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EVOLUTION OF THE CONCEPT OF GOVERNABILITY  

IN THE CONTEXT OF DIGITALIZATION 

Leonid V. Smorgunov, Kirill A. Neverov and Konstantin S. Kondratenko 
Saint Petersburg State University 

7-9 Universitetskaya Emb., St Petersburg 199034, Russia 

ABSTRACT 

New information technologies are used in public administration as part of the introduction of e-open government. Present 

paper focuses on the study of the centrality of governability for the digitization of public administration, affecting their 

architecture, processes and effects, including their social and political expression. Digital technologies generate not only 

hopes, but also challenges, and their distribution and use in public governance is associated with reasonable risks. 

Practical relevance to the project is given by the fact that at present digital technologies have become a common tool for 

the formation of a digital economy, society and government in Russia and in most countries of the world. The ontological 

basis of these findings is considered to be the phenomenon of socio-technical systems of power that are emerging in the 

process of the fourth technological (digital) revolution. The article traces the development of governance as base of 

governability, emphasizing nature of governability as a network effect of digitalization.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

New information technologies are used in public administration as part of the introduction of e-open 

government. Network technologies of distributed data (registers), which began to be used first in the financial 

sphere (2008), and then began to spread to the service sector, trade, public administration, art, etc., became a 

new and relevant step in advancing this issue. Meantime the social and political nature of this technology has 

not been studied. Moreover, the available studies reveal only certain aspects of the sociopolitical nature of 

digital technologies and are mainly descriptive and presumptive. The studies are dispersed between different 

branches of knowledge, which reduces their effectiveness given the humanitarian technical nature of the 

technology of distributed data. In this respect, the development of the fundamentals of the new synthesized 

scientific field of “digital social humanities” is significant. From this point of view, the formulated problem is 

relevant, since focuses the study of digital technology, taking into account its interdisciplinary nature, with a 

focus on the institutions of governing procedural processes. The subject of the paper and the formulated basic 

scientific problem are among the few that allow us to demonstrate the high potential of the integration 

synthesis of methodology and theory as a need for modern scientific knowledge focused on holism and 

complex thinking. The scientific relevance of the problem is also related to the fact that it focuses on the 

study of the centrality of governability for the digitization of public administration, affecting their 

architecture, processes and effects, including their social and political expression. Digital technologies 

generate not only hopes, but also challenges, and their distribution and use in public governance is associated 

with reasonable risks. In this regard, the relevance of the stated problem is expressed in combining scientific 

knowledge with critical thinking, which allows defining the limits of reasonable use of digital technologies in 

the interests of sustainable and dynamic development, as well as formulating the necessary algorithms to 

counter their irrelevant use in the public sphere. Practical relevance to the project is given by the fact that at 

present digital technologies have become a common tool for the formation of a digital economy, society and 

government in Russia and in most countries of the world. The Russian state program "Digital Economy", 

program documents of such international structures as the UN, the OECD, the World Economic Forum, the 

World Bank orient the modern sustainable development policy towards the prospects of the fourth 
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technological revolution, which began with blockchain technologies. Consequently, the study of the political 

ontology of new digital formats of state governability is relevant from the standpoint of creating a scientific 

basis for evaluating and promoting the digitalization policy in public spheres and coordinating the world 

community in confronting grounded risks in this regard. So we stated following research question: could 

governability be a network effect of digitalization? 

2. THE CONCEPT OF GOVERNABILITY AND DIGITALIZATION 

The concepts of governability over the past three decades have evolved under the influence of new 

information and communication technologies. ICTs of the first, second and third generations defined state 

governability from functional (electronic public services), organizational (electronic participation) and 

communicative (monitoring democracy) positions. The network theory of public administration has formed a 

radical concept of “governance without government”. The fourth generation of ICT has developed a 

distributed database technology (registers), a blockchain based on the ability to perform direct transactions 

between users of distributed networks based on cryptographic protocols and algorithms, almost without trust 

and bypassing third parties, including the state (Antonopulos 2014; Swan 2015). Blockchain was also 

examined for administrative purposes, its challenges, risks and limitations (Cusumano 2014; Shermin 2017; 

Danaher et al. 2017; Scott, Loonam, Kumar 2017). Primary studies of ontological issues of digitalization 

