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Abstract. A democratic information society for all will need to provide public 
services that maintain and possibly enhance citizens’ mastery of their own 
affairs. This paper analyse the questions to a public agency call centre from the 
viewpoint of the non-users of the online services. The communication between 
the call advisors and the citizens is analyzed according to the framework of Star 
and Ruhleder [1]. First level issues can be solved with fact-oriented information 
from the advisor. Solving higher level issues will require addressing and 
handling unexpected or contextual issues. We discuss the implications of this 
analysis for the design of web pages and online services. First level issues can 
be satisfactorily solved by information on the web pages, while online support 
for higher level issues will provide a design challenge.  
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1   Introduction 

In the interactive information society web pages and automated services are to an 
increasing degree the face of government towards its citizens. For democratic reasons 
the information society will need to maintain and develop the citizens’ mastery and 
autonomy of their personal affairs in their use of the public online services. However, 
little is known of how well existing services today function for the citizens and how 
the citizens experience their use.  In Norway public websites are evaluated and ranked 
according to a set of quality criteria, however the relationship between measured 
website quality and user satisfaction is weak [2]. Few e-government studies have 
taken a citizens’ perspective [3, 4] and real users are rarely involved in the 
development of eGovernment services [5].  

A study of e-Government strategies in Sweden from the 60-ies until today 
concludes ”Moreover, the political focus is almost constantly on the producers of e-
services, the public administration and the ICT-industry, not on the users/citizens” 
[6]. A citizen is mainly seen as an information supplier to the public agencies and not 
as someone to serve [7]. Citizen-centric eGovernment is not here yet, it is challenging 



 

to develop services that meet real user needs and not only aim at reducing costs for 
the agencies [5].  

The Norwegian tax agency was among the first national public agencies to provide 
a web page for public services [8], and has been a frontrunner among the public 
agencies in employing IT. Doing one’s taxes is highly automated in Norway, to a 
degree where many people do not have to do anything to hand in their tax return form. 
Many citizens do not practice doing their taxes even once a year, and their tax 
knowledge might degenerate1

9

. Public paper forms may have a learning function 
which is lost when the paper form is substituted with an electronic schema wehe only 
the relevant posts are shown. By seeing all possible medical conditions where a 
driving licence will need to be reconsidered the citizen filling in the schema can recall 
this information for a later lookup [ ].  

The agency web page contains online self services for filling in the tax return, 
applying for or changing one’s tax card and notification of address (“flyttemelding”). 
The tax agency wants to move more of the load of requests away from personal 
contacts at the counter or on the phone to the online self services. The telephone 
advisors at the TICC are expected to direct the callers to the online self services 
whenever possible.  

This paper reports from a study of what citizens find difficult about tax, more 
precisely what the callers to the Tax Information Call Centre (TICC) ask about. Many 
topics and services requested on the phone will have a reply or a solution online, and 
the callers can also be understood as non-users of the tax agency’s web pages at least 
for the question or request of the call. Studying non-use can give us important 
knowledge about the technology in question, and can serve as an indicator to the 
citizen’s ease of use of the technology. It can also be used to improve the design of 
the services supporting automated tax [10-12]. Part of the the ambition is to find out 
why they call instead of using the agency web2

The automated tax system with its rules, regulations, computers, forms and online 
services  is a large infrastructure  in constant change. The tax rules and regulations 
may change as a result of political processes, and  new technology are taken into use 
for the communication with the citizens. Citizens having problems with tax call the 
TICC, and in this paper I will analyse their issues and problems with tax according to 
the three levels that 

. Do they need some explanation of the 
tax rules or regulations? Do they need a lookup of personal status information? Has 
some error occured? Are they perhaps lazy and want to avoid handling their tax 
themselves? Of course, some citizens do not use the Internet or have temporarily not 
access, and some services are not on the net.  

Star and Ruhleder [1] use to analyse communication around 
infrastructure development.  

 
The questions to the call centre are classified and analysed according to Star and 

Ruhleder’s three levels of communication [1] to get an understanding of the 
complexity of the issue. The analysis will give a basis for a discussion about how 

                                                           
1 This applies to filling in and submitting the tax return form. Employees will still need to give 

their employers their tax card for advance tax.  
2 The tax web site contains both information pages and transactional services, and includes also 

links to services run by other public agencies. I will use the notion “online services” to 
indiscriminatingly cover all these.  
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easily the issue can be solved by the citizen using the tax web pages or online self-
services. The theory gives a framework for understanding and talking about 
increasing complexity and increasing challenges for online self-services in resolving 
the issues of the citizens.  

