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Abstract. The digitalisation of administrative procedures is usually assessed through indicators of availability and speed, while its effect on the relationship between the individual and the administration remains poorly measured. This article proposes a framework for assessing digital administrative procedures against three conditions of institutional trust: intelligibility, contestability and accessibility. The framework is derived from European legal standards on automated decision-making and from the public-law literature on good administration, and is applied to 240 procedures drawn from six national e-government portals. The analysis shows that procedures with comparable availability scores differ substantially in whether a decision can be explained and challenged by the person it concerns, and that the gap is widest in the service groups where decisions bear most directly on individual circumstances. The article argues that availability indices overstate institutional readiness where reason-giving and remedy are not built into the procedure, and proposes three indicators that can be collected alongside existing e-government measurements.
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1. Introduction
The digitalisation of administrative procedures has been assessed for two decades mainly through indicators of availability: how many services can be started online, how many can be completed without a visit to an office, and how long each takes. These measurements have driven national strategies and international benchmarking, and they capture something real. They say considerably less about what happens to the relationship between the individual and the administration once a procedure moves into a digital channel and, increasingly, into a partly automated one (Røhl, 2023).
European legal standards approach the same shift from the opposite direction. The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (2016) protects the right to good administration, including the obligation to give reasons. The General Data Protection Regulation grants a person subject to a solely automated decision the right to obtain human intervention and to contest the decision (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2016), and the guidance of the European Data Protection Board (2018) treats reason-giving as a condition of lawfulness rather than a courtesy. The Artificial Intelligence Act (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2024) and the Council of Europe Framework Convention on Artificial Intelligence (2024) extend the same logic to AI-assisted administration. The literature on digital constitutionalism reads these instruments as an attempt to keep public authority intelligible where it is exercised through technical systems (De Gregorio, 2022; Greenstein, 2022).
This article asks how far availability-based assessment corresponds to the conditions under which administrative authority remains contestable. It proposes a three-condition framework — intelligibility, contestability and accessibility — and applies it to a sample of national procedures. Section 2 sets out the material and the method, section 3 reports the results, section 4 discusses their implications and limitations, and section 5 states the conclusions.
2. Materials and Methods
The material consists of 240 administrative procedures drawn from the e-government portals of six European jurisdictions and coded between January and April 2026. Procedures were selected to cover five service groups of comparable significance for individual applicants: registration of residence, business licensing, social benefits, tax filings and construction permits.
Each procedure was coded on three binary indicators derived from the standards set out in section 1: whether the decision is accompanied by reasons in a form the applicant receives; whether an appeal route is stated within the procedure itself; and whether a non-digital channel remains available. Coding was carried out independently by two coders, with disagreements in 11 per cent of cases resolved by discussion. The accessibility indicator follows the treatment of the digital divide in Kouroutakis (2024), and procedures with an automated decision component were additionally described using the risk vocabulary of the generative artificial-intelligence profile of the United States National Institute of Standards and Technology (Autio et al., 2024). The method is documentary: it measures what a procedure offers, not what applicants experience, a limitation returned to in section 4.
3. Results
Availability and contestability diverge in every service group examined. Table 1 sets out the three conditions and the indicator used for each. Figure 1 compares the share of procedures available online with the share in which reasons are given and an appeal route is stated.
Table 1
Conditions of Institutional Trust and the Indicators Used in the Coding
	Condition
	Indicator used in the coding
	Legal basis

	Intelligibility
	Reasons are given in a form the applicant receives
	Charter, Art. 41; AI Act, Art. 86

	Contestability
	An appeal route is stated within the procedure itself
	GDPR, Art. 22(3)

	Accessibility
	A non-digital channel remains available to the applicant
	CM/Rec(2020)1, para. 4.2


Note. Charter = Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union; GDPR = General Data Protection Regulation; CM/Rec(2020)1 = Recommendation of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe on the human rights impacts of algorithmic systems.
The gap is widest in social benefits and construction permits, where a majority of procedures can be completed online but fewer than a third state how the decision may be challenged. Tax filings, the most fully digitalised group, show the smallest gap. Procedures with an automated decision component — 38 of the 240 — account for a disproportionate share of the cases in which no alternative channel remained open to the applicant (Langer, 2024; Das et al., 2025).
Figure 1
Availability and Contestability of Administrative Procedures, by Service Group
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Note. Own coding of 240 procedures from the e-government portals of six European jurisdictions, January–April 2026. Values are percentages of the procedures within each service group.
4. Discussion
Read together, the results suggest that availability indices describe the front end of a procedure rather than the conditions under which its outcome can be questioned. A jurisdiction can improve its position in a benchmarking exercise while the share of decisions that a person can understand and challenge stays flat, or falls, as procedures are automated (da Rosa Lazarotto, 2025; Røhl, 2023). What is at stake is the guarantee of an effective remedy familiar from the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (1950), carried into a setting where the decision is prepared by a system rather than argued over a counter.
The framework proposed here is not a substitute for availability measurement. It is a second axis, and the three indicators behind it can be collected in the same exercise at low marginal cost. Two limitations follow from the design. The coding captures what a procedure states, not whether the reasons given are adequate in substance, and the sample covers six jurisdictions with comparable administrative traditions, which limits generalisation. Both point towards work that combines documentary coding with the analysis of individual case files.
5. Conclusions
Digital administrative procedures can be highly available and, at the same time, difficult to contest. Assessing them against intelligibility, contestability and accessibility separates the two questions and makes the second measurable alongside the first. Applied to 240 procedures, the framework shows the largest gaps precisely where administrative decisions bear most directly on individual circumstances. Three indicators — reasons received, appeal route stated, alternative channel available — can be collected alongside existing e-government measurements and would allow national strategies to report institutional readiness rather than digital coverage alone.
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