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Abstract. Though information and communication technologies (ICTs) are in-
creasingly used in a range of governmental services in terms of e-government 
and smart government, many countries struggle to achieve a higher level of ma-
turity owing to several challenges. In this study, we perceive corruption in a 
country is one such challenge, and take interest in understanding its impact on 
the growth and maturity of e-government. While the literature highlights a 
number of negative effects of corruption, its impact on e-government remains 
nearly unexplored, since most studies linking e-government and corruption 
have investigated the impact of e-government on corruption, but not the other 
way around. To address this void in the literature, we strive to provide a rich 
theoretical understanding of the mechanisms pertaining to the impact of corrup-
tion on e-government maturity. Adopting an institutional perspective to concep-
tualize corruption, we argue that corruption in three basic national institutions 
(political, legal, and media institutions) in a country can impede its e-
government maturity. Specifically, we develop a conceptual framework by 
drawing on four key theoretical perspectives, namely, the agency theory, the 
control theory, the theory of X-inefficiency, and the rent-seeking theory to ex-
plain the negative influence of corruption in national institutions on e-
government maturity. We believe that the proposed conceptual framework will 
guide further research on “corruption–e-government” phenomenon by offering 
theoretical insights, and help practitioners and policymakers dealing with e-
government projects and initiatives. 

Keywords: Corruption, E-Government Maturity, Institutions, Agency Theory, 
Control Theory, Theory of X-Inefficiency, Rent-Seeking Theory, Conceptual 
Framework. 

1 Introduction 

The use of information and communication technologies in all facets of governmental 
operations and services (e-government) has evolved in the last decade to enable more 
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effective and transparent interactions between government and citizens (G2C), gov-
ernment and businesses (G2B), and among government entities (G2G) [22, 45]. Most 
recently, the trend appears to be shifting towards embracing smart government that 
seeks to leverage smart technologies and promote innovation in order to improve 
stakeholder participation and collaboration, government decision making, and overall 
governmental services and operations [50]. However, to provide the desired values, 
governments have to secure a higher level of online presence or e-government maturi-
ty for offering technology-enabled ways for the citizens to readily access various 
services and be engaged with governments [17]. E-government maturity is defined as 
the extent to which a government in a country has established an online presence [32, 
57]. Attaining a higher level of maturity is quite challenging since it not only requires 
the adoption of new (smart) information technologies (IT) but also demands integra-
tion and interoperability in e-government. The current study thus focuses on under-
standing how e-government maturity in a country can be affected, and specifically 
takes interest in analyzing the impact of corruption in this context. 

Corruption, defined as the misuse of entrusted power for personal or private gains 
[67], is one of the largest societal concerns that puts citizens in a continuous misery 
[31, 52]. The Transparency International [64] report notes that over two-thirds of the 
176 nations surveyed scored less than 50, on a scale of 0 (highly corrupt) to 100 (very 
clean), indicating a severe corruption problem. Corruption in a country can disrupt its 
economy [42] by creating an environment of uncertainty [11], reducing investment 
incentives, and curbing the flow of foreign direct investment [18, 51]. Similarly, cor-
ruption in a country can be thought to affect its e-government initiatives by complicat-
ing regulations, manipulating information technology market, and actuating ineffi-
ciency in public workforce. However, theoretical underpinning explaining such pre-
dictions is quite sparse in the literature. Some studies though mention that corruption 
may be pivotal in affecting e-government growth and maturity [20, 27, 57], the mech-
anisms explaining the phenomenon are not theoretically driven [74]. This essentially 
incentivizes us to investigate the impact of corruption on e-government. 

Corruption has gained increasing attention amongst e-government researchers of 
late. Broadly, two streams of research are evident that explore the linkage between 
corruption and e-government: (1) studies examining the impact of e-government on 
corruption; and (2) studies acknowledging the influence of corruption on e-
government. While the first stream of research contains mixed arguments, in which, 
one group of studies considers e-government as an effective instrument to mitigate 
corruption [9, 59, 72] and another group questions its validity in reality [28, 71], this 
stream is reasonably well-developed as a vast amount of research falls into it. In con-
trast, the second stream is found to be under-developed owing to the lack of theoreti-
cal reasoning and guidance, and contains a handful of descriptive studies and anec-
dotes except a study by Aladwani [1]. The current study strives to address this void by 
contributing to this stream of research by developing an understanding of how corrup-
tion in a nation can affect its desired level of e-government maturity. 