This study indicates that even though many questions on the phone can be 
answered with information on the web pages, and many phone requests could have 
been handled by the citizen herself using an online self service, the citizens need 
clarifications and explanations that goes beyond this. The question might be based on 
misunderstandings about tax or erroneous assumptions, but the advisor will usually be 
able to interpret the question and provide adequate help that hardly can be provided 
by a web page.  

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. In the next section the framework 
used for analysing  the requests will be presented. In section 3 I describe the empiric 
case and methods used. Section 4 presents the telephone calls and analyses the 
requests, which is discussed in section 5 together with a brief discussion of design 
implications. The last section concludes the paper.  

2 The three levels of complexity 

Star and Ruhleder [1] describe how users and potential future users experienced 
problems with acquiring,  installing, getting access and using the Worm Community 
System (WCS), a custom-built pre-web client system for sharing and accessing 
research work on the gene sequence of the nematode c. elegans. Star and Ruhleder 
base their analysis of the issues and problems that the biologists experienced when 
they used or started to use the WCS on Bateson’s three  levels of communicating [13]. 
They turned to Bateson  “as a theorist of communication for a more formal 
understanding of the ways in which communicative processes are entangled in the 
development of infrastructure” [1, section 4]. Star and Ruhleder use the three levels 
(Bateson use the notion “orders”) to analyse communication and mutual learning 
between designers and users of the WCS. First I describe the three levels in Bateson’s 
version and then as they are adapted and described by Star and Ruhleder.  

Bateson’s three levels of communication parallels first and higher order 
mathematical logics [13, cited in Star and Ruhleder 1996]. The three levels are:  

A first level utterance is a straightforward statement about facts, i.e.: “The cat is on 
the mat”.  

A second level utterance is about the first level statement, i.e.: “I was lying when I 
said that the cat is on the mat”. 

A third level utterance is about the second level statement, i.e.: “There are many 
conflicting approaches to evaluating whether or not you were lying about the cat and 
the mat”.  

The complexity of the utterances are increasing with higher order. While it is easy 
to check if a first order utterance is true, it is not so straight forward with a third level 
utterance. 



 

Star and Ruhleder [1, section 4.1] adapts and applies these levels to the 
communication about issues and problems with using or starting to use the WCS. 
Their version of the three levels (or orders) are:  

First level issues: These are describes as being most obvious, as they tend to be 
about concrete issues and can be addressed by concrete solutions, for example about 
how to download the source code of WCS. This includes finding out about the WCS 
and learning how to acquire, install and use it together with other software. First order 
issues are not limited to start-up problems, but recur over time as well as resources 
and work patterns change.  

Second level issues: These arise as issues about the first order issues, out of 
unforeseen and unknowable contextual effects, or a collision between or interaction of 
two first order issues. They broaden the context of choice and evaluation of the first 
order issues. For example will downloading the source code be a second order issue if 
you do not know the required software for downloading.  

Third level issues: These are issues about the second order issues and how to 
choose among them, and are inherently political or involve permanent disputes. They 
have the widest context. They involve dilemmas not easily resolved by one 
individual, an example given is how the biologist researcher should share his time 
between doing worm genome research or fiddling with the WCS software.  

In Star and Ruhleder’s (ibid) analysis the first order issues were those that were the 
most obvious to their informants, as they tend to be concrete issues that can be 
addressed by equally concrete solutions. First order issues centered around installation 
and use of the system, including finding out about it and acquiring the software, but 
recur also over time. Second order issues is seen as the result of unforeseen contextual 
effects or as a collision between two first order issues. They can be addressed by an 
increase in resources together with a heightened coordination or cooperation between 
user communities and support. They can also become third-order issues when in 
conflict with other second order issues. Third order issues have the widest context and 
may not be recognized as such as they often are taken for granted. They arise out of 
multiple meanings of information, network externalities and may have long term 
implications. They are also “inherently political or involve permanent disputes” [1, 
section 4.1] and cannot be resolved locally.  

2.1 Trans-contextual difficulties and double-binds 

Star and Ruhleder [1, section 4.3.1] give an example where the use of the WCS 
presuppose knowledge and use of the operating system Unix. Knowledge about Unix 
is a first order issue for the WCS developers but a second order issue for the 
biologists. This led to trans-contextual difficulties for the biologist users in 
understanding the communication with the technical developers.  

Trans-contextual difficulties create a “double bind” when a message given on one 
level is negated on another. For instance was knowledge about Unix seen from the 
developers as a first level issue but spending time and effort on learning Unix was not 
easily available for many biologist researchers.  

Using this analysis of the emergent WCS Star and Ruhleder (ibid) could predict the 
failure of the infrastructure. They identified several double binds that hindered the 
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biologist researchers from using the system even though it seemed to fill a need for 
electronic communication within the worm community. The biologists preferred to 
use simpler infrastructure technologies like gopher and ftp (this is 1995) instead of the 
custom-made WCS which was rich on tailor-made functionality for worm research.  

