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Municipal Digital Transformation in the Fast Lane?
Changes in German Municipalities due to Covid-19
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Abstract. The start of the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020 changed life as we
know it in many ways. Many organizations, including municipalities, were forced
to implement the government’s new pandemic regulations and digitally map
municipal processes in a short period of time. We conducted a case study over a
16-month period (subdivided into three phases) to examine the changes in public
administrations. In doing so, we compared and evaluated the changes in the
municipal fields of action with the digital transformation plans (pre-Covid). The
findings show that changes have taken place in many fields of action, most of
them in Administration, Education, People and Health. It is remarkable that some
changes only started at a certain phase, like building competences, and others
showed a continuous change, like IT-equipment. Finally, completely new
measures have appeared in addition to a more intensive design of the digital
transformation measures that were actually planned.

Keywords: Covid-19, Municipalities, municipal digital transformation

1 Introduction

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020 greatly changed lives around
the world. From that point on, ways suddenly had to be found to make normal life work
remotely: This applies to both personal and professional life. Therefore, lockdowns
were imposed around the world to contain the virus. The lockdowns resulted in the
indefinite closure of many public facilities, shopping malls, stores, cultural and sporting
activities [1]. Thus, the pandemic affected all areas of life such as health, teamwork,
ecology, economy, etc. The focus remains on the health sector [2]. The well-being of
the patient and the preservation of life are the highest priorities. In addition, however,
the economy must also be maintained in order to secure jobs and keep commodity
chains running to supply citizens. Governments are also called upon to establish
regulations to contain the virus and to initiate their implementation. In Germany, the
implementation of these regulations is the responsibility of local municipalities.
German municipalities were thus confronted with a completely new situation in two
respects. First, the municipalities were given a completely new task, namely the
implementation and control of government measures. Second, it was the conversion of
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municipal processes to a digital form. In concrete terms, this meant that the lockdown
closed the town halls to citizens and employees. However, day-to-day business had to
continue [3]. So public administrations had to act and adapt quickly to be able to work
digitally and offer services to citizens online as soon as possible.

During this time, as part of our research project with local municipalities, we found
that the new situation posed many challenges for municipalities. The aim of this case
study is therefore to find out what changes have occurred because of Covid-19 and
whether these would also have occurred in the ordinary course of municipal digital
transformation. In doing so, we would like to look at the eight fields of action of the
local digital transformation and consider this over time. With this in mind, we would
like to answer the following research question (RQ): What Covid-19-related changes
have occurred in the municipal fields of action and how do these compare to the digital
transformation without Covid-19?

To answer our RQ, we have conducted a case study. The structure of this paper is as
follows: chapter 2 provides the theoretical background. In chapter 3, we present our
research design and methodology. In chapter 4, we give insights in our findings and
finally, chapter 5, we discuss our findings and reveal the limits of our work.

2 Theoretical Background

The Covid-19 pandemic has changed everyone’s daily life to a great extent. From the
beginning of the pandemic outbreak in March 2020 until now, unpredictable restrictions
and adaptations are still required. In order to return to a more normal life, it is necessary
to deal with the consequences of the pandemic and take the first steps in this direction.
All this to avoid in the future well-known measures such as area-wide lockdowns, social
distance, quarantine regulations, and fundamental changes in the work environment,
that has occurred in the last 18 months [4, 5].

Since the beginning of the Covid-19 outbreak, many researchers have been looking
at the changes and possible consequences in various research areas (e.g., health, virtual
teamwork, ecology, economics, etc.). One focus, of course, has been on researching the
Covid-19 virus itself, but there has also been increased research in other areas,
including public administration, which has since faced major challenges [4, 6-8]. In the
field of public administrations, researchers found that the biggest challenges were the
closure of the citizen service and thus the social distance from the citizens, but also the
procedures in the administration, that means the internal processes themselves [4, 7, 9,
9-12]. The first challenge, the closure of the citizen service, meant that many citizens
services could not be implemented and continued as usual, e.g., re-registering a
residence or registering a dog. Before Covid-19, citizens came to the Citizen Service
Office for this purpose and the cases were processed analogously and one after the
other. With Covid-19, digital capabilities had to be created abruptly, which is why
McKinsey & Company postulate that “Covid-19 accelerated the adoption of digital
technologies by several years.” [13]. Some public administrations that had already been
on the path to digitalization for several years had an advantage here, like Vienna.



