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An election or direct 
democracy poll – such as a 
referendum – is often one 
of the largest single activities 
that are ever organized in 
a country.

Essential and other electoral 
tasks may be conducted by a 
single body, or be allocated to 
multiple bodies.

International IDEA’s 2006 
survey of EMBs in 214 
countries and territories 
worldwide showed that 55% 
followed the Independent 
Model, 26% the 
Governmental Model and 
15% the Mixed Model. 
The remaining 4% correspond 
to countries that do not 
hold national-level direct 
elections. 

Who Organizes Elections? 

From around the mid-1980s there has been greater interest in, and 
scrutiny of, the conduct of democratic elections. There has also been an 
unprecedented commitment around the world to electoral reform. 

Public interest has been more often focused on reforming electoral 
systems to enhance representation. Reforms to the machinery for 
organizing and administering electoral events are, however, equally 
important. These include a trend towards the establishment of 
autonomous electoral management bodies (EMBs) with wide-
ranging powers and responsibilities, and the improvement of electoral 
organization so as to deliver higher-quality electoral services more 
effectively while concurrently enhancing the freeness, fairness and 
credibility of electoral events, especially in developing democracies.

Elections are complex and specialized processes which are most 
efficiently managed by a body or bodies with specific electoral 
management responsibilities. The term “electoral management body” or 
EMB has been coined as a name to refer to the body or bodies founded 
for the sole purpose of managing some or all of the essential elements of 
electoral management, which include:

a.	 determining who is eligible to vote; 
b.	 receiving and validating the nominations of 
	 electoral participants; 
c.	 conducting polling; 
d.	 counting the votes; and 
e.	 tabulating the votes.

In addition to these essential elements, an EMB may undertake other tasks 
which assist the conduct of elections and direct democracy instruments. 
An EMB may be a stand-alone institution, or a distinct management 
unit within a larger institution which may also have non-electoral tasks. 
Essential and other electoral tasks may be conducted by a single body, 
or be allocated to multiple bodies. Electoral responsibilities may also be 
divided between different bodies at the national and regional levels.

Three Models of Electoral Management
There are three broad models or types of electoral management: 

•	 Independent Model; 
•	 Governmental Model; and 
•	 Mixed Model. 

The Independent Model of electoral management exists in those countries 
where elections are organized and managed by an EMB which is 
institutionally independent and autonomous from the executive 
branch of government, and which has and manages its own budget. An 
Independent Model EMB is not accountable to a government ministry 
or department. It may, however, be accountable to the legislature, the 
judiciary, or the head of state. 

EMD overview ENG.indd   4 06-10-12   09.34.31



� �

The Governmental Model of electoral management exists in those 
countries where elections are organized and managed by the executive 
branch through a ministry, such as the Ministry of the Interior, and/
or through local authorities. These EMBs operate under the executive 
branch at national level and are answerable to a Cabinet minister. 

The Mixed Model of electoral management has dual structures, with a 
policy, monitoring or supervisory component EMB that is independent 
of the executive branch of government (as for the Independent Model) 
and an implementation component EMB that is located within a 
department of state and/or local government (as for the Governmental 
Model). The relationship between component EMBs is not always 
clearly defined in legislation or correctly interpreted by stakeholders.

Each EMB model has some 
basic attributes, but also 
many variations. The way in 
which EMBs work depends 
not merely on the model used, 
but on other electoral 
framework and on social, 
cultural and political factors.

No matter what model is 
used, all EMBs need to follow 
guiding principles, 
which include independence 
of decision-making and 
action, impartiality, 
integrity, transparency, 
efficiency and effectiveness, 
and service-mindedness. 

It is simplistic to think of the three models of electoral management as 
having distinct behaviour patterns. There are many types of EMB within 
the three broad models. EMBs may be permanent or temporary, and 
may be centralized or decentralized to varying degrees. Each structure 
has its advantages and disadvantages that need to be carefully assessed 
according to the particular country’s conditions.

CEC = Central Electoral Commission
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Table 1: Characteristics of the Three Broad Models of Electoral Management and their Component EMBs

* A few countries which use the Independent Model and Mixed Model of electoral 
management do not have independent EMBs with regulatory powers. 

Aspect of the 
Model and the 

Component EMB(s)

Institutional 
arrangement

Implementation

Formal 
accountability

Powers 

Composition

Term of Office 

Budget

Independent 
Model

Independent
EMB

Is institutionally 
independent from the 
executive branch of 
government 

Exercises full 
responsibility for 
implementation 

Does not report to 
executive branch of 
government but with 
very few exceptions 
is formally accountable 
to the legislature, 
judiciary or head of 
state 

Has powers to develop 
the electoral regulatory 
framework 
independently under 
the law* 

Is composed of 
members who are 
outside the executive 
branch while in EMB 
office 

Offers security of 
tenure, but not 
necessarily fixed term 
of office 

Has and manages 
its own budget 
independently of 
day-to-day 
governmental control 

Component 
independent 

EMB

Is institutionally 
independent from the 
executive branch of 
government 

Has autonomy to
monitor or supervise, 
and in some cases 
set policy for, 
implementation 

Does not report to 
executive branch of 
government and is 
formally accountable to 
the legislature, 
the judiciary, or the 
head of state 

Often has powers 
to develop electoral 
regulatory framework 
independently under 
the law. Monitors or 
supervises those who 
implement elections 

Is composed of 
members who are 
outside the executive 
branch while in EMB 
office 

Offers security of 
tenure, but not 
necessarily fixed term 
of office 

Has a separately 
allocated budget

Component 
governmental 

EMB

Is located within or 
under the direction 
of a department of 
state and/or local 
government 

Implementation is 
subject to executive 
branch of government 
direction, and monitoring
or supervision and 
in some cases policy 
setting by independent 
EMB

Fully accountable 
to executive branch of 
government 

Powers are limited 
to implementation 

Is led by a minister or 
public servant. Has 
no “members”, only a 
secretariat 

Term of office is not 
secured 

Budget is a component 
of a government 
ministry’s budget or 
local authority 
budget

Governmental 
model

Governmental
EMB

Is located within or 
under the direction 
of a department 
of state and/or local 
government 

Implementation is 
subject to executive 
branch of government 
direction 

Fully accountable 
to executive branch of 
government 

Powers are limited 
to implementation 

Is led by a minister or 
public servant. With 
very few exceptions 
has no “members”, 
only a secretariat 

Term of office is not 
secured 

Budget is a component
of a government 
ministry’s budget or 
local authority 
budget

Mixed Model
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Table 1: Characteristics of the Three Broad Models of Electoral Management and their Component EMBs Permanent and Temporary EMBs
There are many phases to the electoral process. After the end of one 
electoral process, it is desirable for work on the next to begin. The whole 
process constitutes the electoral cycle, in which the development of laws 
and regulations is followed by voter registration, party and/or candidate 
nomination and campaigns, which are in turn followed by polling, 
counting, tabulation of the votes and declaration of results, dispute 
resolution, the installation of those elected into office and seeking 
lessons learned – and then back to the beginning of the cycle for the 
next electoral event. In determining whether a permanent or temporary 
EMB is appropriate, workloads throughout the electoral cycle need 
to be considered. Where a temporary EMB appears appropriate, it is 
important to consider how institutional memory relating to elections 
will be maintained. In some cases, a Governmental Model EMB has 
to be temporary because the public servants who run elections have 
other full-time duties between elections. Some Independent Model 
EMBs have permanent central EMBs which coexist with temporary 
subordinate EMBs at the regional or local level. 

electoral system 
& boundaries

EMB reform

institutional strengthening 
& professional development

audits & evaluations

archiving & research

voter register update

legal reform
proposals

staff recruitment
logistics & security

operational training for
electoral officials

voter & civic education

voter registration

observer accreditation

candidates

party financing

media access

codes of conduct

campaign coordination

dispute resolution
special & external voting

voting
counting

results tabulation

complaints & appeals

PLANNING

official results

budget & funding

TRAINING

REGISTRATION

electoral calendar &
operational work-plans

NOMINATION

CAMPAIGNVOTING

RESULTS

REVIEW

REFORM INFORMATION

STRATEGY

stakeholder liaison

networking
procurement

develop procedures

party registration

print & distribute
ballot papers
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O
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R
A

L
P

E
R

IO
D

ELECTORAL PERIOD

EMD overview ENG.indd   7 06-10-12   09.34.32



� �

Centralized or Decentralized EMBs
A country’s system of government largely determines the degree to 
which its EMB’s power will be concentrated or devolved. The legal 
framework may distinguish between powers and functions given to 
a central or national EMB and those given to regional or lower-level 
EMBs. Countries which use the Governmental or Mixed Model of 
electoral management may rely on local authorities to conduct all or 
part of electoral activities. However, this may make it more difficult 
to maintain electoral consistency, service, quality, and ultimately the 
freedom and fairness of elections. 

