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more transparent, objective, and acceptable to host countries. The authors also argue that an obligations



international consensus that genuine democratic
elections are essential for establishing the legitimate
authority of governments and for allowing citizens
to hold their governments accountable. With the
exception of a few isolated cases (including the Vat-
ican and several monarchies), virtually every coun-
try around the world has declared a formal



obligations allows observers to articulate specific
election standards based on state obligations. The
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international law, the lower-level sources can also
be evidence of obligations. While observer mis-
sions usually base their findings primarily on
obligations arising from treaties ratified by the
host state, it is appropriate for them to consider

the full body of customary international law in
their assessments.

As noted, the 21 obligations referenced above are
relevant to various parts of the electoral process.
Therefore, the database ties these obligations to the
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ten main parts of an electoral process as seen from
the perspective of election observation missions.4 A
short summary of the ten constituent parts is pro-
vided in Figure 3 above.

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA
AND METHODOLOGY

While observers have been using appropriate
questions to guide their data gathering, they have
not consistently linked their questions and assess-
ments to states’ obligations for democratic elec-
tions. But, this is changing and in recent years
many of the most experienced groups are incorpo-
rating obligations into their reports. Building on
the obligations database, the Carter Center is
developing a comprehensive methodology hand-
book with checklist and reporting templates link-
ing assessment criteria directly to states’
obligations. This will enable observers to systemat-
ically build obligations into their missions, focus-
ing directly on the degree to which democracy
obligations are met.

Table 1 provides a short example of the approach
being developed. Using voter registration as an
example, the table includes a partial list of the obliga-
tions that are most relevant to voter registration, each
of which are paired with key indicators and sample
analytical questions. Observation missions then

incorporate these concepts (in this case on voter reg-
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disproportionate numbers of problems in certain
locations, e.g., areas that are strongholds of certain
parties or where ethnic or other populations pre-
dominate). Throughout the electoral process,
observers should analyze the obligations relevant
to that part/phrase of the process and determine
whether obligations are met fully or adequately,
and whether problems result in a serious failure to
meet obligations. The data and analysis from each
phase can then be incorporated into the larger over-
all assessment.

CONCLUSION: THE CHALLENGE OF
REACHING OVERALL ASSESSMENTS

The main task for all observation missions is to
compile observer reports and data in a systematic
fashion throughout the electoral process and to
arrive at an overall assessment that is accurate,
balanced, and supported by evidence. With an
obligations-based approach, observers can root
their assessment criteria and overall findings in
international legal obligations, and can include

Table 1. Voter Registration: Obligations, Indicators, and Questions

Obligation Key Indicators Sample Analytical Questions

Universal Suffrage � Voter registration promoted broad participation. � Were registration centers accessible to citizens?
� No unnecessary technical barriers that hinder
participation by qualified eligible voters (e.g.
fees).

� Were registration locations publicized, located
close to relevant populations? Ample hours of
operation?

Equal Suffrage � Safeguards in place to prevent multiple
registration.

� Steps taken to prevent multiple registration?

� Voters list was accurate and up-to-date. � Were challenges reviewed and a revised list
posted?

Right to Vote �



recommendations about how future elections might
better meet obligations.

Regardless of whether or not an obligations-based
approach is used, the most difficult challenge is to
evaluate the extent and significance of observed
problems during various stages of the election, and
to assess the degree to which they fundamentally
undermine the integrity of the entire election and


