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Executive Summary

Good leadership in international organizations is necessary, but not sufficient, for their success. Structures supporting 
leadership vary enormously across global agencies. This report highlights some of the best practices across 11 
organizations that facilitate good leadership. It also underscores that international institutions could learn from each other’s 
practices across seven domains: (1) selecting and re-electing leadership on merit, (2) managing performance, (3) setting 
and evaluating ethical standards, (4) developing and retaining talent, (5) setting strategic priorities, (6) engaging with a wide 
range of stakeholders, and (7) evaluating independently and effectively. 
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1. The Effective Leadership 
Project

a. Global Governance in the 21st Century

Over the last two decades, the world has suffered from a 
global governance deficit. This deficit comprises a lack of 
the following:

 – Adequate mechanisms to deal with issues of 
international peace and security

 – Satisfactory mechanisms to anticipate and counter 
global economic shocks

 – Effective instruments to ensure important global public 
goods, not least in critical areas such as climate change 
and public health 

In the early 2000s, it was expected that the international 
community would embark on a comprehensive effort to 
overhaul the multilateral system, with renewed rules and 
institutions to address the challenges posed by evolving 
geopolitical and economic circumstances. These ambitions 
included reform of World Bank and IMF governance; 
creation of a new world environmental institution; and 
ongoing attempts at United Nations (UN) Security Council 
reform. Recent history suggests, however, that such a 
comprehensive overhaul will not take place anytime soon. 

Almost every effort to significantly transform the 
mechanisms for international cooperation and coordination 
has failed. The floundering of the 2005 UN World Summit, 
the collapse of the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) Doha 
Round, the disappointing progress on climate change, 
and the non-fulfilment of early and indispensable G20 
commitments all suggest that governments are not ready, 
or not willing, to close the growing governance gap, at least 
within the next few years.

In other words, no transformative overhaul of international 
institutions should be expected in the foreseeable future. 
In no way should the pertinent players give up on existing 
institutions; rather, the only realistic alternative seems to 
be incremental reform.1 Scarce political capital should 
be applied to improving the performance of multilateral 
institutions, as radical transformations of the existing overall 
framework cannot be counted on. Based on this notion, 
this project addresses one aspect where incremental reform 
seems not only necessary, but feasible: in the leadership of 
international organizations (IOs).

b. Why Focus on Leadership? 

Effective leadership in international agencies is crucial: the 
world relies on these organizations to ease cooperation 
– whether in ensuring pandemics are constrained, mail is 
delivered to foreign countries, or citizens can fly safely to 
other countries.

To be effective, agencies need leaders who can identify 
and deliver on organizational goals without the constraint 
of undue influence, by individual members or other 
stakeholders. Yet, some IOs have not even defined the 
leader’s role, let alone recruited or managed that person 
on the basis of particular knowledge, competence and 
experience required to effectively lead the organization. 
In addition, democratic election processes and strong 
accountability mechanisms are necessary to ensure that 
the interests of executive management are aligned with the 
organization.

While good leadership is not enough for successful 
international cooperation, it is necessary for effective 
governance. However, leadership performance in 
organizations is often buried behind arguments about which 
country should get “the top job”. The presumption is that, 
once appointed, leaders have their hands tied by member 
states, and will predominantly serve their patrons’ interests. 
Indeed, leaders’ performance is seldom rigorously tested 
or measured. Moreover, little attention has been paid to 
the institutional features needed to promote effective and 
accountable governance. 

This project of the Global Agenda Council on Institutional 
Governance Systems has taken up the challenge. First, 
the project has identified ways in which leadership makes 
a positive difference in the performance of international 
agencies. Second, the research team has investigated 
a sample of IOs, drawing out best (and other) practices 
that either illustrate or indicate a lack of high-performing 
leadership. 

The report’s seven sections cover the positive practices 
emerging in IOs that support good leadership. This 
introduction sets out the conception of leadership, as well 
as the study’s rationale, method and strategy. 
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c. Constrained Leadership 

Leaders influence their agencies’ operational and strategic 
direction. They work with member states to identify priorities 
and set strategy, and translate this into operational goals, 
which in turn are monitored and evaluated as progress is 
made towards them. Leaders direct a bureaucracy and 
see that it has sufficient staffing, expertise and financing to 
carry out mandated tasks. They also must consult and work 
with other stakeholders. While their room for manoeuvring 
is limited (see Figure), their actions and behaviour are vital 
to their organizations’ success. Finally, organizations that 
depend on ad-hoc funding also constrain their leaders. 