In federal countries, separate EMBs may exist at the national level and 
in each state/province, often operating under different legal frameworks 
and possibly even implementing different electoral systems. The 
relationship between such EMBs, and the powers and responsibilities 
of each EMB for national, regional and local elections and for direct 
democracy instruments, vary from country to country.

Transitional EMBs
EMBs which are set up temporarily to facilitate transitional elections 
may benefit from including international experts and being set up under 
the auspices of the international community. This may assist in conflict 
management, promote stakeholder confidence, and provide a higher 
level of technical expertise and experience. Transitional EMBs may also 
consist of nationals only, often including political party representatives 
to build consensus support. 

Some Guiding Principles for EMBs 
Each EMB, no matter which model of electoral management is used, 
needs to be certain that it can ensure the legitimacy and credibility of 
the processes for which it is responsible through applying the following 
principles that form the basis for electoral administration.

a.	 Independence. An EMB is expected to be “fearlessly independent” 
in its decision-making, resistant to governmental, political or any 
partisan or unethical attempts to direct or inappropriately influence 
its decisions. A culture of independence, strong leadership, and the 
commitment of EMB members to independent decision-making 
are more important than formal “structural” independence.

b.	 Impartiality. An EMB must treat all electoral participants fairly, 
equally and even-handedly, in accordance with the law, and 
without giving or appearing to give any advantage to any political 
tendency or interest group. 

c.	 Integrity. The commitment of all EMB members and staff to 
integrity in their conduct underlies the organizational integrity 
of the EMB. Integrity requires that the EMB acts wholly ethically 
and upholds constitutional and legal requirements. Strict codes 
of conduct and policies on conflicts of interest promote public 
confidence in an EMB’s integrity. 
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d.	Transparency. Transparency in operational and financial 
management lays out for public scrutiny the decisions and actions 
of the EMB. Whether or not required by law it is always a basic 
good practice that promotes the credibility of electoral processes. 

e.	 Efficiency and effectiveness. As a guardian of public funds, the EMB 
has an obligation to expend these responsibly and to manage its 
financial, human and material resources accountably, in an 
efficient and cost-effective manner. 

f.	 Service-mindedness. EMBs exist to provide service to their 
stakeholders. Developing and publicizing time-, quantity- and 
quality-based service delivery standards for all their activities 
provides both internal motivators for EMB members and staff 
to provide high-quality service and external yardsticks by which 
stakeholders can assess the EMB’s performance.

g.	 Professionalism. Meticulous and accurate implementation of 
electoral procedures is a key element for the delivery of credible 
elections. EMBs need to ensure that all electoral officials, whether 
core staff or temporary workers, are well trained and equipped 
with the necessary skills to apply high professional standards in 
their technical work. Professional training fosters public trust that 
the entire process is in good hands. 

The Legal Framework – The Context of the EMB’s Role 
and Powers

The certainty provided by detailing electoral processes in the law, backed 
by constitutional authority, will tend to promote confidence in the 
consistency, fairness and even-handedness of electoral administration, 
and provide clear opportunities for legal redress. The level of detail 
specified at different levels of the legal framework will vary from country 
to country, depending on factors such as systems of law and the levels 
of trust in the EMB’s ability to make fair and consistent decisions and 
policies. For confidence in electoral processes it is important that all 
parts of the electoral legal framework are freely and publicly available 
and that changes are discussed and shared with key stakeholders.

The electoral legal framework within which the EMB operates may be 
defined in many different types of instruments, including:

a.	 international treaties; 
b.	 the constitution; 
c.	 national and sub-national statute law; 
d.	 EMB and other bodies’ regulations; 
e.	 customary laws and conventions; 
f.	 administrative policies of the EMB and other bodies; and 
g.	 codes of conduct. 

A detailed exposition of issues related to designing or reviewing a 
legal framework for elections can be found in International IDEA’s 

Electoral processes are complex,
standardized activities 
requiring clear, simple and 
relatively comprehensive legal 
definition in order to 
promote consistency, equity 
and a common understanding 
of electoral frameworks by 
all electoral stakeholders.

International treaties and 
agreements provide a 
framework of principles and 
standards against which a 
country’s electoral legal  
arrangements can be defined 
and assessed.

It is good practice that all 
parts of the electoral legal 
framework are freely and 
publicly available for 
stakeholders to see and 
discuss.
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Key electoral issues defined 
in the constitution may 
entrench electoral norms 
against manipulation by 
parliamentary majorities.  

Electoral law needs to 
be kept in harmony, either 
through a single law 
overviewing all electoral 
activities or through a set 
of laws carefully harmonized 
with each other.

publication International Electoral Standards: IDEA’s Guidelines for 
Reviewing the Legal Framework of Elections. 

The Constitution
There is a trend towards defining key electoral issues in the constitution, 
as this may provide a workable means of entrenching electoral norms 
against manipulation by the ruling party. These norms often include:

a.	 the independence, composition, term of office, 
	 powers and functions of an EMB; 
b.	 electoral systems; 
c.	 suffrage rights and/or qualifications; 
d.	political party and/or candidacy rights; 
e.	 the intervals or maximum intervals at which elections 
	 must be held; and 
f.	 electoral dispute settlement mechanisms.

Electoral Laws: Acts and Ordinances
Electoral statute law may take the form of one single law or of multiple 
laws which need to be kept in harmony. A single omnibus law covering 
all electoral activity can be cumbersome but may facilitate reference 
and review. Separate laws on individual electoral issues provide clear 
and easy reference to specific electoral activities, but it may be time-
consuming or difficult to ensure that there are no conflicts of content 
between them.

It is good practice for electoral legislation to define the status of 
the national EMB(s) and any subsidiary EMBs, including their 
accountability, powers, responsibilities and functions. It is also good 
practice for legislation to provide a clear and sufficiently detailed 
framework to ensure effectiveness and integrity in all matters relating 
to electoral administration. 

A balance needs to be struck between providing for certainty and 
consistency in the legal framework, and allowing EMBs the flexibility 
to respond effectively to changing electoral circumstances. The amount 
of electoral detail in higher-level instruments – constitutions and statute 
law – will often depend on the level of trust in political participants and 
in the performance of the EMB(s).

Electoral Regulations
In some rare instances, an EMB has the power to enact non-reviewable 
laws or regulations. EMBs or the executive branch of government are 
more usually able to make regulations consistent with and filling in 
gaps in the law, subject to some form of judicial or other review. EMBs 
may also be able to set their own administrative policies. It is important 
that the EMB consults its stakeholders when formulating or amending 
regulations and policies, in order to foster stakeholder awareness and 
buy-in. 
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The Powers, Functions and Responsibilities of an EMB

There are a wide variety of models for EMB powers and functions, 
influenced by factors such as the structure of the state, demographics, 
the electoral system, negotiations for democratic transitions between 
political forces, and the existence of other electoral service providers.

Many EMBs have powers to make binding rules, regulations and 
determinations that are consistent with the constitution and electoral 
laws. Some EMBs have executive, legislative and judicial powers, and 
thus their decisions are not subject to review by any other branch of 
government. Others have some adjudicative powers in addition to 
executive powers. The majority of EMBs have powers which are primarily 
of an executive nature, related to implementing electoral activities, and 
which are reviewable by a court.

Extent of Powers and Functions
In many countries, EMBs are responsible for a wide range of activities 
throughout the electoral cycle. This can have the advantage of promoting 
electoral integrity by ensuring that EMBs exercise controls that reflect 
their responsibility for the entire process. 

 Apart from the powers and functions related to the essential (or core) 
elements of an EMB (see page 4), non-core powers and functions that 
may be undertaken by an EMB include voter registration, boundary 
delimitation, political party regulation, the announcement and 
certification of electoral results, the adjudication of electoral disputes, 
civic education, voter information, electoral planning and logistics, 
training for EMB staff, and the organization of direct democracy 
instruments such as referendums. 

Functional Divisions between Electoral Institutions
It is common for some of the non-core functions of an EMB to be assigned 
in the electoral legal framework to another specialist institution. These 
may include boundary delimitation, voter registration, the registration 
and funding of political parties, electoral dispute resolution, the 
certification and announcement of electoral results, and voter education 
and information. If electoral functions are assigned to more than one 
institution, the legal and policy framework needs to be very clear on 
each institution’s functional responsibilities.

Community Responsibilities of EMBs
Electoral legislation in some countries defines not only the powers 
and functions of EMBs but also their responsibilities, or “obligations”. 
These often include accountability measures, and may also include more 
normative elements of how the EMB is expected to behave. EMBs have 
community responsibilities beyond the minimum legal requirements, 
including promoting gender balance within the EMB itself and in 
political life, dealing fairly with issues of ethnicity, promoting equality 
and equity in electoral contests, providing equality of access to electoral 
services for all, and especially marginalized members of society, and 
recognizing customary practices where these are in harmony with 
electoral management principles.

