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Summary 

 In response to General Assembly resolution 64/141, the present report provides 
information on the status of women in the United Nations system, including up-to-date 
statistics, information on progress made and obstacles encountered in achieving gender 
balance, and recommendations for accelerating progress. Over the two year reporting 
period, 1 January 2008 to 31 December 2009, the representation of women in the 
Professional and higher categories in the United Nations system increased marginally 
from 38.4 to 39.9 percent, translating into an average increase of 0.75 percent per annum. 
The highest and lowest representations of women registered at the P-2 and D-2 levels, at 
57.4 and 26.0 percent, respectively. In response to a system-wide survey of  United 
Nations entities on achieving gender balance the following challenges were noted: 
inadequate accountability, monitoring and enforcement mechanisms; lack of special 
measures for gender equality; weak integration of focal point systems; weak 
implementation of flexible work arrangements; insufficient outreach and low numbers 
of qualified women applicants. As recommendations to address the stated challenges, the 
entities emphasized the need for senior leadership sponsorship, enhanced monitoring and 
accountability, and more rigorous implementation of existing policies including special 
measures for women and flexible work arrangements. Although there is heightened 
awareness of the imperative for gender balance, reversal of the negative trends at some 
levels and the slow pace for others requires urgent and intensified action and 
demonstrated leadership, mirroring that currently exercised for the Ungraded (UG) level, 
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56. The United Nations Secretariat registered a 3.0 percentage point gain, (Table 18) over 
the decade, in the representation of women at the combined P-1 to P-5 levels (37.1 percent in 
2000 to 40.1 percent in 2009), missing sharply its own minimum one percentage point per year 
target, set out in UN Secretariat Departmental Human Resource Actions Plans (HRAPs).  
Particularly regrettable is a decline of 1.3 percentage points over the decade at the P-5 level, 
while the United Nations system registered a 7.9 percentage point increase at that level.  The 
statistics point to the need to rigorously implement policies adopted to attract and retain staff, 
such as for example, the special measures. 
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6. Flexible working arrangements awareness and outreach strategy  
 
66. The Steering Committee on the Implementation of Change Management Measures 
chaired by the Deputy Secretary-General endorsed the flexible working arrangements awareness 
and outreach strategy developed by the Focal Point for Women and the Office of Human 
Resources Management to increase the use of flexible working arrangements in the workplace. 
The Deputy Secretary-General wrote to all heads of departments and offices, drawing their 
attention to the well-documented benefits of such arrangements and the need to incorporate them 
into their departments’ daily operations. In addition, an indicator on flexible working 
arrangement has been included in the compacts of the heads of departments with the Secretary-
General, to be reviewed annually. The compacts will henceforth require an action plan on the 
implementation of flexible working arrangements, seeking thereby to encourage and monitor 
progress for each of the four options offered.  
 
67. In addition, in line with the efforts to strengthen outreach and advocacy on flexible 
working arrangements through its communication strategy, in 2009 the Focal Point for Women 
conducted a Secretariat-wide survey of all staff in the field and at headquarters. The results of the 
survey, as well as an advocacy piece entitled “Myths and 
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Work/life balance and flexible working arrangements 
 
82. United Nations entities were asked to report on the availability and use in their 
institutions of flexible working arrangements, including the four options outlined in the 
Secretary-General’s bulletin (ST/SGB/2003/4): staggered working hours, telecommuting, 
scheduled breaks for learning and compressed work schedules. Eight entities (UNDP, UNFPA, 
UNHCR, UNICEF, the United Nations Secretariat, the Pension Fund and the Pension 
Committee, UNOPS and UNRWA) reported that they offered all four options. Of the 31 entities, 
22 reported that they had the option of stagge
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(c) To encourage the organizations to implement outreach initiatives, targeted 
recruitment, policies for work/life balance, flexible working arrangements, career 
coaching and development, and programmes in management skills and leadership 
development; 

(d) To highlight investment in staff development and the development of an internal 
candidate pool. 
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Management of the Secretariat and the secretariat of the United Nations System Chief 
Executives Board for Coordination for promoting gender balance. 
 