We intend to account for variation in the level of corruption across countries, and 
hence in line with Srivastava et al. [59], we adopt an institutional perspective to de-
velop a more comprehensive understanding. Accordingly, we conceptualize corrup-
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tion in a nation as comprising corruption in three basic national institutions—political, 
legal, and media institutions, and refer them as political-based, legal-based, and me-
dia-based corruption. As noted earlier, corruption is a prevalent issue across countries 
and affects many government operations including public welfare [36]. It is therefore 
reasonable to expect that corruption can also impact e-government maturity in a coun-
try. This is in line with Yoon and Chae who indicated that “corruption actually lowers 
the effectiveness of national e-strategy and its implementation” [73, p. 34]. Recently 
Aladwani [1] also reasoned that corruption could be a source of e-government failure 
in developing countries. Thus, acknowledging the potential impact of corruption on e-
government, the key research question (RQ) that this study aims to address is:  

RQ: How does corruption in national institutions of a country affect its e-
government maturity? 
To address the above question, we propose a conceptual framework by drawing on 

four key theoretical perspectives: (1) the agency theory; (2) the control theory; (3) the 
theory of X-inefficiency; and (4) the rent-seeking theory. Specifically, the proposed 
framework offers rich theoretical explanations pertaining to the negative effect of 
corruption in national institutions on e-government maturity. We draw on the agency 
theory that is substantially established in the literature on corruption and information 
systems (IS) [59]. However, the agency problem is often identified with the lack of 
control by the principal [35] and control mechanisms are required for improving per-
formance of IS projects including e-government projects; accordingly, we draw on the 
control theory perspective. As these two theories are more relevant under the assump-
tion of benevolent principal, they may not be applicable for principals with non-
benevolent goals [35-36]. Hence, we use two other theories—the theory of X-
inefficiency and the rent-seeking theory. Thus, in an effort to explain the “corruption–
e-government” phenomenon, we develop a conceptual framework by incorporating 
various theoretical perspectives that are relevant and complement each other [74]. We 
consider that this theoretical development is necessary to make researchers, practi-
tioners, and policymakers vigilant of the adverse impact of corruption in the context 
of e-government. While the trend is to make progress towards smart government and 
smart cities, the study indicates the potential obstruction by corruption. Further, we 
believe that the study will enrich our insights and encourage further scientific investi-
gations in future. 

2 Literature Review 

2.1 Existing Views on E-government Maturity 

E-government is defined as “the use of information and communication technologies 
(ICTs) and the Internet to enhance the access to and delivery of all facets of govern-
ment services and operations for the benefit of citizens, businesses, employees, and 
other stakeholders” [60, p. 100]. While a number of performance parameters exist to 
evaluate the progress of e-government, we focus on e-government maturity as it is a 
pre-condition for the success of smart government [17]. E-government maturity refers 
to the extent to which a government in a country has established an online presence. 
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This definition entails an evolutionary approach of conceptualizing e-government 
maturity [2, 37], according to which, e-government proceeds through a series of stag-
es characterized by the level of complexity and the level of online activity [10]. 

