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Introduction

The digitalisation of the public sector provides opportunities
for innovating methods of delivery while adding value to
existing services. To achieve these goals, there needs to be an
efficiently-coordinated and integrated governance system as
well as citizen-centric system design?.

Digitalisation involves more than digitisation. Digitisation
and digitalisation, although often used interchangeably, have
distinct meanings2. Digitisation is the translation of physical
data into digital forms; digitalisation integrates digital
technologies to provide value-added functionalities. This
involves rethinking processes and information flows as well
as the use of technical tools. The digitalisation of public
services in Malaysia is too often simply digitisation.

1 Deloitte (2021)
2 Khazanah Research Institute (2021)
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In this article, we posit that the digitalisation of public administration services needs to transform
not just technologies but processes as well so that everyone can benefit. The digital ecosystem
needs to be designed in such a way that it improves efficiencies and is accessible to all.

Digital public administration services

The Malaysia Digital Economy Blueprint (DEB) was released in 2021 in line with the Twelfth
Malaysia Plan (12MP) to promote economic growth through digitalisation. By 2025, Malaysia
expects to increase its high-skilled job supply; enhance digital capacity, connectivity and literacy
among individuals; and increase technology usage within business industries. The DEB’s digital
government initiative aims to achieve 80% end-to-end public service capabilities and to be
ranked 12th globally on the United Nations Online Service Index (OSI), compared to 42nd in 20163.

Since 2005, Malaysia has consistently been ranked in the top 50 in the world based on the OSI*.
The OSI measures the extent to which governments can provide end-to-end public services
digitally to their citizens. End-to-end public services, simply put, are systems and processes that
help individuals achieve an end task. The OSI measures the accessibility, inclusivity and
availability of transactional public services through the Online Service QuestionnaireS. However,
a high OSI rank does not necessarily indicate a more efficient or inclusive public service
experience.

Rethinking processes and information flows

The COVID-19 pandemic forced a quick shift to electronic systems (e.g., making application forms
available online with e-payment integrations) that merely recreate the same offline processes in
digital form. This does not necessarily improve efficiency or the user experience.

Government agencies rely on legacy systems that heavily influence their operational business
models. The path dependency approach (i.e., one touchpoint depends on the previous touchpoint)
is often embedded into systems and processes, constraining digital transformation. Rather than
designing systems and operational processes with a user-based bi-directional feedback flow,
these structures and processes are often determined by preexisting top-down policies and
legislation’. Enabling a digital service without testing information flows can result in unexpected
bottlenecks.

3 Dahalin et al. (2019)

4 Dahalin et al. (2019)

5UN (2018)

6 Alexandrova, Rapanotti, and Horrocks (2015)
7 Fishenden and Young (2017)
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Figure 1: A comparison of offline and online stamping applications processes?
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Source: NST (2018), Alicia (2019), LHDN (2022), JPPH (n.d.)

For instance, the online stamping process used by the Malaysian Revenue Board requires a user
to create an account, fill in an online form and submit it; this is a quick process. The submitted
form is then transferred to an officer to determine whether it was filled correctly. If approved, the
form will then be passed on to the valuation or endorsement officer that will determine the stamp
duty. The entire process from submission to valuation takes around 2 to 3 working days.

Compare this to the offline process which takes on average just a few hours even though it
requires the applicant to physically travel to an office and be present to wait for an officer to
approve the application and perform a valuation in person.

The World Bank reported that despite the digitalisation of public services leading to a 30%
decrease in workload and time, the duration of the e-permitting process in a country depends
significantly on its process design and digital capacities®. The Doing Business 2020 report claimed
that an entirely offline permitting process for businesses averaged 168 days globally. Increasing
digital services decreases the time taken to complete this process, reaching a 32% reduction (to
an average of 114 days) with the introduction of more than five digital services?0.

Digitalisation, if done well, can significantly improve efficiency within the public sector. For
instance, in 2015, the construction permit process in India required 44 procedures in Mumbai
and 24 in Delhi, lasting up to 171 and 195 days respectively!l. After updating legacy regulations
and processes to accommodate the use of online portals and integrating online applications

8 NST (2018); Alicia (2019); JPPH (n.d.); LHDN (2022)
9 APEC Digital Economy Steering Group (2022)

10 World Bank (2020a)

11 World Bank (2020b)
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between agencies, getting a permit in 2020 required only 19 procedures in Mumbai and 11 in
Delhi, lasting up to 98 and 113.5 days respectively.

