also everyday competence in process
mapping, plain language, accessibility, data protection and problem resolution.

Croatia has made strong progress in digital infrastructure and cybersecurity and has improved
digital public services, while continuing to face challenges in SME digitalisation and advanced
technology uptake (European Commission, 2025h). The country also illustrates the relationship
between public services and wider digital transformation. If citizens and businesses are expected to
use digital public services, then public-sector reform must be connected to digital skills, enterprise
digitalisation, local infrastructure and trust in digital systems. Public service digitalisation is not an
isolated administrative agenda (Table 2).

Table 2. Comparative patterns in selected Central European countries

Case Relevant pattern Implication

Poland Wide provision of digital identification and Digital identity and e-health can
strong online access to medical records, support convenience, but skills and
combined with low digital skills and age assisted access remain essential.
and urban-rural differences.

The Czech Strong 5G coverage and progress in digital | Connectivity helps, but citizen-

Republic skills, with remaining needs in fibre rollout, centred service quality still requires
business transformation and cybersecurity. | integration, resilience and service

redesign.

Slovakia Roadmap for 16 priority life situations, but Life-event reform is promising but
digital public-service performance remains | must be matched with
below the EU average, especially for cross- | implementation capacity and cross-
border users. border usability.

Hungary Very good digital infrastructure and above- | Sectoral digital success should be
average e-health access, alongside uneven | translated into cross-government
business and public-service digitalisation. simplification.

Slovenia Well-developed digital infrastructure and Technological ambition must be
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Case Relevant pattern Implication

advanced technology projects, but digital matched by user capability and
skills and ICT specialist shortages persist. public-sector skills.

Croatia Progress in infrastructure and Security and infrastructure gains
cybersecurity, with continuing challenges in | should be connected to inclusive
SME digitalisation and advanced service use and business-facing
technology uptake. services.

Source: Authors’ synthesis from European Commission Digital Decade country reports (European

Commission, 2025c¢; 2025d; 2025e; 2025f; 2025g; 2025h)

The comparison suggests that Central European digital public-service maturity is not linear. A
country can perform well in mobile identity and e-health while facing digital-skills gaps. Another can
have strong 5G coverage but weaknesses in fibre rollout, business digitalisation or public-service
integration. A third can adopt a life-situations roadmap while still underperforming in cross-border
availability. This unevenness is analytically important. It prevents a simplistic narrative in which digital
government develops through identical stages everywhere (Figure 1).

A
p |T
& Io_
ILife only
Online ™ events
Portal and apps for Lawful data reuse “Trust, inclusion and
remole access around use needs across agencies social rights

Figure 1 — Citizen-centred maturity pathway for digital public services
(Source: authors.)

The Figure 1 is used as an interpretive model rather than a decorative summary. It shows that
the pathway from digital availability to citizen-centred public value is sequential but not automatic:
portals and apps create access; life-event redesign connects services around user needs; once-only
data reuse reduces repeated proof; and public value emerges only when trust, inclusion and
accountability are built into the journey.

This synthesis reduces a possible descriptive reading of the country evidence. The comparison
indicates that Central European maturity is uneven across layers. The technical layer includes
portals, e-ID, mobile applications, registers, APIs, cybersecurity and infrastructure. The
organisational layer includes process redesign, inter-agency agreements, service ownership, data-
guality responsibilities and workforce skills. The normative layer includes rights, transparency,
accessibility, appeal, inclusion and public value. Countries may advance in one layer while remaining
weaker in another; therefore digital-government success should not be inferred from infrastructure
or portal availability alone.

The analytical implication is that channel availability and journey completion are different
reform outcomes. A service may be mobile-responsive, accessible through e-ID and described on a
portal, but still require users to upload certificates, interpret eligibility rules, contact separate agencies
or wait for manual confirmation. For this reason, evaluation should include completion rates, time to
resolution, number of documents requested, frequency of in-person visits, complaint rates, appeal
outcomes, accessibility compliance and satisfaction among different user groups. These indicators
shift the discussion from descriptive digitalisation to measurable burden reduction.

The once-only and mobile/proactive dimensions should also be interpreted as administrative-
rights issues. Once-only implementation is legitimate only when data reuse is lawful, understandable
and correctable. Mobile delivery is citizen-centred only when it improves service visibility without
becoming the only practical route to the state. Trust governance is therefore not an external
communication issue but a core design requirement: data-use logs, cybersecurity safeguards,
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accountable service ownership, complaint channels, human review and audit mechanisms must
remain visible even when the front end appears seamless.

Poalicy lessons for Central European public administrations follow from the comparison. They
translate the analytical findings into practical reform directions for governments and public managers.