E-government and more specifically, smart government are expected to deliver a 
number of benefits ranging from improvement in governmental service delivery, ac-
countability, transparency to collaboration and integration of processes, systems and 
entities. Acknowledging this, a huge amount of resources is being invested to foster 
its growth and maturity [33]. Despite such efforts, many countries fall short of secur-
ing these benefits since the progress of e-government maturity remains uneven across 
countries [68]. Further, there are constant challenges pertaining to implementation, 
administration, and management of e-government projects, due to which the e-
government projects sometimes confront with failure in many countries [4]. A recent 
global study by United Nations [69], for example, mentions about the difficulty in-
volved in attaining integration between various government institutions. And, without 
achieving such integration and interoperability, initiatives such as smart government 
may not be successful. Therefore, it remains challenging for governments across most 
countries to achieve the growth in e-government maturity. Motivated by this, a num-
ber of studies have identified factors, such as gross domestic product (GDP), ICT 
infrastructure, human capital, governance, and trust, which could influence e-
government development and maturity of a country [5, 33, 57-58]. While these are 
important determinants of e-government maturity, a key factor that is constantly over-
looked in the literature but gaining relevance is corruption. Recently, Aladwani [1] 
discussed the impact of corruption in terms of e-government failure arguing that cor-
ruption misuses the resources dedicated to e-government, and called for a rigorous 
understanding of the issue. This study responds to that call by extending and enrich-
ing the linkages between corruption and e-government. 

2.2 Existing Views on Corruption 

Being a nebulous concept, corruption bears many definitions. The widely cited defini-
tion is that it is the misuse of entrusted power for personal or private gains [44, 67]. 
Corruption thus is a broad term and takes myriad forms, such as bribery, extortion, 
embezzlement, favoritism, nepotism, abuse of discretion, exploitation of conflicting 
interests, and improper political contributions [1, 70]. The literature attributes various 
political, economic, cultural, judicial, and individual reasons to corruption [12, 30, 44, 
49, 55, 65]. However, there exist mixed perceptions regarding its consequences. First, 
some researchers [7, 24, 38] believe that corruption produces positive outcomes and 
aids the economy, especially under the circumstances of undue bureaucracy, complex 
regulation, or market restrictions. Second, as opposed to the first view, many scholars 
[48, 51] argue in favor of the adverse impacts of corruption and perceive that corrup-
tion increases transaction cost, consumes economic resources, complicates policies 
and regulations, reduces investment incentives, and hampers economic growth. 

While economists largely adopt the second view and consider corruption as ‘sand’ 
in the gears of the economy, political scientists, for many years, have mostly consid-
ered it as the ‘grease’ [51]. However, most recent studies follow the second view as 
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these studies are primarily influenced by the spread of democracy in the Third World, 
and corruption is viewed as dysfunctional under democracy [51]. Hence, consistent 
with these studies, we aim extending the arguments concerning the negative effects of 
corruption on e-government maturity as corruption can curb the operational efficien-
cy, accountability, and morality standards of public officials, and it can be detrimental 
to the administrative systems supervising e-government projects and initiatives [1]. 

As noted earlier, we draw on the institutional theory to conceptualize corruption 
since our objective is to account for variation in the level of corruption across coun-
tries. Moreover, most economic and psychological theories capture corruption at the 
individual level and therefore may fall short of explaining the differing levels of cor-
ruption across countries [59]. Hence, we identify three basic national institutions—
political, legal, and media institutions that are considered as the major pillars under 
which all operations and activities of a nation are performed [59]. While political 
institutions largely encompass the political parties and the parliament or legislature in 
a country, legal institutions involve mostly the legal system or judiciary as well as the 
police system. In essence, by grounding the discussion on the institutional perspective 
for construing corruption, this study aims to explore the relationships of corruption in 
three basic national institutions with e-government maturity. 

2.3 Linking Corruption with E-Government Maturity 

The literature linking e-government and corruption mostly establishes two streams of 
research. Within the first stream, a number of studies view that ICTs (e-government) 
can reduce corruption by promoting transparency and accountability in government 
functions [9, 59, 72]. However, some scholars raise concerns if e-government can 
effectively mitigate corruption in reality [28, 71], as sometimes ICTs can create op-
portunities for corruption [19] by enabling opportunity for overinvestment in e-
government. Though this stream contains mixed arguments about the impact of e-
government on corruption, it is substantially developed, as evidenced from Table 1, 
which provides a summary of the key extant studies. In contrast, the second stream 
deals with the impact of corruption on e-government and remains mostly unexplored 
owing to the lack of theoretical development. To address this void, we focus on the 
second stream and argue that corruption in three national institutions would hinder the 
progress of e-government because corruption is “an evolutionary hazard, a strategic 
impediment [...], and an organizational deficiency” [40, p. 405]. 

