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Personnel matters 

Employment and participation of women 
in the work of WHO 

Report by the Director-General 

At its ninety-eighth session the Executive Board considered document EB98/6, which reported 
on progress made concerning the employment and participation of women as requested in 
resolution EB97.R12, and on implementation of action relating to the policy statement of ACC 
on the status of women in the secretariats of the United Nations system (see document 
EB97/24). 

This document reports on further progress made concerning the employment and participation 
of women in the work of WHO, as requested by the Board at its ninety-eighth session. 

ACTION RELATED TO DOCUMENT EB98/6 

1. In order to determine the obstacles to progress in the recruitment, promotion and retention of women in 
professional posts and to devise strategies to overcome these barriers, document EB98/6 provided a framework 
for action, outlining the main steps for implementation. Action taken since the ninety-eighth session of the 
Executive Board is described in the following paragraphs. 

• Review of studies on recruitment of women in the United Nations system and of action undertaken by 
governmental institutions and multinational companies on recruitment of women in the private and public sector 

Review of policies and procedures of the Organization to determine what factors may inhibit the 
recruitment of women 

2. A volunteer with experience in women's issues, who is currently associated with the Office of Equality 
Ombudsperson in the Ministry of Social Affairs, Finland, will start an internship in January 1997 to carry out 
these reviews. 



EB99/34 

• Preparation of a questionnaire to establish the reasons why more women are not appointed to posts or 
as consultants or members of technical groups and advisory panels 

3. As a first step, a series of structured interviews have been carried out with Assistant Directors-General, 
directors, programme managers, members of the Senior Staff Selection Committee, personnel officers and other 
selected staff at headquarters in order to establish baseline information on the obstacles influencing the 
recruitment, promotion and retention of women in professional posts. This information will be used to identify 
major issues and to work out relevant strategies. 

• Designation of contact points (professional groups, networks, institutions and individuals) to seek 
information on potential women candidates 

4. W H O collaborating centres, members of expert panels, and nongovernmental organizations in official 
relation with W H O are being systematically contacted to seek information on potential women candidates. 
W H O Representatives are also being contacted to seek their assistance in identifying suitable women candidates. 
Memoranda have been sent to Regional Directors to draw their attention to resolution WHA49.9 which calls for 
the Director-General and Regional Directors "to invite governments to designate women to serve as members 
of the Executive Board and ensure that women are represented on delegations to regional committees and the 
Health Assembly". In addition, personal contacts will be made with individuals attending the Executive Board, 
Health Assembly, and technical meetings at headquarters to pursue this effort. 

• Presentation of up-to-date disaggregated data on pattern and trends of professional employment, 
promotion, and loss of staff at all levels of the Organization by sex 

5. Data have been distributed to all staff in the form of an information circular and are provided to the Board 
in document EB99/INF.DOC./7. 

• Preparation of a questionnaire to determine what are the factors contributing to the departure of 
professional women from the Organization 

6. An exit questionnaire has been prepared with an implementation target of April 1997. The questionnaire 
will be used in connection with voluntary departures of men and women professional staff, other than through 
retirement. In addition, all staff who have voluntarily left the Organization over the past five years are being 
contacted to collect information on reasons for departure. An analysis of the responses is expected for December 
1997. This will allow identification of issues pertaining specifically to women, the work environment, and the 
retention of qualified women. 

• Sharing between headquarters and regional office staff of information and material resulting from the 
questionnaire to ensure implementation of appropriate activities 

7. In an effort to initiate a dialogue and to help devise region-specific strategies, a schedule of visits to 
regional offices has been established. The Regional Office for South-East Asia will be visited in December 
1996. Visits to the regional offices for Africa, the Eastern Mediterranean and Western Pacific are scheduled for 
1997. 

8. It is to be noted that the regional offices for South-East Asia and for the Western Pacific each had an item 
on employment and participation of women in W H O on the agenda of their regional committee sessions in 1996. 
The recommendations made and resolutions adopted by the regional committees will be reviewed in order to 
study their applicability at headquarters and other regional offices. Information will be shared on a regular basis 
between regional offices. 
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• Monitor the effect of a reduction in force on recent gains in the status of women in the professional 
category 

9. The impact of a possible reduction in force will be systematically monitored. In addition, this subject will 
be considered in connection with a future in-depth review of the reduction-in-force procedure. 