119. The CEB secretariat is responsible for data collection and coordination on a range of 
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insufficient outreach; low numbers of qualified women applicants; and lack of adequate 
data on the causes of high attrition rates for women.  
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22. With respect to flexible work arrangements, lack of flexibility in work arrangements was 
considered a major or somewhat of an impediment to the achievement of gender parity in 38.5 
per cent (10 out of 26) of the entities. In contrast, 61.5 per cent (16 out of 26) of the entities 
indicated that flexible work arrangements were not an impediment to achieving gender parity 
within their entity. 
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IV. Recommendations for accelerating progress in the United Nations system   
  
A.  International Civil Service Commission review of gender balance in the United 
Nations common system   
  
27.  At its sixty-seventh session, the International Civil Service Commission (ICSC) 
considered gender balance in the United Nations system on the basis of information gathered 
through a questionnaire (to which 21 out of 23 entities surveyed responded5), and the statistical 
database of the secretariat of the United Nations System Chief Executives Board for 
Coordination (CEB).   
 
28.  The report notes that gender-balanced staffing, including recruitment and retention of 
women, is increasingly recognized as essential to the success and effectiveness of organizations 
in all spheres of work and that improvement in the representation of women in the United 
Nations common system depends on the effective implementation of gender plans in areas 
including recruitment, promotion, retention, work/life policies, gender awareness, monitoring 
and accountability. Finally, the report concludes that special measures may be needed and that 
effective enforcement of existing policies coupled with real-time monitoring are required.  
 
Pages 17-18.   
 
B.  Report of the United Nations System Chief Executives Board for Coordination on 
work/life balance in the organizations of the United Nations system 
 
30. In its report on work/life balance in the organizations of the United Nations system 
(CEB/2008/HLCM/HR11), CEB noted that work/life balance and staff well-being have become 
important human resource issues both in public and private sector organizations. CEB found that, 
when implemented, work/life balance and staff well-being held benefits for organizations owing 
to enhanced staff commitment and productivity, and that they were increasingly relevant to 
attracting, recruiting and retaining staff. However, such policies might only be implemented 
effectively if their use was supported by the organizations’ leadership, workplace culture, 
infrastructure and human resources department, through active encouragement and advocacy. 
 

 8
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31. The CEB report notes that the United Nations presents a unique set of characteristics that 
bring specific needs and challenges to the agenda of work/life balance and staff well-being. On 
average, 85 per cent of United Nations staff members are expatriates, and in some entities the 
figure is close to 95 per cent (ibid., para. 20). 
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4. Improving organizational culture and removing informal barriers 
  
41. The Expert Group Meeting, found earlier analyses that the organizational culture in the 
United Nations system impeded women from rising to the top. It noted that even when women 
reached the top, they often had to conform to, and struggle with, a culture that reflected “male 
concerns and ways of working”. In that regard, experts emphasized that United Nations policies, 
rules, regulations, and practices were often not conducive to the reconciliation of work and 
family responsibilities.  The meeting recommended the following:    
(a)  Incorporate gender-related indicators and questions on separation/retention indicators, 

work/life balance and managerial issues into mandatory exit interviews;    
(b)  Develop and promulgate multiple measures of productivity independent of the variables 

of time and physical location and based on output;    
(c)  Intensify and continue training which enhances both individual and team engagement 

enabling greater productivity, innovation and reduced attrition, and creating more 
opportunities for career growth and loyalty.   

 
5.  Work/life balance and flexible work 
 
42. The Expert Group Meeting emphasized the need to move beyond the traditional linear 
career model in order to acknowledge and support different career and life phases and promote 
work/life balance. Changing global demographics mean that people’s care obligations are no 
longer limited to childcare, but increasingly extend to caring for ageing parents. In addition, the 
meeting found that difficulties and discrimination were often encountered by women upon re-
entry into the system after extended periods of family leave. Alternatively, in some cases, 
women were not even granted their leave at times of family emergency or exigency.  
 
43.  The Expert Group Meeting stressed the possibility of telecommuting or working from 
alternative work stations as one way of facilitating better work/life balance. In that context, the 
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2. United Nations Development Programme 
 
47. The UNDP report of March 2008 entitled “Gender Parity in the UNDP” recommends 
special measures, including affirmative action to attain and sustain the 50/50 parity goal, and 
more efficient and prevalent inter-agency mobility, particularly for senior women. It also 
emphasizes the need for more rigorous implementation of work/life policies and flexible working 
arrangements to create an enabling work environment and stronger accountability. Specific good 
practices include (a) the gender and diversity scorecard to measure, monitor and track progress 
towards gender parity and other aspects of diversity by location and grades, in real time; and (b) 
the Leadership Development Programme for entry-level staff, where women’s representation is 
53 per cent.  
 
Pages 25-26. 
 
4. Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
    
51. The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has set up 
a special mechanism called the Special Constraints Panel for staff who experience personal 
difficulties at the time of normally scheduled 
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the recruitment, promotion and retention of women in the workplace. Furthermore, the 
Secretary-General reiterated that message, in a letter to United Nations staff dated 28 April 2008. 
He noted that progress towards parity at all levels between men and women in the Organization 
had been slow and called for an organizational culture shift to facilitate attaining and sustaining 
gender balance at all levels and to foster a healthy work environment for all staff, both men and 
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B.  Department of Peacekeeping Operations/Department of Field Support   
  
100. The Department of Peacekeeping Operations/Department of Field Support strive to 
improve gender balance through initiatives in the areas of staff selection policy, maternity leave 
policy, work/life balance and the promotion of a gender-friendly work environment. Programme 
Case Officers, who oversee staff section in the Department, receive a Guidance Note on 
“Advancing gender equality via the staff selection process” and the Department of Peacekeeping 
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Organization would save over $1 million (approximately $105,000 per person). Some 3,000 staff 
are expected to be relocated, yielding cost savings of $10 million if only 200 staff (less than 10 
per cent) would telecommute on a regular basis. No new policies would be required. Achieving 
that result would simply require management to make the use of existing policies.   
 
G. Recommendations 
  
107. The previous reports (A/59/357 and A/61/318) contained suggested measures for both the 
Secretariat and the United Nations system. In addition, the recommendations emanating from the 
Expert Group Meeting reported on in section IV above, in large measure, mirror them. Several of 
these are currently being adopted for implementation. During the present reporting period, 
however, the decisions of the Secretary-General emanating from his Policy Committee of 
14 February 2008 have focused on the recommendation to strengthen the engagement, including 
messaging, of the leadership at the highest level, develop a gender strategy, institute a gender 
scorecard, enhance implementation of flexible work arrangements and fully implement the newly 
issued terms of reference of the focal points. 
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VIII. Conclusions 
 
110. Impediments reported by United Nations organizations can be divided into seven broad 
categories: inadequate accountability, monitoring and enforcement mechanisms, lack of special 
measures for gender equality; the absence of, or weak, integration of focal point systems within 
departments; weak implementation of flexible work arrangements; insufficient outreach; low 
numbers of qualified women applicants; and lack of adequate data on the causes of high attrition 
rates for women. 
 
115. Efforts must be made to overcome the United Nations system’s informal organizational 
cultures which constrain the advancement of women staff. The implementation of flexible work 
arrangements and work/life policies and practices to ensure healthy work environments to enable 
women, and men, to perform their duties to their full potential is essential. These aspects have 
been stressed in reports and meetings of ICSC, CEB, the Expert Group on the status of women 
staff in the United Nations system, and responses to surveys conducted by the Office of the 
Special Adviser. One approach would be for each entity of the United Nations system to ensure 
the effective implementation of flexible working arrangements, including a strong 
communication campaign to raise awareness of this policy and to encourage all staff members, 
both women and men, to utilize it. 
 
116. With respect to upcoming opportunity, almost all organizations will face a very 
significant number of retirements, creating an opportunity to considerably accelerate progress 
towards gender parity through the implementation of increased promotion and recruitment of 
suitably qualified women. As indicated by the surveys conducted by ICSC and the Office of the 
Special Adviser, it would appear that there is a growing realization that more rigorous 
implementations of both temporary special measures, (wherein as equally or better qualified 
women candidates must be selected) and flexible work methods, constitute a necessary, although 

 15
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not sufficient condition, to accelerate progress, increase productivity and work satisfaction to 
attain and sustain gender balance. Strong and consistent messages to that effect from the top 
senior management would be required. In addition, in principle, temporary special measures may 
be applied to address gender under representation at the division and departmental level. The 
trend in several entities indicates that women, even when at decision-making levels, remain 
clustered more in support functions rather than line functions.
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III. Recent developments in gender balance policies in the United Nations system  
  
A. International Civil Service Commission   
  
8. At its sixty-third session the International Civil Service Commission (ICSC) considered 
gender balance in the United Nations system on the basis of information gathered through a 
questionnaire and the statistical database of the Secretariat of the  
United Nations Chief Executives Board for Coordination. Annex II provides an overview of the 
gender targets in 15 organizations and agencies of the United Nations system.  
 
9. According to the ICSC report, with 18 out of the 23 entities surveyed responding, the 
most popular gender-related measures were work/life arrangements (summarized in annex III). 
While the promulgation of work/life policies is critical, it is also essential to promote a work 
culture that is supportive of such policies and facilitates the implementation of related measures.  
 
