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ABSTRACT
Moving towards the cross-border mobility of e-Government
services is a political priority of the European Union, but the
provision of such services remains fragmented. This paper builds
on the first research results of “The Once-Only Principle Project”
(TOOP), launched in 2017 by the European Commission and 51
organizations from 21 European countries to advance crossborder e-services through exploring and testing the cross-border
application of the once-only principle (OOP). According to this
principle, public administrations should collect information from
citizens and businesses only once and then share this information
with other administrative bodies. On the basis of a literature
review, survey, focus group interviews and workshops, this paper
presents a preliminary take on the benefits associated with crossborder OOP, as well as the barriers and drivers that affect the
emergence of OOP-based cross-border e-Government services.

CCS CONCEPTS
•Information systems → Information systems applications;
Software and its engineering → Extra-functional
properties; Social and professional topics → Management
of computing and information systems
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1 INTRODUCTION
According to the once-only principle (OOP), public
administrations should collect information from citizens and
businesses only once and then share this information with other
administrative bodies while respecting privacy regulations and
other constraints. Although many Member States of the European
Union (EU) have started to implement OOP at a national level, its
application is still evolving and fragmented. At the same time,
some Member States have made a clear political commitment to
extend OOP to cross-border transactions within the EU in order
to lower the administrative burden and contribute to a wellfunctioning digital single market. However, in spite of political
expectations and technical advances, the cross-border
implementation of OOP is so far limited to very few services [1].
The Once-Only Principle Project is a large-scale European
project that runs from 2017 to 2019 and aims to facilitate the crossborder application of OOP, focusing specifically on information
related to business activities. TOOP aims to contribute to a
solution where business would need to provide certain standard
information to a national or supra-national public administration
only once and public administrations in different countries would
be able to share and reuse this information, respecting privacy
regulations and other relevant constraints (see [1] and [2] for a
more detailed overview of the project aims and activities).
To achieve this, TOOP aims to develop a generic federated
architecture that supports the interconnection of national
registries across state borders. In order to test the architecture,
several pilot projects will be conducted in the fields of company
data, cross-border e-services for businesses, and ship and crew
certificates.1 The project also pays careful attention to identifying

ICEGOV’18, April 2018, Galway, Ireland
key legal principles and legal challenges in different OOP use
cases. However, next to the technical and legal aspects, there are
other factors that affect the adoption of OOP. These include the
perceived benefits associated with OOP, but also the political
context, the structural, organizational and cultural features of
public sector organizations, and demand-side factors. [1] The aim
of the ongoing research presented in this paper is to identify the
benefits that OOP is expected to deliver, the drivers that enable or
support cross-border OOP, and the barriers that may challenge
this process.

2 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH
This research task makes use of a combination of qualitative
research methods, including literature review, focus group
interviews and online surveys. The empirical data collection
predominantly focuses on the perceptions and actual experience
of the organizations participating in the TOOP pilots. Four steps
have been taken so far.
First, a review of existing academic and policy literature was
conducted to search for influential factors that may affect the
cross-border implementation of OOP. Since OOP is still scarcely
discussed in literature, the most notable exceptions being the EUfunded studies [3] and [4], the literature search was expanded to
also involve related streams of research, extracting information
on potentially relevant barriers and drivers from academic and
policy studies on topics such as interoperability, (cross-border) egovernment, public sector innovation and technology acceptance.
The literature review consisted of two search streams: one related
to the expected benefits of OOP, and the other one to the barriers
and drivers that may affect its implementation. The following
search engines were used: Scopus, ResearchGate, Springer, the
European Commission Database, and Google Scholar. For the
benefits, the key search terms included those related to OOP (and
eGovernment) benefits, key performance indicators, impact, etc.
For the barriers and drivers, we looked for OOP and eGovernment
barriers and drivers in the fields of eGovernment, public sector
innovation, public sector information systems, etc. In order to
understand the drivers and barriers on the demand/user side, we
also expanded the search to include literature related to
technology acceptance. This resulted in a list of benefits
commonly associated with OOP as well as an inventory of barriers
and drivers covering interoperability issues, organizational
barriers, user and business aspects and other relevant factors. This
inventory was then used as an input for the development of
specific survey questions for the TOOP pilots.
For the second step, data was collected from pilot partners
from April to July via an online survey. The questionnaire was
distributed and responses were collected via e-mail. Out of the 18
pilot countries to whom the questionnaire was sent, responses
were received from 15, yielding an overview of the main benefits,
drivers and barriers, as perceived by the piloting organizations. In
parallel, to gain deeper insight into the perception of pilot-specific
benefits, barriers and drivers, several workshops and focus groups
were carried out. First, generic benefits and barriers were
discussed at the TOOP kick-off meeting in Tallinn on 26 January