However, many public administrations faced major challenges from one moment to the
next, especially in rural areas where public administrations are very small [14, 15].

The pandemic has shown that everyone must adapt quickly and effectively, and that
in many unexpected cases it is still possible to find and follow new paths. In the
municipal context, many experts have found it surprising how many digital possibilities
have been created [16, 17]. These digital opportunities were mostly part of the
municipal digital transformation before Covid-19. Faro et al. describes digital
transformation as follows ,,Digital transformation is driving organisations to
continuously transform their processes, services and products using digital
technologies to remain a viable [organization]* [16:1]. In the context of public
administrations, digital transformation is seen as a key enabler of digital transformation
and as part of “an integrated element of e-government” [17:4]. In relation to Covid-19,
in many municipalities this digital transformation (e.g., rapid transition from analog to
digital, increasing accessibility, or new forms of interaction with citizens) were
overnight, with many municipalities not adequately prepared for it. As a result, many
challenges arose both internally (planning, control, and fees) and externally (user
engagement, and fees) [7, 15].

In the framework of our research project with local public administrations, we
quickly realized that the challenges in the previously defined eight areas (explained
below) of municipal digital transformation went far beyond the envisioned challenges
that would be encountered in the process. The changes included both technological and
methodological components. In practice, for example, rolling out information and
communications technology (ICT) in the public administrations proved to be much
more complex than previously assumed [15, 17].

Administration (Adm). This area aims to create transparency in municipal processes
to make them easier and more accessible for citizens. This includes, for example, public
participation in decision-making processes, or public services [8, 20].

Economy (Eco). This area is intended to maintain and strengthen municipal
competitiveness and innovative strength. The beginning of the digital transformation
here is the implementation of a fast, reliable, and nationwide network as well as
awareness and adaptation to new innovations [21, 22].

Education (Edu). Education plays a crucial role for communities, and both supply
and demand are important. Education is not only limited to students, but also includes
the quality of life of citizens through smart buildings for education [13] museums, and
libraries to live and educate well together [23, 24].

Health (Hea). This area includes all medical facilities and services. The medical care
situation, such as the diversity of doctors’ practices or the number of hospital beds, is a
crucial point for this field of action and can be improved by new technologies and their
networking. This is of central importance, especially in times of pandemics [2, 25].

Mobility (Mob). A reliable and well-functioning transport system in a city increases
the quality of life of its citizens and the cities’ attractiveness. Smart mobility is therefore
understood as a comprehensive and intelligent mobility concept that takes external and
internal factors into account to act in real time with the help of ICT [23, 26].

People (Peo). People are the cities’ core. Only through intelligent citizens who have
access to Education can the urban Economy grow. Therefore, citizens should have the



opportunity to develop, to participate in public life. These intelligent citizens are then
open to new things and can actively see and implement the new innovations [20, 24].

Retail (Ret). A digital transformation is essential to ensure that city centers remain
attractive and can keep up and compete with online retailing in particular. This includes,
for example, various payment systems or online reservations [27, 28].

Tourism (Tou). Tourist cities are increasingly investing in digital technologies to
further expand and strengthen their attractiveness and competitiveness. The cities’
digital transformation can help here to strengthen the tourism sector. In times of
pandemic, this is even more important as the industry is heavily affected by lockdowns.
[29, 30]

3 Method

Method selection. In order to explore the different changes, which occurred due to the
Covid-19 pandemic in German public administrations, we conducted a longitudinal
case study [31, 32]. We focused on public administrations, as they had to cope with the
most challenges. When analyzing phenomena, which are not yet fully explored and
causal effects cannot be identified, case studies are a verified method [32, 33]. In detail,
case studies allow to analyze phenomena while they occur [34], like in our case the
effect of the Covid-19 pandemic. As our use case contains these two factors, we decided
to use a long-term case study as our method. As the strength of case studies lies in their
internal validity, we took several measurement steps to increase the external validity.
First, we conducted all our research phases in a team with at least two researchers. The
aim is to reduce idiosyncratic perceptions [35]. Furthermore, due to conducting the
research in a team, we were able to implement investor triangulation [36]. Second, in
order to reduce case-specific findings, we included 21 cases in a period over 15 month
[32, 33].