Apart from the essential 
elements, an EMB’s powers
and functions can cover a 
greater or lesser variety of 
tasks, depending on factors 
such as the structure of the 
state, the electoral system, and 
the number and type of the 
organizations that provide 
electoral services. 

An enforceable code of 
conduct, which all members 
and staff of an EMB are 
required to sign, assists 
the EMB to maintain 
electoral integrity, ethics, 
impartiality, service and 
professional standards. 

EMBs have behavioural and 
access responsibilities to 
the communities they serve, 
which may extend beyond 
the functions defined in the 
electoral legal framework.
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Codes of Conduct 
A code of conduct, establishing the rules governing the behaviour and 
conduct of EMB members and all staff, is essential for all EMBs. Basic 
issues to be included in an EMB’s code of conduct are: 

a.	 commitment to maintaining the integrity of all electoral
	 processes;
b.	 support for the principle of political non-partisanship; 
c.	 avoidance of conflicts of interest; 
d.	 the provision of quality service to voters and other 
	 stakeholders; and
e.	 adherence to regulations and management directions. 

It is good practice to require all EMB members, staff and contracted 
personnel to formally agree to adhere to the EMB’s code of conduct as a 
condition of their appointment. It is also beneficial to require all EMBs’ 
suppliers and contractors to formally accept the code.

The Composition and Roles of EMB Membership

An EMB’s activities generally require both determining policy and 
implementing major administrative and logistics operations. Under the 
Governmental Model of electoral management, both these functions 
are undertaken by public servants. Under the Independent Model, the 
EMB is guided by a “board” of EMB members – a person or persons 
from outside the executive branch of government, specially appointed 
for this task. With very few exceptions, EMBs under the Governmental 
Model do not have EMB members, only secretariat staff. 

EMB Membership 
Factors that determine the size and work schedule of an EMB’s 
membership may include a country’s size, its population, economic and 
geopolitical issues, the EMB’s powers and functions, the strength of the 
EMB’s secretariat, and which model of electoral management is used. It 
is useful for the EMB to include members with a wide range of the skills 
that are necessary to ensure that an EMB can function effectively.

Status of EMB Members
EMB members need to have sufficient status to entitle them to respect 
from their counterparts in other sectors of society. In some countries, 
the legal framework provides for a two-stream procedure for the 
appointment of EMB members, one for the chair appointed at a higher 
level and another for all other members. The case for a “first among 
equals” EMB chair is stronger where the EMB is still nascent and 
requires some nurturing, and where the position is full-time.

EMB Members: Respected Experts or Watchdogs on Each Other 
The type of EMB membership that is suitable for a particular country 
will depend on its political environment and stage of democratic 
development. Some types are more conducive to EMB independence 

There is no optimal number 
of members of an EMB, 
and no general principle to 
indicate that full-time or 
part-time EMB membership 
is preferable.

The three general bases for 
EMB membership are 
multiparty, expert, and 
combined. 
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of action than others. The three general bases for EMB membership are 
multiparty, expert, and combined.

Multiparty-based EMBs are composed of members nominated by a 
mixture of political parties. Countries that have experienced difficult 
transitions from authoritarian rule to multiparty democracy have often 
chosen multiparty-based EMBs. Many electoral analysts believe that 
having political party representatives on the EMB engenders consensus 
among actors in the electoral contest and contributes to enhanced 
transparency. However, a political party-based EMB may imperil or 
cripple decision-making, especially in situations where political parties’ 
critical interests are at stake.

Expert-based or non-partisan EMBs are made up of politically non-
aligned members appointed on the basis of their professional skills, 
often including eminent public figures renowned for political neutrality. 
In many cases the legal framework requires that the members of an 
expert-based EMB must not have been active in party politics in the 
recent past, and must not be political party members while serving as 
members of the EMB. 

Combined EMBs have a mixed membership of party representatives 
and politically non-aligned members. This may result in even-handed 
bodies that have both political party buy-in and transparency in their 
operations, but it may also mean that the EMB suffers from decision-
making weaknesses. 

Full- or Part-time EMB Membership
Whether it is more appropriate for EMB membership to be a full-time 
or part-time position will depend on the electoral and administrative 
circumstances. Full-time EMB members may be a good option in a 
situation of recurring electoral activities, whereas in countries where 
election dates are fixed and the EMB has limited responsibility between 
elections, it may be advisable to have part-time EMB members. It is also 
possible for members to serve part-time in non-electoral periods and 
full-time during electoral periods.

How Many EMB Members? 
The number of members of an EMB varies considerably worldwide 
and will generally be specified by the legal framework. Having a larger 
number of members of the EMB may provide for broader representation, 
whereas a smaller number can facilitate discussion and decision-making. 
In some countries the number of EMB members is expanded during the 
election period. 

Having an uneven number 
of members of the EMB 
ensures that simple majority 
vote decisions can be 
made without having to 
resort to measures such as 
giving the EMB chair a 
casting vote.

Fixed and secure terms of 
office for EMB members allow 
for institutional confidence 
and renewal. Staggering 
EMB members’ terms of office 
minimizes disruption and 
assists in retaining an EMB’s 
institutional memory.
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Multiparty EMBs

	
Expert EMBs

	 Combined
EMBs

Advantages

•	 May promote electoral participation by 	
	 opposing political forces
•	 May encourage voter participation 
•	 Enhances electoral transparency
•	 Ensures political party input to the 	
	 EMB’s policy development 
•	 Ensures links with critical electoral 	
	 stakeholders 
•	 Brings political experience to the 	
	 management of electoral processes 

•	 Impartial and neutral membership 	
	 promotes the credibility of the EMB 
•	 Likely to reject political pressure 
•	 Professionalism of members 
•	 Makes a range of expert knowledge 	
	 available on the EMB 
•	 Eminent public figure members raise the 	
	 profile of the EMB 
•	 May have a broad range of professional 
	 networks on which the EMB can draw 

•	 May achieve balance between political 
	 and technical considerations 
•	 May encourage participation, and 
	 expert members may counterbalance 
	 any attempt at partisan actions 
•	 The EMB is transparent to political 	
	 participants and has some professional 
	 credibility 
•	 Both expert knowledge and political 
	 input available to the EMB 
•	 Links with both critical electoral 
	 stakeholders and public figures 
•	 Has both political experience and 
	 professional networking capacities 

Disadvantages

•	 Members’ actions may be motivated by 
	 political interest 
•	 May not have appropriate professional 
	 experience or qualifications 
•	 May be unwieldy if all parties are 
	 represented 
•	 May lack credibility if some parties are 
	 excluded or if political parties are not 
	 respected 
•	 May find consensus decision-making 
	 difficult 
•	 EMB unity may suffer due to public 
	 disputes between parties 

•	 May not always be aware of relevant 
	 political factors
•	 Political actors may have limited access 
	 to EMB activities
•	 May not have good links with critical 
	 electoral stakeholders 
•	 Members may need to address conflict of 
	 loyalties between the work of the EMB 
	 and the views of the organizations they 
	 come from 
•	 The best “experts” may not be willing to 
	 serve
•	 It may be difficult to find “non-partisan” 
	 members in transitional environments 

•	 Political and expert elements may have 
	 different agendas 
•	 EMB may experience competitive leaking 
	 of information between its components 
•	 May be unwieldy if all political and expert 
	 elements are represented 
•	 May lack credibility if some parties are 
	 excluded 
•	 May find consensus decision-making 
	 difficult 
•	 High-calibre experts may not be willing to 
	 work with political elements 

Table 2: Advantages and Disadvantages of Multiparty, Expert and Combined EMBs 
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Term of Office of Members of Permanent EMBs
In many permanent EMBs, the members have a specified term of office. 
In others, members’ terms of office are unlimited – that is, members 
remain in office until they reach retirement age, unless they resign or 
are removed. A limited term of office promotes the generation of new 
ideas through new appointments, but it may undermine institutional 
experience. Staggering EMB members’ terms of office greatly assists 
retention of institutional experience and provides for smooth leadership 
succession. 

Recruitment and Appointment of EMB Members
Recruitment and selection processes for EMB members may be from 
closed nominations or from open advertising, may include some form 
of public or private test of merit and integrity, and may appoint from 
a pool of nominees or only the exact number of nominees required. In 
some countries, judicial or non-state organizations are involved in the 
vetting of candidates for EMB membership. Recruitment processes may 
be able to be more open for expert-based EMBs than for EMBs whose 
membership is wholly or partially nominated by political parties. 

A quality EMB membership selection process can be achieved by 
open advertising for candidates and ranking all applicants according 
to a transparently applied “fit and proper” test. The division of EMB 
selection and appointment powers between the executive branch and the 
legislature provides for checks and balances in appointment procedures 
and enhances the appointment process. 

