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Promoting Sustained Professional Development in Electoral Management Bodies: 
Towards an International ISO Electoral Standard
In 2011 a group of electoral practitioners led by the Organization of American States (OAS) began developing an international standard that adapts the groundbreaking quality management principles of ISO 9001 to the electoral domain.   The resulting draft standard, ISO 17582, provides a valuable tool for electoral bodies to strengthen professionalism and build institutional capacity. 
The initiative to develop an electoral standard arose from OAS experience implementing quality management systems (QMS) modeled off of ISO 9001 in Panama, Peru and Costa Rica.  In each case, the implementation of QMS prompted the documentation of clearly defined operational procedures, improvements in decision-making processes through more effective communication flows, and the promotion of a culture of continual improvement, leading to increased reliability and quality in electoral services. 
Nonetheless, the “experiment” of applying ISO 9001 to the electoral domain clearly demonstrated the need to develop specific requirements for the application of QMS principles to an electoral context. Such requirements would be specifically tailored to particular key electoral processes, to the control of the documents and records unique to these processes, the management of electoral resources, and measures to monitor, analyze and improve performance.  
The electoral-specific standard, ISO 17582, defines minimum requirements for eight processes that are fundamental to any election: voter registration; registration of political organizations and candidates; electoral logistics; vote casting; vote counting and declaration of results; electoral education; oversight of campaign financing; and resolution of electoral disputes. The standard creates the framework for a quality management system to help organizations provide more reliable and transparent electoral services. It also contemplates a certification system against which electoral bodies can be assessed, based on clear expectations and objective criteria for evaluating performance. 

ISO 17582 operates with a flexible structure, specifying the “what” but not the “how” of implementing an electoral quality management system. The framers explicitly intended to produce a standard that fits any legal environment and is generic enough to be applicable to any democratic political system or type of electoral body. 

Electoral bodies that choose to adopt the standard stand to benefit in a number of ways.  The ISO electoral standard promotes high standards of organization, efficiency and management throughout the electoral cycle. It also provides a flexible structure that permits the continual improvement of electoral bodies in order to respond adequately to the diverse challenges presented by electoral administration.  Furthermore, by certifying against ISO 17582, an electoral body publicly declares its commitment to transparent electoral processes, thereby building public confidence in electoral services. 
Since the initiative began, ISO 17582 has passed through several working group meetings and rounds of commentary from ISO member bodies on six continents, as well as electoral experts from the OAS, International IDEA and the Venice Commission.  There is broad agreement that the current document will provide significant value to those electoral bodies that elect to implement it.  On September 2nd, a ballot was published to approve ISO 17582 as a certifiable international standard.  While only ISO member bodies will vote on the standard, the understanding and support of the electoral community is fundamental to the success of this effort. 
