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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an
overview of the adoption, uses, and impacts of
information technology (IT), including electronic
government, among local governments in the
United States'. In the 1950s, these governments
began to adopt IT for a variety of purposes and
functions, and they continue to do so today. Since
at least the mid 1970s, a small, but prolific group
of scholars has conducted a large body of research
on various aspects of IT and local government.? It
is from that research and my own studies into this
subject that I have based this chapter (regarding
e-government, see also, Norris, 20006).

Given the constraint of space, this chapter
can only highlight aspects of this important
topic. Readers who wish to delve more deeply
into the subject of information technology and
local government may wish to avail themselves
of the works found in the bibliography as well as
references from other, related works which can
be found through those works.

BACKGROUND

In the early days of commercially available elec-
tronic computing, essentially the 1950s and 1960s,
large, expensive mainframe computers dominated
the IT landscape. They were the only game in town.
Asaresult, only large organizations with sizeable
budgets could afford computers atall. In the public
sector, this meant that only the largest governments
(e.g., federal agencies, some state governments and
their larger agencies, and large city and county
governments) were computerized.

This began to change after 1965 when the
Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC) devel-
oped the minicomputer. Minicomputers differed
from mainframes principally in size and cost.
Additionally, and unlike mainframes, they did
not require large rooms, their own air power sup-
plies and air conditioning, and round the clock
technical supervision and support. Minis were
also much easier to operate than mainframes,
especially if they included “packaged” municipal
software. (Packaged software is a type of generic
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programming written for a narrow market, such
as municipal government, and for targeted func-
tions, like billing and accounting. Organizations
that use packaged software do not need staffs of
computer programmers.) All of this meant that
smaller local governments not only could afford
computers (albeit minicomputers), but they could
also operate these computers to automate basic
governmental functions without the staffrequired
for mainframes.

The next major stage in local government
computing began in the early to mid 1980s with
the commercial introduction of the microcom-
puter (aka, the personal computer or the PC).
PCs function exactly the same as mainframes or
minicomputers (input, process, storage, output),
but were and are much smaller, user friendly and
less costly (even the early versions) than their
larger cousins. Certainly, early PCs had a number
of limitations, but by the late 1990s most of those
limitations had been overcome by a combination
ofincreased speed and power and the development
and maturation of networking. Today, PC networks
can and do perform functions that could only be
performed by mainframes 25 years ago.

As anyone who is the least bit familiar with
computers well knows, every year computers
improve in terms of speed, processing, storage ca-
pacity, user friendliness and more, and do so while
costs decrease (e.g., Moore’s Law, Wikipedia,
2006). This trend, combined with the availability
of minicomputers and then PCs and networks,
helped to diffuse computertechnology throughout
local government in the United States.

However, the diffusion began slowly. Data
from surveys conducted by the International
City/County Management Association (ICMA)
show that by 1975 only half of all municipal gov-
ernments in the U.S. of 10,000 persons or more
had computers. By 1985, this had increased to 97
percent and then to 99 percent in 1997 (ICMA,
1975, 1985,1997).

PC adoption by local governments began
slowly, too, but ramped up quickly. In 1982, only
13 percent of municipalities had PCs (Norris &
Webb, 1984). By 1994, this had increased to 92
percent of all cities (Norris & Kraemer, 1996).

Today, it would be fair to say that only the smallest
of local governments (and probably very few of
them) do not use computers of any kind. (Later in
the chapter [ will discuss the diffusion of e-govern-
ment among U.S. local governments.)

REASONS FOR ADOPTION

Why did local governments adopt computer
technology? There are at least three reasons as-
sociated with local government motivations and
rationales for adopting: generic, function specific,
and “Keeping up with the Joneses.” In addition,
adoption tends to be associated with a number of
factors internal to local governments and also to
local government demographic variables.

As I discovered when examining local gov-
ernment adoption of leading edge information
technologies, these governments are interested in
generalized results from information technology
in areas like efficiency, economy, effectiveness,
accuracy, costsavings, revenue enhancement, time
saving, reducing staff, and related areas (Norris,
2003). “Although these reasons are often stated
quite generally [by local officials], they neverthe-
less carry meaning. This is another way of saying
that local governments do not adopt leading edge
information technologies frivolously (p. 158).”

Ofequal importance, local governments adopt
information technologies to address specificissues
orproblems. Examples include using T toreplace
personnel because of downsizing; to provide better
and faster service for power restoration to utility
customers; to increase revenues from a billing
function; to improve the cost-effectiveness and
safety of the arraignment process (remote video
arraignment); and to improve computer training
at lower unit cost (Norris, 2003). In other words,
local officials examine extant processes or prob-
lems and decide to adopt specific information
technologies to address (that is, to improve or fix)
specific processes or problems.

Sometimes, local governments adopt IT be-
cause theirneighbors have done so. Local officials,
from top officials well down the hierarchy, are
aware of what neighboring and comparable gov-
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