
A tribute to Mike Smith
One of ISO’s unsung heroes

A manager who has a profound understanding of the inner workings 
of the organization is a rich asset to any successful business. When 
that manager also exercises his responsibilities with diligence, wis-
dom and commitment to the organization – all the better. 
For ISO Central Secretariat, such a manager is Mike Smith, Senior 
Advisor Technical Policy, and Secretary of the ISO Technical Man-
agement Board (TMB).
This month he sits down with ISO Focus+ for an in-depth interview 
before taking early retirement at the end of November 2011. Mike’s 
profound knowledge of ISO’s policies, procedures and work pro-
gramme, as well as his immense contributions spanning 33 years of 
service, will be sorely missed.

ISO Focus+ :  What is the TMB ? Could 
you briefl y explain its structure ?

Mike Smith :  As defi ned by ISO’s Statutes 
and Rules of Procedure, the Technical 
Management Board (TMB) is the body 
which has the overall responsibility for the 
management of ISO’s technical work within 
the context of the policies established by the 
General Assembly and Council. It deals with 
all matters of strategic planning, technical 
coordination, performance and monitoring 
of the activities of the technical committees.

Since the technical work has so far resulted 
in close to 19 000 technical publications, 
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and with almost 4 000 more in the pipeline 
and being carried out in over 3 000 technical 
bodies (technical committees, subcommit-
tees, project committees and working groups 
of experts), the TMB has quite reasonably 
adopted a policy of management by excep-
tion. This means that there is no systematic 
reporting from the technical bodies to the 
TMB, but it is requested to address issues 
when it has not been possible to resolve 
them at the committee level.

The TMB is chaired by the Vice-President 
(technical management) and comprises 
14 member bodies elected by Council. In 
order to be eligible to serve on the TMB, 
a member body has to hold at least one 
secretariat of a technical committee, sub-
committee or project committee. It meets 
three times per year, typically in February, 
June and in September in conjunction with 
the General Assembly.

The TMB does not have a fi xed substruc-
ture, but has the ability to create subgroups 
to address particular issues. Such groups may 
be requested to provide advice on specifi c 
subjects, such as the Strategic Advisory 
Group on energy effi ciency and renew-
able energy sources, or to provide ongoing 
oversight and coordination of the technical 
work in specifi c fi elds, such as Technical 
Advisory Group (TAG) 8 for the building 
fi eld. Such groups typically draw on external 
expertise so that the TMB receives advice 
from qualifi ed technical experts.

The TMB also establishes subgroups 
of its own members to address particular 
issues, such as the Directives Maintenance 
Team to maintain the procedures followed 
by ISO committees for the development 
and drafting of standards.

ISO Focus+ :  How has the TMB evolved 
over the years ?

Mike Smith :  The TMB in its current form 
and with its current role and responsibilities 
has existed since 1994. Its predecessor was 
called the Technical Board and prior to that 
it was the Planning Committee (PLACO). 
Not only has the TMB itself evolved, but 
it has also been instrumental as ISO itself 
has evolved.

ISO as an organization has always of course 
been evolving, but it is interesting that for the 
fi rst quarter century of its existence it used 
to publish ISO Recommendations and that 
the designation “ International Standards ” 
was only introduced in the early 1970s. 
However, the late 1980s and 1990s in many 
ways constituted a turning point for ISO.Ph
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Among the events that occurred in the 
late 1980s, there was fi rstly the decision 
within Europe to use a “ New Approach ” to 
European legislation and to rely on voluntary 
European standards as deemed-to-satisfy 
solutions to that legislation as a means of 
creating the Single European Market.

This resulted in an explosion of standardi-
zation work within the European Committee 
for Standardization (CEN) and resulted in 
the conclusion of the Vienna Agreement on 
technical cooperation between ISO and CEN.

Ironically, it was the establishment of a 
strong European standardization programme 
which seems to have stimulated a much 
stronger commitment to ISO from other 
parts of the world.

When the TMB was fi rst created, ISO was 
still very much a paper-based organization, 
but it has now developed into an organi-
zation in which an International Standard 
can be developed from start to fi nish fully 
electronically and also be delivered to the 
end-user in electronic form.

The TMB, through its representation in 
the IT Strategies Implementation Group, 
but also through policy decisions deploying 
ICT technologies and requiring their use 
by committees, has played a strong role in 
this evolution of ISO’s working methods.

Of course, this has also been mirrored 
in the way the TMB itself works. At its 
fi rst meetings, members typically brought 
fi les of the working documents on paper, 
but for many years now, members simply 
bring a laptop from which they can consult 
the working documents and also any briefs 
they have received in relation to particular 
agenda items.

It recognizes that more needs to be done 
and this will no doubt be an important com-
ponent as the TMB develops its strategies 
for implementation of the ISO Strategic 
Plan 2011-2015.