In addition, the Council and team sought to capture 
innovations in leadership across the organizational cases.

Not all of the important elements could be measured. 
In fact, it was difficult to find a metric to measure the 
degree to which leadership structures permit resistance 
against “capture” by a powerful state, private companies 
or vested interests; and this despite that many instances 
exist of undue influences undermining an organization’s 
performance (an organization’s leadership can play a key 
role in ensuring this does not happen, or at least that it is 
brought to the public’s attention). Some of this dimension 
of leadership is covered in the report’s reflections on ethical 
standards, setting strategic priorities (e.g. the proportion of 
core vs earmarked funds) and procedures for electing an 
administrator, director-general (DG) or managing director 
(MD). Future research could investigate other measures 
of organizational independence and impartiality, such 
as whether heads of organizations should chair council 
or governing body meetings, and how effectively they 
can shape decision-making in these meetings to guard 
against special interests. Studies could also examine if 
an organization’s leader is able to publish reports, policy 
positions or advice in the organization’s name, without prior 
approval of member states.2 

Another important element of leadership is the “speed of 
renewal” and the capacity to adapt to changing external 
environments. This was very difficult to measure or compare 
across the 11 different organizations, given the variety of 
environments and issue areas. In the future, studies could 
look at the extent to which IO heads can (and do) initiate 
projects, pilots or discussions to address emerging issues, 
and the leeway they have to shape these. Finally, the 
authors believe leaders play an essential role in ensuring 
their organizations collaborate with others to deliver 
cooperation and other public goods. Future research, it is 
hoped, will identify ways to track governance in this area.

The report reflects on practices from a pilot group of 
international organizations. In some cases, good practice 
seems relatively straightforward. For example, for the 
selection of an organization’s head: do clear and publicly 
available terms of reference (TOR) exist for both the position 
and a high-quality, exhaustive search process? As for 
ethical leadership, are leaders required to sign and adhere 
to the organization’s ethical codes, and publicly declare 
any conflicts of interest and their financial assets? In some 
cases, good practices may vary enormously – for instance, 
in how leaders attract and retain a diverse staff.
This study benchmarks current practices and does not rank 
organizations against each other, as significant differences 
in the structure, size, nature and scope of IOs make ranking 
problematic. However, some common principles and 
structures could strengthen leadership possibilities in all 
organizations.
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High performance in a leadership role has a major impact on 
an organization’s ability to deliver on tasks requested by its 
member states. An IO with weak operational planning, high 
staff turnover and vulnerability to special interests is unlikely 
to perform effectively. Not only do leadership governance 
and effectiveness need more attention in international 
organizations; a striking need also exists for more practice-
focused comparisons across organizations so they can 
learn from each other. 

An important caveat should be emphasized: improving 
leadership in IOs is just one part of improving their overall 
performance. Leaders are heavily constrained, relying on 
financing from the member states that select them. Some 
IO boards “monitor” their leadership and organizations’ 
architectures very closely, meeting weekly to discuss and 
provide regular input to operational business, while others 
may only convene several times a year. The enormous 
differences in the broader governance structures of IOs, 
which greatly influence their operations, are noted in this 
report. 

d. How Are “Effective Leadership Structures” Measured?

Through extensive deliberations, the Council and project 
team have identified seven indicators of effective leadership 
structures:

1. Selecting and re-electing leadership on merit
2. Managing performance 
3. Setting and evaluating ethical standards
4. Developing and retaining talent
5. Setting strategic priorities
6. Engaging with a wide range of stakeholders
7. Evaluating independently and effectively

Figure: Types of Forces that Constrain Leadership
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e. Methods for Assessing Organizations

The Council identified seven indicators contributing to 
effective leadership. The research team then determined 
questions for assessing IOs on each of the indicators and 
for using as the basis for studies of leadership practices 
in 11 organizations (see appendix): African Development 
Bank (AfDB), Asian Development Bank (ADB), European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), Inter-
American Development Bank (IDB), International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), International Organization for Migration (IOM), 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), World 
Bank, World Health Organization (WHO) and World Trade 
Organization (WTO).
 
