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European Interoperability
Framework (EIF)
Towards Interoperability for
European Public Services

‘The European Union is about cooperating to create an environment in which
citizens and businesses can thrive. European public administrations have to
lead the way in working together. This cannot happen without real, effective
interoperability between public administrations at all levels.’
Maroš Šefčovič, European Commission Vice-President
and Commissioner for inter-institutional relations and administration

INTEROPERABILITY FOR EUROPEAN PUBLIC SERVICES
Interoperability, within the context of European public service delivery, is the ability of disparate
and diverse organisations to interact towards mutually beneficial and agreed common goals,
involving the sharing of information and knowledge between the organisations, through the
business processes they support, by means of the exchange of data between their respective
ICT systems.
Interoperability for European public services is key to the development of a digital single
market, allowing information to be exchanged easily and swiftly across borders, helping
citizens and businesses to fully benefit from the freedoms of the European single market.
European public services operate in a complex and changing environment – due, for example,
to changing legislation, needs of businesses or citizens, organisation of public administrations,
business processes or technologies – and ensuring interoperability between the different
components is a continuous task.
As a fundamental element of the European Commission Communication ‘Towards interoperability for European public services’, the European Interoperability Framework (EIF) supports
this goal, alongside the European Interoperability Strategy (EIS).
This brochure briefly illustrates how the EIF defines a common approach to effective interoperability, and outlines guidance and principles to help European public administrations to
collaborate together in designing and delivering high quality European public services.

‘The current economic situation is not good. Public administrations are obliged
to do more with less. Interoperability, reuse and sharing are beneficial, they will
produce savings, but at the same time they require initial investment. We need to
solve this paradox. We cannot be short-sighted. We should think about the future.’
Francisco García Morán, Director General of the European Commission’s
Informatics Directorate-General
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WHAT IS THE EIF?
As part of the Digital Agenda for Europe (1), one of the seven flagship initiatives in the
Europe 2020 Strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive economic growth, the European
Commission has adopted the Communication ‘Towards interoperability for European public
services’ (2), which aims to establish a common approach to effective interoperability among
European public administrations.
The European Interoperability Framework (EIF), an annex to the Communication, provides
guidance to European public administrations about the design of European public services.
The EIF contains 25 recommendations for public administrations. This brochure provides
a brief overview and introduction to the EIF available for download online in PDF format:
http://ec.europa.eu/isa/documents/isa_annex_ii_eif_en.pdf

THE EIF AIMS TO:

• promote and support the delivery of European public services by fostering crossborder and cross-sectoral (3) interoperability;
• guide public administrations in their work to provide European public services to
businesses (4) and citizens; and
• complement and tie together national interoperability frameworks at European level.
The EIF sets out guidelines in key areas to help achieve these aims:
• Twelve underlying principles;
• A conceptual model for public services;
• Four levels of interoperability;
• The concept of interoperability agreements;
• The governance of interoperability.
The EIF is one of a series of interoperability initiatives supporting the establishment of
European public services. The relationship between these initiatives is illustrated below.

INTEROPERABILITY INITIATIVES

SUPPORT

Strategy

The EIS steers the EIF and all other
associated efforts by setting strategic
priorities and objectives

GOVERNANCE

Frameworks

The EIF sets a framework to help design
European public services

DESIGN

Guidelines

Guidelines help establish European interoperability services and tools that underpin
the delivery of European public services

IMPLEMENTATION

Services & Tools

Activities to support European public
services operational delivery

OPERATION

EIF SCOPE

EUROPEAN PUBLIC
SERVICES ACTIVITIES

1. http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/digital-agenda/index_en.htm
2. http://ec.europa.eu/isa/documents/isa_iop_communication_en.pdf
3. A policy area, e.g. customs, police, eHealth, environment, agriculture, etc.
4. In the context of the EIF, businesses include non-governmental organisations, not-for-profit organisations, etc.
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BENEFITS OF THE EIF:
HELPING TO ACHIEVE INTEROPERABILITY
Alongside the EIS, the EIF is designed to help European public administrations move towards
a digital single market. This requires interoperability among public administrations and the
overcoming of so-called eBarriers in the exchange of documents and information in order
to deliver efficient cross-border electronic public services.

EUROPEAN
SINGLE MARKET

This entails
contact with
public adminis
trations abroad

Businesses –
information /
documents
needed to set
up in another
EU Member
State

eBarriers

Citizens and
businesses
increasingly
make use of
the single
market’s
freedoms

Citizens –
information /
documents
needed for
work, study or
travel within
the EU

Interoperability enables
public administrations
to exchange necessary
information and cooperate to deliver efficient
cross-border electronic
public services.

The EIF aims to establish common approaches to interoperability between public
administrations that will make collaboration a lot easier and help to provide joint
delivery of public services.
The impact of achieving interoperability, illustrated below, highlights this vital role.