I will apply this typology to the issues of doing tax seen through the questions to 
the TICC advisors from the citizens.  The complexity of the issues will be analysed 
according to how they can be resolved. However, first I will describe the TICC and 
the research methods used.  
 

3 Case and Method 

Doing the citizens’ taxes is a shared responsibility of many actors: first and foremost 
the tax agency and the citizen, but also the employers and other public agencies may 
have a role in doing it. The tax agency collects data about a citizen’s income and 
fortune from employers and banks, and calculates the taxes.  The citizen is required to 
check these data in the pre-completed tax return form, correct them or add more if 
necessary.  From the citizen’s monthly wage payments the employer withholds tax 
according to information in the tax card. For some citizens the welfare agency acts in 
the role of an employer. Information about e.g. a citizen’s real estate is provided by 
the mapping authorities.  

It is possible for a citizen to do one’s taxes for one whole year by default, as the 
process of collecting data and filling in the tax return is automated. However, it is 
possible to check, correct and fill in the tax return form both on paper and online on 
the agency’s web pages, as well as changing or ordering a tax card or an exemption 
card. The Tax agency web pages contains information about tax rules and regulations 
as well as some online services. Some services cannot be done on the net. For these 
needs, or if something unexpected happens, the economy changes or some error is 
suspected, many citizens will need to call the TICC.  

The TICC was established in 2008 after the latest major reorganization of the Tax 
agency. Previously each tax office answered the phone, now the TICC answers all 
questions nationwide. They are organized in eight offices and all offices can answer 
all phones. The phone advisors answers the phone on different lines according to tax 
topics such as “employees and pensioners”, “business”, “tax card” or “inheritance”. 
These topics are presented as choices on the spoken menu that greets the caller when 
calling the tax agency.  

The TICC received 2,7 million telephone calls in 2011, where 1.4 million calls 
were about personal tax. The average call lasted 3:49 minutes, but they may take 
much longer. The TICC is expected by the agency management to reduce the number 
of telephone calls by directing the callers to the online self services.  

The field work took place from April 2010 to March 2012  in one office of the 
TICC. The main activity was co-listening to the telephone calls to the TICC. 
Observations, interviews and document analysis has been supporting activities to 
understand the questions they receive, the TICC  and its organisational context.  

 



 

 

   
Figure 1: The call advisors sit 
at a desk in an open office 
landscape.  

Figure 2: The call advisor use a 
telephone and a PC, wearing a 
headset with a microphone. 

Figure 3: When needed, the 
advisor does calculations on a 
small handheld calculator.  

 
The call advisor sits in a light, open office landscape (see figure 1). Each has an 

office desk with a PC, a phone and sometimes a pile of papers (see figure 2). They use 
a headset with a microphone, and can look up tax-related personal information of the 
caller in the many databases of the tax agency. They know most tax rules and 
regulations by heart, and rarely look up tax rules. They may need to look up dates for 
deadlines, or addresses or phones numbers of tax offices and case handlers if a caller 
asks. When needed some use a small, handheld calculator while talking on the phone 
(see figure 3).  

I have co-listened to 474 telephone calls to the TICC, and spent around 75 hours in 
their office co-listening and observing. I have listened mostly to calls on the 
“Employees and pensioners” line, but also on the lines for “Businesses” and 
“Population Register” for broadening the understanding about the tasks and topics of 
the TICC.  

When co-listening I sit together with the advisor at his or her desk. I have a headset 
with a microphone as well and can hear the conversation and look at what the advisor 
is doing on the PC and the desk. Sometimes there is time to talk a little between the 
calls, and I can ask questions about the call. If the traffic load on the phone is high, I 
try to interfere as little as possible. When co-listening I take notes with pen and paper, 
these were transcribed  and filled out from memory as soon as possible afterwards.  

I have done eight interviews with tax advisors and a manager, and six interviews 
with people working with IT and web within the agency. In addition I have 
interviewed one expert from an NGO. The interviews have been transcribed and 
analysed, and together they give a picture of how the agency work with targeting their 
electronic information towards the citizens and how the citizens experience tax and 
the online services. Interviewing the advisors away from the PC has also given 
important background for me to recognize topics and understand what the advisor is 
saying and doing during the phone calls, as this is a real-time situation with few 
occasions for asking on-the-fly.  

Observations: While on the premises of the TICC I make observations of the 
activities there, and talk with people at the coffee machine if possible. I pay attention 
to information on the whiteboard and the electronic screen with traffic information 
located at a central spot in the locale. 
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Document analysis: TICC annual reports gives statistics about the phone calls and 
which lines get the most traffic. Various steering documents give an understanding of 
how the agency sees its objectives.  