ISO Focus+ :  How has the TMB organized 
itself to address the ISO Strategic Plan 
2011-2015 ?

Mike Smith :  As preparation for implemen-
tation of the ISO Strategic Plan 2011-2015, 
the TMB carried out a review of lessons 
learned during the previous planning period 
and identifi ed those elements that worked 
well and those where there was need for 
improvement.

As an overarching framework, the TMB 
maintains its own business plan which 
comprises a description of the role and 
responsibilities of the TMB, assumptions 
about the context in which the TMB carries 
out its work (and which are periodically re-
visited to confi rm that the assumptions are 
still valid) and a work programme comprising 
the items needing to be addressed in order to 
advance implementation of the Strategic Plan.

The last planning period was initiated by 
a brainstorming session in which items to 
be included in the work programme were 
identified and subsequently prioritized 

One other major part of the TMB’s 
evolution is the attention that is now given 
to greater involvement of developing 
countries in ISO’s technical work. The 
TMB introduced the concept of twinning 
arrangements into the ISO/IEC Directives, 
particularly to facilitate capacity build-
ing and awareness-raising in developing 
countries, but also to try to ensure that the 
needs of developing countries, particularly 
in subject areas important for their national 
economies, can be taken into account by 
ISO committees.

The TMB 
has played a strong 
role in the evolution of 
ISO’s working methods.
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and the TMB is currently in the process 
of repeating this exercise. Last time, it had 
also appointed project champions for each 
of the seven key strategic objectives in the 
Strategic Plan and has done so again for 
the new planning period.

However, I recognized that one weakness 
last time was that the annual rotation of 
members on and off the TMB had sometimes 
resulted in a lack of continuity. In order to 
remedy this, the project champions will be 
supported this time round by teams of other 
TMB members.

The TMB has also decided this time to 
use the Balanced Scorecard approach as 
the means for presenting and monitoring 
implementation of the Strategic Plan and 
reviewed the fi rst draft at its meeting in 
June 2011.

ISO Focus+ :  What are the links between 
the TMB and ISO technical committees ?

Mike Smith :  As noted earlier, the technical 
committees do not report systematically to 
the TMB, which nevertheless has a number 
of statutory responsibilities. These include 
responsibility for the establishment and dis-
solution of technical committees, approval 
of their titles and scopes, allocation of 
secretariats and appointment of TC chairs.

The TMB also deals with issues of deline-
ation of work between technical committees 
both within ISO, and between ISO and the 

Secretary of the ISO Technical Management Board (TMB) and Senior Advisor, Technical Policy, Mike Smith (second from left), 
with his winning technical policy team : Hanifah Getzendanner, Assistant, TMB Secretariat ; Sandy Gros-Louis, Programme Manager, 
and Gisèle Frossard, Assistant, TMB Secretariat.

International Electrotechnical Commission 
(IEC) committees in conjunction with the IEC 
Standardization Management Board (SMB).

TMB decisions specific to particular 
committees are normally communicated 
to them by the responsible technical 
programme manager in the ISO Central 
Secretariat. Decisions of broader interest, 
for example policy decisions or changes to 
the Directives, are communicated via the 
TMB Communiqué.

ISO Focus+ :  How would you qualify ISO’s 
cooperation with the IEC ?

Mike Smith :  Overall, the technical coopera-
tion between the two organizations is good 
and, in recent years, we have established 
annual meetings of representatives of the 
TMB and IEC/SMB and of the Joint Direc-
tives Maintenance Team to provide for 
exchanges of information of mutual interest.

Inevitably, however, as we see more and 
more technology convergence, there are the 
occasional cases in which there are disputes 

about whether particular work belongs more 
appropriately in ISO or in the IEC. We 
usually resolve this by establishing joint 
working groups between the ISO and IEC 
committees concerned.

ISO Focus+ :  With a career spanning over 
30 years, what has left you with the most 
enduring impression ?

Mike Smith :  There have been times in my 
career when I have wondered whether anyone 
really cares about what we do in the ISO 
Central Secretariat and then a “ standards 
war ” comes along and serves as a timely 
reminder that standards are indeed impor-
tant and that the Central Secretariat has 
an important role to play, on behalf of the 
TMB, of ensuring due process and respect 
for ISO’s consensus principle.

It has also been gratifying in recent 
years to see the growing recognition, 
especially in the inter-governmental arena, 
that while International Standards cannot 
answer all the world’s problems, such as 
climate change, diminishing potable water 
reserves, or the fi nancial crisis, they can 
make a valid contribution.

These developments all serve to convince 
me that standardizers, both the professionals 
in the ISO member bodies and the experts 
who populate our technical bodies, are the 
unsung heroes of our modern technologi-
cal societies. 

While International 
Standards cannot 
answer all the world’s 
problems, they can make 
a valid contribution.
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