These organizations were selected because they cover 
a broad range of issue areas (from health to migration 
and development), vary in size, and include regional and 
international bodies. However, the selection was not 
intended to be representative of all intergovernmental 
organizations, but rather to provide a basis for the pilot 
study of best practice in governance. Inclusion of other 
organizations in future studies is encouraged.

A research team initially conducted a desk-based study, 
looking for publicly available evidence of each indicator. 
Follow-up interviews with former and current senior officials 
of the organization, as well as key stakeholders and 
academic experts, were conducted. Their inputs were used 
to identify additional documentation of formal processes, 
and to identify relevant informal practices. Although the 
report is focused on the presence of formal processes 
(documented officially, wherever possible, when sufficient 
evidence is available), the differences between formal 
and informal processes have also been captured. The 
evidence included in the appendix is separated into two 
columns: “published rules”, based on official organizational 
documents; and “other factors”, which draw on a range 
of sources – including interviews with experts on the 
organization and staff – to gain more subjective insights 
into informal practice. Where possible, “decoupling” (when 
formal rules are in place but are not to be implemented in 
practice) is noted. While attempts were made to gather the 
most recent information for each organization, the study 
may not capture all organizational practices, as many of 
the organizations were undergoing significant reforms. A 
summary of good, formal leadership practices is shown in 
the Table.

The data for each question across the 11 organizations was 
analysed to identify variations in practice. The objective was 
not to derive an “ideal” best practice, although management 
and public administration studies were also consulted. 
The report is limited to practices in IOs from which other 
organizations could learn. Readers and organizations are 
invited to contribute input3 from practices and examples not 
discussed in this report.

f. Who Is Responsible for Delivering Effective Leadership 
Structures? 

An organization’s membership (represented on its board) 
and its senior management are collectively responsible for 
ensuring effective processes are in place. The membership 
or the board have responsibility for some criteria (election 
and re-election procedures for heads); other indicators fall 
under the scope of senior leadership (ethical codes, conflicts 
of interest), and some are shared (setting strategic priorities). 
In some organizations, a “grey zone” may exist, where it 
is not always clear who is responsible – the leader, senior 
management team, membership or board. By identifying 
these priority areas, organizations should be able to focus 
attention and clarify who will take the lead.

g. The Objectives of the Study

This study aims to inspire greater attention to leadership in 
international organizations, instigate learning across them 
and draw attention to good practice. Many organizations in 
this study are already engaged in reforming their governance 
mechanisms, strategic frameworks or other organizational 
processes. This study highlights leadership structures as 
one element that should be taken into account.
It is planned to share results with relevant forums, bringing 
together boards and committees in the UN system, and 
across international financial institutions and development 
banks. Apparently, a number of these organizations are 
already sharing practices. It is hoped that the study will 
foster a more systematic comparison and identification of 
good practice, thus enabling more direct learning. 
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Table: Good Leadership Practices among the 11 Selected Organizations

Indicators Examples of Formal Practice 

 ÎSelecting and re-electing leadership on merit 

1. Organizations should search for candidates with 
specific, relevant competencies, and test these against 
clearly defined criteria through an inclusive, exhaustive 
process.

Criteria/TOR for leadership are published online 
Selection process updates are available online
Passport blind selection of candidates is done
Other candidates are always considered in re-elections

Performance is given formal consideration in re-elections

ÎManaging performance

2. Organizations should have clear expectations of 
performance, which are transparent and consistent with 
their goals, and facilitate leadership accountability.

Leaders are expected to set performance expectations in 
inaugural speech
Boards conduct regular individual performance appraisals

ÎSetting and evaluating ethical standards

3. Leadership should comply with clearly defined ethical 
standards.

Leaders are obliged to disclose financial assets and 
conflicts of interest
Leaders are obliged to adhere to a published code of 
ethics
Compliance with the code of ethics is enforced 

ÎDeveloping and retaining talent 

4. Leadership should attract, retain and develop 
talent throughout the organization.

Leaders carry out regular global staff surveys 
Leaders ensure survey results are monitored and utilized 

Leaders are obliged to participate in formal training 
programmes for their own professional development

ÎSetting strategic priorities 

5. Leadership should have the authority and mechanisms 
to shift strategic priorities due to changing 
circumstances.

Strategic documents include measurable objectives

ÎEngaging with a wide range of stakeholders 

6. Organizations should have structures that encourage 
management to engage with a wide range of 
stakeholders.

Meetings between stakeholder organizations and a diverse 
range of civil society actors occur on a regular, established 
basis

ÎEvaluating independently and effectively

7. Organizations should have structures that encourage 
management to engage with internal and external 
evaluations.

Evaluation office reports directly to the board 
Management must respond to evaluations

Source: Authors
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2. Emerging Good Practices

a. Selecting and Re-Electing Leadership on Merit

Many international organizations have no selection process 
that clearly searches for and tests candidates on relevant 
(and much-needed) leadership competencies in their 
domain. Often, leaders are selected in a political bargaining 
process. However, some changes are under way.