Ethical considerations: Due to privacy reasons I made notes with pen and paper 
during the phone calls, and did not record the conversation. I was not interested in 
personal data. Co-listening is routinely taking place at the tax agency for many 
purposes such as quality improvement and training. Everybody doing co-listening, 
including the researcher, has signed the standard non-disclosure agreement of the tax 
agency.  

Making notes with pen and paper  provided me with very few verbatim quotes, and 
I sometimes had to do on-the-fly simplifications of the requests in cases where the 
caller made a lengthy explanation that my note taking could not follow. I often had to 
simplify details of tax rules. Both for such practical reasons and privacy reasons the 
examples below are often simplified. 

Method for analysis: The empirical data are marked up according to the three 
orders of the analytical framework presented in the previous section. The data will be 
the telephone calls,  interviews, what the advisors and other informants explain as 
difficult questions, and what can be found from reports and other material made by 
the tax agency about problems that the citizens experience with tax. This is based on 
what is reported as difficult, but also what is interpreted as difficult from the advisor 
(and me) based on the question from the caller.  

The analysis process has been iterative where early results have influenced the later 
data gathering. The transcripts were read and reread and each call was considered for 
level 1, 2 or 3. Both the notes and the transcripts became more targeted at the end of 
the field work because I developed a better understanding of the advisors’ work 
practices. Because of this iterative analysis process the later periods of field work 
provided more relevant data and many of the examples below are from late in the 
field work.  

4  The questions and their issues 

It is a widely held belief within the tax agency that many citizens call unnecessary ̶ 
they could have used the online self services instead. Because the tax agency wants to 
reduce the traffic load (and the staff) on the phone all advisors are expected to direct 
the callers to the web pages for self service if the request can be solved that way. One 
advisor describes her work to be to “guide the caller in navigating their online 
systems”. The rationale is that the callers will learn that the web pages can be used 
and how to use them the next time. However, my results indicate that it is more 
complicated than that.  

First, some advisors explain that they cannot always follow this policy so they give 
direct help instead, for example in cases of “old people who struggle” with the online 
services the advisor will change the tax card on the phone instead. The advisors 
negotiate the policy according to the needs of the caller and the caller’s perceived 
ability to handle her case herself.  



 

Second, my analysis of the calls indicate that the communication around the issues 
of the questions is more complicated. In the following my analysis of the calls are 
presented according to my classification of where they belong in the levels one to 
three. Within each level I give some examples of typical calls and describe why they 
are placed in that order. I have chosen examples that I hope illustrate the rich variety 
of questions and show the different levels of complexity in how they can be resolved.  

First level issues: I need a new tax card 

The typical first order question is a straightforward request for information or a 
service. First order issues may include questions about tax regulations and how they 
should be applied in the personal case, or a request for the execution of a service. The 
advisor handles the first order issues by providing factual information, usually from 
the heart, about deadlines, addresses, income limits, what goes where in the tax return 
form or the online form for a change in the tax card. Often they look up the agency 
databases and gives more personally tailored, detailed advice on how to fill in the 
form. With this additional information and advice the caller has received a 
satisfactory reply, or is able to handle the rest online herself, for example as in the 
following simple request for factual information:  
 
C: “Can you please tell me the opening hours of the tax office in city X?”  
A: <searches the external web pages for information about this tax office> “It is open 
from 9 to 15”. 
 

The simplest reply from the advisor is to explain about the rules and regulations 
with neither a lookup in the agency databases nor in the tax rules. For example:  
 

C:“I need a new tax card”  

 A: You can order one yourself on the net if you have your PIN codes to 
log in. 

C: “Yes, I have them” 

 A: < describes where the caller can find the online form> 

 
Learning that it is possible to apply for a tax card online can be a first order issue. 
Many requests will require some explanation and guidance from the advisor for the 
citizen to be able to handle this herself. In this example the caller has received a table-
based tax card:  
 

C: “I have received a table-based card but usually I get a percentage card.”  

 A: <explains how to understand and use the tax table > 

C:  “If I do not want a table card can I change it myself on the net?” 

 A: “Yes” <explains how to force the system to issue a percentage-based 
card > (call 20120111-14) 
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Information on how to force the system to issue a percentage card when the default 
is a table card is not given online. The web page contains legal text about the two 
kinds of tax cards, but not the practical advice on which box to tick in the online form 
to force a percentage card.  

Some of the first order issues are first order for the advisor only. The request is 
second order for the callers because they do not have enough tax and system 
knowledge to be able to formulate their request and find the factual information 
themselves or use the online services.  