Table 1. Key studies on the impact of e-government on corruption 

Authors Objectives Key findings 

Andersen 
[3] 

Econometric modeling of sec-
ondary data 

Corruption was significantly reduced in non-
OECD countries during the decade 1996-
2006 through the use of e-government 

Elbahna-
sawy [14] 

Panel analysis of secondary 
data for 160 countries for a 
period of 1995-2009 

Corruption was reduced by e-government 
that facilitated telecom infrastructure and 
online services 
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Garcia-
Murillo [16] 

Econometric modeling of sec-
ondary data for 208 countries 
during 2002-2005, and 2008 

The perceptions of corruption were reduced 
because of governments’ web presence 

Kim et al. 
[28] 

Case study analyzing an e-
government system for anti-
corruption in Seoul metropoli-
tan government 

The regulation could be most important 
parameter in curbing corruption. Strong 
leadership was also necessary. 

Krishnan et 
al. [32] 

Cross-sectional analysis of 
archival data for 105 countries 
for a period of 2004-2008 

E-government maturity is negatively related 
to corruption, which in turn affects econom-
ic prosperity and environmental degradation 

Mistry [46] 
Case study analyzing e-
governance initiatives in India 

Corruption could be mitigated through ini-
tiatives enabling transparency and accounta-
bility 

Shim and 
Eom [54] 

Statistical analysis of data for 
77 countries 

E-government could be useful as anti-
corruption tool because it had consistent 
positive impact on reduction of corruption 

Singh et al. 
[56] 

Survey of 918 respondents in 
India, Ethiopia, and Fiji 

E-governance has a positive impact on the 
government-citizen relationship and reduc-
ing corruption 

Srivastava et 
al. [59] 

Panel analysis of secondary 
data for 63 countries during 
2004-2007 

E-government could be helpful in alleviating 
corruption in some national institutions and 
stakeholder service systems 

To conceptualize the negative effect of corruption on e-government maturity, we 
draw on four key theoretical perspectives that are grounded in corruption and IS pro-
ject management literature (see, Fig. 1). First, we draw on the agency theory (also 
known as the principal-agent-client model), which is predominantly used in corrup-
tion as well as IS literature [30, 59]. This theory, as depicted in the disciplines of eco-
nomics and political science, identifies governments as principals, who are character-
ized by limited control and power over agents’ activities. Second, acknowledging the 
requirement of proper control mechanisms in IS projects to avert poor process per-
formance and subsequent failure [26], we draw on the control theory perspective and 
argue that e-government projects and initiatives could fail if principals are unable to 
exercise adequate control over agents. These two theoretical perspectives usually hold 
the assumption that principals are striving for benevolent goals, which may not be 
quite true when there is a competition for the principal’s position [35] as such compe-
tition can put their benevolent character into question. Moreover, the agency theory 
assumes that the benevolent principal has total control over the legal framework [36], 
which may not be the case in societies in which corruption can manifest in any public 
institution. Accordingly, it becomes less convincing to believe that those who control 
the legal framework and several governmental operations stay immune to corruption 
[36]. The application of the agency theory to corruption thus appears to be somewhat 
narrow and limited in case of large-scale corruption. Hence, to complement the agen-
cy theory’s arguments in this context, we draw on two other theories—the theory of 
X-inefficiency and the rent-seeking theory. These two theories indicate that principals 
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with non-benevolent goals may lack commitment to serve public interests, and may 
be involved in evoking X-inefficiency among agents and/or creating economic rents. 