Case Design. In our case study, we analyze the administrative changes that have been
newly initiated in German public administrations, changed due to the pandemic, or
accelerated in the process. This is based on 12 municipalities in a rural German district
that are being supported in their digital transformation process as part of a research
project. Relevant information on the 12 base municipalities can be found in Table 1. A
district is an organizational unit that represents a next higher level of municipalities in
which smaller municipalities are organized in Germany. In addition to base
municipalities, we added a multi-perspective unit to the case study to include different
stakeholder perspectives, called the “extended group” — see data collection. We have
analyzed how Covid-19 has forced public administration to implement new initiatives,
what changes have taken place in public administration, and what impact this has had
on the municipal digital. We examined this at different points during the pandemic
(three phases in total). A brief description of our procedure is presented below (see
Figure 1). To answer our RQ, we focused on the actions that municipalities took to
respond to the challenges they faced during Covid-19 (e.g., daily citizens service during
the shutdown or new forms of work environments). Thus, the unit of analysis is the



organization, specifically municipalities in our case. As mentioned earlier, we
examined 21 cases in order to have multiple cases to support the findings in the spirit
of external validity and replication logic [32, 37].

Table 1. Overview of the base municipalities’ characteristics

Participant Inhabitants Area [km?] Employees Population Density

M1 277,000 1,132.9 889 245
M2 19,500 275.5 187 71
M3 7,500 71.0 50 99
M4 22,000 72.0 91 276
M5 15,000 136.0 53 110
M6 18,400 54.6 93 337
M7 14,800 81.1 95 182
M8 31,500 71.1 162 443
M9 25,000 137.4 104 182
M10 15,000 79.7 68 187
M1l 103,000 114.7 1,398 898
M12 15,000 39.8 70 327
Pilot Study Case Selection Data Collection Data Analysis

Figure 1. Case study’s timeline and setup

Pilot Study. To test our semi-structured interview guideline, we interviewed three
experts of the municipalities, who could express the municipal changes caused by
Covid-19 during the first lockdown from mid of March till start of June 2020 in their
municipality. We interviewed one Chief Digital Officer (CDO), one mayor, and one
mobility manager in the municipalities regarding the perceived challenges, the digital
measures, and other actions taken. After each interview, we analyzed the findings and
adjusted our questions asked by leaving out some questions and adding some. In this
way, we were able to ensure that we could query all areas of a municipality with their
changes and that nothing was left out. As we noticed that our participants focused only
on the most important changes that had just happened, while they left other changes out
(primacy-recency-effect [38]), we decided to combine our interviews with two
workshops (one before the interviews and one afterwards). In the workshops, the CDOs
of the base municipalities discussed the challenges and changes, as well as newly
introduced methods and tools.

Case selection. After finishing our pilot study, we conducted the case study with all 12
base municipalities from our district. As previously mentioned, the 12 base
municipalities are project partners in our research project, so we knew from our
collaboration that they were facing challenging changes due to Covid-19, and therefore



designed our case study this way. Those 12 municipalities are in North-Rhine-
Westphalia in Germany and differ in their characteristics (e.g., number of inhabitants,
area, or population density), see Table 1. Therefore, they are well suited for our case
study and can provide insights beyond one specific case. To make our case study project
more meaningful, we conducted a survey with an extended group between the two
survey periods of the 12 municipalities. Here we also conducted interviews and a
workshop. The extended group consisted not only of municipal employees but also of
politicians and citizens, whom we interviewed as part of a series of lectures.