Second level issues: I suspect something is wrong with my tax card 

The simple first order requests are not so frequent. Most often the caller has some 
additional questions about how the rules will be applied in the personal case, which 
leads the advisor to look up the agency database in question and see what is listed 
there for this citizen. Many calls are requests for a tax card that is not received in the 
mail. This might reveal errors or unforeseen contextual effects, for instance in the 
address information, that might explain why the citizen has not received the tax card.  

The second order issues require some contextual knowledge or information to be 
answered or resolved sufficiently. The typical case is when the solution to a request 
from a caller is dependent on some other issue that is unknown to the caller, or could 
introduce another problem. In the following example some internal system quirk 
could not be known by the caller:  
 

C: “Is it tax on the minimum state pension?”  

 A: “No, it should not be. What is your national identity number?”  

C:  “I don’t know, but my name is X and my birth date is Y” 

 A: <looks up the name and birth date in the Population register, finds 
the citizen’s national identity number there, and use this for a lookup in 
the tax card database> “I see you have a tax card with 2% tax. As a 
minimum state pensioner you should have no tax.” <he proceeds with 
explaining how only 85% of the standard allowance is used in the 
automated tax card calculations, and this will explain why the caller has 
received a tax card with 2% tax. He fixes the tax card so that no tax is 
issued> (call 20120111-18) 

The caller had no way of knowing that the advance tax system was calculating 
advance tax with an error margin. This issue has little to do with tax understanding 
but more to do with learning system peculiarities.  

Many callers ask for a copy of the tax certificate. The term “tax certificate” is not 
relevant for private citizens.  Depending on the intended use, the caller might mean a 
copy of the tax assessment or the tax return form. The advisor usually takes time to 
ask for the intended use, as in the following example:  

C: “Hi, I wonder if you could send me a copy of my tax certificate?”  

 A: “What are you going to use it for?” 



 

C:  “The bank” 

 A: “They want to have a copy of your tax return form.” 

C:  “Yes, ok, please send that.” (call 20120111-21) 

  
Reprint of these documents are not available as an electronic self-service on the 
agency web pages, only if the citizen handed in the tax return electronically she can 
print out a copy herself. 

The second order issues require some contextual knowledge that might be either 
personal or not publicly known, or both. In our next example a young citizen will 
need knowledge about tax rules and regulations so that she can argue with her 
employer, who has withheld too much tax from her salary. This can seem like a level 
1 issue for the tax advisor, for whom the regulations in this area is factual knowledge, 
but for the caller it will be a second order issue because the context makes itself 
visible and will need to be addressed. She will need to use knowledge about tax to 
convince her employer to correct their tax withholding: 
  

A man calls in the middle of January: 

C: “Hi, I am calling for a young lady. I live together with her mother. It is about 
the employer of the young lady. They have withheld too much tax [from her salary 
this month], 50%,  because they say that she has not handed them her tax card for the 
new year ”. 

 A: “They will need to correct and settle that for the next tax 
withholding. The tax card for the previous year can be used in January 
next year.” (call 20120118-16) 
 

The employer has done an error that results in too little money this month for the 
young lady. The tax advisor cannot help her directly with arguing with her employer, 
but can provide her stepfather with information so that she is better off to handle it 
herself, possibly with his aid3

As the context for a solution to the issue of the call widens, the caller is less able to 
understand and handle the issue herself, as in the next example:  

.  

 
C: “Hi, my tax card has not arrived in the mail, neither for my spouse. The place 

where I live has changed its address, could this have something to do with it?”.  

 A: “Yes, I think this has something to do with it” <looks up the caller 
in the tax card database, makes a temporary address change to the new 
address and prints out a copy of the two tax cards > “I will send you a 
copy of the two tax cards”. 

C:  “Thank you!” 

                                                           
3 If the young lady does not succeed in convincing the employer to correct and settle her salary 

payments, she will receive a return of the excess tax money in June next year, at the earliest, 
with a little interest rate.  
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 A: <She then checks the caller’s address in the Population Register> 
“I can see that you are listed in the Population Register with the old 
address as your postal address. I make a note about this and give to 
those who maintain the Population Register” 

C:  “Thank you!”  
 A: <finds out after the call that the tax agency has received the tax 

card in return in the mail> (call 20120118-20) 

 
The municipality has made the decision to change the postal address of where the 
caller lives, and the public registers are not updated correctly. Knowing that it is 
possible to apply for a tax card online will not help in a situation where you do not 
live on your registered address, which is the one used for sending the tax card in the 
mail. 