• Gender sensitivity training 

10. The United Nations and a number of specialized agencies have provided training materials on gender 
issues and evaluations on the impact of gender sensitivity training on staff. A subgroup of the Joint Committee 
on the Employment and Participation of Women in W H O is currently reviewing the material with a view to 
initiating suitable activities at global and regional levels. 

ACTION RELATED TO ACC POLICY STATEMENT 

11. Document EB98/6 provided a status report on the implementation of the A C C policy statement on the 
status of women in the secretariats of the United Nations system. Action taken since the ninety-eighth session 
of the Executive Board is described in the following paragraphs. 

• Treat women staff members of all organizations of the common system as internal candidates when they 
apply for vacant posts within the system 

12. As of 1 August 1996, WHO's vacancy notices are disseminated on Internet as part of a trial initiative by 
the International Civil Service Commission. Staff Regulation 4.4 provides for the consideration of candidates 
from the United Nations and its specialized agencies as "internal" candidates. 

• Request organizations to use their field presence to prospect for women candidates 

13. In an effort to encourage the search for women candidates during duty travel, guidelines have been drawn 
up in this area and will be distributed to regional offices, directors and programme managers (in headquarters) 
for their use by November 1996. 

• In cases where Member States are to submit candidatures, urge governments to submit at least one or 
more qualified women candidates for each position 

14. An analysis of the sex ratio of seconded staff indicated that between 1994 and 1996 the average proportion 
of female staff among all categories of seconded staff to W H O reached 25.3%. Seconded staff may be defined 
as comprising associate professional officers, those staff detailed to W H O without remuneration (on either 
reimbursable or non-reimbursable basis), and other staff members receiving W H O remuneration who are 
released by their governments. The proportion of female associate professional officers was 53%. The 
proportion of female staff without remuneration was 21%. These compare with a figure of 15.3% for the 
remaining categories in receipt of W H O remuneration. Although there is a relatively high proportion of female 
associate professional officers, in the other remaining categories the proportion of females seconded by their 
governments is very low. The results of this analysis will be provided to Member States in order to raise 
awareness of the need to make special efforts to find more women candidates for vacancies in general, and for 
secondment and employment under special agreements. 

• Facilitate spouse employment by amending the Organization's Staff Rules 

15. After the change in the Staff Rules in 1995 allowing the employment by W H O of the spouse of a staff 
member (Rule 410.3), several spouses have been recruited. Since May 1996 the number increased from 10 
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to 12. At present, this has meant that the husbands of four female professional staff have found short-term 
employment at W H O , and eight spouses of male professional staff. 

• Encourage further development of spouse employment opportunities, encompassing not only the common 
system and other governmental and intergovernmental organizations, but also, to the extent possible, 
nongovernmental organizations and transnational corporations, and introducing relevant provisions in host 
country agreements; organize efforts in each United Nations location to promote spouse employment, led in the 
field by Resident Coordinators and in each headquarters city by a lead agency 

16. After the introduction of the new policy in Switzerland allowing spouses of international civil servants 
and unmarried children to enter the Swiss labour market, 14 requests from husbands and 24 requests from wives 
of staff members for the necessary attestation from the Swiss authorities to be shown to prospective employers 
have been received to date (three from husbands and three new requests from wives since the last report 
contained in document EB98/6). 

17. Since the last report, the Department of Labour and Employment of the Republic of the Philippines has 
revised the regulations concerning the employment of non-nationals associated with the United Nations and the 
specialized agencies with which the Philippine Government is a cooperating member, by also exempting spouses 
of staff members from employment permits. 

• Introduce appropriate policies and procedures to combat sexual harassment 

18. The W H O policy on sexual harassment came into effect on 14 May 1996. The composition of informal 
and formal panels is being determined, and the Joint Committee on the Employment and Participation of Women 
in W H O will be finalizing a monitoring procedure to record and evaluate its implementation. 

• Pay particular attention to increasing the number of women in senior managerial positions 

19. The total number of women at the highest levels of management increased to four out of 10 after the 
appointment by the Director-General of a second woman Assistant Director-General. 

ACTION BY THE EXECUTIVE BOARD 

20. The Executive Board is invited to note this report. 