Cooperation among public
administrations, to establish
public services

Interoperability
addresses
the need for

Exchanging information among
public administrations to fulfil
legal requirements or political
commitments
Sharing and reusing information
among public administrations to
increase administrative efficiency
and cut ‘red tape’ for citizens and
businesses

4

The
results
are

Improved public service
delivery to citizens and
businesses, by facilitating
the ‘one-stop-shop’ delivery
of public services
Lower costs for public
administrations, businesses
and citizens due to the
efficient delivery of public
services

TWELVE PRINCIPLES OF THE EIF
The underlying principles illustrate the context in which European public services are established and implemented by summarising the expectations of public administrations, business
and citizens regarding their delivery. Despite their different political, legal or technical natures,
the principles complement one another and can be grouped together in three categories.

CATEGORY

UNDERLYING PRINCIPLE

SETS THE CONTEXT
FOR EU ACTION

1. Subsidiarity & Proportionality
The EU only takes action when this is more effective than
action taken at national, regional or local levels and EU action
is limited to what is necessary to achieve agreed objectives.
2. User-Centricity
The needs of citizens and businesses determine what public
services are provided and how they are delivered.
3. Inclusion & Accessibility
Public services should be accessible to all citizens,
including persons with disabilities and the elderly,
without discrimination.
4. Security & Privacy
Citizens’ privacy and confidentiality of information provided
by businesses must be guaranteed.
5. Multilingualism
Information systems supporting public services should cater
for multilingualism.
6. Administrative Simplification
Public services should reduce the administrative burden
on businesses from information collection.
7. Transparency
Citizens and businesses should be able to understand, and
respond to, administrative processes and decisions that could
affect them.
8. Preservation of Information
Electronic records should be preserved for as long as needed.
9. Openness
To encourage the sharing of knowledge and stimulate debate
to solve problems.
10. Reusability
Solutions should be developed to facilitate sharing and reuse.
11. Technological Neutrality & Adaptability
Specific technological solutions or products should not be
imposed on citizens, businesses and other administrations.
12. Effectiveness & Efficiency
Solutions should serve businesses and citizens in the most
effective and efficient way, providing the best value for
taxpayers’ money.

REFLECTS
GENERIC
USER NEEDS AND
EXPECTATIONS

PROVIDE
A FOUNDATION
FOR COOPERATION
AMONG PUBLIC
ADMINISTRATIONS
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THE CONCEPTUAL MODEL FOR PUBLIC SERVICES
The conceptual model brings together the common aspects and best practices observed to
suggest ways to organise the creation and operation of public services.
The conceptual model:
• helps develop a common vocabulary and understanding about the main elements of
a public service;
• emphasises a building-block approach, allowing for the interconnection and reusability
of service components when building new services; and
• is sufficiently generic to be applicable at any level of government that provides public
services, from local all the way up to EU level.
What makes the model powerful is its flexibility in allowing different aggregate services to
be created by combining basic public services from multiple providers. The model unlocks
the potential for further aggregating and combining the different services available.
The basic elements of the conceptual model are depicted below, subdivided into three layers:

AGGREGATE
SERVICES
LAYER

Users

Aggregate Public Services

Orchestration

SECURE
DATA
EXCHANGE
LAYER

Secure
Communications
Management

BASIC
PUBLIC
SERVICES

Basic Public Services

Interoperability
Facilitators
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Secure Data Exchange/
Management

Base
Registries

External
Services

AGGREGATE SERVICES LAYER
Typical aggregate services group a number of basic public services whilst appearing to
users (administrations, businesses or citizens) as a single service. Behind the scenes,
transactions may be implemented across borders, sectors and administrative levels
via mechanisms tailored to specific business requirements.
As public services are not accessed solely through government websites, they should
be developed to allow easy integration into intermediaries’ websites without government
losing responsibility for the service itself – and with clear indications enabling users
to tell the difference between private and public services.

SECURE DATA EXCHANGE LAYER
Central to the model since all access to basic public services passes through it.
• Secure data exchange – official information should go through a secure, harmonised,
managed and controlled layer. Security is potentially one of the main barriers to
interoperability if it is not applied in a harmonised way among organisations.
• Secure communications management – secure data exchange requires several
management functions, including service management, registration and logging.

BASIC PUBLIC SERVICES
The most basic service components from which European public services can be built:
• Base registries – reliable sources of basic information, on items such as persons,
companies, vehicles and licences. Such information is under the legal control of
public administrations and maintained by them, but should be made available for
wider reuse with the appropriate security and privacy measures.
• Interoperability facilitators – providing services such as translation between protocols,
formats and languages, or acting as information brokers.
• External services – such as, at business level, payment services provided by financial
institutions or, at infrastructure level, connectivity services provided by telecommunications providers.
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FOUR LAYERS OF INTEROPERABILITY
The practical implementation of the conceptual model for cross-border/cross-sectoral
services requires the political context and four levels of interoperability – legal, organisational, semantic and technical – to be taken into account when a new European public
service is established.