2017. More in-depth pilot-specific discussions took place in three
90-minute focus group interviews with pilot area coordinators in
the project workshop in The Hague on 19 April 2017. Finally, the
preliminary findings from the survey and focus group interviews
were discussed in depth in two 120-minute sessions with some 30
pilot participants in Rome on 23 and 24 May 2017. It is important
to note that real piloting activities had not yet started at the time
of data collection – therefore, the results only reflect the partners’
initial perception of potential challenges and obstacles.
Finally, the analysis and synthesis of the results was carried
out. Based on this, a refined inventory of key barriers and drivers
for TOOP pilots was compiled, while the expected benefits were
integrated into the pilots’ impact assessment framework as
evaluation criteria.
As the next step, these initial findings will be empirically tested
in real-life settings based on the implementation of the TOOP
pilots throughout 2018 and the first half of 2019. A second round
of data collection from the pilot participants is scheduled to take
place at the beginning of 2019, which will result in a refined
inventory of the barriers and drivers based on the actual
experience of cross-border data exchange in the three pilot areas.

3 RESULTS OF THE LITERATURE REVIEW
3.1 Expected benefits of OOP
The main benefit associated with OOP is administrative burden
reduction, i.e. simplification of processes that need to be taken for
a business to comply with administrative procedures (for detailed
results, see [5]). The availability of digital data across borders is
believed to lead to a decrease in time and costs [4] of
administrative processes, but also to their uniformity and
consistency [6], data interoperability [4], better data quality,
reliability and validity [6].
OOP is also expected to improve the quality of public services.
Service quality has several dimensions. One of them is
transparency and accountability, which means that individuals
and businesses can easily understand decisions and query
inconsistencies [4]. Another is non-discrimination, which can be
achieved by a reduction of asymmetries between the treatment of
domestic and cross-border businesses in service provision [7].
Service quality can also mean ubiquitous services development,
which refers to access from any platform, at any time, from any
physical location [8].
Thirdly, OOP is associated with improved government
efficiency. On the organizational and business process level
process optimization has been defined as a main benefit for the
organizational and business process aspect, which is the reduction
of delays associated with data-intensive service requests [4]. On
the legal level, the implementation of OOP enhances the
government’s ability to determine liability for accuracy and use of
information (e.g. as data controller). Technically, OOP reduces the
duplication of tasks [4], while the development and use of
standards for data exchange [6] improves interconnectivity and
increases the efficiency of data exchange. Furthermore, OOP is
also believed to contribute to fraud reduction by reducing the
possibility of obtaining services by means of inaccurate or
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contradictory information, and by improving the government’s
ability to detect such attempts [4].

3.2 Barriers and drivers
Various studies looking at the implementation of ICT in the public
sector suggest that the adoption and success of public sector ICT
projects depends on a range of different factors not only related
to technology and regulations but also the managerial,
organizational, political and broader institutional context (see, for
example, [9], [10]). For cross-border OOP, the authors have
identified gaps and barriers across several categories, including
legal, organizational, semantic, technical and “other” issues, the
latter category involving diverse factors from lacking political will
to the difficulty of measuring the costs and benefits for users (for
detailed results, see [11]). Following this broad approach, our
literature review examined barriers and drivers in four main
categories: 1) Technology and interoperability; 2) Organizational,
administrative and political factors; 3) Legal factors, and 4)
Demand-side factors.
3.2.1 Technology and interoperability
Some of the most challenging problems for cross-organizational
information systems are associated with technical and
interoperability barriers [12]. Due to its cross-organizational and
cross-border nature, various technical and interoperability
problems are also associated with cross-border OOP. According to
[4], the existing heterogeneity of ICT systems in different
countries and organizations generates barriers such as local
solutions that might not meet OOP requirements, legacy systems,
different approaches to handling specific types of data, lack of
critical mass, and limited possibilities to develop common access
tools to various data sources.
3.2.2 Organizational, administrative and political barriers
As the application of OOP presumes alignment and coordination
between heterogeneous organizations, a number of organizational
barriers come into play. According to [3], key barriers to OOP
include organizational silos and lack of communication between
government departments, the complexity of change in
organizational structures, working practices and cultures, and
high implementation costs. The same constraints are present at
the cross-border level, coupled with limited mechanisms for costsharing, weak political will, cultural resistance, cautious attitudes
towards data sharing, and low awareness of the benefits of OOP
[4]. Many of these barriers have to do with the particular
constraints and complexities characteristic to the public sector
(see, for example, [7] [13], [14]). In addition to organizational
features, public sector organizations are strongly shaped by the
legal culture and administrative traditions of the state [7] and are
highly susceptible to political turbulence and external crises [15].
3.2.3 Legal and regulatory factors
In the context of public sector innovation, regulations are seen to
work two ways – on the one hand, rigid regulations may stifle
innovation, while regulatory change can also promote innovation,
for example by imposing legal obligations on administrations to
implement innovative solutions [13]. With regard to OOP, the