Qualifications for Appointment
For multiparty EMBs, it is more usual for political parties to use their 
own criteria for appointing their representatives to the EMB, whereas 
for expert-based EMBs the electoral law may define an extensive set of 
personal qualifications for EMB members. It is usual to expect EMB 
members to meet the criteria of professional competence, good repute 
and political neutrality. Formal requirements for EMB membership 
would generally include citizenship and often include age and residence. 
Required professional qualifications may include legal training and 
experience. Some legal frameworks identify disqualifications for 
membership of the EMB – for example, holding other positions which 
are incompatible, such as a government or a political party position. 

Security of Conditions of Service and Tenure
Constitutional or legal guarantees of EMB members’ conditions of 
service, and immunity from harassment or unwarranted attempts to 
remove them from office, enable members of an EMB to carry out their 
work impartially, professionally, without fear and favour, and resisting 
political pressures. In many countries, the legal protection of tenure for 
EMB members is the same as that for senior judicial officers.

EMB Decision-making Processes
EMB members need to adopt decision-making and management 
mechanisms – such as standing orders that ensure transparent EMB 
meeting and decision-making processes, and internal regulations for the 
good administration of the EMB – that are suitable for the type of EMB 

To ensure the independence 
of action of EMBs it 
is important that the legal 
framework clearly establishes 
the grounds on which 
members may be removed 
from office before the 
end of their term. 

The most widely accepted 
procedure for EMB 
appointment is for one branch 
of government to nominate 
and another to confirm. 
This process could start with 
the executive branch or 
the judiciary and end with the 
legislature, or vice versa.
	

Public confidence in EMBs 
is enhanced where the 
electoral legislation contains 
qualifications for appointment 
to EMBs that are clearly 
defined and appropriate for
the complex task of managing 
electoral processes impartially, 
and mechanisms for selection 
and appointment that are 
transparent and based on the 
candidates’ merits.

Security of tenure for 
EMB members is essential to 
promote institutional 
confidence and independence 
of action.
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and the country’s management culture. It may be useful for the EMB 
membership to form subcommittees dealing with different aspects of 
electoral administration. 

EMB meetings can be either closed or open to the public. Open 
meetings may promote greater trust in the EMB and its activities, while 
closed meetings may better allow open discussion on sensitive matters. 
Whether open or closed, EMB meetings need to be followed by a public 
announcement or media conference on their deliberations and results. 

Relationships between EMB Members and Secretariat 
A good working relationship between an EMB’s members and its sec-
retariat is critical for the effective functioning of the EMB. This can be 
promoted by ensuring that there is a clear delineation and communica-
tion of powers and tasks between the members and the secretariat, clear 
hierarchical authority between the members and the secretariat, and 
competent appointments which generate mutual respect.

Planning and Implementing EMB Activities

The EMB secretariat is the policy implementation component in all 
models of electoral management. In EMBs under the Governmental 
Model, the secretariat almost always is the EMB, and may also 
assist in making policy under the direction of the executive branch 
of government. In EMBs under the Independent Model, the EMB 
secretariat is the structure below the policy-making EMB member 
level, and encompasses the officials in the EMB who are responsible 
for electoral implementation. Where the Mixed Model is used, the 
component governmental EMB is the secretariat, with responsibility 
for implementation. The component independent EMB will also have a 
secretariat to service its own administrative needs.

The EMB Secretariat and the Public Service
In countries which use the Governmental or Mixed Model of electoral 
management, elections are implemented by the executive branch 
through a ministry or local authorities. EMB secretariat staff are 
normally public servants, appointed and working under general public 
service rules and conditions. These public servants may be engaged in 
electoral administration full-time, or they may have other duties and 
only be engaged in electoral work during elections. Some EMBs under 
the Independent Model may directly appoint their secretariat staff 
under staffing structures and conditions that are determined by the 
EMB, while in others these staff are public servants, and their salaries 
and conditions of service are linked to those of the public service.

Using public servants as EMB secretariat staff may provide advantages 
such as professionalism, knowledge of the public sector, cost-effectiveness 
and a clear career path. However, it may also have disadvantages – public 
servants may lack specific electoral skills, may not be regarded as neutral, 
may not be sufficiently well paid to engender loyalty, and may be subject 
to transfer from the EMB. 

The EMB secretariat is the 
policy implementation 
component in all models of 
electoral management.
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Structuring the Secretariat
Each EMB needs to develop an organizational structure that effectively 
integrates planning, service delivery and management control, and 
facilitates cost-effective achievement of its strategic objectives by 
designating the necessary numbers of skilled staff at appropriate 
locations and levels of seniority, who are subject to effective lines of 
accountability. EMBs may benefit from maintaining a strong and 
broadly-based permanent management team across all functions, so 
that peaks of activity can be effectively handled. Decentralized EMBs 
may need to pay particular attention to devising effective accountability 
mechanisms that fit their legal framework. 

EMBs under the Independent Model which have powers to hire and 
fire their staff may be the best placed to determine a flexible, appropriate 
structure, whereas all EMBs that rely on public service staffing may 
face constraints. EMBs under the Governmental Model and component 
governmental EMBs under the Mixed Model, all or most of whose staff 
work within public service departments, may have greater constraints, 
especially if their staff are only temporarily assigned to electoral work. 

EMBs may have more 
effective control over electoral 
activities if they are 
empowered to directly hire 
and fire, and set conditions of 
service, for the EMB 
secretariats that implement 
EMB policies.

Successful EMB 
organizational structures 
have flexibility to meet 
changing electoral demands.

EMB secretariats are often 
structured into operational 
and corporate services 
divisions, with functions not 
easily fitting into these 
divisions attached directly to 
the secretariat head’s office.

	 Model EMB secretariat structure concepts
	
	 There are some general concepts worth considering when 		
	 developing the secretariat’s structure. It should: 

	 ·	 minimize the number of management levels; 
	 ·	 promote accountability;  
	 ·	 link organizational structure to the strategic plan; 
	 ·	 focus on service delivery; 
	 ·	 facilitate horizontal and vertical communication; 
	 ·	 attach work output expectations to each organizational unit; 
	 ·	 promote administrative support of operational areas; and 
	 ·	 include a strong internal audit function. 

Strategic Planning
An EMB’s strategic plan is the basis for all its activities, defining for a 
fixed period the EMB’s vision, purpose, values, objectives, result outputs 
and performance indicators. It is the basis of fundamental decisions 
on EMB activity – operational planning, resource allocation and 
service standards. It also serves as a marker against which the EMB’s 
performance can be measured by its stakeholders.

The development of a strategic plan may be facilitated by the EMB 
undertaking an analysis of its strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 
threats (SWOT) within its perceived electoral context. Stakeholder 
involvement in the development, monitoring and review of an EMB’s 
strategic plans focuses the EMB’s planning on service provision, and 
can boost confidence in the EMB.

An EMB without a strategic 
plan is like a pilot without a 
compass.

EMD overview ENG.indd   17 06-10-12   09.34.34



18 19

Operational Planning
Every EMB needs operational work plans, based on the objectives stated 
in the strategic plan, which detail individual work processes and their 
integration, deadlines and responsibilities for work. It is important that 
operational planning is linked with the electoral cycle, and thus it may 
be divided into several phases. 

Operational planning is most effective when secretariat staff are 
involved in planning their activities. Operational plans for each EMB 
activity need to be split into divisional workloads, and subsequently 
down to work unit and individual staff member level, and may be 
harmonized through a committee of senior secretariat staff, possibly 
with EMB member involvement. Formal approval of operational plans 
by the EMB’s membership emphasizes their significance.

Electoral calendars convey the range and sequence of an EMB’s 
activities. The primary purpose of an electoral calendar is to assist the 
EMB to keep its planning and preparation on schedule in order to meet 
its statutory or administrative deadlines. The calendar also conveys 
information to the public, political parties and the media about the 
dates for the beginning and completion of key activities, thus enhancing 
transparency and creating a positive public relations image for the 
EMB. 

The Development of Professional Electoral Management

In addition to specialist professional credentials and relevant management 
and technical experience, a professional electoral administrator needs an 
understanding of strategies for strengthening democratic development, 
a commitment to providing high-quality electoral services, and a 
commitment to the principles of integrity, impartiality, independence, 
transparency, efficiency and service-mindedness that are the foundations 
of electoral good practice. 

Public concerns about the professionalism of EMB members and 
secretariat staff can lead to calls for institutional reform. There are 
numerous problems which an EMB may have to overcome to achieve 
an acceptable level of professionalism. Some may be within the 
EMB itself, such as behavioural, planning or resource prioritization 
issues. Others may be the product of factors in the EMB’s external 
environment, including the political climate, the quality and timeliness 
of implementation of the electoral legal framework, lack of continuity in 
electoral operations, and inadequate or late electoral funding. 