Table 3. Systematised policy recommendations for citizen-centred digital public
services

Recommendation Implementation mechanism Expected public-service value

Life-event redesign Map end-to-end journeys for high- Fewer handoffs, shorter completion
volume events before adding new digital | time and clearer service ownership.
features.

Service-quality Publish operational indicators on steps, Continuous simplification and public

dashboards documents, completion rates, accountability beyond benchmark
complaints, appeals and accessibility. scores.

Once-only Audit document requests and remove Lower compliance costs and fewer

institutionalisation those already available in registers repeated proofs for citizens and
where lawful. businesses.

Permanent assisted Provide support through service centres, | Inclusion for older users, rural

access libraries, local offices, call centres and residents, people with disabilities
trained intermediaries. and low-skill users.

Accountable mobile Show pending applications, deadlines, Convenience without loss of

services data-use history, delegated access and transparency or contestability.
appeal routes in mobile accounts.

Workforce reform Train mixed teams in service design, Organisational capacity to manage
data protection, accessibility, plain exceptions and improve user
language and service recovery. experience.

Regional/local pilots Test redesigned journeys in different Evidence-based scaling that
territorial contexts before national reflects connectivity, staffing and
scaling. skills differences.

Trust-by-design Embed data-use logs, human review, Higher legitimacy for integrated,
cybersecurity safeguards and complaint | proactive and data-driven services.
mechanisms into service journeys.

Source: Authors’ synthesis based on the comparative findings and analytical framework.

The first lesson is to adopt life-event redesign as a formal reform method. Governments should
select a small number of high-volume or high-impact life events, such as birth of a child, moving
residence, unemployment, starting a business, studying, health care access or small-claims
procedures. For each life event, reform teams should map all agency contacts, document requests,
data exchanges, payments, waiting periods, eligibility checks and points of failure. The aim should
be to redesign the journey before adding new digital features. Otherwise, digitalisation risks
preserving the same administrative complexity in a more convenient channel.

The second lesson is to develop public service-quality dashboards. Existing EU indicators are
valuable, but domestic administrations need operational indicators that are meaningful for managers
and citizens. Such dashboards should include completion time, number of steps, number of
documents requested, online and mobile completion rates, in-person visit requirements, error rates,
complaint rates, appeal outcomes, accessibility compliance and user satisfaction disaggregated by
age, education, disability, location and business type where possible. The purpose is not decorative
ranking but continuous simplification.

The third lesson is to institutionalise the once-only principle. Each country should audit high-
volume services and classify document requests into three categories: legally necessary and not
available to the state; already available in a public register; or unnecessary. Requests in the second
and third categories should be removed from citizen-facing procedures wherever lawful. At the same
time, correction mechanisms should be strengthened. A citizen should not have to solve data-quality
conflicts between agencies without institutional support.

The fourth lesson is to preserve assisted access as a permanent part of digital government.
Assisted digital support should be provided through service centres, local government offices,
libraries, call centres and trained intermediaries. It should be treated as a component of inclusion,
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not as a temporary transition tool. The Central European evidence on digital skills, rural gaps and
older users shows that online availability is not the same as practical access. A service that works
only for confident digital users is not citizen-centred.

The fifth lesson is to make mobile services accountable. Mobile applications should not
become only catalogues of services. They should help citizens understand their administrative
relationship with the state: pending applications, deadlines, eligibility notifications, submitted
documents, data-use histories, delegated authority, complaint options and appeal routes. Such an
approach would turn mobile access into a public-service account and make administrative action
more transparent.

The sixth lesson is to connect digital public services with workforce reform. Public servants
should be trained not only in new systems but also in process mapping, plain language, accessibility,
data protection, service recovery and complaint handling. Mixed teams should bring together legal
experts, service designers, IT specialists, data stewards and frontline staff. Without such capacity,
digital transformation remains dependent on technology suppliers and central IT units while everyday
administrative culture changes slowly.

The seventh lesson is to use regional and local pilots before national scaling. Central European
countries have territorial diversity and differences between urban and rural users. Pilots in different
regions can show whether a life-event service works under varying conditions of connectivity, staff
capacity, user skills and institutional cooperation. Scaling should follow evidence of reduced burden
and maintained inclusion, not only technical readiness.

The eighth lesson is to treat trust governance as part of service design. Digital services should
clearly show how data are used, which institution is responsible, how citizens can correct errors and
how decisions can be challenged. For proactive or automated elements, public administrations
should provide human review, audit and explanation mechanisms. Trust should be designed into the
service journey rather than handled afterwards through communication campaigns.

Conclusion

Digitalisation can make public services more client- and citizen-centred, but it does not do so
automatically. The Central European experience shows that online availability, mobile access and
digital identity are necessary but insufficient. The decisive question is whether digitalisation changes
the administrative journey: fewer unnecessary steps, lawful reuse of data, clearer responsibility,
better inclusion, transparent safeguards and visible routes for complaint and appeal.

Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia and Croatia show different strengths
and weaknesses. Poland demonstrates the importance of digital identity and e-health but also the
persistence of skills gaps. The Czech Republic illustrates the coexistence of strong connectivity and
remaining transformation needs. Slovakia shows the promise of life-situation reform and the difficulty
of implementation. Hungary highlights the gap between infrastructure and broader service
transformation. Slovenia shows that advanced technology ambition must be matched by human
capabilities. Croatia demonstrates progress in infrastructure and cybersecurity while reminding
policymakers that inclusion and SME digitalisation remain essential.

The scientific contribution of the article is conceptual and comparative. Conceptually, it links
three debates that are often treated separately: public value, administrative burden and digital-
government maturity. Comparatively, it applies this synthesis to six Central European cases that
share EU digital-government obligations but differ in skills, infrastructure, cybersecurity emphasis,
service integration and reform sequencing. The framework therefore contributes to the literature by
explaining why digital availability should be considered only the first stage of citizen-centred reform.

The framework also has practical value because it can be used as a diagnostic tool by public
managers. It allows administrations to ask not only whether a service is online, but whether it is
organised around a life event, whether the state reuses data lawfully, whether mobile or proactive
delivery preserves user control, whether assisted access is available, and whether trust safeguards
are visible. In this respect, the study advances current knowledge by translating broad citizen-
centred principles into operational reform dimensions.

Future research should empirically validate the framework through user surveys, interviews
with public servants, accessibility testing, service-log analysis and comparative case studies of
specific life events. A particularly useful next step would be to compare the citizen journey for one
service, such as birth registration, moving residence or starting a small business, using the same
measurement template across the six cases. Such research would test whether the proposed
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dimensions predict actual burden reduction, inclusion and trust outcomes, and would help move
comparative digital-government scholarship from maturity description towards evidence of public
value creation.
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Acet BAKTUAPOB
J1.H. l'ymunee ambiHdarbl Eypa3usi ynmmbiK yHUgepcumemi
AcmaHa, KaszakcmaH

AHOamna. 3epmmey maceneci: yugppnaHobipy memmekemmik 6ackapy peghopmachkiHbiH MaHbI30b!
KyparsnblHa alHanfaHbIMeH, KbismemmepdiH oHnalH KomkemimOi 605ybl azamMammbiH OKIMWIrIK XXOrbiH
asmomammbl mypde KapanalibiM, UHKI03uemi oHe ceHiMOi emneltdi. 3epmmey  OfKbIbIFbI:
canbicmbipMaribl 371eKMPOHObIK yKiMem 3epmmeynepi kebiHe yupbik xeminy meH nopmandapdbiH bap-
XofbiH 6aranaliOsl, an OpmarnbiK Eypona akiMwinikmepiHiH uugbprbiK KormkemimoOinikmi uHmeapayusinaHraH,
ecern bepemiH xoHe azamamka bOarOapriaHfraH Kbiamem xosidapbiHa Kanal aliHanobipambiHbl XemKimikmi
awnblnmatosl. MakanaHblH Mmakcamsi: [Nonbwa, Yexus, Crnosakus, BeHepus, CrioseHus xeHe Xopeamusidarbl
K/IUEHMKe XXoHe alamamka bardapniaHraH Memsiekemmik KbiamemmepOdi dambimyda uyughpriaHObIpyObiH
peniH manday. OO0icHama: 3epmmey KyXammblk manday MeH Memrekemmik backapy o0ebuemiH
KypbinbiMOarniFaH worlyra HeaisdeneeH cananblK calnbiCmbipMarbl 0u3aliHObl KoridaHalbl, aHaumukarsbiK
Heei3 bec enuwemoi Kammuobl: eMipiiiK xardalinapra HezaiddenzeH Kbiamem Ou3alHbl, UHmeponepabenboinik
JxoHe Oepekmepdi 6ip pem ycbiHy Karudambl, MObBUbOI XeHE NMpPoakmuemi KbI3Mem Kepcemy, UHKITH03UsI MEeH
cytiemendeHemid Kommkemimoinik, coHOal-aK ceHim backapybl. Hezizai Homuxenep endep b6a3asnbiK
nopmandap Ke3eHiHeH emkeHiH, bipaK uugpnblk calikecmeHdipy, e-health, 6alnaHbic, Oardbinap,
kubepkayincislik xoHe life-event pegpopmanapel 6olibiHwa inzepiney 6ipkenki emec ekeHiH kepcemeoi.
fbInbIMU XaHarblfbl KoFamMObIK KyHOBIMBIK, 9KIMWINIK XyYKmeMe XoHe yuchpribiK yKimem xeminyi macindepiH
6ipikmipin, mandaydb! yughprbiK apHanapObiH 60s1ybIHaH MOJIbIK OKIMLWITIK X010bIH canackl, UHMezapayusichbl,
KormkemimOiniiei xoHe ecenminieiHe kewipyiHOe. [lpakmukanbiK MaHbI3bl emipnik xarlaunapdbl Kalma
X)obanay, KblamMem canacbiHbiH raHesnb0epiH eHaidy, once-only kKarudambiH UHCMUMYyUUOHan0aHObIpy,
cytiemendeHemin yughpribiKk KosmkemiMmOinik xoHe trust-by-design memikmepiH ycbiHyOa KepiHedi.