 
Fig. 1. Key theoretical perspectives used in this study 

Agency Theory. The agency theory was initially developed to draw the relationship 
between private contractual parties—owners and managers, and eventually many 
researchers established its relevance in the context of corruption [25, 30, 48, 59]. This 
theory primarily underlines the role of three stakeholders—the principal, the agent, 
and the client, in which, the principal is usually considered as the honest government, 
the agents are public officials who have vested self-interest and offer services (e.g., 
licenses and contracts) to the clients (citizens and businesses) [30]. As per the theory, 
a conflict of interest arises between the principal and the agent, which further creates 
the agency problem [13]. While these two actors wish to maximize their own utility, 
the principal is said to be insufficiently skilled or have time constraints due to which 
tasks are delegated to the agent [35], who thus earns an informational advantage, 
tends to circumvent the control of principals, and works in his own self-interest. 
While there is some dissonance in the literature whether the self-seeking behavior of 
the agents can be termed as corruption or not, many scholars consider it appropriate in 
case of large-scale embezzlement and bribery [35]. The role of the client is also im-
portant in the agency theory as the client increases the opportunity for the agent to 
deceive the principal by colluding with the agent for obtaining various services (e.g., 
licenses and contracts). Prior studies have demonstrated the relevance of the agency 
theory in the context of corruption and suggested that as a result of corruption, under-
qualified firms are granted contracts, inappropriate projects are given priority, ineffi-
cient technologies are applied, ineffectual policies are implemented, and poor admin-
istrative decisions are made [6, 30, 48-49, 55]. In line with the extant studies, we 
strive to extend these adverse impacts of corruption to the context of e-government. 

Control Theory. The literature on IS project management suggests that poor process 
performance and management of IT projects can be effectively addressed by exercis-
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ing formal and/or informal control [21, 29, 61]. Formal control comprises (a) behavior 
control, which is about prescribing steps and procedures of a task by the controller 
[29]; and (b) outcome control, which is about defining the targets to be achieved by 
the controlees [26]. Formal control is also about evaluating performance of the con-
trolees—whether the appropriate steps are followed and the targets are attained [21, 
29]. In contrast, informal control deals with interpersonal aspects and self-control 
behavior, and comprises clan and self-control. In clan control, the members of a group 
identify themselves with same values and work toward achieving group goals [29], 
whereas in self-control, a person sets his own goals, monitors it, and recognizes his 
efforts accordingly [21]. In line with these extant arguments, we contend that the ma-
turity and subsequent success of e-government are contingent upon how effectively 
the projects and initiatives are managed by exerting proper control. Thus, if the prin-
cipal fails to exercise adequate control over agents’ corrupt practices and actions, the 
e-government maturity level could be at a disadvantage. In this study, we draw on the 
formal control perspective since the informal control perspective hardly refers to the 
involvement of controlee (as described in self-control), which makes the principal-
agent relationship little relevant to the context of informal control mechanism. 

Theory of X-Inefficiency. According to the theory of X-inefficiency, inefficiency 
could be an outcome of workers’ lack of effort and motivation. This theory was ini-
tially used by Leibenstein [39] to explain efficiency losses due to minimal competi-
tion in private good markets. He argued that in a competitive environment, inefficient 
firms would be under pressure because the market tends to select those firms that are 
efficient in utilizing the factor inputs and transforming them to desired outputs. On 
the other hand, monopolistic firms usually do not face such pressure from market and 
may not pressurize the workforce to put effort and to work with efficiency. Similar 
situation can arise in public institutions as well. That is, when there is minimal com-
petition for the principal’s position, the principal may not be motivated enough to put 
effort and monitor the agents’ actions. Being aware of such situation, the agents 
would have almost no fear of losing jobs and could become motivated towards collec-
tive nonperformance [35]. While the principal is expected to rein the agents from 
exerting their self-interest, he may not be inclined to do so, thereby providing power-
ful agents more leeway to quench their self-interest. Further, in situations where there 
exists competition for the principal’s position, a principal having corrupt agents as his 
resources will be at an advantage as he gets the necessary political support from these 
agents [35]. Hence, the principal may not be willing to stop the agents from exerting 
their self-interest, rather he would allow some X-inefficiency among them. The agents 
therefore would continue to act towards fulfilling their self-enrichment. Taken togeth-
er, we argue that the principal may not be able to motivate agents to serve the public 
and protect their interests, and this lack of effort and motivation would result in effi-
ciency losses in public institutions running various e-government projects and initia-
tives, thereby hampering the overall e-government maturity in a country. 
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Rent-seeking Theory. Corruption is considered as a type of rent-seeking activity in 
which public officials are often engaged in bending their decision upon receiving 
bribes. This theory encompasses various forms of seeking preferential treatment or 
privileged benefits from public decision-makers [36]. To benefit from such treat-
ments, private parties compete against each other by offering bribes. The literature 
notes at least two views regarding the role of the government or the politician [36]. As 
per the traditional rent-seeking approach, politicians themselves do not seek rents or 
impose restrictions, rather they are pushed and lobbied into such actions by private 
firms [43]. Criticizing this, the other viewpoint suggests that corrupt politicians have 
their own incentive (e.g., financial gain); hence they need not be impelled by the pri-
vate sector for imposing restrictions [23, 43]. Corruption rather influences politicians 
and public officials to levy restrictions so as to extort donations from the private sec-
tor; corruption thus actuates the creation of rents [36]. In this study, we concord on 
the traditional view of rent-seeking by considering corruption as a form of preferential 
treatment by public decision-makers, and also acknowledge the criticism regarding 
the corrupt role of politicians. We contend that public rent-seeking officials may im-
pose restrictions, due to which the e-government project contract can be granted to an 
IT firm which offers a large amount of bribe without judging the firm’s ability to 
render an effective e-government solution, thereby impeding e-government maturity. 
In the next section, we provide insights of the phenomenon based on these theories. 

