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PERSONNEL MATTERS 

MERITORIOUS WITHIN-GRADE INCREASES 

Report by the Director-General 

At its eighty-ninth session, the Board requested the Director-General to submit 
a report on the subject of meritorious within-grade increases in the context of 
recommendations by the International Civil Service Commission (ICSC) and the 
United Nations General Assembly on WHO，s practice of extending the normal pay 
scales to accommodate the granting of such increases. 

BACKGROUND 

1. At its eighty-ninth session, the Executive Board considered a report by the Director-General on the 
practice of granting meritorious within-grade salary step increases at WHO.1 The report described the 
background to the WHO practice and responded to criticism by ICSC in 19902 of the extension of the United 
Nations system salary scale when necessary to accommodate such steps. ICSC had recommended that the 
practice be stopped and replaced by one-time non-pensionable cash awards for merit. The United Nations 
General Assembly has subsequently endorsed the ICSC recommendation with respect to abolishing salary scale 
extensions, and had recommended to the governing bodies of WHO (and the governing body of ILO, where a 
somewhat different scheme permitting extension of the salary scale also exists) that the scales should be 
brought into line with those of other organizations of the United Nations system.3 The General Assembly did 
not, however, endorse the ICSC recommendation to replace the scale extension with a one-time award; 
instead it requested ICSC further to study the matter. 

2. In his report to the eighty-ninth session, the Director-General referred to the origins of the WHO 
scheme in the provision included in the staff rules of WHO in 1948 for the rewarding of meritorious service by 
granting one, or exceptionally two, additional salary steps. Later, in a decision made on the twentieth 
anniversary of WHO in 1968, the rules were amended so that satisfactory service of 20，25 and 30 years is 
rewarded by automatic salary increases of two steps (one step at the D.2 level) on each of these three long-
service anniversaries. In 1984, the granting of a further step on the thirty-fifth anniversary of a staff member's 
joining WHO was introduced. In all of the above cases, the United Nations system pay scale will, if necessary, 
be extended by the required number of steps to permit a staff member to maintain or obtain the financial 
benefit of any award. All of the additional steps are pensionable. 

3. In his report the Director-General went on to indicate that while he fully understood the concern of 
Member States to have in place a common system for remuneration of staff throughout the organizations of 

1 Document EB89/40 Add.l. 
2 Report of the International Civil Service Commission for the year 1990. New York, United Nations, 1990, p. 46. 
3 United Nations General Assembly resolution 45/24. 
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the United Nations system, it was none the less extremely difficult to abandon a personnel policy which had 
worked well for WHO from its inception and which had the support of both the administration and the staff, 
as well as the approval of the Executive Board of WHO. He suggested that a further detailed study should be 
made, taking into account any comments of the Board. 

4. At its eighty-ninth session, the Board heard two interventions from members supporting the abolition of 
the WHO practice of extending the pay scale. It decided to request the Director-General to submit his further 
report to its ninety-first session, in January 1993. 

STATISTICS 

5. Out of the total current WHO staff of 4651, 885 or 19% have had meritorious step increases. Some of 
them were not at the top step of their grade at the time of the initial award, and it was not therefore necessary 
to place them on an extended scale, although at a later date, unless promoted, such staff will move onto the 
extended scale so that the benefits of these meritorious steps can be maintained throughout their career. At 
present 547 or 12% of the total staff are at steps on an extended scale. The majority are in the general service 
category (450 or 15% of the total general service staff), with a lesser number in the professional and higher 
category (97 or 6% of the total staff in these categories). Two staff members are nine steps above the usual 
top step for their grade and four staff are eight steps above this maximum. The numbers then increase 
progressively with lesser extensions until they reach 181 staff with two steps above the usual top step, and 113 
staff with one step above the usual top step. 

6. The additional annual cost to WHO of having staff on the extended scale (i.e., excluding those who have 
had meritorious step increases but are still within the normal scale) is estimated at US$ 1.3 million; those 
receiving meritorious step increases but who are within the normal scale give rise to an additional cost of 
US$ 0.7 million. The great majority of meritorious step increases are those marking 20’ 25, 30 and 35 years of 
satisfactory service; other meritorious increases, which are limited to one or two steps, follow from 
recommendations by supervisors to an internal committee (either the headquarters or the regional meritorious 
increase committee), on the basis of "service beyond what may reasonably be expected of a normally well-
qualified staff member". 

ANALYSIS 

7. WHO has traditionally been one of the strongest supporters of the concept of a United Nations common 
system for personnel policy. Such consistency in the United Nations system eliminates unnecessary inter-
agency competition over staff while facilitating inter-agency movement of staff. That is not to say, of course, 
that the United Nations common salary system is, in the view of the WHO administration, currently 
competitive with the outside market or with other international or regional organizations as regards the 
professional and higher categories of staff. However, that is a matter on which WHO, with other 
organizations, is putting its case for change before ICSC and the United Nations General Assembly as the 
ultimate decision-making body on such broad policy issues. 

8. On the other handj many organizations in the common system have, for historical reasons, conditions of 
service which may differ in varying degrees from the basic "package". These cannot really be said to make one 
particular agency more attractive than others as regards conditions of service. WHO has its merit scheme; the 
United Nations itself, for example, has another scheme which rewards linguistic skills in the professional 
category by giving an increment every ten months instead of annually as at WHO, equivalent to an additional 
step increase every six years. This United Nations scheme was also recommended for abolition by ICSC some 
ten years ago, but the General Assembly decided that the scheme should be kept, and it has now also been 
introduced in other organizations. 

9. The Executive Board may wish to take account of the WHO administration's interpretation of some of 
the factors which have led ICSC and the United Nations General Assembly to suggest the abolition of the 
WHO scheme. The ICSC arguments are that for general service staff one additional step for long service (20 
years) was added for the whole common system during the 1980s, while for professional staff a number of 
additional salary steps at each grade were added to the common-system pay scales in 1990 in recognition of the 
fact that staff stay longer in the same grade. The General Assembly endorsed these arguments, and has also 
expressed concern that some agencies (not WHO) may be seeking to adopt new measures to improve the 



remuneration package that are not part of a common system. That in turn has led the General Assembly to 
review long-standing measures which are not part of the common system, with a view to their possible 
abolition. 

10. Notwithstanding these views, the WHO scheme has substantial personnel-policy advantages related to 
motivation and incentives that may be summarized as follows. First, it is a way of recognizing that career 
development in WHO is relatively limited, perhaps more limited than in a national civil service; staff may 
reach the top of the general service grades, for example, and find that for reasons of geographical distribution 
they have difficulty moving into the professional category; also, a large number of general service staff have 
been in the same grades since appointment and 741 of them (24% of the total) have been at the highest step 
of their grade for periods of up to 19 years. Secondly, the scheme is a way of avoiding some of the pressure 
for job reclassification to a higher grade. 

CONCLUSION 

11. For these reasons, it is recommended that WHO should not give up its present scheme. It serves a 
purpose, and in abandoning it WHO would be making a sacrifice in the interests of the common system that 
does not seem justified by the marginal impact on the system that would result. 

12. On the other hand, the concern of the General Assembly of the United Nations has to be given due 
consideration, and if members of the Executive Board share it they may wish to take the view that the present 
arrangements should be preserved for all serving staff, but that the concept of the WHO extended scale should 
be abolished for all new staff together with the additional increments for 20, 25, 30 and 35 years of service. 
The possibility of within-grade meritorious increases for exceptional performance after consideration by the 
appropriate WHO committee would, however, be maintained. 