EMB Secretariats: EMB-specific or Public Service Staff
Relying on public servants for secretariat staff can create challenges 
for EMB professionalization. For example, in EMBs under the 
Governmental Model, electoral work may not be the vocation of the 
EMB’s public service staff. EMBs that can hire their own staff and are 
not subject to public service rules may be able to offer incentives to 
attract higher-quality staff and attractive career paths that assist in the 
professionalization and retention of staff. Conditions of service may 
need to compensate staff for the long hours of election period work, and 
offering flexibility in conditions may be more difficult for EMBs using 

Professional EMB members 
and staff need appropriate 
skills and, most importantly, 
a commitment to the 
principles of professional 
electoral  management.

Operational plans are 
usefully developed into a 
detailed electoral calendar, 
a simplified version of 
which is an important 
information and 
transparency-enhancing 
tool for public distribution.
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Equitable recruitment 
and employment practices 
– including open merit-based 
selection processes, gender 
balance, and a fair and safe 
working environment – 
fulfil an EMB’s internal 
responsibility as an 
institution that promotes 
equity in public life.

Investment in EMB staff 
training and development is 
critical for improving overall 
EMB effectiveness.

public servants as staff. While outsourcing specific electoral tasks may 
aid flexibility, it may adversely affect an EMB’s sustainability, and cause 
unrest amongst its staff. 

Permanent and Temporary Staff 
EMB staff requirements are cyclical, with very high peaks that cannot 
justify the maintenance of sufficient permanent staff throughout the 
whole electoral cycle. Each EMB needs to devise appropriate strategies 
to promote the effective use of temporary staff, which may include 
timely recruitment processes, availability of incentive and training 
opportunities, and mechanisms for regular contact with past or potential 
temporary staff.

Procedures for Recruitment and Appointment of EMB 
Secretariat Staff  
Good recruitment practice for EMBs is to hold an open selection 
process, advertising widely for vacancies, specifying clearly the skills, 
qualifications and personal attributes required for each position to be 
filled, and selecting transparently, on merit, the most suitable qualified 
candidates. As organizations that must set an example of acting 
equitably, EMBs need to promote gender balance in EMB staff through 
implementing gender-sensitive recruitment, employment and training 
policies.

Recruiting sufficient short-term EMB staff, particularly polling 
station staff, is a huge task. Solutions that are found include using bodies 
such as local governments, political parties or traditional authorities to 
recruit staff, seconding staff from government ministries, advertising 
widely for staff, or making temporary electoral service compulsory.  

Staff Training and Development
Effective training of all staff of an EMB is a pillar of professionalism in 
electoral administration. EMB staff training is based on the principles 
of good electoral practice, and needs to be a continuing activity to deal 
with changes in the electoral environment.

Organizational and staff development for an EMB’s permanent staff 
addresses their long-term capacity-building and skills requirements to 
meet the EMB’s strategic objectives, and also takes into account staff 
career development. It is based on a needs assessment – which identifies 
the gaps between staff skill levels and the skills required to implement 
all EMB tasks – from which specific organizational and individual 
staff training needs, and the appropriate training methodologies, 
can be determined. Staff training may then be implemented through 
internal courses, professional associations, academic studies in electoral 
management, mentoring and skills transfer by senior managers and 
consultants, or through the use of an electoral management curriculum 
such as the BRIDGE (Building Resources in Democracy, Governance 
and Elections) course developed by International IDEA, the Australian 
Electoral Commission and the UN Electoral Assistance Division.

Operational training for temporary staff before every electoral 
event is a critical element of effective electoral service delivery. It is 
most effective if it concentrates on specific technical processes, and 
includes simulations, backed by good-quality materials and rigorous 
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training evaluation. Various methodologies may be used for providing 
operational training, including:

a.	 cascade training – whereby a core group of trainers is trained in 
both electoral technical matters and training techniques – the 
“training of trainers” who in turn train others face to face at a 
lower level. The second level trains the third level and so on, until 
all targeted staff are trained; 

b.	 training by mobile teams – whereby a small number of mobile 
teams of specialized trainers conduct training for all electoral staff 
at all levels; and 

c.	 simultaneous training – whereby sufficient specialized trainers are 
engaged to train all temporary staff on a single day or series of 
days. 

EMBs typically need to provide operational training quickly for large 
numbers of electoral event staff. Mobile team training requires a 
relatively long training timetable, and simultaneous training a relatively 
large number of trainers. Cascade training is commonly used, although 
it requires strict timing and quality controls to ensure that accurate and 
complete information reaches the lower levels of the cascade in a timely 
manner. This may be attained by limiting the number of training levels 
based on available time and number of trainees. It is important for the 
EMB to develop a database of temporary staff who have been trained 
and worked satisfactorily during electoral events so that these staff can 
be contacted for reappointment for future electoral events.

EMBs need to ensure that an appropriate range of training materials 
is available for use at training sessions and for continuous reference. 
Materials could include instruction sheets, training manuals, samples 
of electoral documents and material, simulation and role-play scenarios, 
and audiovisual materials. Simple checklists and illustrated guides are 
effective aids, especially for temporary staff with a limited range of 
tasks.  

Some important steps towards developing electoral 
administration as a profession

·	 the introduction of formal training and qualifications; 
·	 the establishment of a professional and sustainable electoral 
	 management body to safeguard and promote the professional 
	 interests of electoral administrators and regulate their ethical 
	 conduct;  
·	 the creation of a pool of resources and a network of expertise
	 which electoral practitioners can refer to and consult in
	 performing their professional work; and 
·	 the development of a career path and opportunities for 
	 electoral administrators.

EMD overview ENG.indd   20 06-10-12   09.34.35



20 21

The Financing of EMBs

What Electoral Costs Need to be Financed?
Electoral costs are measured with different levels of comprehensiveness 
and under different circumstances in different countries, making 
cost-effectiveness comparisons between EMBs difficult. The Cost of 
Registration and Elections (CORE) Project sponsored by UNDP and 
IFES divides electoral costs into three categories:

a.	 core (or direct) costs – “normal”, directly attributable electoral 
costs; 

b.	 diffuse (or indirect) costs – support costs hidden in budgets of 
organizations other than the EMB; and

c.	 integrity costs – additional costs required to secure the integrity  
of emerging and fragile electoral processes. 

Levels of each of these costs vary significantly from country to country 
and between electoral management models. For example, under the 
Independent Model, EMBs are more likely to have sole responsibility for 
electoral functions, and thus have a higher level of readily identifiable 
direct costs and a lower level of diffuse costs than EMBs under the 
Governmental Model or component governmental EMBs under the 
Mixed Model. A higher level of readily identifiable costs may give a 
false impression of higher actual costs. In a developing democracy 
higher levels of integrity costs may be needed in order to safeguard the 
credibility of the process.

Who Finances EMBs and How?
State budget funding for elections may be from a single source or multiple 
sources and for a single institution or multiple electoral institutions. 
Where electoral budgets are proposed by an EMB, they must in most 
cases be approved by the legislature and disbursed to the EMB through 
a government ministry, although this may affect perceptions of the 
EMB’s ability to act independently and in a timely manner. Especially 
in emerging democracies, a large proportion of electoral funding may 
come from donor agencies. While donor assistance can have a positive 
impact on electoral technical standards and integrity, it needs to be 
carefully targeted at the EMB’s priorities to promote sustainability. 

Having an EMB control its allocated funds, expenditure processes 
and cash flows enhances its credibility and may assist in the timely 
disbursement of electoral funds. However, EMBs must then have 
sufficiently rigorous controls on budgeting, expenditure and payments 
to prevent error and fraud.

Budget Formulation Methods for EMBs
EMBs variously use baseline budgeting (based on historical allocations 
of funds) or zero base budgeting (based on future activity required to 
meet strategic objectives) for electoral budgets. Zero base budgeting 
may initially require more skill and effort, but allocates resources more 
effectively and ties EMB activities and performance to the objectives of 
the EMB’s strategic plan. It greatly improves the accountability of the 

New technologies and 
demands for high-integrity 
and widely accessible elections 
are placing new demands 
on election funding, and 
leading to reliance on donor 
funding in some emerging 
democracies.

EMB funding needs vary 
significantly between years, 
requiring accurate budget 
estimations based on resource 
needs for planned strategic 
outcomes.

EMBs need to institute 
graduated levels of financial 
controls, such as diffused 
approvals of procurement and 
disbursements, work-unit 
and EMB-wide internal 
financial monitoring, 
and regular internal and 
external financial audits. 
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EMB, and assists the EMB to focus on providing cost-effective service 
delivery. It requires that all divisions within the EMB have individual 
work plans that are tailored to the EMB’s strategic goals.

EMB Financial and Asset Management Procedures
There are four standard levels of control on EMB financial management 
– purchase and expenditure approvals processes, internal monitoring, 
internal review, and external review or evaluation. These controls are 
necessary to ensure that errors are corrected and corrupt or illegal 
practices are prevented. 