Digital inclusion for seniors

Citizens of all ages access public services, so digitalised public services need to be accessible to all
age groups.

In Malaysia: lack of redundancies and offline options are barriers to access

Early digital adoption in Malaysia left many seniors behind. In 2020, the Malaysian
Communications and Multimedia Commission reported that amongst the 11.3% of non-internet
users in Malaysia, 51.8% were seniors aged 60 and above!2. Recent reports show that the digital
age gap is closing!3 thus it is essential that public services are designed to be accessible by users
of all ages. The online stamping process described earlier may seem straightforward to users who
are younger and more digitally savvy, but those older and less familiar with digital systems may
find it more challenging to create an online account and navigate the website without help.

In some cases, the move to digitalised public services has removed alternative offline options. As
public services transition to being fully online, physical offices may not have the capacity to
provide support services as before. Seniors with limited experience navigating online systems
may find the digital process complicated. When they seek help, they are directed to online service
portals with little instruction or support. Although further information is available if they contact
the service provider (e.g., through telephone or email) or refer to the 255-page online stamping
process manuall4, it is important to recognise that every additional step is another barrier to
access that lowers the likelihood of adoption of digital public services?s.

Digital inclusion can be improved by providing greater accessibility ¢, providing literacy
training!?, increasing affordability and strengthening security and privacy!8. However, it is
essential to also consider the design of digital processes and redundancy systems for public
services. Digital public service systems should be reassessed for their usability and relevance to
ensure inclusivity by design, for example by offering large font sizes, translations into different
languages and simpler user interfaces.

12 MCMC (2020)

13 Khazanah Research Institute (2021)
14 LHDN (2022)

15 Saad (2014)

16 Gomes (2016)

17 Perdana and Mokhtar (2022)

18 Akinola (2021)
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In China: digitally inclusive design for seniors

China has a salient digital divide between the young and seniors!9. In 2020, the China Network
Information Centre20 reported that 10.3% of users in China were 60 or older, compared to
Malaysia, where 3.4% of users were over 60 years old2!. Additionally, 26.2% of seniors in China
were using WeChat, a popular all-in-one service and messaging app in China, and 4.4% were using
search engines?2. Although a survey found that 38.6% of internet users over 60 were committed
users, these were people with at least secondary education and of high socioeconomic status?3.

In response to the digital generation gap, the Chinese government introduced the “Notice on the
Implementation Plan for Effectively Solving the Difficulties of the Elderly in Using Intelligent
Technology24” to ensure non-discriminatory access to service for seniors through creating
redundancies. The notice outlined the need for applications and services to design accessible and
inclusive technologies and services. For instance, the notice entails a requirement for medical
institutions to ensure the availability of manual service windows for registration and payment
and simplified online medical services?s (e.g., through integrating voice guidance features) for
seniors.

Moreover, the Chinese government also requires transportation companies to prioritise seniors
in their operations by providing alternative reservation methods (e.g., telephone) and a smooth
user experience (e.g., using one-click functions)?6. For example, a government-backed e-hailing
application, Shencheng Chuxing (Fi#£111T), provides customers with the option to hail a cab with
one button. This reduces the need to register the destination and pick-up location and gives
seniors easier mobility as they can verbally provide travel details when the cab arrives and pay
using traditional means.

Conclusion

Malaysia has the opportunity to consider how other countries have redesigned systems and
processes in the digitalisation of their public services. Simply adopting new digital processes and
increasing technical functionality in the public sector do not automatically lead to improved
efficiencies or a smoother user experience, particularly for seniors. Designing more inclusive
digital systems and processes that users of all ages and digital experience can access is key to
digital transformation of public administration services.

19 Liu etal. (2021)

20 Zhong (2020)

21 MCMC (2020)

22 Lju etal. (2021)

23 Sun et al. (2020)

24 Office of the State Council (2020)
25 Office of the State Council (2020)
26 Chen (2020)
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