 

Third level issues: The welfare agency directs me to you 

The third order issues have the widest context, where it is not clear for the caller 
who is responsible and how the issue can be resolved. Often the issue cannot be 
solved by one person or agency alone, but may need a back and forth between public 
or private entities. The next example is about a citizen who has issues with both the 
welfare agency and the tax, and cannot call nor speak for himself:  
 

C: “Hi, I am a social worker calling from municipality X. I sit here with a guy who 
receives unemployment benefits from the Welfare Agency. 50% tax is withheld from 
his support, and this leaves him with too little money left.”  

 A: “What is his name and national identification number?” 

C:  <provides this, and also explains what he receives in social support > 

 A: <looks up his tax card, and enters the figures given over the phone 
by the municipal social worker directly into the database. She knows 
by heart the standard amount of the social security, even when the 
client cannot tell what he receives> “This happens when NAV realizes 
that he has not submitted a new tax card for this year. I will send a 
new tax card to the client c/o you, and the Welfare Agency will also 
receive one electronically tomorrow”. (Call 20100428-4) 
 

In this example three public agencies were involved. The Welfare Agency paid the 
client his unemployment benefits and withheld suddenly 50% tax when they 
discovered that the client had not handed them a valid tax card for the new year. The 
social worker of the municipality had to take care of the citizen when he was not able 
to take care of himself. They would probably give him some social support money so 
that he had enough to live for this month. Disentangling this issue between the 
different public agencies and understanding that the root of the problem was the 



 

welfare agency’s response to the missing tax card, requires contextual and system-
oriented knowledge.   

The following call is from a young man who came in a difficult situation when his 
employer went bankrupt. He received state guaranteed salary for some time. At the 
time he was not taking care of the documentation for his salary, and this led him into 
unforeseen problems later, when the tax agency did not accept his reporting of the 
income.  
 
C: “Hi, I have received a bill from the tax collector of 13 000 kroner of excess tax. 
This claim is because I did not report one of my incomes two years ago”. <he  
explains at length how one of his employers at that time went bankrupt and that he 
received some guarantee income from the state. He claims that this income is reported 
twice so that a double tax claim is calculated> 

 A: <looks him up in the databases of tax returns and letters from the 
tax agency. He can see that they do not accept his figures and that they 
will change the taxation of his income for that year. He can also see 
that the young man received income from more than one employer 
and also that he received unemployment benefits that year. > “I can 
see that you have received a claim for 10 000 kroner for penalty tax. 
Did you not report the income from the employer that went 
bankrupt?” 

C:  “I really understand very little of this” 

 A: “Are your salary payments registered in the double?” 

C:  “I cannot remember that this long time afterwards” 

 A: “Now you have to think: Did I receive a salary from [the bankrupt 
employer] as I should? Did I receive unemployment benefits 
afterwards?” 

C:  “I cannot remember this, but things went ok at the time this happened” 

 A: “You will have to go back to your online bank and  see what you 
received from your employer before they went bankrupt. If you 
disagree with their reporting, you must complain formally to the tax 
agency”.  

C:  “Ok. I will call again if I need so.” 

 A: “No, you ought to complain, preferably with a documentation of 
the salary you received”. 

C:  “Thank you! I have got some new ideas as to how I can handle this.” (This call is 
simplified and shortened as it took 29 minutes) (call 20120111-5)  
 
After the call I asked the advisor what he thought had happened, and he replied that 
he believed the young man had mixed up his payments. However he cannot know for 
sure. The advisor could not find out which version of what had happened were 
correct. It depended on the young man’s ability to provide documentation for his 
claims that his  income in the chaos of the bankruptcy were doubly reported. The tax 
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agency did not have this documentation and the employer did not exist anymore. 
Being aware that your employer may make errors in their reporting to the tax agency 
and that the sole person to correct it is yourself will be a third level issue, in that you 
will need to understand that there might be more versions of the story and you will 
have to provide documentation that supports your version.  
 

In our next example the father asks a tax question for his daughter. The first half of 
the call he was asking for his wife:  
 
C: <asks a question for his wife, afterwards he says:> “While I have you here I have a 
question for my daughter as well. She has had 36% tax withheld.”  

 A: “Are you sure she does not have a table-based tax card? May I 
have her national identification number.” 

C:  <provides number> 

 A: <looks up the daughter in the tax card database and can confirm 
that she has a table-based card. She explains what this means> “A 
table-based card is ok for her, and she can change it if she starts 
working. Does she receive work assessment allowance?” 

C:  “Yes, and it seems that NAV [the welfare agency] withholds 36% of her benefits.”  