The review of leadership selection revealed four important 
practices, each of which is being used in at least one 
international agency: (1) the leadership role is clearly defined, 
(2) the competencies and experience needed to take up 
the role are clearly stated, (3) the role and competencies 
are openly advertised, and (4) the selection process is 
transparent and clear. 

WHO, for example, set out a code of conduct in 2011 to 
ensure ethical and transparent nomination and election 
of leadership. It specifically notes that every candidate is 
expected to provide supporting evidence to match each of 
the published criteria for the Director General position. The 
executive board shortlists those candidates matching the 
criteria.4 

In its selection process, the WTO actively seeks to reflect 
its membership’s diversity. An official WTO document 
(WT/L/509, published in 2002 and available online) invites 
nominations from across all regions and stipulates that, 
in the case of equally meritorious candidates for DG 
appointments, the diversity of WTO membership shall be 
taken into account.5 The document also gives the clear time 
frame for the process to start nine months before, and be 
completed 3 months prior to, the end of the incumbent’s 
term. The recent election of the WTO DG was a role model 
of transparency: all stages were well documented and 
exposed through a special page on the WTO website.

Although selecting its president remains non-exhaustive and 
without a clear formal process, the EBRD is introducing 
greater rigour at the vice-president (VP) level. For example, 
EBRD conducted an exhaustive review from over 850 
applicants for the position of VP of banking operations (a 
post traditionally held by an American). The search was 
passport-blind, and included psychometric testing and 
multiple interviews.6

The IMF has been opening up its processes. In 2011, it 
published its first comprehensive terms of appointment 
for its Managing Director.7 In addition to its Articles of 
Agreement and By-Laws, which contain a standardized 
job description for executive directors, the IMF published 
complete terms of reference in the same year for the ethics 
advisor,8 ombudsperson9 and director of the Independent 
Evaluation Office.10 The IMF already instituted a rigorous 
process of candidate profiling in 2007, making available full 
job descriptions, and the desired qualities and experience 
of candidates. The executive board set out a timetable and 
invited nominations from executive directors for the post 
of MD, interviewing those that did apply.11 However, the 
IMF’s good formal practice is undermined by the informal 
convention that the organization’s European members, in 
consultation with the other members, ultimately select a 
European as MD. 

In the WTO, all decisions, including selection of the DG, 
are made by consensus of all members. If a consensus 
cannot be reached in the appointed time, a provision 
allows for a vote by the General Council.12 In the 2012 DG 
selection process, WTO members officially nominated nine 
candidates, each of whom presented their vision for the 
WTO at a council meeting in January 2013. In the final two 
months of the process, the council chair consulted with 
members to build a consensus. The selection process 
concluded with a council meeting in May, where the 
decision to appoint the new DG was taken. 
Practices for re-election or reappointment are not particularly 
strong across organizations. Performance can be difficult to 
assess, as few international organizations have objectives 
for their leadership on this measure. WHO stands out in this 
regard. During the re-election of its DG in May 2012, the 
incumbent wrote a self-assessment that evaluated her first-
term performance on the priorities she had set out; this was 
captured in a document and taken into account through the 
re-nomination process. The AfDB now considers a range of 
candidates alongside the incumbent for re-election, as does 
the EBRD, where Sir Suma Chakrabarti was selected over 
the incumbent president in 2012.
The more exhaustive, inclusive and meritocratic the process, 
the better the chance of not only the best candidate 
being chosen or reappointed, but also of full membership 
being engaged to hold that candidate accountable for 
performance. 
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b. Managing Performance

Governments expect that heads of international 
organizations, once appointed, will deliver on their mandated 
goals. However, individual states often have divergent views 
on organizational priorities and the role of leaders, and 
some states have greater influence over leadership selection 
and subsequent decision-making. It is thus critical that the 
membership and the leader agree together on performance 
expectations, particularly at the start of a new tenure. 
Furthermore, the leader’s responsibilities with respect 
to vision, goals and implementation need to be carefully 
differentiated from those of the board. Otherwise, lines of 
accountability and responsibility are blurred, and the board 
can no longer evaluate the leader’s performance without 
evaluating its own.13 Setting performance expectations 
can help prevent organizational capture (when the leader 
becomes the instrument of a few states) and enable 
performance management.