In some complex purchasing environments it may be preferable for 
the EMB to use a public sector-wide procurement agency. In most cases, 
however, the EMB can better meet the tight deadlines for electoral 
procurement by managing its purchasing independently. However, this 
requires an EMB to have sufficient resources, skills and internal controls 
to ensure integrity and value for money in procurement. Necessary 
controls include enforceable conflict of interest policies and codes of 
conduct, and measures to ensure that purchasing decisions are not 
vendor-driven. 

EMBs hold public assets and are accountable for their use, their safe 
keeping, their availability, and appropriate disposal at the end of their 
useful life. Effective timing of asset purchases is critical for ensuring both 
the efficient use of funds and the availability of assets for electoral events. 
Professional asset management systems, including fully maintained 
asset registers, asset audit trails, and regular stocktakes, assist EMBs to 
ensure that they are appropriately equipped for electoral events.  

Archiving is important to protect the institutional memory of the 
EMB and to ensure that electoral documents, records and materials that 
could be used in future legal proceedings or for research to improve 
electoral processes are appropriately preserved. Archiving policies need 
to include requirements for document security, for the structure and 
locations of records (including electronic file back-up policies), and 
for the preservation or environmentally sound disposal of historical 
records.

Stakeholder Relationships 

An EMB’s stakeholders are those groups which affect or are affected by 
the EMB’s actions and to which it is accountable. Primary stakeholders 
include the legislature, political parties, the executive branch of 
government, the EMB’s staff, voters, the media, the electorate, civil 
society organizations, various components of the judicial system, 
electoral observers and donors. Secondary, more loosely affiliated, 
stakeholders include the EMB’s suppliers and the general public. 

Relationships with stakeholders require active management by 
the EMB to promote goodwill and the credibility of the EMB. The 
combined power, influence and interest of a stakeholder can be referred 
to as stakeholder value to the EMB’s policies and practices. Stakeholder 
value is the basis on which the EMB can develop an appropriate strategy 
for promoting sound relationships with each stakeholder taking into 
account also the attitude of each stakeholder towards the EMB.  

An EMB needs to develop 
an operational culture that 
makes it responsive to the 
expectations and needs of its 
stakeholders.

Transparent, professional 
dialogue with stakeholders 
can contribute to confidence 
in the electoral process and 
trust in the EMB’s activities.

EMD overview ENG.indd   22 06-10-12   09.34.36



22 23

An EMB needs to treat all stakeholders fairly and to maintain regular 
two-way communication and consultation with them. Methods may 
include meetings to consult or discuss policies – on issues such as strategic 
planning, electoral reforms, or voter education needs – the provision 
of media briefings, the inclusion of stakeholders in EMB activities and 
training, and the wide distribution of EMB reports. 

Despite an EMB’s best efforts, it may have to deal with difficult 
stakeholders. EMBs need to decide whether to deal directly with these 
– for example, through liaison committees with a wide membership of 
stakeholders – or indirectly, using other institutions such as the courts 
for arguments over interpretations of the law. An EMB may need to 
take defensive action to protect its reputation, using the media and 
other publicity opportunities to explain its side of any difference with 
stakeholders. An EMB’s best defence against difficult stakeholders is a 
high standard of professionalism, integrity, transparency, impartiality 
and service in all its activities.

Assessing EMB Performance

The principle of accountability requires that an EMB provides 
comprehensive public information on its policies, their intended 
outcomes, its performance, and the resources it has used and intends 
to use. EMB accountability takes three main forms: “informal” 
consultation and communication with stakeholders; “formal” 
performance accountability through performance audits, evaluations, 
and public reports on its activities; and “formal” financial accountability 
through financial audits and public submission of financial statements. 

Performance Accountability 
EMBs have both internal and external mechanisms for performance 
accountability. Internal measures include management monitoring 
and the use of internal audit to examine performance issues. External 
measures can include external reviews and requirements for reporting to 
stakeholders such as the legislature. Wide distribution of EMB reports 
can make a broad range of stakeholders aware of an EMB’s challenges 
and achievements. There may be legal or policy requirements for an 
EMB to provide annual or post-electoral event performance reports.

Financial Accountability 
Similarly, an EMB has an internal and external financial accountability. 
Internal measures include financial reporting structures, performance 
budgeting measures, financial control mechanisms, and regular internal 
audits. External measures would usually be based on independent  
external audits. EMBs normally incorporate audited financial statements 
within their annual or other reports for submission to the legislature 
and other stakeholders, such as donors. Review of an EMB’s financial 
accounts by a committee of the legislature, often called a public accounts 
committee, can provide a public demonstration of the EMB’s financial 
integrity.

Accountability means that 
an EMB must periodically 
provide comprehensive 
evidence to its stakeholders 
that its activities are effective 
and meet its prescribed legal, 
ethical, service and financial 
standards.

Accountability to stakeholders 
aids EMB transparency  
and good governance, and 
positively influences the  
general public’s perception 
about the EMB’s 
professionalism and 
impartiality.

EMD overview ENG.indd   23 06-10-12   09.34.36



24 25

In order to assure stakeholders 
of the effectiveness and 
probity of its performance, 
an EMB may use a variety 
of measures including 
pre-implementation and 
real-time quality assurance 
controls, and later audit, 
evaluation and external 
oversight mechanisms.

Some integrity assurance measures for EMB 
computer-based systems

·	 publicly releasing pre-implementation testing data; 
·	 using transparent, open-source operating systems and 
	 applications; 
·	 making test versions of computer programming code 
	 available for public comment; 
·	 regular testing of the code being used in each EMB 
	 computer system against an authenticated copy of the
	 authorized code; 
·	 regular auditing of computer systems, particularly 
	 of security features; 
·	 requiring a paper-based audit trail for computer system 
	 transactions; and 
·	 ensuring that back-up systems are available. 

Accountability for Use of Technology-based Systems
To ensure that their operations are credible, EMBs must maintain 
high levels of quality and integrity assurance in their computer- and 
other modern technology-based systems, as these systems may not be 
transparent to or easily understood by stakeholders. 

Audits
Performance and financial audits can identify good practices being 
used by an EMB, deter and detect fraud, corruption and malpractice, 
and identify how an EMB can improve its methods of complying with 
financial requirements. They can thus serve to improve its operational 
performance and institutional integrity in order to meet the objectives 
of its strategic plan.

Performance audits examine an EMB’s achievements against both 
its performance indicators and its stakeholders’ expectations of service, 
using cost-effectiveness and cost-benefit analyses to assess the economy 
and efficiency of its activities. They would usually include a review of 
the EMB’s legal and operational environment, its planning, its carrying 
out of its tasks, and external perceptions of its performance. Their 
impacts can include more effective use of resources, higher efficiency, 
strengthened management policies and practices, improved service 
quality, and a better understanding of accountability. 

An EMB’s internal financial audit is its final internal checking 
mechanism to promote financial probity and integrity. An external 
financial audit of an EMB reviews the EMB’s accounts to provide an 
independent opinion of their completeness, compliance, integrity and 
accuracy. The impact of financial audits can be to improve internal 
financial controls, and promote compliance with the relevant rules and 
the efficient use of financial resources. 
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Evaluations 
As well as audits, an EMB may undertake evaluations of specified 
parts or all of its activities. Evaluations examine not just how well the 
EMB has done what it intended to do, but whether the EMB’s strategic 
objectives are appropriate for its environment and meet the needs of its 
stakeholders. Their results feed into the EMB’s strategic planning cycle. 
They are an effective way of assisting EMBs to meet the challenges of a 
changing external environment.

Post-election Reviews
Post-election reviews are a tool that is being used increasingly by EMBs 
to assess the adequacy or otherwise of the legal and management 
structures for elections, and of their performance in delivering credible 
elections. They may cover every aspect of the electoral system, processes, 
and management structures and capabilities. Recommendations from 
these reviews can feed into internal EMB policy and procedural reform, 
and EMB advocacy for electoral framework reform, throughout the 
electoral cycle.

External Oversight 
External oversight of an EMB is part of its external accountability, and 
may be implemented through mechanisms such as external audits or 
evaluations, reviews of EMB activities by an ad hoc or other specially 
appointed body, or reviews by a committee of the legislature, such as 
an electoral affairs or public accounts committee. To be effective, the 
oversight mechanism needs access to all relevant materials and personnel, 
a strongly independent, impartial and professional culture, and rigorous 
quality controls on its work. 

The Sustainability of EMBs

Despite the axiom that “you can’t put a price on democracy”, making 
democratic elections more sustainable – meaning that an EMB is able 
to fulfil its responsibilities over a series of elections – is a principle to be 
embraced by all EMBs. There is continuous pressure on EMBs to increase 
their capacities and performance in order to promote effectiveness and 
efficiency. The main elements of EMB sustainability are: 

a.	 institutional sustainability – provided by an appropriate electoral 
framework; 

b.	 financial and economic sustainability – provided by an adequate 
level of appropriate funding; and 

c.	 human resource sustainability – provided by the ability to engage 
adequate numbers of sufficiently skilled staff.  

