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1. The problem 

The need for service identifiers. According to the ISA2 work programme, “there is still no 
standard way of describing and documenting European public services. The understandings of 
services and service implementations are different and even the basic definition of what 
constitutes a public service differs”. 

The ongoing revision of the CPSV-AP is an attempt to address the problem stated above, 
aiming at an harmonised catalogue of any type of public services, grouped around life events. 

In this perspective, one of the most basic problems is of course being able to list and count 
public services on the basis of a suitable identifier. For this reason, the current CPSV-AP 
model foresees a mandatory identifier for the class ‘Public Service’. However, the present text 
is not very informative concerning the nature of such identifier, since it just says “This 
property represents a formally-issued Identifier of the Public Service”. To understand what the 
identifier is supposed to identify, the only possibility is to look at the definition that introduces 
the description of the Public Service class: 

“A Public Service is a mandatory or discretionary set of acts performed, or able to be 
performed, by or on behalf of a public organisation. Services may be for the benefit 
of an individual, a business, or other public authority, or groups of any of them.” 

The ambiguity of present definition. Unfortunately, this definition leaves open whether the 
single acts belonging to the set that characterises a public service concern a single service 
provision, for the benefit of a single customer, or rather a single service offering, addressed to 
multiple customers. Consider for instance a public nursery service: each service provision 
addressed to a parent or a family consists of a sequence of acts performed by a public 
organisation for the benefit of an individual, or a group of individuals (the family). In this 
case, a public service identifier may be the registration number formally issued once the 
nursery request is processed.  

On the other hand, a single service provision is probably not the kind of ‘Public service’ we 
have in mind: indeed, especially from the point of view of a service catalog, what we need is 
being able to list public services described by a single service offering, addressed to multiple 
customers. Again, each of such services may be seen as a (large) set of acts performed by a 
public organisation for the benefit of an individual, with the difference that, in this case, acts 
belonging to different individual provisions may be part of the same service, whose identifier 
should be somehow attached to the service offering. 

The consequences of such ambiguity. The offering/provision ambiguity described above 
does not only affect the way we isolate and count services, but originates serious difficulties 
in the intended semantics of Public Service properties. The macroscopic cases concern the 
Status, Spatial/Temporal, and Has Cost properties. 
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Status: The service as a whole may be active, while a single provision may be 
inactive or suspended. 

Spatial/temporal: the service may be offered to the citizens of a large geographic 
area, but its provision may occur in a specific, restricted area. For instance, applying 
for a nursery service would be possible for all the citizens resident in a certain area, 
while the actual service provision typically occurs in a restricted area (where the 
nursery infrastructure is). Similarly, the time interval when nursery applications are 
possible is usually different from the time when service is provided. 

Has cost: the present text describes this property as concerning “any costs related to 
the execution of a particular Public Service”. Of course, the cost of a multi-provision 
service may be very different from the cost of a single provision. 

2. A conservative solution 

To address the problem above with a minimal impact on the present model, I think we should 
proceed in two directions. On one hand, we should refine the present definition in order to 
make it less ambiguous, conveying in a rigorous way the meaning we have intuitively in mind  
from the perspective of a service catalog, namely that of a public service bound to a single 
service offering. On the other hand, we should find a way to account for different aspects of 
services, including those concerning service provision, since in many cases describing a 
service means describing the way it is provided. 

Fig. 1. Public service as a sum of activities  

A possible solution is described in Fig. 1. A public service, intended as a sum of activities, is 
composed by two main kinds of activities: a service offering and a number of service request 
processing activities, one for each service request. In turn, service request processing includes 
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service management activities, such as those needed to handle service requests and decide 
about service admission, and service operation activities, such as the actual service provision 
and the monitoring & control activities. A unique service offering activity is required to exist 
for each public services, while zero or more service request processing activities may exist. In 
this way, the identifier of the service offering can be taken as the identifier for the whole 
service. 