(philosophical, political, sociological) formed the idea of transition from institutional-rigid governance 

architecture with a stable representation and hierarchy (centralism) to institutional and procedural, based on a 

humanitarian-technical platform of network cooperation with free identification, organized anarchy and 

distributed knowledge. In this regard, the question is raised whether digital technologies are a complex 

system with non-linear connections that create difficulties for the algorithmic and institutionalization of 

governance and action in it, or can we talk about complex, algorithmic, but institutionalized digital 

governance. Along with the optimistic position regarding the political, social and technological performance 

of digital technologies, there is a reasonable judgment about the risks and challenges for society associated 

with the deinstitutionalization of interactions, instability and imbalance in the development of public life, the 

use of crime and terrorism. One of the central issues in the optimistic and critical areas is the lack of clarity 

regarding the new nature of the organization, and therefore governance and governability in distributed 

networks and digital platforms, including their use in the public sphere. Often this is described by the 

opposition of two political strategies related to the digitalization of public administration: “digitalization of 

politics” vs “politics of digitalization”. The first direction relates to incremental, adaptive policy strategies for 

introducing digital technologies into politics and public administration. At the same time, digital technologies 

are not considered to invade the nature of the political, but are merely a technological means of increasing the 

level of efficiency in the execution of functions. The second direction is a more radical, proactive strategy for 

introducing digital technologies based on the identification and use of their institutional-procedural political 

properties and capabilities. In this case, there are many assessments of their properties - from the 

substantiation of the anarchist nature of digital technologies to allegations of their internal focus on new 

forms of political control, domination and subordination (neoliberal, republican and foucaudian criticism of 

digitalization). The ontological basis of these findings is considered to be the phenomenon of socio-technical 

systems of power that are emerging in the process of the fourth technological (digital) revolution. 

3. NETWORK DEVELOPMENT OF GOVERNANCE AS BASE FOR 

GOVERNABILITY 

The concepts The phenomenon of governability is closely related to the concept of governance, which, 

despite its popularity in the social sciences, is rather blurred in the subject field. To summarize, the following 

aspects can be distinguished as they follows. 

Political governance, by which we mean not only public administration, but also, in a broader sense, 

governance of policy making and implementation processes - public policy, public affairs (Rhodes, 1996). Of 

particular importance are works that describe the signs of state governability arising on the basis of various 

models of public administration - scientific management, new public management, management of public 
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values (Cass, Vigoda-Gadot E., 2009; Stoker G., 2010; Kooiman J., 2010; Kooiman J., 2010; Lynn L., Jr., 

Robichau R. W., 2013; Smorgunov L.V., 2012; Swanson D, Bizikova L., 2014). 

The transformation of this category is traced in the works of J. Habermas, who, in fact, emphasized the 

governability of society through the development of communication, dialogue and cooperation in society. In 

modern Russian studies, the problem of governability is considered in this context. Among the works of 

domestic authors can distinguish research by Rubtsova M.V., engaged in identifying the relationship of 

governability with the self-organization of society, uncertainty and power (including the value aspect of 

governability), (Rubtsova M.V., 2010). In papers of Kupryashina G.L., Gritskevich T.I. manageability serves 

as a criterion for the success of the strategy of administrative reforms and public administration as a whole, 

since it generally reflects the realization of the management capacity of state structures (Kupryashin, 2011; 

Gritskevich, 2007). 

The key role in the study of governability is played by the development of governance networks and 

policy networks that arise in connection with the allocation of resources, the growing influence of non-state 

actors on decision-making processes and, consequently, the decline in the role of the state as a key political 

actor. In this context, members of the research team developed the concept of a “coordinating state”, the main 

idea of which is that the authorities in the new conditions, although they retain a central role in the processes 

of policy development and implementation, but increasingly perform the function of coordinating network 

interactions (Börzel, 1998; Koliba, Meek, Zia, 2011;Klijn, Edelenbos, 2012). In the context of the 

development of globalization based on network governance, a belief arises about the possibility of the 

existence of a “governance without government” (Rosenau, Czempel, 1992; Peters, 1998). M. Castells called 

modern society network, but today there are works that suggest that as a result of the fourth industrial 

revolution (Schwab, 2016). Of course, horizontal ties continue to dominate, but they are becoming less 

stable. Relationships become discrete in time, and the period of their existence is rapidly decreasing. Why 

capitalize on your social or institutional ties if modern technologies allow them to be established very 

quickly? In addition, there is a limit to the glut of bonds, since it is impossible for both individuals and 

institutions to maintain a large number of relationships equally effectively. Challenges of governability in 

this aspect are not of a subjective nature, as is the case with political governance, where challenges are facing 

the state, but rather relate to the governability of society as a self-organizing system. 