Data collection. In addition to the actual data collection, we collected background
information about the base municipalities (e.g., size or number of citizens) to be able
to use the interview time to only discuss challenges and changes according to Covid-
19 (see Table 1). In addition, we have presented the information of all case study
participants base municipalities and extended group in Table 2. In the following, we
will take a closer look at the data collection in the three phases. Phase I took place
between June and July 2020 after the first lockdown in Germany. In the pre-workshop,
we made the CDOs aware of the topic and recorded initial changes. After the pre-
workshop, the CDOs were sent the interview guide in advance. This allowed them to
prepare and record the changes that occurred because of Covid-19. In Phase I, we
conducted a total of 15 interviews (3 pilot, 12 case-based). Our case-based sample
included six small- and three large-medium-sized cities, as well as one small city, one
large city, and one district. We interviewed a total of eight male and two female CDOs.
One female CDO is responsible for three municipalities, as they have a joint digitization
project for which they have hired a joint CDO. Phase II took place in October 2020,
when the first lockdown had ended and the second had not yet begun. In this phase, we
surveyed the extended group which was part of a lecture series. The workshops were
designed to be hybrid — 26 participants attended the digital part and 18 the face-to-face
event. Among the participants were politicians, municipal employees, entrepreneurs,
and citizens. In the workshop, we collected and discussed the changes that Covid-19
brought to different areas of actions. We conducted interviews on the changes with half
of the presence participants to get more in-depth information. The same questionnaire
as in Phase I was used for the interviews. Of those interviewed, 4 were male and 5 were
female. The occupations ranged from CDO to CEO of a mobility start-up, a female
student to an engaged citizen. Phase III was in April 2021, during the second lockdown
in Germany. In this Phase, the base municipalities were asked again about changes due
to Covid-19. The focus was on whether new aspects had been added since the last time.
The same questionnaire was used for the interviews as for Phase I.

In the interviews, we looked specifically at Covid-19 changes and explored them in
more detail during the duration of the pandemic. We chose an interview-driven
approach to capture as many Covid-19-related challenges, initiatives, changes, and
digital measures as possible. This method is more systematic and structured than a
purely conversational interview and therefore fits well with our case study [39]. We
designed a semi-structed interview guide to allow interviewees to speak freely and
openly and to address additional aspects that we had not included in our questions. To
avoid the common pitfalls of qualitative semi-structured interviews, we used Sarker's



guide to qualitative research [39, 40]. For the case study, we followed the guidelines of
Darke et al [41] and conducted the interviews with two researchers. The interview was
divided into two parts. The first part includes questions about the interviewee (e.g., age,
background, duties, feelings toward the pandemic). The second part deals exclusively
with the challenges posed by Covid-19 as well as implemented and planned measures.

Table 2. Overview of the participants

Category Number of Citizens Number Participants

Small Cities <10,000 M3

Small medium-sized cities 10,000 — 20,000 M2, M5, M6, M7, M10, M12
Large medium-sized cities 20,000 — 50,000 M4, M8, M9

Large cities > 50,000 M11, M13 - M20

Districts M1, M21

Data analysis. We recorded the interviews in German, transcribed them nonverbatim,
and translated them into English for the purpose of this analysis. To analyze our
interview transcripts, we used the software MAXQDA 2020, utilizing inductive
Bottom-up Coding methods [42]. After the half of the analyzed interviews, we
compared our coding scheme found and agreed on a common one with which we
continued coding (axial coding) [42]. Differing opinions were discussed with the other
researcher and clarified by consensus. For example, in the following quote, “We need
better equipment for working at home, such as laptops.” (MS5) two independent codes
(“IT equipment” and “Work requirements’) were found. Finally, “IT equipment” was
used as the axial code. Next, the axial codes were grouped by relevant aspects. When
no new aspects of changes were found, we ended the analysis with saturation.

4 Findings

In the interviews, we looked specifically at the changes due to Covid-19 and examined
these in more detail over the duration of the pandemic. In doing so, we found that there
was a significant increase in changes and consequently measures in all areas of action
over the duration of the pandemic, see Table 3.

We have listed these in order of quantity: (1) Most measures were taken in
Administration (all participants took measures in Administration — 100%). (2) In
Education, Covid-19 observed the second most changes (in Phase I of the pandemic in
7 out of 12 municipalities, in Phase II 33% of the participants and in Phase III in 11 out
of 12 — 61% in total). (3) In People, Covid-19 observed the third most changes — 52%
in total. Here visible measures were already evident in Phase I, and these increased
slightly in Phases III. (4) In Health, the changes in Phase I have only begun in 1 of 12
municipalities. In Phase III, 12 out of 12 municipalities are now seeing changes in
Health — 47% in total.