Despite the proliferation of results-based management, 
no organization in this study had an openly published 
formal procedure for setting performance expectations 
for the leader. However, all leaders were expected to 
report regularly to member states on overall organizational 
performance at board, council and other equivalent 
meetings.14

In some international organizations, incoming presidents or 
directors are expected to deliver a statement to the board 
or general council, setting out a vision and objectives for 
the organization during their tenure. Such a procedure, for 
example, took place at the WTO in 2009.15 In recent years, 
the president-elect of the AfDB also delivered a working plan 
at the swearing-in ceremony.16 

If performance objectives are set, boards can conduct 
regular performance appraisals to give feedback on a 
leader’s successes and failures. Regular management 
of leaders’ performance is standard across the private 
and public sectors. A formal, annual process to evaluate 
chief executive officer performance exists in 80% of US 
non-profit boards and 96% of Standard and Poor’s 500 
companies.17 However, very few international organizations 
have institutionalized annual performance appraisals of 
their leaders. One study found that none of the major 
international financial institutions conducted individual 
performance appraisals in 2008.18 

More recently, some organizations have sought to 
address this deficit. Since 2009, the MD of the IMF has 
been evaluated annually by the board, based on agreed 
performance objectives. As part of the feedback, the 
MD also assesses the executive board’s performance. 
The framework is tailored by job position and based on 
the IMF’s annual performance review template. Annual 
salary adjustments for IMF management are linked to the 
consumer price index, and allow for performance-based 
merit increases.

In 2008, Ban Ki-moon, UN Secretary-General, established 
Senior Managers’ Compacts for many senior UN officials. 
These compacts outline the roles of UN department heads, 
although they do not cover UNHCR or UNDP. Heads 
must report if they are spending their budgets according 
to programme objectives.19 In addition, they are reviewed 
on how well they promote gender diversity and follow 
geographic distribution requirements. The UN Secretariat’s 
Management Performance Board uses the compacts to 
assess senior UN leaders annually.20

 
c. Setting and Evaluating Ethical Standards

In recent years, a number of heads of major international 
organizations have resigned because of questions about 
their ethical conduct. 21 Three sets of practices are 
associated with upholding ethical standards: (1) an ethics 
code; (2) a clear authority in charge of monitoring and 
enforcing it, and dealing with non-compliance; and (3) formal 
declarations of any conflicts of interest and financial assets 
of senior leaders.

Every international organization examined in this study 
obliges all staff and heads to adhere to a code of ethics. 
However, not all codes are public, and not all are formally 
enforced. The EBRD has a defined formal code of conduct 
(updated in 2012), which is overseen by a chief compliance 
officer who reports directly to the president. The World 
Bank Group has its Office of Ethics and Business Conduct, 
an ethics helpline, a code of conduct for staff (2003) and 
the Code of Conduct for Board Officials, which focuses on 
disclosure policies.22 With women’s accession at the Group, 
the documents have recently been refined to include sexual 
harassment. Meanwhile, the WTO’s code of core values is 
only circulated internally. All UN staff are obliged to follow its 
code of conduct, and many UN agencies, such as UNHCR, 
have set their own codes of conduct.23 

Some organizations require disclosures of conflicts 
of interest and financial assets. Declarations are filed 
annually at the AfDB, which also has an organization-wide 
whistle-blowing policy (2007), anti-corruption and fraud 
framework (2006) and an office to investigate disclosures. 
This was a product of a joint anti-corruption task force 
(2006) of international financial institutions.24 In the UN 
system, all senior officers must file an annual financial 
disclosure statement with the UN ethics office.25 Those 
who do not are charged and may be penalized by the UN’s 
Department for Administration and Management.26 The 
UNDP administrator and the UNHCR high commissioner 
have voluntarily disclosed their financial assets publicly, and 
made them available online.27 However, these organizations 
are exceptions: most leaders do not publicly disclose their 
financial assets.
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d. Developing and Retaining Talent

A core responsibility of leaders at IOs is to attract, develop 
and retain outstanding staff. Leaders can thus help to 
ensure their workforces have the capacity and diversity 
to deliver on the organization’s vision and strategy, 
while proactively addressing gaps in capability.28 This 
is a challenge for international organizations, where it is 
understood that particular countries should hold certain 
positions, and staff selection is seen as requiring a balance 
of national diversity and merit. At worst, leaders may face 
pressure from states to hire particular individuals for high-
level posts. 