 A: “You will need to find out what the welfare agency really does, and 
tell them that they must withhold tax according to the table” <takes a 
small handheld calculator and calculates the percentage that the 
welfare agency has withheld from figures given by the caller. She can  
confirm that the welfare agency has withheld too much>. “You must 
contact NAV and tell them to withhold your daughter according to the 
tax card table ”.  
After the call she says to me “NAV, NAV oh we struggle a bit with 
them”. She says a lot of mistakes and misunderstandings happen for 
tax payers receiving benefits from NAV. “And if they call NAV and 
ask them to withhold according to the table they refer the client to 
contact us, as if it is something wrong with the tax card. This happens 
even though NAV receives the tax cards electronically from us” (call 
20120118-4).  

 
In this situation the tax advisor could only help the caller with clarifying the rules 

in relation to the daughter, and advice him to contact the welfare agency and tell them 
how to withhold tax from her benefit. The issue has a wide context, the citizen will 
need to understand tax and disentangle a deadlock between the two agencies. If the 
citizen does not manage to follow up and do this, the issue of the telephone call will 
not be resolved.   

 

http://www.nav.no/English/English/Arbeidsavklaringspenger+%28AAP%29.290472.cms�


 

4.1 Trans-contextual difficulties, double binds and online self-
services 

The tax agency’s own report about who call the TICC found that it is the relatively 
young citizens who call the TICC, those who otherwise are eager users of internet and 
digital services. One advisor said that “the winners are those who have used the 
previous paper based tax return form”. These citizens have some previously acquired 
knowledge about tax that is less available today.  

There are many reasons why a citizen do not use the online self-service for doing 
taxes even though one is available: the citizen needs a database lookup of personal 
status related information or some explanations and advice, or both. Often Internet is 
temporarily unavailable and the caller is in a hurry. Often the citizen is able to log in 
and change personal data in the online tax card form, but first he or she needs some 
individualized advice about how tax rules and regulations will be interpreted in the 
personal case.  

Widely held beliefs in the TICC as well as the statistics in the TICC’s annual 
reports give the impression that many citizens call unnecessarily. However, there are 
plenty of trans-contextual clashes among the issues of the telephone calls. The 
questions are first order issues for the advisor but the lack of tax knowledge will make 
the issues second or third order for the citizen. The same goes for the system or 
technical knowledge necessary for example to log in with the use of PIN-codes.  

A double bind occurs when a level one message is negated on a higher level. In our 
examples above a double-bind happened for the caller who had got her postal address 
changed. She could use the online system for ordering a copy of the tax card but 
would not receive her card in the mail because of the erroneous address. The advisor 
resolved the double bind and issued the tax card directly. The callers who experienced 
that NAV did not accept their tax cards and told them to contact the Tax agency were 
also in a double-bind between the two agencies, until the advisor resolved the issues.  

5 Increasing complexity challenges autonomy 

The three levels of communication [1] provides a framework for discussing how the 
complexity of the tax issues increases with a wider context. The tax advisors will at 
their best help the callers reduce their tax issues from higher to lower levels. Seen 
from the advisor many issues are first level, but the analysis presented above indicates 
that for the citizen many are of second or third level. When the advisor provides 
explanations the caller is more competent and the issue can be reduced to first or 
second level, where they are more easily resolved.  

The caller does not always understand what makes an issue problematic, and the 
advisor helps by disentangling the situation into steps the caller can handle herself. 
The need for the advisors to disentangle the issue has more to do with a complicated 
life situation or context of the caller than how complicated the involved tax rules and 
regulations are [14]. First level issues can often be solved by providing factual 
information, second level issues will often be about a problem that require a database 
lookup of personal information and third level issues cannot be solved during the 
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phone call but will require that the caller interacts with some other agency or private 
enterprise.  

Most issues are almost by definition first level for the advisor but second or third 
level for the caller. The trans-contextual difficulties may explain why the tax agency 
thinks the citizens calls unnecessarily.   

The tax agency has found that it is the relatively young citizens who call the TICC, 
those who otherwise are eager users of internet and digital services, and that the 
winners are those who has used the previous paper based tax return form. This finding 
contradicts Jaeger [15] who found that in a US context the eGovernment users are 
younger, whiter, better educated and wealthier than the average citizen [15]. I take 
this to indicate that previous knowledge about taxes for experienced grownups is 
more important to be able to use online tax services than  merely Internet competence, 
or put another way: that tax literacy is more important than net literacy when it comes 
to being able to do one’s taxes online.  