In the other fields of action examined, less than half of the participants saw changes,
with the least changes being observed in Mobility. As we asked German municipalities
directly instead of e.g., asking municipally owned companies, we found that German



municipalities do not have a direct influence on changes in Tourism, Retail, Economy,
and Mobility during the pandemic. Due to their public administrative structures, some
municipalities have only an indirect influence on the fields of action, but they are
responsible for monitoring and implementing measures.

Table 3. Number of Covid-19-related changes per field of action

Adm Eco Edu Hea Mob Peo Ret Tou from
I 12 4 7 1 1 5 2 5 12
Phase 11 9 2 3 3 8 5 2 2 9
m 12 6 11 12 4 7 9 7 12
Changes’ Mean 100% 35% 61% 47% 44% 52% 38% 41%
Ranking 1 8 2 4 5 3 7 6
For the analysis of our case study, we concentrate on the four mentioned field of actions
with the most measures — Administration, Education, People and Health. Thus, we are
presenting in the following our findings from the interviews.

Changes in Administration. In the field of Administration one of the most common
changes, which occurred due to Covid-19, was the introduction of remote work for
municipal employees. This happened in all three phases: in Phase I to make it possible
for employees to work at home, in Phase II to establish it, and in Phase 111 to consolidate
it. At the beginning of Phase I, regarding data security standards as well as
administrative regulations, the opportunity for municipal employees to work remotely
was rare [43]. Especially in the case sample from Phase I and III only some employees
and managers were able to work remotely because of different challenges, such as lack
of IT equipment (laptop, webcam), digital data storage, or data. This changed with the
outbreak of the pandemic as one CDO explains:

“Due to Covid-19 we relocated our employees in remote work opportunities. In the
Administration, an average of 40% of our employees were working from home every
day. Previously, remote work was only possible in individual cases.” (M8)

With Covid-19, flexibility in terms of working hours, work location, and work
technology gained importance and set new standards for “new work” in public
administrations.

Another aspect noted by the participants was the basic equipment needed to be able
to work remotely. Here, there were many structural changes in the municipalities.
Hardware and software were upgraded, and new equipment was purchased, like
notebooks, video conference tools, or Virtual Private Network (VPN) accesses.

“We needed new software and hardware to practice video conferences. Here again,
we tried different tools for our conference procedures. [...] In order to get external
access regarding our data we also needed to improve our VPN area.” (M4)

From Phase II onwards, the short-term regulations introduced in Phase 1 were
consolidated and further expanded. “Fixed” remote times from 6 a.m. to 7 p.m. were
introduced in many municipalities. In addition, the remote work rules were written
down for the first time and a permanent employees’ entitlement was approved.

Another measure was the introduction of online seminars or webinars to build
employees competencies. Webinars combine many advantages: travel time is saved,



they are usually shorter, and contain more condensed knowledge. The webinars
attended mainly addressed digital alternatives for common processes or subject-specific
and method-specific content, like new work.

“We started online seminars for employees to introduce them into digital processes
in our administration” (M9)

“We noticed quickly that we have to build digital competences among our stuff.
Otherwise, remote work and working at home will not run during the lockdown and
beyond.” (M2)

Since Phase III, another aspect has been added. Municipalities now also hold their
internal meetings via video conferencing, e.g., meetings with elections, as solutions
have also been found for this and it is considered practical.

“Since politicians discovered that it is much easier to hold evening meetings
including elections from home, we just do it. No counting ballots is so great.” (M15)

Overall, municipal employees feel that the trends of flexibility in public
administration are urgently needed and a right step into the future. They would like to
see the changes carried over into many of the parts of the public administration, such
as M2, M5, M13, M20.

Changes in Education. The second most important field of action where the
municipalities had to react quickly was Education. At the beginning of Phase I, the
municipalities analyzed how they can support the schools and pupils in homeschooling,
e.g., with technical infrastructure.

“During the pandemic, our council made decision about WLAN and school
technology.” (M4)

“We have provided the schools with tablets.” (M12)

“We increased the hardware equipment for schools during the lockdown.” (M6)

To decide more openly and transparent on the digital measures in Education,
especially for schools, the district decided to build an intercommunal team to support
schools during Covid-19 and beyond.

