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The Programme Committee of the Executive Board, in its review of 
staffing issues, observed "that the Organization's strength lay more 
than ever in its scientific integrity, technical competence and 
credibility, which flowed to a large extent from the calibre of its 
staff".1 It recommended that the Director-General should make a 
study of the modalities and implications of a unified approach to 
staff management, applying it first of all to WHO representatives, 
and should report to the Board thereon. 

1. As part of the many initiatives needed to achieve health for all by the year 2000 
(resolution WHA33.17), this document will focus on the staffing issues involved in improving 
the management of WHO'S resources over the next decade and beyond, with particular emphasis 
on the need to attract and retain staff of the highest quality for all posts, especially for 
the positions of WHO representative. The Programme Committee did not favour the adoption of 
a centralized system to achieve this purpose but preferred a unified approach to staff 
management, i.e., unified control by headquarters and the regional offices over the selection 
and rotation of staff recruited to the Organization. 

2. In accordance with the guidance given by the Programme Committee, the present study 
deals with WHO representatives, leaving to a later stage, after some experience has been 
gained, an examination of how such a system might be applied to other professional posts. If 
successful, the unified approach now being considered for WHO representatives would 
eventually be expanded to staffing at all levels where technical and administrative input 
into programmes is significant. 

Role of the WHO representative 

3. The WHO representative is accountable for WHO'S activities in the country of his 
assignment both to the government, through the minister of health, and to WHO as a whole as 
represented by the governing bodies, the Director-General as chief technical and 
administrative officer of the Organization and the Regional Director as the alter ego of the 
Director-General in the Region. In view of these important responsibilities of WHO 
representatives towards the whole Organization, it appears important to adopt a unified 
approach in recruiting and selecting the persons who are to occupy these positions. 

Definition of requirements 

4. While accurate and detailed post descriptions exist which outline the duties and 
obligations of WHO representatives (and indeed of others in the Organization) and the 
qualifications and experience required, there clearly appears to be a need for a common 
definition of the ideal profile and desirable characteristics of the men and women whom the 
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Organization seeks to recruit for these important functions. Moreover, it would also be 
necessary to define the rotational system within which WHO representatives should be called 
upon to work. The normal duration of assignment, the conditions of rotation between 
countries and between regions and other operational aspects of this system need to be spelled 
out and agreed, since it is becoming increasingly difficult to recruit high-quality 
professionals into a system based on vague traditions and arbitrary decisions. Obviously, 
the Organization must retain a high degree of flexibility to meet the varying requirements of 
the different countries and authorities concerned, but if high-calibre performers are to be 
attracted, at least a minimum framework must be established to provide sufficient career 
opportunities and offer a degree of autonomy and responsibility for such candidates• 

Internal and external prospecting and search for talent 

5. The present infrastructure for prospecting and recruitment is widely dispersed and not 
altogether appropriate for a concerted effort to attract talent. The absence of a systematic 
approach, agreed profiles and criteria, and particularly the lack of common purpose result in 
appointments of WHO representatives which subsequently do not facilitate rotation, especially 
between regions, and which render such posts less attractive for the best potential 
candidates• 

6. To support a new, unified orientation and a common approach, prospecting for highly 
qualified candidates would need to be significantly improved, extended and coordinated in 
order to avoid duplication of effort. Although headquarters recruitment services regularly 
provide support to regional offices in their recruiting activities, a unified and improved 
system would require a greater exchange of information on current recruitment efforts in 
order to facilitate a joint search for good candidates. This would also imply sending more 
candidates for initial interviews at the global level, and particularly for the testing of 
both technical and linguistic skills. The regional offices and headquarters would 
collaborate in establishing and maintaining an up-to-date arid accurate central roster of 
internal and external candidates, as well as of potential candidates, for WHO representative 
positions. A highly competent and universally acceptable staff member would have to be 
designated as the focal point at headquarters to play a determining role in the evaluation, 
interviewing and testing of these candidates and their inclusion in the roster, and to 
prepare the selection process described in paragraph 8 below• 

7. Such improved prospecting and recruitment would certainly require a greater investment 
in time, money and staff. However, notwithstanding the financial constraints, it would 
appear to be in the best interests of the Organization to give priority to ensuring fresh 
talent and the highest technical competence in such important positions as those of WHO 
representative• 

Selection process 

8. The mechanisms for a unified approach to selecting WHO representatives would be 
different from the current one of a selection committee. A unified approach would require 
combined regional and global decision-making. While selection procedures would unavoidably 
become somewhat more complex, they would follow standard procedures and apply agreed criteria 
of quality. The direct involvement of the Director-General and all Regional Directors would 
be absolutely essential. Together they could decide which candidates, internal or external, 
met all the requirements for qualifications, experience and personal qualities and place them 
on an "eligible list". Each time a vacancy occurred which was not filled by reassignment of 
a serving WHO representative, a candidate would be chosen from that list for appointment• In 
order to improve mobility, serving WHO representatives would be reviewed periodically for 
reassignment according, inter alia, to standards of desirable length of assignment. The 
duration of assignments would vary with the difficulty of the post, its location and the 
personal circumstances of the staff member• Staffing decisions could be made twice a year 
when the Regional Directors are all at headquarters - in January at the time of the Executive 
Board session and in June/July when its Programme Committee meets. In addition, 
consultations could be held as convenient, at the time of the World Health Assembly in May. 
The personnel unit at headquarters, in cooperation with the staff member designated for the 
focal point, would prepare and coordinate activities prior to staffing reviews. Two or three 
candidates for each post should be nominated, in order to facilitate the informal 
consultations described in paragraph 9 below. 



Informal consultations 

9. The authorities of the country to which a WHO representative is to be assigned are 
normally consulted by the Regional Director prior to any appointment, which has almost 
invariably meant that when a selected candidate was officially proposed to a country, that 
country's agreement to the appointment had already been obtained. Obviously the process of 
consultation would have to continue, but the Regional Directors1 consultations with the 
national authorities should in future follow the joint selection of suitable staff and not 
precede it, as they frequently do at present. It is practically impossible for any selection 
authority to reverse a "pre-selection" after the national authorities concerned have given 
their agreement. It is for this reason that the selection process described in the preceding 
paragraph should result in the submission of a short list of candidates to the government, 
followed directly, without a new selection process, by the appointment of the candidate 
finally retained. 

Appointment and accreditation 

10. A strong and unanimous desire to make such a unified approach work is an essential 
requirement if this system is to function effectively and provide the benefits for which it 
would be designed. If the WHO representatives are to feel that they represent the 
Organization as a whole, the manner of their appointment and accreditation should reflect the 
unified approach which led to their selection. These formalities would assume some 
importance in the WHO representative's relations with the authorities of the country of 
accreditation, the UNDP Resident Representative and representatives of other international 
organizations. 

11. If the Executive Board should agree to a unified approach to the selection and rotation 
of WHO representatives along the lines described in this report, the Director-General, in 
consultation with the Regional Directors, would work out the details of the profiles, 
criteria, procedures and processes envisaged under the proposal and would endeavour to make 
the new system operational as soon as possible on an experimental basis. He would in due 
course evaluate the working and effectiveness of the new system, report thereon to the 
Executive Board and, if the experiment should prove to have been successful, propose the 
extension of the new system, with any adaptations that may be required, to other staff of WHO. 