There are also socio-political and environmental aspects of EMB 
sustainability, for example the extent to which EMB policies and 
practices promote social equality and political inclusion, minimize 
conflict and promote environmental sustainability. 

Gearing EMB policies and practices to promote sustainability helps 

Sustainability refers to 
electoral policies and practices 
which are cost-effective and 
realistic, and meet the needs 
of all stakeholders in the 
electoral processes, both now 
and in the future. 

Sustainability is a greater 
challenge in many new 
and emerging democracies, 
which rely heavily 
on donor aid for electoral 
processes that may not 
be sustainable economically 
but are necessary for 
political sustainability.

Use of peer review processes 
can give added credibility to 
audit and evaluation findings 
and recommendations.
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the EMB to enhance stakeholder confidence in the electoral process and 
in the EMB. For example, governments and donors want to see that the 
funds they appropriate to the EMB are used effectively, and that there is 
increasing capacity development within the EMB to reduce reliance on 
external interventions and inputs, especially donor support.

Needs Assessments 
Needs assessments identify current electoral management capabilities 
and the financial, human and technological resources necessary to 
organize and conduct free and fair elections. They can be used to 
identify the elements of EMB sustainability at three levels:

a.	 system – in relation to the legal and institutional environments in 
which elections take place; 

b.	 organizational – in relation to an EMB’s activities, including 
strategies, management culture and structure, planning, policy 
making and implementation processes, and financial and 
operational performance; and 

c.	 individual – in relation to issues such as staff competence,  
opportunities for staff development, and staff loyalty to EMB 
objectives. 

Electoral Sustainability and Donor Support  
Especially in new and emerging democracies, donor support levels and 
commitment may improve the quality of a specific election, but its 
influence and any dependence by the EMB on it may have a negative 
impact on EMB sustainability. Donor support needs to assist EMB 
sustainability through:

a.	 being appropriate for the EMB’s environment;
b.	 being synchronized and coordinated to meet the EMB’s needs;
c.	 being supportive of skills transfer to the EMB; and  
d.	 ensuring that any related future costs are within the EMB’s 

capacities. 

New technologies are seductive to EMBs, and often attractive to 
donors, but EMBs need to make objective decisions on their long-term 
usefulness and impacts on EMB sustainability. The extent to which 
new technologies are used by an EMB should be determined by the 
level of the country’s resource endowment and the benefits to be derived 
through their use.

Practices Favouring Sustainability
Cost-effectiveness – providing an effective service for the lowest possible 
cost – is the major yardstick for sustainability. However, savings 
cannot be allowed to compromise the basic requirements of legitimate 
elections. In some circumstances political sustainability considerations 
may outweigh financial sustainability ones. 

Human resources and their knowledge and experience are an EMB’s 
greatest asset. Investment in developing and retaining these, and in 
ensuring that institutional memory survives losses of experienced staff, 
is an essential ingredient in EMB sustainability. 
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Effective materials design, procurement and management policies, 
based on rigorous needs and cost-effectiveness analyses, and tools 
such as life-cycle assessments, also contribute significantly to EMB 
sustainability. 

Structural and Technological Implications of Sustainability
Sustainability has impacts on choices of electoral systems, and on 
frameworks and procedures for costly, complex and integrity-demanding 
electoral processes such as boundary delimitation, voter registration, 
voting, and vote counting and tabulation. EMBs need to carefully 
consider the necessary levels of integrity required and technology used 
for these processes, and their effects on financial and socio-political 
sustainability.

EMB Networks

Electoral networks promote information exchange and improvement in 
electoral processes, providing opportunities for EMBs to share experiences 
and good practices. National associations of electoral administrators 
can play a significant role in professional development, in information 
exchange, and as a lobby group for electoral reforms. Regional EMB 
networks provide opportunities to EMBs to assist each other through 
drawing on the experience of longer-established EMBs, personnel 
exchanges, pooling of research and information, and equipment sharing. 
Global electoral networks, such as the Global Electoral Organization 
(GEO) Network, offer collaborative opportunities for EMBs to share 
knowledge and improve electoral governance.

In many parts of the world, national or regional electoral 
support networks have been formed, comprising community-based 
organizations. These electoral support networks can assist EMBs with 
additional resources for activities such as training and voter education 
and information.

Reforming Electoral Processes 

Electoral change can only be referred to as reform if its primary goal is 
to improve electoral processes, for example, through fostering enhanced 
impartiality, inclusiveness, transparency, integrity or accuracy. There 
are three distinct areas of electoral reform, in each of which an EMB 
and its stakeholders may play different roles:

a.	 legal framework reform – including institutional reform of the 
EMB; 

b.	 administrative process reform – the introduction within the EMB 
of strategic and other innovations that enable it to implement 
its legal responsibilities and deliver its services more efficiently, 
effectively and sustainably; and 

c.	 political environment reform – such as giving an EMB more 
autonomy, or creating a more effective and transparent framework 
for an EMB’s funding and accountability. 

Electoral networks are 
important for supporting 
electoral managers around 
the world to cope with 
the rapidity of change in 
electoral environments.

No aspect of electoral 
frameworks, systems, 
institutions, planning, 
management or operations 
is immune from reform or 
modernization.
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Triggers for electoral reform may be election-related conflict or political 
or administrative failures, media or independent reports on electoral 
performance, or internal EMB performance monitoring. Electoral 
reform needs to be carefully managed to ensure that it fulfils its purpose 
without confusing electors and with minimal disruption to electoral 
administration. 

EMBs need to have a clear strategy for developing, responding to 
and implementing electoral reforms, and have vital roles as advocates 
for electoral reforms in general, as implementers of institutional 
reforms, and as initiators and implementers of administrative, including 
technical, reforms. 
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Glossary

Baseline budget – A budget formulation method in which the funding 
allocation by the financing authority for the previous funding period is 
taken and adjusted to give the estimate for the next period. Also called 
incremental budget. 

Boundary delimitation – The process for determining the way in which 
constituency or electoral area boundaries are drawn; it deals with the 
division of a country into electoral districts and the allocation of electors 
to electoral districts and polling sites. Sometimes called districting or 
boundary demarcation. 

Campaign (electoral) – Political activity, including meetings, rallies, 
speeches, parades, broadcasts, debates and other media events designed 
to inform the electorate of or gather support for the platform of a 
particular candidate or political party in an election or to promote a 
choice available to voters in a direct democracy instrument.

Candidate – A person who is nominated to contest an election either 
as a political party representative or independent of any political party’s 
support.

Candidate nomination – The process by which political parties/
organizations and/or individual candidates submit their intention to 
compete in an election, often subject to meeting qualification criteria 
set out in the law. 

Centralized EMB – An organizational structure for an EMB, most 
often found in countries with unitary constitutions, in which the powers 
to conduct and implement all aspects of electoral processes at all levels 
are vested in the national-level EMB.

Certification of results – The formal endorsement and confirmation 
of election results.

Code of conduct – A set of general rules of behaviour, for example for 
members and/or staff of an EMB, or for political parties, with respect to 
participation in an electoral process.

Combined EMB – An independent EMB under the Independent or 
Mixed Model of electoral management, some of whose members are  
non-partisan experts and some of whose members represent political 
parties or interests. See expert-based EMB and multiparty-based EMB.

Core costs – Those costs routinely associated with implementing an 
electoral process in a stable electoral environment. They include the basic 
costs of voter registration, boundary delimitation, voting operations, the 
counting and transmission of results, and voter information. Sometimes 
called ’direct costs’. See also integrity costs and diffuse costs.
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Decentralized EMB – A model of electoral administration in which the 
powers to conduct and implement different electoral processes and/or 
different aspects of electoral processes have been delegated by the EMB 
at national level to sub-national EMBs or sub-national branches of the 
national EMB.

Declaration of results – Oral or written formal public communication 
of the result of an electoral event. This may consist of the number of 
votes received by each candidate or political party contesting an election, 
and of the candidate(s) and/or party(ies) entitled to sit as/seat an elected 
member(s) under the provisions of the electoral law; or of the number of 
votes recorded for each of two or more options presented in the use of a 
direct democracy instrument.

Diffuse costs – Costs for electoral-related services that cannot be 
disentangled from the general budgets of agencies that assist with the 
implementation of an electoral process. Sometimes referred to as indirect 
costs. 

Direct democracy instrument – An instrument which gives citizens 
the right to be directly involved in the political decision-making process. 
It may take one of three forms: referendum; citizens’ initiative; or a recall 
vote.

Elector – A person who is qualified and registered to vote in an election 
or under a direct democracy instrument.

Electoral activity – A portion of an election task that can be assigned 
to one or more persons. In some election operational plans, the term 
“activity” is equated to or used interchangeably with the term “task”.

Electoral administration – The measures necessary for conducting or 
implementing any aspect of an electoral process.

Electoral commission – A title often given to an independent EMB 
under the Independent Model or to the component independent EMB 
under the Mixed Model of electoral management.