“We introduced the “Intercommunal Working group on the Digitalization of
Schools” to help schools with the digital measures because of the Covid-19 lockdown,
everything had to happen quickly.” (M1)

In Phase II, the participants noted that homeschooling only works partially well, and
that further training is needed at teachers, parents, and pupils’ side to train digital skills
and spread digital attitudes.

“We noticed that some parents are not able to support their children with
homeschooling, and some teachers couldn’t work with mobile technologies. This is
where we noticed, we must teach every side about technology and their handling.” (M7)

Finally, in Phase III, the extended lockdown has once again resulted in many
changes. Digital learning projects with university support have emerged in schools,
where they are evaluating which concept works best for which age group. A lot of
hardware was purchased to support socially disadvantaged families and to offer
learning platforms.

“We were able to buy tablets for the teachers at all schools in our city so that they
have a uniform system and can now communicate with all pupils. We have also adapted



the training courses to these tablets, and we are now able to take the older colleagues
with us.” (M8)

Changes in People. When Covid-19 began and municipalities had to close their town
halls, they still had to stay in touch with their citizens. To inform citizens about daily
work, changes in administrative procedures, or about Covid-19, most municipalities
used new technologies such as social media. This can be seen in all three phases, from
the beginning of the pandemic to the present. In Phase I, increased information about
the virus itself was shared with citizens as they were very unaware.

“We sent comprehensive information about Covid-19 via social media. This is, how
we updated our citizens with daily statistics and new information.” (M1)

In Phase II, information was increasingly shared on new online events for more
outreach and networking.

“We use social media to increasingly highlight and inform about online events. In
this way, we offer our citizens the opportunity to get in touch with other people and to
network.” (M17)

“In a time of distance, contact with other people is more important than ever. And
even if virtual networking is difficult, it’s necessary.” (M14)

In Phase III, the information was expanded to new online concepts and opportunities
at pandemic times.

“For the next summer vacations, we are developing a digital summer program for
children.” (M9)

“We have offered virtual city tours to our citizens to bring a bit of normality and
distraction during this difficult time.” (M10)

But new concepts are also increasingly being developed and information provided
on how such events can be held again in presence and what needs to be considered.

“We are currently developing new opening concepts in areas such as sports and
swimming pools, with digital registration, etc., to bring in some normality.” (M11)

In addition, many municipalities have revised their homepages and made them more
modern and transparent for their citizens, so that they can be informed easier and faster
about Covid-19 regulations, even if the citizens do not have social media.

“In the course of the Corona we have revised and updated our own homepage so
that we can reach many more people even those who do not use social media.” (M7)

Since Phase II another project, pointed out by the municipalities, is the use of online
tools and technology to keep citizens in touch with each other.

“We started to provide digital communication channels for citizens to stay in touch
with their families and friends. This worked very well during the Covid-19 lockdown
both for the older and younger ones.” (M7)

And many new campaigns have been developed to fight against Covid-19 together.

“During Covid-19 lockdown we introduced the campaign #BeatCorona. The
campaign aims to provide personalized and charitable help for its neighborhoods to
leave no one behind during lockdown.” (M16)

The projects during Covid-19 in this field of action show another important aspect.
Small acts of kindness and especially neighborly help are more important than ever,
especially in pandemic times. Additionally, in countries like Germany that is affected



by demographic change, social media is a useful tool for cities to organize citizens to
help each other.

“For the seniors in the village were distributed Christmas and Easter gifts, which
were made by kindergarten children. Small gifts in the form of handicrafts, snacks and
games were also distributed for children and young people.” (M19)

Changes in Health. Our findings show that the topic of Health did not receive much
attention before Covid-19 and the municipalities initially focused on other areas, such
Administration. At the start of Phase I, only one of the twelve municipalities addressed
the issue of Health, and, in this regard, they only shared information about the virus
with their citizens via their social media.

“We have shared comprehensive information and daily statistics on the Corona
situation through our social media.” (M1)

In Phase II not only general information about the virus was shared but possible
solutions on how to fight the virus and what should be done.