legal context sets the rules and limits for data sharing which are
essential for personal data protection. According to [3], resolving
any legal obstacles and establishing a sound legal basis for OOP is
one of the most important strategic issues next to technological
and political issues. At the cross-border level, existing national
legal frameworks not only need to allow national administrations
to consume and share data but also enable data sharing and reuse
across borders. Although some directives and regulations have
been adopted to support interoperability at the EU level (e.g.
eIDAS, Services Directive and most recently GDPR), a common
legal basis at the EU level is still needed to support a genuinely
cross-border OOP [4], [16].
3.2.4 Demand-side factors
According to [4], demand for cross-border services can be a
significant driver for cross-border OOP. However, the actual
demand is strongly linked to factors such as the inflow of foreign
citizens and businesses to a country, citizens’ awareness of OOP,
trust in data providers and re-users, and the overall maturity of
digital service infrastructures. Here, research on acceptance and
use of technology may offer valuable insights into the factors that
affect the demand and acceptance of OOP-based solutions. Based
on the Theory of Acceptance and Use of technology put forth in
[17], it is important to analyze if OOP-based services will provide
gains in performance and if the technical solution for cross-border
OOP is perceived easy to use (and compatible with existing IT
systems in different countries and domains). In addition to that,
other conditions such as organizational and technical
infrastructures, ICT skills or experience may facilitate adoption.

4 PILOT STUDY: PRELIMINARY RESULTS
In order to validate the findings of the literature review, data was
collected from the coordinators and participant organizations in
the TOOP pilots through an online survey, focus groups and
workshops. The results confirmed the relevance of many of the
findings but also highlighted some domain-specific differences.

4.1 Expected benefits of the pilots
The study of the pilots revealed that the most important end-user
benefits are considered to be administrative burden reduction and
time savings, which are both considered equally important. This
is followed by improved ease of access. The end-user benefit
considered of the least importance is increased number of users.
The most important government benefit is increased data quality
and reliability, followed by avoidance of duplication of tasks. The
benefits that are considered least important are increased
collaboration between agencies and fraud reduction. However,
differences between the government benefits turned out to be
very small. This means that, despite the small differences, all of
the above-mentioned benefits are considered generally important.

4.2 Barriers and drivers
The study yielded barriers and drivers from all four categories
examined. The most burning concerns are related to the challenge
of ensuring that data sharing and reuse happens in compliance
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with regulations and is able to ensure personal data protection
and the confidentiality of business secret. All pilot areas also
emphasized the need for a legal push by the EU (in the case of the
ship and crew-certificates, by the International Maritime
Organization) that would mandate and facilitate the use of OOP.
Technical and semantic interoperability barriers were also
perceived very important. As public sector organizations are
generally unwilling to undertake major technological changes in
order to enable the OOP at a cross-border level, any technical
solution for OOP needs to be highly compatible with existing
national and local solutions. The study also pointed to
organizational inertia and reluctance to undertake major
organizational changes for the sake of implementing OOP. This is
partly related to the low political priority of OOP, but also the
difficulty of balancing the interests of multiple stakeholders
involved in the pilots (this was especially emphasized for the
business mobility pilot). Quite expectedly, barriers were also seen
in limited resources, low interoperability between different
organizations, different pricing policies (emphasized in particular
for the company data pilot), current lack of knowledge of the
actual demand for OOP among businesses, and concerns about
possible low take-up of the solution.
Hence, the key driver for OOP was seen in the end user
benefits. Piloting organizations considered it crucial to prioritize
the development of OOP in areas where the gains for businesses
(mostly administrative simplification) are seen highest and where
positive impacts would be demonstrable. Almost equally
important are the expected benefits for public administrations
(mostly government efficiency and service quality). In this
context, the area of ship and crew certificates stands out for its
global ambition – in order for benefits to really exceed the
implementation and transaction costs in the maritime domain,
OOP-based data sharing should become the norm not only in
Europe but worldwide.

5 CONCLUSIONS
The once-only principle is a concept which is associated with
three important benefits – administrative burden reduction,
government efficiency and improved service quality. However,
due to its fragmented implementation so far, there is a general
lack of knowledge and evidence of these benefits. The barriers
which prevent governments from implementing OOP in national
and cross-border interactions can be found at several levels, from
technical to legal, organizational, political and demand-side
factors. Of these, the key barriers for the OOP are associated with
legal interoperability and compliance with legal requirements,
lacking empirical evidence and low awareness of the benefits of
the OOP, and the difficulty of changing existing information
systems, organizational processes and service pricing policies.
As the next step, these preliminary findings will be put to an
empirical test in the pilots conducted in three selected areas. This
will allow us to learn which barriers and drivers turn out to be the
most influential in the process and what differences may exist
between different domains where OOP is implemented.
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