B. United Nations Children’s Fund study on gender parity   
  
12. The Executive Board of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) requested the 
Fund to address gender parity and to achieve the United Nations system-wide goal of parity by 
2010. Consequently, in 2006, UNICEF conducted a study entitled “Gender parity in senior 
management at UNICEF”. Based on statistical data, in-depth interviews and focus group 
discussions as well as exit surveys, the study found that several complex interlocking phenomena 
underlie the shortcomings in gender parity.   
 
13. According to the study, the Fund performed well on women’s representation at the P-1 to 
P-4 levels (46 per cent) and achieved a proportion of women representatives heading field offices 
(43 per cent), which reflects the overall composition of women in the international Professional 
staff (44 per cent).   
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14. At the P-5 to D-2 levels, however, the representation of women Professional staff 
remains well below parity, at 37 per cent. Factors cited as contributing to the gender imbalance 
were weak accountability mechanisms; lower numbers of female applicants for vacancies; 
relatively more stringent application (in many cases) of competency criteria to female candidates 
than to male candidates; the operation of informal parallel networks to which women have 
unequal access; and work environment factors related to work/family balance, workload, long 
working hours and a management culture that is not supportive of women.  
 
Page 11. 
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IV. Analysis of the causes of the slow advancement in the improvement of the status of 
women in the United Nations system  
   
A. Background and justification  
   
18. In resolution 57/180, the General Assembly expressed regret that the goal of 50/50 
gender distribution had not been met by the end of 2000.5 In particular, the Assembly requested 
the Secretary-General to undertake further analysis of the probable causes of the slow 
advancement in the improvement of the status of women in the United Nations system. That 
analysis was conducted in two phases: phase I focused on the Secretariat, with findings reported 
to the Commission on the Status 
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Measure 19. Review mobility conditions to ensure they address the needs of the staff and do 
not disadvantage women.  
 
Measure 20. Promote and track inter-agency mobility.   
 
Measure 21. Introduce a credit system of mobility that allows flexibility for staff at 
different life stages.  
 
Measure 22. Create a remote support and advice system for staff posted to hardship duty 
stations.  
 
Measure 23. Modify host country agreements to allow spouse employment for United 
Nations personnel.  
 
I. Working climate and culture 
 
37.  Flexible work policies are essential for attracting and retaining high-quality female staff. 
However, the analysis revealed that, despite the progress made in establishing such policies, the 
informal managerial culture in all the organizations views them as a barrier to productivity and 
efficiency, incompatible with career advancement and performance in managerial level posts, 
and applicable only to women. Effective modalities for implementation of flexible work policies 
should be introduced so that staff and managers can make mutually suitable arrangements that 
meet the needs of both the office and the staff. Suggested measures would include the following: 
 
Measure 24. Develop and promulgate multiple measures of productivity independent of the 
variables of time and physical location, based on output. 
 
Measure 25. Foster an organizational culture, supported visibly by the senior management 
team, that advocates the benefits of a work/life balance for all employees, with a particular 
focus on managers. 
 
Measure 26. Include gender-sensitivity indicators on fostering a healthy work environment 
conducive to a work/life balance in performance evaluations. 
 
Measure 27. Incorporate into exit interviews gender-related indicators on separation and 
retention issues, work/life balance and managerial culture. 
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C.  Work/life policies 
 
2. Flexible working arrangements 
 
74. The Secretariat introduced flexible working arrangements on 1 February 2003 
(ST/SGB/2003/4), following a six-month pilot. The following options are available at the 
discretion of the programme manager: staggered working hours; a compressed work schedule 

 19
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(10 working days in 9); and a scheduled break for external learning and telecommuting. The 
Office of Human Resources Management found that as of June 2004 some 2,410 staff members 
Secretariat-wide were participating in the arrangements (1,084 at Headquarters and 1,326 in 
offices away from Headquarters): 55.1 per cent women and 44.9 per cent men. An inter-agency 
work/life task force, chaired by the Office of Human Resources Management, found that while 
the situation was relatively encouraging, many managers and staff members did not know 
enough about the programme and the relevant guidelines. It was also reported that in a climate of 
particularly heavy workloads, flexible working arrangements were not always welcomed by 
managers and peers. The Office of Human Resources Management is conducting a new survey, 
to be completed 
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E. Office of the Special Adviser on Ge
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88.  The analysis carried out by the Office of the Special Adviser of the causes of slow 
advancement in the improvement of the status of women in the United Nations system revealed 
that gender imbalance is a multidimensional and systemic problem which requires a systemic 
and integrated response. Within the organizations of the  
United Nations system, recruitment strategies, promotion and retention policies, career 
development, justice and anti-harassment policies, human resources and succession planning, 
work/family policies, management culture and mechanisms for accountability need to be 
reviewed to ensure that they do not directly or indirectly disadvantage women.   
 
