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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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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


