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Abstract. Local governments have increasingly been applying an open and
collaborative approach towards public management during the last years.
Accordingly, they aim at increasing accessibility by releasing public data and
providing participative decision-making arenas. ‘Open government’ has also
been implemented in Austrian municipalities. This paper takes stock of the
current status of open government implementation in Austria by analyzing
survey data from city managers. Findings indicate that Austrian municipalities
choose releasing public data over involving citizens in decision-making.
Although public managers seem to value the principles of an open government,
a successful implementation of open government is hampered by resource
constraints.
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1 Introduction

Decreasing levels of public trust, low citizen satisfaction with the political-
administrative system, and a changing political landscape are challenging govern-
ment institutions, public sector organizations, and political parties alike. These
acceptance and legitimacy problems assert pressure on the political-administrative
system to change and innovate the present process of public service delivery and
policy-making. In fact, various public institutions respond to these challenges by
providing citizens free access to public data and possibilities of participative decision-
making.

Various scholars (e.g. [13, 16, 17, 20]) gave promising results of ‘open innovation’
as used in the public sector. They suggested that online platforms, social media, and
mobile applications are leveraged to enhance the dialogue between government and
citizens. Knowledge flows in digital platforms further hold great potential for value-
creation both for society and participants [16]. The implementation of open government
was, however, only investigated by pointing to specific open government projects or
best practices so far (e.g. [20]). Unfortunately, research has not yet examined to what
extent open government is implemented across local governments, independent from
size. Consequently, one cannot formulate more general statements on factors
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facilitating or hampering open government implementation. Moreover, there is little
research on city managers’ perceptions on open government [4, 25].

This paper thus contributes to the research on open government by taking stock of
open government implementation in Austrian municipalities. It intends to evaluate the
current status of adoption, analyze municipalities’ capability for implementation, and
shed light on city managers’ attitudes towards governmental openness.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: In Sect. 2, we introduce the
concept of open government. Section 3 describes the data and method used in this
study. In Sect. 4, empirical findings are presented. Section 5 encompasses a discussion
of our findings, gives implications of this research, and points to limitations and
avenues for further research.

2 Open Government

Open government as a ‘multilateral, political, and social process’ [23, p. 2] is widely
understood as a concept that transforms governments and is meant to connect gov-
ernment with citizens who are supposed to introduce innovative solutions based on
their local knowledge and experience [18]. Meijer, Curtin, and Hillebrandt [15] asso-
ciate open government with citizens’ vision of ‘what is going on inside government’
and their voice in interactive terms, the term denotes governmental activities for the
benefit of transparency, participative decision-making, and collaborative activities
between policymakers and citizens (e.g. [3, 12]). An ‘open government’ thus encom-
passes an increased level of openness in terms of information and decision-making and
can be seen as the comprehensive redesign of politics and administrative activities
according to the principles of modern public management and public governance (see
Fig. 1).

The public sector utilizes various ways to promote transparency of government
action, accessibility of government services and information as well as the integration
of externals by leveraging modern information and communication technology [11, 13,
15–17, 23]. Significantly, opening government to the public sphere requires a border
crossing for the respective public organizations, meaning that new forms of cooperation
are implemented and external sources of knowledge are consulted for specific issues
[8]. More typical forms of participation such as elections and referendums fail to
adequately transfer either knowledge or needs from society to government. Openness
and free access to information, however, facilitate the interaction between government
and civil society and promote a participatory government [14]. Citizens and experts
provide know-how that governments then apply in problem solving and draw on when
developing innovative strategies and policies [13, 21].

With this in mind, integrating citizens into organizational processes and govern-
mental decision may result in various benefits. First, applying open government is
assumed to enhance government-citizen relation. Opening up government improves
perceptions of fairness among the public, strengthens democracy insofar as personal
responsibility and public spirit can be enhanced, democratic accountability, and trust in
government [7, 10]. Second, openness in the public sector may lead to advantages for
public administration and its organizational processes, as the new approach benefits
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organizational and policy performance [6, 18], efficiency and effectiveness of public
services and governmental procedures [16, 18, 23] as well as quality enhancements [9,
16, 19]. In summary, open government activities are assumed to enhance public value.

3 Data and Methods

To explore the current status of open government implementation in Austria, we col-
lected survey data in Austrian municipalities. Austria is a federal state consisting of
nine regions and 2,100 local governments1. Municipalities are characterized by local
autonomy, which means that they are governed by a local council with the mayor as its
head. The mayor is elected by the local council or local inhabitants for five or six years.
Whereas the mayor represents the political decision-maker of local government, the
city manager or chief executive officer is subject to directives from the mayor and
responsible for operational matters. In November 2016, city managers of all Austrian
municipalities received an online questionnaire with a number of closed questions.
235 city managers completed the questionnaire.