3 Relating Corruption in National Institutions to                        
E-Government Maturity 

3.1 Relating Political-Based Corruption to E-Government Maturity 

The agency theory centers upon the perspective of self-interest seeking individuals in 
the principal–agent–client model [30], in which, the principal is the politician or the 
public servant (the government) in charge of the agents (other public officials) re-
sponsible for the e-government development and its service delivery to the clients 
(citizens and businesses). The theory indicates that the agents work in their self-
interest as the principal cannot effectively monitor the agents’ work of online public 
service development and delivery due to the information asymmetry between them. 
Thus, when corruption manifests in political institutions, the agents have discretion in 
administering e-government projects and initiatives without sufficient accountability 
[41, 46]. Thus, we propose that: 

Proposition P1a. Political-based corruption in a country impedes its e-government 
maturity when there is information asymmetry between the principal and the agent. 
Further, to benefit from the agents’ political support, the principal would allow X-

inefficiency and bureaucratic slackness among them in the political institutions [35], 
leading to efficiency losses which can adversely impact e-government growth and 
maturity. For example, the agents may lack motivation to put effort towards comple-
tion of e-government projects on time and within budget to satisfy their self-
enrichment. They may also be involved in bribery that would not only affect innova-
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tion in e-government projects but also distort their decisions in various aspects of e-
government development such as adopting suitable technologies, picking an IT firm, 
assigning the e-government project contract, and evaluating the features to be imple-
mented on e-government platforms. Hence, we propose that: 

Proposition P1b. Political-based corruption in a country hampers its e-
government maturity when the principal allows X-inefficiency among the agents. 
To minimize the negative effects of political-based corruption on e-government 

maturity, the control theory perspective suggests that the corrupt self-seeking agents 
require to be controlled. We assume that the principal serves as the controller of the e-
government projects and initiatives, and he must exert adequate formal control mech-
anisms over the agents, the controlees of such projects, to improve the process per-
formance of the projects. The agents are expected to accomplish the goals and objec-
tives of e-government projects, and complete the targets within the scheduled time 
and budgeted cost. However, in a corrupt environment, the principal would fail to 
effectively exercise adequate formal control mechanisms over the agents’ corrupt 
dealings as his role features limited control and power [35]. Moreover, when corrup-
tion permeates political institutions, the agents will become more powerful while 
principals are likely to struggle to retain their control, because politicians face compe-
tition from opposition parties and they are largely dependent on the political support 
of their agents to insure their own survival [35]. Further, as there can be multiple 
principals (owing to the division of power), the corrupt agents are more likely to oc-
cupy a strong bargaining position in favoring one principal over the other. As a result, 
e-government maturity in a country is likely to get hampered. So, we posit that: 