This proposal is designed to be consistent with the main intuition that a public service is a set  1

of activities of a certain kind. Such intuition is largely shared in the services community, 
although the exact nature of these activities is usually not clarified. For instance, the European 
Services Directive defines a service as “any self-employed economic activity, normally 
provided for renumeration”. Another definition, oriented towards public services, is reported 
in the recent “Study of the new generation of eGovernment Services” : 2

Public services are activities that are publicly funded and arise from public policy and 
that are for the collective benefit of the public, accountable to and governed by a 
political process. This includes both administrative and human services. 

This definition is interesting since it imposes an accountability constrain on public services, 
but still doesn’t solve the ambiguity problem described above. What is a public service, then? 
In the latest years, I have been proposing a commitment-based approach to service modeling, 
according to which behind a service there is also a commitment to do actions of a certain kind 
[1-3]. While looking more in detail at public services in the context of the CPSV, however, I 
have realised that such approach is intrinsically limited, mainly because other aspects –
besides commitment– need to be guaranteed, and supported by proper activities, in order for a 
service to exist. In short, the following conditions should hold for a service to exist: 

1. Prior commitment to do certain actions. In the case of public services, such prior 
commitment arises from public policy, aimed at capturing citizen's needs. 

2. Concrete capability to honour the service commitment, namely the actual power to 
execute the service actions with a given performance. This presupposes having access 
to the necessary resources and having the freedom to execute the actions. The actual 
execution of a service action is an exploitation of the associated capability. 

3. Actual service availability to customers, resulting from offering activities that expose 
the service through suitable access channels. 

 I prefer to use the term sum instead of set, having in mind the technical notion of mereological sum. 1

A mereological sum of activities is something that actually exists in the world, has causal effects, and 
so on. A set is just an abstract entity.

 https://joinup.ec.europa.eu/community/opengov/og_page/ogs-study2
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4. Actual possibility for the customer(s) to control the service, being able (through 
suitable service control channels) to invoke or stop it and monitor its execution on the 
basis of the service levels agreed with the provider. 

In the light of these conditions, I suggest the following definition for public services: 

A public service is a sum of activities that realise a public authority's commitment to 
make available to individuals, businesses, or other public authorities some 
capabilities intended to answer their needs, giving them some possibilities to control 
how and when such capabilities should be manifested. 

Note that this definition is designed in order to include both service offering activities and 
request processing activities as parts of a public service. Strictly speaking, the former are not 
activities for the benefit of somebody, so they would not be included among the activities 
mentioned by the present CPSV definition . However, they are clearly activities aimed at 3

making certain capabilities available to the public: the mere commitment to do certain actions 
would not count as a service unless the concrete availability to do these actions is exposed. 
Similarly, the service management and the service monitoring and control activities are also 
included as part of a service, although, again, they would be excluded by the present CPSV 
definition. As a result, the definition above, together with the core scheme of Fig. 1, allows 
for a more accurate description of the service structure. Note that this not only necessary to 
model the back office activities, but it is also crucial to properly describe a service from the 
point of view of a service catalog, since describing a service requires describing the way it is 
realised [1]. 

3. Specializing the CSPV-AP 

Once the core pattern of Fig. 1 is adopted, together with the definition above, then it allows us 
to describe different kinds of public services in an accurate way, clarifying the agents 
involved in a certain activity kind, as well as the service channels and the descriptions 
attached to the various activities. Fig. 2 shows a possible extension of the CPSV-AP (whose 
classes are in white), which shows separate channels, descriptions and rules attached to the 
various service activities. This graph is only indicative of the way the CPSV-AP might be 
extended at a rather fine-grained level, while keeping the present definitions for all classes 
except Public Service. 

 "A Public Service is a mandatory or discretionary set of acts performed, or able to be performed, by 3

or on behalf of a public organisation. Services may be for the benefit of an individual, a business, or 
other public authority, or groups of any of these. The capacity to act exists whether it is used or not, 
and the term 'benefit' may apply in the sense of enabling the fulfilment of an obligation."
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Fig. 2. Specializing the CPSV-AP by using the core pattern of Fig. 1. 
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