4 Findings

4.1 Sample Description

Table 1 summarizes key characteristics of the sample population, and contrasts it from
the Austrian population. Expect for Vienna, individuals from all federal states respond
to our survey invitation. The greatest share of respondents are from Upper Austria as

TRANSPARENCY
free access to governmental data
e.g. USAspending.gov, data.gv.at

PARTICIPATION
ac ve par cipa on in decision-making

e.g. par cipatory budget

COLLABORATION
integra on in administra ve processes, 

public value crea on, co-crea on
e.g. idea compe on

Open Data

Open Innova on

Fig. 1. Open government [20]

1 At the time of the analysis, Austria had 2,100 municipalities.
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the second largest federal state. Furthermore, the sample varies among municipal size.
About one third of all respondents work in small municipalities, one third in large
municipalities, and one third is in between. In addition, the level of debt of sample
municipalities is comparable to the actual Austrian distribution. Consequently, we
conclude that the survey sample resembles the Austrian structure of municipalities in
terms of federal state, municipal size, and level of debt.

4.2 Open Government Implementation in Austrian Municipalities

In order to evaluate the status of open government implementation in Austria, we
developed a list with practices associated with open government. Figure 2 illustrates
the survey results and indicates if the responding municipality has already implemented
a practice, is intended to implement it, or is not willing to take action.

First, findings show that the status of implementation greatly varies across
municipalities. For example, 63 municipalities use social media channels to commu-
nicate with citizens, whereas 132 municipalities have no intention to set up a social
media account. Second, the results indicate a great difference in the implementation
status in terms of type of practice. On the one hand, the majority of city managers
report to exchange with other municipalities, release public data on open data portal,

Table 1. Sample description

Sample
distribution

Austrian
distribution

Federal state
Burgenland 12 (5.11%) 171 (8.14%)
Carinthia 20 (8.51%) 132 (6.29%)
Lower Austria 58 (24.68%) 573 (27.29%)
Upper Austria 80 (34.04%) 442 (21.05%)
Salzburg 15 (6.38%) 119 (5.67%)
Styria 20 (8.51%) 287 (13.67%)
Tyrol 21 (8.94%) 279 (13.29%)
Vorarlberg 9 (3.83%) 96 (4.57%)
Vienna – 1
Municipal size
Small 80 (34.04%) 830 (39.52%)
Intermediate 91 (38.72%) 721 (34.33%)
Large 64 (27.23%) 549 (26.14%)
Level of debt per capita
Low 144 (61.28%) 1364 (64.95%)
Intermediate 59 (25.11%) 409 (19.70%)
High 32 (13.62%) 303 (14.60%)
Observations 235 2,100

Source: Statistics Austria
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0% 50% 100%

Consulta on of ci zens concerning budget plans (e.g.
online par cipatory budget)

Post mee ngs (e.g. local council mee ngs) or events (e.g.
municipal events) via video livestream

Public consulta on concerning collabora ve agenda
planning (e.g. digital agenda planning)

Obtain proposals for solu ons from ci zens online (e.g.
problems concerning infrastructure)

Exchange with universi es, research facili es, universi es
of applied sciences (e.g. third-party funds projects,

reports, expert mee ngs)

Establish a person in charge for social media ac vi es
(e.g. social media agent)

Offer an online pla orm for interac on with and among
ci zens

Provide informa on (e.g. official announcements) via
social media (e.g. Facebook, Twi er)

Consult ci zens concerning ideas on urban and building
planning (e.g. idea pla orm)

Communicate with ci zens via social media (e.g.
Facebook, Twi er)

Release of municipal budget informa on on a
website/portal

Provide municipal informa on via mobile applica on

Exchange with companies (e.g. projects, mee ngs,
invita ons, commi ee work, informa on events)

Gather ideas and needs from ci zens (e.g. online surveys)

Online forms for ci zens' requests

Release public data on open data portals (e.g. data.gv.at,
offenerhaushalt.at, na onal/federal state/EU-portals)

Inten onal local government exchange

Implemented Inten on to Implement No Inten on to Implement

Fig. 2. Open government practices in Austria.
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and provide online forms for citizens’ requests. On the other hand, however, only very
few municipalities consult citizens in terms of budgeting or agenda planning and rather
have no intention to do so in the future.

4.3 Capability to Implement Open Government

Based on the main ideas of the resource-based view, more resources are associated with
a higher level of organizational performance [22]. Organizational resources are also
shown to influence public innovation [2]. Open government implementation thus
requires organization’s capability to provide relevant practices. Accordingly, munici-
palities must have resources to ensure transparency, provide citizen participation, and
foster collaboration. We thus ask city managers if current resources are adequate for
implementing open government practices. As illustrated in Fig. 3, municipalities seem
to suffer from resource scarcity. Whereas technical equipment for disclosing data and
integrating citizens as well as security arrangements are available to a certain level,
financial and human resources do not hold for adopting open government.