Proposition P1c. Political-based corruption in a country prevents its e-government 
maturity when the principal fails to exercise the formal control over the agents. 
Further, the rent-seeking theory indicates that due to corruption in political institu-

tions, the principal may engage in imposing regulations that create artificial rents and 
invoke competition among private companies. The rents are useful to influence poli-
cies and rules to one’s own advantage [36]. Due to the rent-seeking behaviors, an 
over-priced e-government contract may be awarded to an inferior IT company, which 
can subvert the overall development and quality of the e-government channels. Fur-
ther, due to nepotism and favoritism (known as less competitive forms of rent-seeking 
behaviors [34, 66]) by the principal and the agents, underqualified and incompetent 
technical staff and administrators may be appointed to deal with the implementation 
and delivery of e-government services to the other stakeholders [1]. These staff might 
not be capable enough to understand user requirements, design appropriate features 
on e-government websites, and respond to user concerns; and their poor performance 
could eventually harm the maturity of e-government in a country. Thus, we posit that: 

Proposition P1d. Political-based corruption in a country impedes its e-government 
maturity when the principal and the agents engage in rent-seeking behaviors. 

3.2 Relating Legal-Based Corruption to E-Government Maturity 

Corruption “could cast its dark shadows” on the legal institutions and “the prevalence 
of such kind of corruption has always far reaching effects on all governmental con-
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texts including that of e-government’s” [1, p. 109]. To elaborate, one of the major 
purposes of implementing e-government initiatives in a country is to better transpar-
ency and accountability in public institutions including the legal systems, therefore it 
would be difficult for the judiciary and the police personnel to derive personal gains 
from their corrupt dealings. In other words, as it would be hard for them to break 
ethical codes in a transparent and accountable legal environment of a country, corrupt 
judicial and police officials would be motivated to hamper its e-government develop-
ment and circumvent its control [1]. According to the rent-seeking theory, corrupt 
judicial officials and the police, to benefit from economic rents, might work directly 
or indirectly by helping the principal and/or the agents, who have dominating societal 
powers. For example, in the context of offering an e-government project contract to a 
firm, while doing their background verification, the police in consultation with the 
principal and/or the agents, might demand a bribe to reduce the competition among 
the potential firms competing for the project contract [35]. In a similar vein, the cor-
rupt judiciary might also favor the firm offering the largest bribe. That is, in exchange 
for successful verification, corrupt police officials and judiciary might create rents 
and hassle competing firms for bribe. As a result of such corrupt dealings among 
them, an ineffective firm might be chosen for awarding the e-government project 
contract, thereby hindering its overall maturity. Thus, we propose that: 

Proposition P2. Legal-based corruption in a country impedes its e-government 
maturity when the judiciary and the police engage in rent-seeking behaviors. 

3.3 Relating Media-Based Corruption to E-Government Maturity 

The media can make corrupt governmental activities more prominent, except when 
the media itself encourages corrupt practicing. The ownership of media companies 
can be considered as a crucial factor in determining the effect of corruption in these 
institutions on the e-government. The coverage by state-owned media than private 
media is often considered to favor the government. For instance, in Kenya, the report-
ing of the state-controlled Kenya Broadcasting Corporation (KBC) is said to privilege 
its government [15]. Even as compared to private media, the state-owned media is 
found to be less effective in monitoring governments [62], thereby creating opportuni-
ties for the government officials to engage in the rent-seeking behavior. In other 
words, according to the rent-seeking theory, the government and its agents would be 
better off if they could exert rent-seeking behaviors in various aspects including e-
government projects and initiatives; and, when the media is state-run, the government 
agents could exercise strong influence on it [53] in such a way that the rent-seeking 
and corrupt behaviors pertaining to the e-government projects are suppressed and high 
profile cases are stifled. As the journalists, editors and media houses are bribed for not 
publishing unfavorable reports [47], it is more likely that the violation of regulatory 
requirements in the e-government project can go unreported, which not only under-
mines the neutrality of the reporting but also hinders the overall growth and maturity 
of e-government in a country. Adding to this, as privately owned media companies 
may be beholden to certain political leaders, public figures and individuals having 
dominating power [8], it is more likely that they might prefer promoting their image 
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and views, rather than providing awareness to the citizens in terms of e-government 
development and services. So, we posit that: 

Proposition P3. Media-based corruption in a country degrades its e-government 
maturity when it creates opportunities for the principal and the agents to engage in 
rent-seeking behaviors. 
In sum, we propose a conceptual framework, as shown in Fig. 2 that depicts how 

corruption in each of the three national institutions hinders e-government maturity. 