IOs can attract, develop and retain talent in many ways – 
for example, through policies for fair and transparent staff 
selection, and by ensuring diversity of staff at all levels. 
However, when trying to study staff diversity in gender 
and nationality across the 11 organizations, it was difficult 
to get accurate, comparable data for all organizations. 
For this reason, the use of staff surveys, while a limited 
measure, was seen as evidence of senior managements’ 
interest in staff welfare. Such surveys, as well as staff 
liaison organizations, are used by some organizations 
to monitor staff progression and ensure that it is, and is 
perceived to be, based on merit. UNHCR conducts staff 
surveys every three years, and has done so since 2006. The 
agency has a committee dedicated to carrying out survey 
recommendations and developing action plans.29 The High 
Commissioner has tasked the Deputy High Commissioner 
with following up recommendations from this committee’s 
deliberations. Responses to UNHCR’s staff survey have 
guided human resources reform and resulted in changes 
to the agency’s postings and promotions procedures.30 
UNDP’s annual global staff surveys are conducted by an 
external independent organization. The EBRD has recently 
reprioritized staff surveys, conducting them annually rather 
than every three years.31 As yet, none of the international 
organizations examined makes staff survey results available 
online. 

Heads of organizations mentor, support and coach their 
staff. While few formal processes exist for this, evidence 
does show widespread informal practices in many 
organizations. For example, IOM’s director-general makes 
it a priority to open the training of new chiefs of mission, 
outlines the organization’s vision and invites open dialogue 
with staff. 32 

Finally, leadership training that ensures the strengthening of 
necessary senior management skills is occurring in a few 
agencies. The IMF has recently progressed with leadership 
training programmes. Most leaders are supported with and 
trained in organizational rules by their executive office staff 
and/or their chief of staff when they arrive. For instance, 
UNHCR’s chief of staff provides informal on-the-job training 
in UN rules and protocols to new high commissioners. 
UNHCR’s Global Learning Centre in Budapest has 
consolidated the agency’s learning activities and 
programmes, and has a position dedicated to developing 
and delivering training programmes for senior management. 
Many organizations are prioritizing senior staff development. 
The EBRD, for example, has a learning and development 

team that works closely with the evaluation department 
to design measures addressing current weaknesses in 
programme delivery. 

e. Setting Strategic Priorities

Most organizations have a mission statement and strategic 
goals that identify the raison d’être and ultimate objectives. 
To deliver on these, the organizations’ heads must translate 
the overarching organizational mission into a clear, detailed 
and measurable operational plan, and evaluate progress 
on a regular basis. International organizations vary greatly 
in their ability to do this. Some organizations have very 
broad strategic documents, with weak strategic direction, 
no measurable objectives and no mechanism to evaluate 
progress. Others have developed more detailed and 
measurable strategies, with timelines and budgets. Board 
members most often work with executive leadership to set 
strategic frameworks and evaluate progress towards them. 
Yet, their input varies greatly – in some cases, member 
states may lead on formulating strategic goals (e.g. IOM’s 
12-point plan), and in others, the executive director will take 
the lead (for instance, the UNDP). 

UNHCR and UNDP are committed to producing well-
developed strategic documents. UNHCR details objectives 
in its Global Strategic Priorities, and evaluates progress 
towards them in global annual reports and strategic reviews. 
The priorities set out operational, support and management 
goals, and include specific “impact indicators” to evaluate 
progress.33 The agency has also established the Global 
Management Accountability Framework (GMAF), which 
“comprehensively maps accountabilities, responsibilities 
and authorities across the organization and relates them to 
the corresponding management policies and guidance”.34 
It works at country, regional and global levels to clarify the 
lines of accountability, responsibilities and functions. In 
addition, UNHCR has Focus, a software that integrates its 
results-based management at country and international 
levels. UNDP has a series of regular strategic plans covering 
about four years, and reports in depth on how it will 
implement, finance, measure and review progress towards 
these goals.35 