TyliH ce3pep: MeMNeKeTTIK KbIBMeTTep, azaMaTka bargapnaHfaH KblaMeTTep, KIMeHTke OargapnaHy,
OpTtanbik Eypona, undpnbIk KOImKeTiMAinik, KoFaMmablk KYHAbIMbIK.
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AHnHOmauus. lNpobnema uccriedo8aHUs 3aKoYaemess 8 moM, Ymo yughpoesusayust cmarna Kio4esbivM
UHCMpPYyMeHmMoM peghopMbi 20Cy0apCmeeHHO20 yrpasrieHusi, OOHaKo OHalH-00CMmyrHoCMb ycrye He
eapaHmupyem npocmomal, UHK/IIO3UBHOCMU U 008epusi K adMuHUCMpPamueHOMY rymu 2paxx0aHuHa.
Uccnedosamernbckuli npobesr cocmoum 8 MmMOM, 4YmO CpasHUMEsIbHbIE UCC1e008aHUsT 3N1EKMPOHHO20
npasumersnibcmea 4Yauwje oueHusarom Uyugposyo 3pesiocmb U Haaudue rnopmarnos, Ho Hedocmamo4YyHO
packpblearom, kKak cmpaHbl LlenmpanbHot Eeporibi npespaljarom yugposolt docmyr 8 UHMeepupo8aHHhble,
nodomyemHble U YEI08EKOUEHMPUYHbIE CEPBUCHbIE Mapwpymsl. Llens cmambu - onpedenums, Kak
uughbposu3ayusi Moxem criocobcmeogams pa3guUMUIO KITUEHMOOPUEHMUPOBAHHbIX 20CyJapCmEeHHbIX yCrlye
8 lNonbwe, Yexuu, Cnosakuu, BeHepuu, CrnoseHuu u Xopgamuu. Memodornoaus ocHogaHa Ha Ka4eCmeeHHOM
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cpasHumersnbHoM Ou3aliHe, OOKyMeHmarnbHOM aHasnu3e U CmpyKkmypuposaHHOM o063ope numepamypbl;
aHanumuyeckasi pamka eKmo4Yaem Mamb U3MepeHul: Ou3alH yciya 0 XU3HEeHHbIM cumyauyusm,
UHmMeponepabeibHOCMb U MPUHYUN 0OHOKpamHo20 npedocmasrnieHusi 0aHHbIX, MOBUILHOE U poakmugHoe
npedocmasrneHue ycrye, UHK3UK U cornposoxdaembili docmyr, a makxe yrpasrneHue 0osepuem.
OcHosHble pe3ynbmamhbl 10Kasbigaom, 4Ymo cmpaHbl peauoHa eblwsu 3a npedesnsi 6a308020 pa3sumusi
rnopmaros, HO UX Mpospecc ocmaemcsi HepasHOMepPHbIM. HayuyHasi Hogu3Ha 3ak/odaemcsi 8 UHmeepayuu
nodxo0os obwecmeeHHoU ueHHocmu, adMuHUCmpamusHoOU Hagpy3Kku U yugposol 3pesocmu O51s1 aHanu3a
Kayecmea rnosiHo2o adMUHUCMPamueHO20 rymu, a He MoJIbKO Hannuyusi Yughposbix kaHanos. lpakmuyeckasi
3Ha4YUMOCMb 8bipa)xxaemcsi 8 peKoMeHOauusix no peodulaliHy XU3HEHHbIX cumyayul, 6HeOPEHUIO
rnokasameneli kadyecmea ycnye, pasgumuro npuHyuna once-only, conposoxdaemomy docmyny U
MexaHu3Mmam dosepusi-by-design.

KnioueBble cnoea: rocyaapCTBeHHbIE ycnyru, YeroBEKOLEHTPUYHbIE ycnyru,
KNMEHTOOPUEHTUPOBaHHOCTb, LieHTpanbHasa EBpona, umdppoBor 4octyn, obLLecTBeHHasa LLeHHOCTb.
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