Electoral cycle – The full series of steps involved in the preparation, 
implementation and evaluation of an election or direct democracy 
instrument, viewed as one event in a continuing series. In addition to the 
steps involved in a particular electoral process, it includes pre-electoral 
activities such as the review of relevant legal and procedural provisions 
and electoral registration, as well as post-electoral evaluation and/or 
audit, the maintenance of institutional memory, and the process of 
consultation and planning of the forthcoming electoral process.

Electoral dispute resolution – The process of hearing and adjudication 
of any complaint, challenge, claim or contest relating to any stage of the 
electoral process. 
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Electoral law – One or more pieces of legislation governing all aspects 
of the process for electing the political institutions defined in a country’s 
constitution or institutional framework.

Electoral management – The process of execution of the activities, 
tasks and functions of electoral administration. 

Electoral management body (EMB) – An EMB is an organization 
or body which has been founded for the sole purpose of, and is legally 
responsible for, managing some or all of the essential (or core) elements 
for the conduct of elections, and of direct democracy instruments. These 
essential (or core) elements include determining who is eligible to vote, 
receiving and validating the nominations of electoral participants (for 
elections, political parties and/or candidates), conducting balloting, 
counting votes, and tabulation of votes. 

Electoral process – The series of steps involved in the preparation and 
carrying out of a specific election or direct democracy instrument. The 
electoral process usually includes the enactment of the electoral law, 
electoral registration, the nomination of candidates and/or political 
parties or the registration of proposals, the campaign, the voting, the 
counting and tabulation of votes, the resolution of electoral disputes and 
the announcement of results.

Electoral regulations – Rules subsidiary to legislation made, often by 
the electoral management body or the ministry within which an EMB 
is located, under powers contained in the electoral law which govern 
aspects of the organization and administration of an election.

Electoral system – A set of rules and procedures which provides for the 
electorate to cast the votes and which translate these votes into seats for 
parties and candidates in the parliament or the legislature. 

Expert-based EMB – An independent EMB under the Independent or 
Mixed Model of electoral management all of whose members are chosen 
and appointed because of their expertise, reputation or standing in the 
community. Also referred to as non-partisan EMB.

Full-time EMB – An EMB all or most of whose members serve on a 
full-time basis during their term of office.

Governmental Model of electoral management – An electoral 
management model where elections are organized and managed by 
the executive branch of government through a ministry, such as the 
Ministry of the Interior, and/or through local authorities.

Independent Model of electoral management – An electoral 
management model where elections are organized and managed by an 
EMB which is institutionally independent and autonomous from the 
executive branch of government, and which has and manages its own 
budget. 
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Integrity costs – Those costs, over and above the core costs, that are 
necessary to provide safety, integrity, political neutrality and a level 
playing field for an electoral process. They are particularly relevant for 
electoral events in post-conflict societies or emerging democracies. 

Legal framework – The collection of legal structural elements 
defining or influencing an electoral process, the major elements being 
constitutional provisions, electoral laws, other legislation impacting on 
electoral processes, such as political party laws and laws structuring 
legislative bodies, subsidiary electoral rules and regulations, and codes 
of conduct. 

Lower-level EMB – An EMB formed at any sub-national level, for 
example a province, region, district or commune.

Member (of an EMB) – A person appointed or elected to serve on 
the body or committee which directs the conduct of elections and the 
implementation of the powers and functions of the EMB.

Mixed Model of electoral management – An electoral management 
model with a dual structure, which has a policy, monitoring or supervisory 
EMB that is independent of the executive branch of government (like 
an EMB under the Independent Model) and an implementation EMB 
located within a department of state and/or local government (like an 
EMB under the Governmental Model).

Multiparty-based EMB – An EMB all of whose members are nominated 
by political parties.

Part-time EMB – An EMB all or most of whose members serve on a 
part-time basis during their term of office. 

Permanent EMB – An EMB which has a continuous existence 
throughout the whole electoral cycle and takes care of electoral matters 
both during and between electoral periods. 

Polling station – A venue established for the purpose of polling and 
controlled by staff of the electoral management body.

Referendum – A direct democracy instrument consisting of a vote of 
the electorate on an issue of public policy such as a constitutional 
amendment or a bill. The results of the vote may be either binding or 
consultative.

Regional EMB – An electoral management body at a sub-national level. 

Registration of political parties and candidates – The act of accepting 
the applications to participate in an election of political parties and 
candidates that meet defined criteria.

Registration of electors – The act of entering the names of eligible 
electors and other relevant information in a register or list of electors.
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Secretariat – The structure below the policy-making EMB member 
level in the Independent and Mixed Model of electoral management, 
which comprises the officials in the EMB who are responsible for policy 
implementation. In the Governmental Model of electoral management, 
the secretariat is usually the sole component of the EMB, and may also 
have some policy-making functions.

Simple majority – A majority requirement which demands that the 
prevailing candidate in an election (or the prevailing option in a direct 
democracy instrument) obtains the highest number of valid cast votes.

Subsidiary EMB – An EMB that is not the primary or principal entity 
responsible for the organization of elections within a country, and that 
assists the primary EMB and implements electoral tasks at local and 
regional levels. 

Tabulation – The process of compiling the result of counting of votes 
cast in an electoral process. Also known as amalgamation of results. 

Temporary EMB – An EMB which exists only for a specified limited 
period, often for the election period.

Transitional EMB – An EMB which is set up temporarily to facilitate 
transitional elections. It is normally set up under the auspices of the 
international community, such as the UN, and may consist of or include 
international experts as members. 

Voter – A person who casts a vote at an election or under a direct 
democracy instrument.

Voter education – A process by which people are made aware of the 
electoral process and the particulars and procedures for voter registration, 
voting, and other elements of the electoral process. 

Zero base budget – A budget formulation method which treats each 
funding period for an organization as a clean slate, and estimates the 
funds required to achieve the planned outcomes for that period. See 
also Baseline budget. 

EMD overview ENG.indd   33 06-10-12   09.34.39



34 35

EMD overview ENG.indd   34 06-10-12   09.34.39



34 35

About International IDEA

Supporting democracy worldwide
Created in 1995, the International Institute for Democracy and  
Electoral Assistance – IDEA – is an intergovernmental organization 
that supports sustainable democracy. Working globally, but with a  
current focus on Africa and the Middle East, Latin America and South 
Asia, IDEA seeks to improve the design and effectiveness of democratic 
institutions, and to strengthen democratic processes. IDEA: 

•	 provides researchers, policy makers, activists and media representa- 
	 tives with a forum in which to discuss democratic principles;
•	 blends research and field experience, develops methodologies and  
	 provides training to improve democratic processes; and
• 	 promotes transparency, accountability and efficiency in managing  
	 elections.

Its main areas of activity include:
Democracy building and conflict management. IDEA’s work in this area 
focuses on constitution building, reconciliation, inclusive dialogue and 
human security. It targets societies in transition, particularly those 
emerging from periods of violence and weak governance. 

Electoral processes, including ensuring the professional management 
and independence of elections, adapting electoral systems, improving 
access and building public confidence. IDEA develops training modules 
and materials for election officials and provides comparative data and 
analyses on both the political and the technical aspects of designing, 
organizing and running elections. 

Political parties, political equality and participation (including  
women in politics). IDEA’s work includes the review of political  
parties’ external regulations, public funding, their management and  
relations with the public. It also includes identifying ways to build  
commitment to inclusive politics, especially those related to the inclusion 
of women in politics, through for example the provision of comparative  
experiences on the application of special measures like gender quotas. 

Membership
Membership of IDEA is open to governments. Currently IDEA has  
24 member states: Australia, Barbados, Belgium, Botswana, Canada, 
Cape Verde, Chile, Costa Rica, Denmark, Finland, Germany,  
India, Mauritius, Mexico, Namibia, the Netherlands, Norway, Peru,  
Portugal, South Africa, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and Uruguay.  
Japan has observer status.

International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA)
Strömsborg, SE-103 34 Stockholm, Sweden
Tel: +46-8-698-3700; Fax: +46-8-20-24-22
E-mail: info@idea.int
<http://www.idea.int>
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Order Form

How To Order

Orders for IDEA publications can be placed through IDEA website 
(www.idea.int) or sent directly to: 

Publications Office
International IDEA
Strömsborg
SE-103 34 Stockholm
Sweden

E-mail: publications@idea.int
Website: <http://www.idea.int>
Fax: +46-8-20 24 22 - Tel: +46-8-698 3700
The cost of postage and shipping will be added to your invoice.

I would like to order             	 copy/copies of 

Electoral Management Design: 
The International IDEA Handbook

(Price USD 25, GBP 20)

Name:	

Address: 	

Phone number:	

E-mail:	

Payment Method

Please invoice me		  Mastercard	 Visa	 Amex  

Expiry date:	

Account number:	

Name of Account holder:	

Signature:	
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