“We need clear and structured hygiene concepts that can be implemented across the
board.” (M13)

“Solutions are needed for vaccinations and the necessary structures to implement
them as quickly as possible.” (M14)

In Phase III, changes in the field of Health can now be observed by all. All
participants reported that hygiene concepts now exist and were embedded in existing
structures. In addition, many participants reported that the municipalities have set up
several Covid-19 testing-stations (like M18) and the citizens now have numerous
opportunities to be tested.

“A solid hygiene concept was developed and introduced across the city.” (M5)

Health has become significantly more relevant compared to Phase I, especially as
municipalities independently declare their willingness to establish a vaccination center
in the city (like M2, M13, or M18).

“The first vaccinations in our nursing homes, both for citizens and staff have already
been taken place. Staff in our clinics have also already been vaccinated, and since
March, kindergarten staff and teachers have also been vaccinated.” (M21)

In addition to the many solutions and measures to fight the virus, some
municipalities have also found that due to the contact restrictions, for more than a year,
there is an urgently need to offer new sports and especially outdoor activities that can
be carried out under all restrictions for citizens.

“Sports and outdoor activities are increasing in importance. For this, many more
offers with thoughtful concepts must be developed and offered.” (M3)

“We have expanded the existing digital fitness offerings with our adult education
center” (M11)

5 Discussion

This case study is motivated by the Covid-19 related municipal changes. Due to the
pandemic, municipalities were forced to respond quickly to challenges and accelerate
digital transformation projects that were planned for a longer period. With this case



study, we contribute to a better understanding, both theoretical and practical, of the
Covid-19 related challenges and changes in public administrations. Compared to the
normal planned digital transformations, we found changes that firstly started at a certain
phase and secondly changed constantly. We will start with the changes that became
visible only from a certain phase.

Municipalities started to share information about Covid-19 itself, the new
regulations, and restrictions through social media channels from Phase I onwards.
Later, about the vaccination offer as well. This was visible in both People and Health.
Here, it became apparent that their digital transformation led to an intensification of
use, which was not foreseen in the pre-Covid-19 concept. From Phase Il onwards, the
municipalities increasingly made use of help from external organizations (e.g.,
companies, universities, or associations). This was partly because their services were
not available in Phase I and partly because the municipalities did not know exactly what
they needed in Phase I. The external help was accepted in Education and Health. In this
case, partners were also planned for the digital transformation in the pre-Covid concept,
but not as many and at such an early stage. From Phase III onward, two changes came
into sharp focus. Firstly, the development and formation of digital competences, and
secondly, the internal municipal meetings were held digitally using a video
conferencing tool. This was for similar reasons, because Phase 1I also marked the end
of the strict lockdown and public administrations in Germany returned to work in the
town hall. In Phase III, however, a lockdown was imposed again, and employees had
to work remotely again. This led many mayors and municipal team leaders to train their
employees and their digital competences as well as to fully transform internal municipal
meetings into digital. This occurred mainly in Administration, but also in Education in
terms of training teachers and pupils. Compared to pre-Covid, training for digital
competences was foreseen, but full digital meetings were not considered.

In parallel, there were also constant changes across the phases. These include, for
example, working remotely, increasing flexibility, information intensity via Covid-19,
support for schools, and the acquisition of IT equipment. In the case of remote working,
the first steps were taken in Phase I to make remote working possible in the first place.
In Phase 11, fixed regulations were introduced and from Phase III onwards, remote
working was fully accepted and obstacles such as files, which were now digitized, were
removed. Another example is the IT equipment that was continuously built up. In Phase
I, many suppliers did not have access to laptops which resulted in bottlenecks. In Phase
11, this was overcome, and many computers were replaced by laptops. In Phase III, the
laptops were rolled out further and the software was also rolled out across the board.
The aforementioned continuous changes occurred in all of the fields of action
examined. Compared to the pre-Covid concept, it is very noticeable that some of the
changes were definitely planned for. However, time and quantity had never been
planned for in this way. The situation is different for the changes in schools and the
dissemination of information. These changes were not included in the pre-Covid
concept. However, the pandemic has shown that even unexpected areas urgently need
municipal support for digital transformation. Therefore, an important finding of this
case study is now to review all areas of municipal action and to see whether these areas
have needed or still need support over the course of the last year and a half.
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