Annex III 
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Overview of the representation of women staff at the Professional and higher categories in 
the United Nations system 
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11. UNICEF has been committed to achieving 50/50 gender balance by 2000 for women in 
Professional posts. To achieve the 50/50 target, an executive directive has been enforced since 
2000, whereby the Deputy Executive Director reviews any recommendation for filling a 
Professional post with an external male candidate. A special programme has been created for 
women in leadership positions. UNICEF also conducts selected recruitment campaigns for 
women candidates through country and regional missions in developing countries for senior and 
middle-level Professional positions and seeks to ensure gender balance when nominating staff 
for inclusion in succession pools. Since 2001, a special programme has been designed to 
establish a pool of young talent, 
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F.  Staff development: ge
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2.  Career progression for staff at the Professional levels and above 
  
111.  Career progression in the Pr



20 September 2004 - A/59/357 



20 September 2004 - A/59/357 

125.  It emphasized the complex phenomenon of the “glass ceiling” for women in an attempt to 
explain what has kept the Secretariat from achieving the goal set by the General Assembly. 
While one of the obvious answers lies in more 
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culture. The analysis revealed that the objective of introducing work/life policies to attract and 
retain quality staff, especially women, has not yet impacted the current managerial culture within 
the Secretariat, which continues to view these policies as a barrier to efficiency and productivity 
and, more importantly, as incompatible with career advancement and the performance of 
managerial level posts.  
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D.  Work/life policies 
 
59.  On 1 February 2003, flexible working arrangements were authorized in all departments 
and offices of the Secretariat.  These new patterns of work offer greater flexibility in when and 
where work is done and provide arrangements that may lead to a better balance between 
professional and personal lives. They will also assist in attracting and retaining high quality staff, 
particularly women. The four options currently available to staff are: staggered working hours; a 
compressed work schedule (ten working days into nine); scheduled breaks for external learning 
activities; and working away from the office (telecommuting). In the coming year, the Office of 
Human Resources Management will monitor the implementation of these arrangements in 
departments and offices at Headquarters and in the field to ascertain the effectiveness of the 
programme. The Office of the Special Adviser on Gender Issues and Advancement of Women 
and the Focal Point for Women will continue to coordinate with the Office of Human Resources 
Management and the Work/Life Task Force to track the use of these arrangements. 
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IV.  Developments since 30 June 2001 
 
Page 9. 
 
D.  Work/family agenda 
 
43.  A central goal of the Secretary-General’s human resources reform is to enhance the 
mobility of staff between functions, Departments and duty stations. Hence, OHRM has 
undertaken a worldwide survey of international staff on work/life conditions of greatest concern 
to staff and which may impede staff mobility.  The survey indicates that spousal employment 
restrictions pose a major constraint, particularly for dual-career couples. In addition, the report of 
the Joint Inspection Unit on young professionals in selected organizations of the United Nations 
system: recruitment, management, and retention (A/55/798) also identified spousal employment 
as one of the most critical of family support issues, having a direct impact on the ability of the 
organizations to retain and attract staff. 
 
44.  Measures to reduce current barriers to mobility have been proposed in the recent report of 
the Secretary-General, entitled “Strengthening of the United Nations: an agenda for further 
change” (A/57/387). These measures include a review of arrangements between the 
organizations of the United Nations common system to ensure that spouses of United Nations 
staff are given favourable consideration for job opportunities within and outside the system in 
field locations. In this context, the Secretary-General intends to approach Governments to 
explore the possibilities for renegotiation of host country agreements. 
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45.  The same report indicates that flexible working arrangements and part-time employment 
measures will be introduced to help staff balance their professional and private lives and assist to 
attract and retain quality staff, particularly women. A pilot exercise is under way in the 
Department for Disarmament Affairs. 
 
V.  Conclusions 
 
Page 11. 
 
56.  In addition to the above, other partial and probable causes would include weak 
accountability mechanisms, attitudinal problems, merely rhetorical commitment to gender at all 
levels, inadequate spousal employment and work/life policy and its application, insufficient 
attention to career development, inefficiencies and delays of the internal justice system, 
technicalities of the recruitment, promotion and placement system, questions of attrition, 
especially at the mid-professional level, and variable quality and levels of departmental focal 
point representation. Each of these areas will need to be further analysed. 
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