Next to material resources, open government implementation requires task
knowledge. Accordingly, public employees have to know how to implement open
government. In Fig. 4, we give an overview on respondents’ statements on the level of
task knowledge. The results show that the majority of municipalities have knowledge
in releasing public data. Furthermore, they seem to know how to transfer citizens’ input
into improvements of organizational activities. In addition, about 60% of municipalities
are able to manage citizens’ contributions.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Human resources to integrate ci zens

Financial resources to integrate ci zens

Technical equipment to integrate ci zens

Arrangements to ensure secure
communica on

Technical equipment to disclose data
online

strongly agree agree neither nor disagree strongly disagree

Fig. 3. Resources. (N = 227–229)
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4.4 Attitudes Towards Open Government

Next to organizational factors crucial for open government adoption, we concentrate on
decision-makers’ attitudes towards innovative practices. Shedding light on the

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

We know how we can disclose our data.

We know how to cope with the
contribu ons of our ci zens.

We know how to use valuable
contribu ons from our ci zens to improve

our organiza onal ac vi es.

strongly agree agree neither nor disagree strongly disagree

Fig. 4. Knowledge. (N = 228–229)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

I think that our local government
benefits from a greater involvement of

our ci zens.

We can be er understand the needs of
our ci zens if we integrate them into our

organiza onal and decision-making
processes.

Our organiza onal ac on will lose
quality if we open our processes to our

ci zens.

The stronger focus of the local
government on our ci zens is an

improvement on our previous ac ons.

Ideas from our ci zens to improve
organiza onal processes are more
valuable than internal solu ons.

strongly agree agree neither nor disagree strongly disagree

Fig. 5. Attitudes towards open government. (N = 229–230)

116 L. Schmidthuber et al.



perceptions of municipal city managers is important, as they are main decision-makers
in implementing public change and innovation [5, 24], and thus influence strategic
decisions [1]. Accordingly, we first focuses on city managers’ attitudes towards gov-
ernment. Results in Fig. 5 show that about 30% of city managers seem to value the
ideas from citizens, even more than internal ones. However, only few managers agree
that citizen involvement can lead to an improvement of organizational action.

Second, we question the perceived value of open government. As summarized in
Fig. 6, city managers seem to value open government practices in terms of citizen
integration and transparency. In contrast, they are less convinced of open government
as a tool to compensate losses in public trust and citizen confidence.

5 Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study show a diverse picture of open government in Austrian
municipalities. First, while municipalities value the exchange of experiences with each
other, they seem to be quite reluctant to adopt open government ideas in terms of
participation and collaboration. Second, city mangers seem to rate the outcomes of
open government rather positively. However, they refer to a lack of available orga-
nizational and financial resources as a barrier to implement open government in their
organizations successfully. One could thus explain a low level of open government
adoption with a lack of resources. While scarce resources are certainly a problem in
some municipalities, however, the question of re-allocation resources from other tasks
to the tasks at hand regarding the open government agenda might arise. Here, the
question of attitude towards open government speaks a clear language: when almost
60% of public managers do not think that their local governments can benefit from a
greater involvement of their citizens, why should they shift resources to topics they are
not ordered to do so by the politicians in charge or required by law.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Poli cal alienated people are brought
back to the system.

Ci zen confidence is increased.

Ci zens are less disappointed by the
poli cal-adminsitra ve system.

Ci zens get more informa on about the
use of taxpayers' money.

Ci zens can get involved.

strongly agree agree neither nor disagree strongly disagree

Fig. 6. Outcomes of open government. (N = 230)
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Concluding, this study confirms two observations in Austria. First, the open gov-
ernment discussion in Austria has been focusing mainly on open government data
(OGD), rather than participative decision-making and collaboration. Whereas munic-
ipalities are ready to disclosure data, they seem to be not willing to involve external
actors in organizational processes. For example, whereas many German cities have
already adopted various rounds of participatory budgeting, Austrian municipalities are
not taking up on this practice. Second, survey findings indicate that the open gov-
ernment agenda is valued in general. Few Austrian cities have already initiated large
open government projects (see [20]). However, the majority of Austrian municipalities
suffer from resource constrains for realizing the open government agenda. Conse-
quently, open government has to be move to political representatives who has to
actively push and promote the topic.

Further research has thus to shed light on the role of politicians and investigate their
perception toward open government. A further avenue of research relates to the extent
to which municipalities have adopted open government. Whereas this study makes a
first step towards illustrating what open government means in practice, further research
is recommended to elaborate a scale and give a more holistic picture of the quantity and
quality of open government practices. Furthermore, we know little about what public
datasets are released, how often they are downloaded by citizens, and if citizen
expectations are fulfilled.
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