A person in a double bind is stuck until the double-bind is resolved, either by the 
person herself or with the help of others. Resolving a double-bind requires both to 
recognize it as such, and sufficient overview to see where to start disentangling it. In 
some cases the advisor helps directly for instance by issuing a new tax card, but in 
other cases the advisor can only explain the rules and tell the caller to talk to her 
employer. This overview implies understanding the context, and is only partially 
about tax rules and regulations. To understand the context of a tax issue with for 
instance private and public agencies involved,  is a question of understanding the tax 
system. Filling in public forms can provide a basis for learning [9], and the automated 
tax gives few opportunities for learning purposes. Because of the automation many 
citizens do not practice doing their taxes even once a year, and their tax knowledge 
might degenerate 

Star and Ruhleder (ibid) predicted the failure of the infrastructure because of trans-
contextual difficulties and double-binds for the (potential) users. When we talk about 
an eGovernment system, failure must be understood differently. The services will not 
be a failure as in a commercial market because there is no market. These services are 
almost mandatory to use when interacting with the Government. Non-use can be an 
indication of failure, at least if the proportion of non-users is high. And even for the 
citizens-as-users the online services may be cumbersome or problematic to use 
without this becoming known as a failure.  

Thomas and Streib [16] argue that for citizens less able to use eGovernment 
services “other channels to government must not be closed off or contracted”. If the 
phone service is shut down or becoming a bottle-neck some citizens will have their 
autonomy challenged as they risk to not receive adequate help when they need it. 
What I think is the most problematic issue here is if the agency makes many citizens 
less adept in handling their own taxes because they will have to use an online 
eGovernment service that are not giving relevant and adequate support for all kinds of 
issues.  



 

5.1 Design Implications 

I will close this discussion with some comments on how the results of my analysis can 
have implications for a redesign of the communication with the citizens, more closely 
which implications this will have for the electronic communication via websites and 
services.   

On the phone level one issues are solved by the advisor when he or she provides 
factual information, or directs the caller to a website or a self-service. Level two 
issues often requires the advisor to look up personal information and explain the rules, 
and perhaps correct the database.  Level two issues are not always solved during the 
phone call but the caller will hopefully be able to solve them herself. Level three 
issues cannot be solved completely during the phone call as some interaction between 
agencies is required for a solution. With the explanations from the advisor the caller 
will hopefully be able to take steps to solve it herself.  

Factual information given over the phone can easily be given on a website instead. 
Today the agency website contains lot of factual information. Some level two issues 
can be addressed with giving more practical and detailed information on the website, 
together with giving the citizens access to lookups in the agency databases so that 
they can check up on information about themselves. However, unforeseen contextual 
effects occur on the second level or higher. Second and third level issues make more 
challenging demands for online solutions. Disentangling a level three issue will 
require access to individual information, specific and detailed explanations and 
practical advise on how to proceed when other agencies or private businesses are 
involved.  

There are two kinds of design implications that can be drawn from this. One is that 
how the tax agency understands the requests to the TICC will have implications for 
how they organize their support and how they design their online services. Seeing all 
issues as first order may make it look like tax questions can be sufficiently answered 
by factual information on web pages or online services. Seeing the issues as higher 
order or acknowledging the occurrence of double-binds for the citizens might provide 
incitement for the agency to both recognize the need for a good phone service as well 
as develop individualized online services with more explanations.  

The other kind of implication for design is about who is involved in the design of 
the online services. How can we design for active and learning citizens?  Ilshammar, 
Bjurström [6] argues that there is a gap between political IT discourses that governs 
the work of the public agencies and the general ICT discourse, and suggests that e-
Government research could help bridge this gap. A focus on the user is central in 
many IS research disciplines. I will suggest that research giving the citizens a voice 
will help bridging the gap as well, both in e-Government research and in public ICT 
policies.  

Many of the callers would not be available for participatory design projects [17] or 
usability testing [18]. The citizens calling the TICC vary a lot in their background and 
life situation, and in this study they are all given a voice, albeit indirectly.  
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6 Conclusions 

Empirical data from the Tax information Call Centre (TICC) is used to discuss why 
citizens call about tax issues and to get an understanding of what makes tax 
complicated. The callers as non-users of the online services tell us among other things 
about electronic services possibly not working, data bases not being updated or 
system quirks that are not publicly known. These empirical data from citizens’ 
telephone calls to the TICC is analyzed in the framework of the three orders of 
communication [1] and gives a basis for discussing how the complexity of the issues 
increases with a widened context of the issue. The advisor solve first level issues by 
giving factual information over the phone or directing the caller to a webpage or an 
online service.  Solving second level issues will require a lookup of personal 
information and more specific and detailed tax and system knowledge, and perhaps 
some database information need to be corrected.  

Third order issues involves disentangling between several public and private 
agencies, and cannot be solved by one person alone. Trans-contextual difficulties 
occur because the issue is often first level for the advisor and second or third level for 
the citizen. Double binds can occur if e.g. the citizen have to use an online self service 
but cannot log in. Third level issues and double binds provide challenges for a 
redesign of the electronic means of communication with the citizens.  
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