Cooperating partners with compatible visions,
aligned priorities and focused objectives.

Aligned legislation so that exchanged data
is accorded proper legal weight.

POLITICAL CONTEXT

LEGAL INTEROPERABILITY
Legislative Alignment

Coordinated processes in which different
organisations achieve a previously agreed
and mutually beneficial goal.

ORGANISATIONAL
INTEROPERABILITY
Organisation
and Process Alignment

Precise meaning of exchanged information which
is preserved and understood by all parties.

SEMANTIC INTEROPERABILITY
Semantic Alignment

Planning of technical Issues involved in linking
computer systems and services.

TECHNICAL INTEROPERABILITY
Interaction & Transport
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POLITICAL CONTEXT

The establishment of a new European public service is the result of direct or indirect
action at political level, i.e. new bilateral, multilateral or European agreements.
Political support and sponsorship is needed where new services are created to provide
better, more user-focused public services, and for cross-border interoperability efforts
to facilitate cooperation among public administrations.

LEGAL INTEROPERABILITY

Each public administration contributing to the provision of a European public service
works within its own national legal framework, and incompatibilities between
legislation in different Member States can make working together more complex.

ORGANISATIONAL INTEROPERABILITY

Organisational cooperation focuses on integrating business processes and meeting
user requirements by making services available, easily identifiable, accessible and
user-focused and should address:
• business process alignment;
• organisational relationships; and
• change management.

SEMANTIC INTEROPERABILITY

Given the different linguistic, cultural, legal, and administrative environments in the
EU, there are significant challenges to ensuring that the precise meaning and formats
of exchanged information is understood and preserved.

TECHNICAL INTEROPERABILITY

Formalised technical specifications should be agreed when establishing European
public services.
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INTEROPERABILITY AGREEMENTS
Cooperation amongst public administrations at different levels of interoperability should be
formalised in interoperability agreements, containing sufficient detail to achieve their aim
– to provide a European public service – whilst providing each organisation with autonomy.
Agreements should address the following different levels of interoperability.

LEGAL LEVEL

ORGANISATIONAL LEVEL

Rendered specific and binding via legislation,
including European directives and their
transposition into national legislation,
or bilateral and multilateral agreements,
outside the scope of the EIF.

Can take the form of MoUs or SLAs that
specify obligations of participants in crossborder business processes and will define
expected levels of service, support/escalation
procedures, contact details, etc.

SEMANTIC LEVEL

TECHNICAL LEVEL

Can take the form of reference taxonomies,
schemes, code lists, data dictionaries,
sector-based libraries, etc.

Include interface, security and messaging
specifications, communication protocols, data
formats, dynamic registration and service
discovery specifications.

Specifications should be agreed on a structured, transparent and objective basis, incorporating additional criteria on quality of implementation, market support, potential for reusability
and openness.
Due to their positive effect on interoperability, the use of open specifications is encouraged
for European public service delivery.

CHARACTERISTICS OF AN OPEN SPECIFICATION
• All stakeholders have the same possibility of contributing to the development of the
specification and public review is part of the decision-making process.
• The specification is available for everybody to study.
• Intellectual property rights are licensed on fair, reasonable and non-discriminatory terms
or on a royalty-free basis in a way that allows implementation in both proprietary and
open source software.
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THE EIF IN PRACTICE
Many public administrations already have, or are in the process of developing, frameworks
addressing interoperability issues at national, regional or local levels.
However, these national systems differ in style and function and primarily address internal
needs. Without action amongst Member States and the European Commission, interoperability at European level will lag behind.
The impact for businesses and citizens from European public service interoperability is
highlighted in a number of different practical scenarios below:

SECTOR/AREA

SERVICE

BUSINESS
DEVELOPMENT

• Start-up of a company
• Public procurement
• Registration of patents, trademarks and designs
• Consumer protection, labelling and packaging
• Birth and marriage certificates
• Driving licences
• Passports and visas
• Residence and working permits
• Car registration
• Enrolment in schools and universities
• Study grants
• Online Tax

CERTIFICATES
AND LICENCES

EDUCATION
TAXES FOR CITIZENS
SOCIAL SECURITY

SUPPLY OF
STATISTICAL
DATA
WORK
CUSTOMS

• Information services for social security systems
• Unemployment benefits
• Child allowances
• Pensions
• Public health insurance
• Tax for businesses
• VAT refunding
• Information of tax incentives
• Declaration of exercise goods
• Recognition of qualifications and diplomas
• Job search
• Information on customs duties
• Customs declarations

Interoperability can have a major impact across Europe, improving public service delivery
and lowering administrative costs, helping to make the digital single market a reality, and
in turn improving the lives of citizens and helping businesses grow.
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