Fig. 2. Conceptual framework 

4 Discussion 

A recent global study on e-government by United Nations [69] indicates that though 
almost all countries have been able to establish an online presence, most of them have 
not achieved the desired maturity level. As a higher level of maturity is necessary to 
further technology-enabled initiatives such as smart government and smart city, it 
becomes imperative to understand the challenges and how they affect e-government. 
Our study thus analyses an important societal concern, corruption, and its impact on 
e-government maturity. Specifically, this study provides theoretical insights on the 
mechanisms concerning the adverse impact of corruption by construing corruption 
using institutional theory and drawing on four theoretical perspectives—the agency 
theory, the control theory, the theory of X-inefficiency, and the rent-seeking theory. 

This study contributes to e-government research in several ways. First, while most 
extant studies analyzed the conventional relationship in terms of the impact of e-
government on corruption, the current study views the relationship between these two 
in the other way (i.e., the impact of corruption on e-government), which remains near-
ly under-explored in the literature. Second, drawing on the aforesaid four key theoret-
ical perspectives, this study provides an initial foundation offering rich theoretical 
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explanations concerning the relationships of political-, legal-, and media-based cor-
ruption in a country with its e-government maturity. Third, guided by the institutional 
theory to construe corruption, the study not only depicts an understanding of the rela-
tionships of each of the three national institutions in a country with its e-government 
maturity but also takes into account the variation in the level of corruption across 
countries. With reference to practical implications, this study cautions policymakers 
about the aspects of corruption that are yet not contained and can hinder the progress 
and success of e-government and smart government initiatives in a country. Second, 
the theoretical reasoning presented in this study facilitates the understanding of the 
mechanisms through which corruption in a country can affect its e-government ma-
turity. Specifically, our conceptual framework serves as a guide for the policymakers 
to enhance the maturity levels by managing corruption in each of the three national 
institutions, under which most government activities are run. For example, they can 
make policies to contain corruption in political institutions and appoint impartial and 
skilled professionals in the administration and management of e-government projects. 

The study has a few limitations that are worthy of further research. First, though 
we ground our study on three national institutions, corruption can permeate many 
other institutions and stakeholder service systems [59, 63], which in turn can adverse-
ly affect e-government maturity. Future research may consider studying corruption in 
other institutions such as religious bodies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
and business and citizen service systems to extend our framework and establish a 
more comprehensive understanding. Second, while we conceptualize corruption using 
an institutional perspective, future research can perceive corruption as a cultural vari-
ant and theorize the phenomenon accordingly. Third, though we restrict our investiga-
tion to the negative aspects of corruption, future research may look into its positive 
impacts as well. Despite these limitations, the current study is one among the first few 
studies providing theoretical insights into the negative influence of corruption in na-
tional institutions of a country on its e-government maturity. We believe that this 
theoretical understanding will encourage further investigations on the subject. 

5 Conclusion 

In conclusion, corruption has numerous adverse effects; despite that, we know con-
siderably little about the potential impact of corruption on e-government maturity. 
Such understanding is essential if governments across nations are willing to make 
further advancements by developing smart government and smart city. As an initial 
step towards providing important insights into the phenomenon, the current study 
theorizes how corruption in political, legal, and media institutions of a country can 
hinder its e-government maturity, and develops a conceptual framework by taking an 
institutional perspective to construe corruption and drawing on the four key theoreti-
cal perspectives. The study hence contributes to e-government research and practice 
by theoretically explaining a potential but under-explored linkage between corruption 
and e-government maturity, and guiding policymakers to achieve a higher level of e-
government maturity by managing corruption within each of the institutions. 
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