The study of distributed networks contributed to the formation of a whole scientific field related to the 

study of the socio-political nature of digitalization (Berry, David, 2014; Floridi, 2015; Cormier, 2016; 

Carolan, 2018). In the center of this direction is the interaction of the three main critical waves - neoliberal, 

republican and foucaudian. There is still no integrated vision of the nature of digital technology as a  

socio-technical system. The concept of algorithmic public administration has been characterized by the 

technocratic basis of the description and contains a number of contradictions in the description of the 

possibility of governability, based algorithms in the public domain. In this regard, digital public 

administration requires its own social and political substantiation (Arkhipova, 2016; Digital  

Government - 2020: Prospect for Russia, World Bank, 2016; Ayad Al-Ani, 2017; IGI Global, 2015; O'Reilly, 

2011; Margetts & Dunleavy, 2013). 

In connection with the development of the network governance methodology, the study of the practice of 

introducing new information technologies based on Web 1.0, 2.0 and 3.0 is becoming increasingly important. 

The concept of e-government has been developing actively since the late 1990s. The idea of actively using 

new information and communication technologies (ICT) to increase the effectiveness of government activity 

emerged during the implementation of administrative reforms based on the ideology of New Public 

Management, which began to be carried out in Western countries (primarily Anglo-Saxon) in the early 

1990s. The term itself is electronic government (e-government), however, it appears later in 1997 on the 

initiative of the National Science Foundation of the USA. The concepts of public governance over the past 

three decades have evolved under the influence of new information and communication technologies. ICTs 

of the first, second, and third generations have defined functional governability of government (Schedler, 

Summermatter, 2007), organizational (Evans, Yen, 2006; King, 2012; Bovaird, Loffler, 2012) and 

communicative (Chadwick, 2003). Of particular importance when studying e-government is the question of 

its openness and new technologies for using information and knowledge. Network electronic technologies are 

considered as the most appropriate structures for receiving, transmitting and diffusing knowledge, which 

significantly reduces management costs, transaction costs of interaction and increases the overall level of 

governability in organizations and in the public sphere (Milner, 2000; Barquin, 2001; Bellamy, 2002; 

Tsoukas, 2005). 
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4. CONCLUSION 

The main contribution of this article was an examining of the concept of governability effected by vast and 

swift development of information and communication technologies in the past few years. It’s showed 

changing attitude towards governability emphasizing the uncertainty of the political-institutional nature of 

digital technologies and the selection of relevant designs for their compatibility with government, ensuring 

the governability of the public sphere in the context of the contemporary technological revolution. The 

concepts of governability over the past three decades have evolved under the influence of new information 

and communication technologies. ICTs of the first, second and third generations defined state governability 

from functional (electronic public services), organizational (electronic participation) and communicative 

(monitoring democracy) positions. The network theory of public administration has formed a radical concept 

of “governance without government”. The fourth generation of ICT has developed a distributed database 

technology (registers), a blockchain based on the ability to perform direct transactions between users of 

distributed networks based on cryptographic protocols and algorithms, almost without trust and bypassing 

third parties, including the state. However, digital technologies are not considered to invade the nature of the 

political, but are merely a technological means of increasing the level of efficiency in the execution of 

functions. We started from governance as a core concept for the following consideration of what 

governability in context of digitalization is. Then we studied the development of governance networks and 

institutions and policy networks that arise in connection with the allocation of resources, the growing 

influence of non-state actors on decision-making processes and, consequently, the decline in the role of the 

state as a key actor politicians. Challenges of governability in this aspect are not of a subjective nature, as is 

the case with political governance, where challenges are facing the state, but rather relate to the governability 

of society as a self-organizing system. In the fin of our paper we focused on the study of the practice of 

introducing new information technologies based on Web 1.0, 2.0 and 3.0 is becoming increasingly important, 

pushed forward by connection with the development of the network governance methodology. 
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