In recent years, the IMF produced the Global Policy Agenda, 
the MD’s vision of the institution’s strategic priorities and 
actions. It serves as the basis for the biannual International 
Monetary and Financial Committee ministerial meetings that 
review and set the IMF’s broad goals, which the executive 
board‘s work programme subsequently operationalizes. This 
helps the IMF to respond swiftly to changing circumstances. 
Similarly, with its president setting priorities, the EBRD has 
rapidly expanded lending to North African clients in need of 
greater assistance in their transition to democracy and free 
markets. The ADB’s 2008 report, Strategy2020: The Long-
Term Strategic Framework of the Asian Development Bank 
2008-2020, provided a 12-year framework, with measurable 
organizational objectives, to guide the organization. A 
midterm review of the bank’s performance, presented at 
the board of governors’ annual meeting in 2013, found that 
80% of ADB’s operations in 2008-2012 were conducted in 
the five core areas outlined in the original strategic agenda: 
infrastructure, environment, regional cooperation, financial 
sector development and education.



13Evaluation of Organizational Structures that Enable Effective Leadership

An international organization’s flexibility is also influenced 
by its funding model. Providing discretionary, or 
“earmarked”, funding can rapidly spur specific activities 
and innovations. Discretionary and other tied funds – from 
private institutions, other multilaterals or trust funds – may 
enable leaders to expand into new areas and adapt to 
changing circumstances when they are explicitly sought 
for this purpose. However, because discretionary funds are 
tied to specific tasks, leaders may have little flexibility to 
redeploy these funds with changing external circumstances. 
Organizations with a small core budget, and highly reliant on 
discretionary financing, would be expected to respond more 
directly to donor demands to ensure their survival. 

Most organizations studied had a high percentage of 
funds earmarked for specific issues or projects, implying 
that leadership has less flexibility and discretion in setting 
priorities. Over 97% of IOM’s financing is from non-core 
contributions.36 However, the organization’s director-
general has actively lobbied states for an increase in 
IOM’s core funding, and has also established an audit and 
oversight committee.37 Similar numbers are seen in other 
organizations: in 2012, only 2% of UNHCR’s financing 
came from the UN regular budget, and 98% percent was 
voluntary; for WHO, 76% of financing was voluntary.38 

WHO, as part of its extensive programme reform, has 
launched the “Financing Dialogue” initiative, spearheaded 
by Director-General Margaret Chan. Among other 
things, it aims to ensure that member states and other 
funders commit to fully aligning fund allocation to the 
approved programme budget. Funders should make their 
contributions public to increase transparency, and ensure 
the predictability and flexibility of their funds.39 

f. Engaging with a Wide Range of Stakeholders

Every multilateral organization engages in some way 
with its members and a wider group of stakeholders, 
including beneficiaries, private-sector organizations, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other civil society 
groups. Some do this more effectively than others. The 
benefits from positive, well-structured engagement include 
better information, better-quality collaboration, heightened 
responsiveness, sharing responsibility, and better public 
understanding and cooperation with the agency. 
Most organizations have formal and informal mechanisms 
to engage with stakeholders – joint projects with NGOs and 
other multilateral organizations, discussions and dialogues 
at conferences, and structured forums to interact with 
leaders of academia and civil society. But as no established 
“most effective way” exists to conduct these engagements, 
the challenge is in measuring or attempting to report best 
practice. Evidence, however, points to the importance 
of regular, formal meetings between organizations and 
a diverse range of civil society actors. It becomes more 
difficult for civil society to have an impact when meetings are 
informal or irregular.
 

g. Evaluating Independently and Effectively

In recent years, most international organizations have 
recognized that independent evaluations can provide timely, 
useful and robust information on their work.40 The World 
Bank created the Operations Evaluation Unit in the 1970s 
under its president, Robert McNamara (1968-1981), and 
renamed it as the Independent Evaluation Group in 2001. 
The same year, the IMF created an evaluation group, which 
it has subsequently and independently audited on two 
occasions.41

Besides serving as external appraisals, evaluations are 
also another way to ensure that members are aware of the 
governance, effectiveness, impact and use of their funds. 
The independence of these evaluations is critical and 
important to maintain, as are the channels through which 
evaluators’ findings are considered.

At the IMF, the Independent Evaluation Office (IEO) is 
independent from management and reports to the board. As 
indicated in the IEO’s terms of reference, the office engages 
with executive management, the board and staff when they 
“respond to relevant parts of the evaluation”.42 

At the World Bank and EBRD, independent evaluation 
teams report directly to the board of directors. The 
Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) at the World Bank 
conducted a client survey in 2012 to determine both 
whether the bank was meeting clients’ needs and how 
clients perceived its impact, as one of the ways of engaging 
with the organization. At EBRD, engagement is done 
through links with key people, i.e. the chief compliance 
officer reports directly to the president, as does the internal 
audit team. The vice-president for risk also sits on the 
executive committee.

The AfDB has recently tried to strengthen independent 
internal and external evaluations. The Quality Assurance and 
Results department has established a round-table review 
mechanism that brings together management from various 
relevant departments to review evaluations and set out, 
where necessary, action to address them. 

The ADB has internal and external reviews. The internal 
compliance review panel investigates alleged non-
compliance by the bank in its operational policies and 
procedures. It does not, however, investigate borrowing 
countries, the executing agency or private-sector clients, 
unless they are relevant to non-compliance. Externally, the 
Multilateral Organisation Performance Assessment Network 
(MOPAN) regularly evaluates the institution and individual 
members, especially large donors such as the United 
Kingdom and Australia, and conducts regular assessments 
to ensure their money is being spent safely and effectively. 

Some organizations have recently taken steps to make sure 
they follow best practice. The UNDP, for example, revised 
its evaluation policy in 2011 to establish the Evaluation 
Office’s independence and ensure that all evaluations have 
a response from management. The office’s head reports 
directly and independently to the executive board. The 
administrator, however, is briefed before an evaluation 
is presented to the board, and the administrator’s office 
prepares a management response to evaluations. The 
administrator has the right to reply to evaluations, and 
discusses follow-up actions with the board. 
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3. Appendix: Leadership Pratices

a. African Development Bank (AfDB)  

Organization
The AfDB is a regional development bank founded in 1963 to foster economic 
growth and regional integration on the continent. The group also consists of the 
African Development Fund and Nigerian Trust Fund.43 
 
Governance 
Owned and financed by 79 member countries (54 African and 25 non-African),44 
the bank is currently headquartered in Tunis, Tunisia, having temporarily moved 
there from its official headquarters in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire. It has 37 field offices, 
6 customized liaison offices, 2 regional resource centres, 56 departments, and an 
external representation office in Tokyo. 

At the top of the AfDB’s organizational structure is the board of governors, 
which comprises ministers and high-level officials of economic, financial and 
development institutions from shareholder countries. The board of governors 
meets once a year and delegates day-to-day decision-making to a 20-member 
board of directors. The president, who is always an African and who is elected by 
the board of governors, chairs the board of directors. 

Length of leadership mandate
A renewable five-year term. 

Income
As of December 2012, the AfDB’s cumulative authorized capital was $103 billion, 
while the subscribed capital stood at $100.2 billion (60% subscribed by regional 
members and 40% by non-regional members).

Number of staff
2,068 regular staff, as of December 2012.

History of leadership
In the early to mid 1990s, AfDB faced severe financial crises, compounded by major 
management problems. Distrust among shareholders, board, management and 
staff had weakened executive functions, procedures and controls, as well as policy 
and oversight functions. By the early 2000s, the AfDB fixed its balance sheet and 
regained its AAA credit rating via mechanisms for institutional reform. This strategic 
initiative has been reinvigorated under the current president. 

Previous presidents were: Mamoun Beheiry (from Sudan, 1964-1970); Abdelwahab 
Labidi (Tunisia, 1970-1976); Kwame Donkor Fordwor (Ghana, 1976-1979); Godwin 
Gondwe (Malawi; caretaker capacity, 1979-1980); Willa Mung’Omba (Zambia, 
1980-1985); Babacar N’diaye (Senegal, 1985-1995) and Omar Kabbaj (Morocco, 
1995-2005).

The current president is Donald Kaberuka (Rwanda, 2005-to date).

Current trajectory
Kaberuka, Rwanda’s finance minister in the decade following the genocide, has 
given the AfDB international prominence, and exponentially increased lending to the 
private sector, since taking over as president. Under his leadership, the bank has 
received more confidence from its shareholders, as evidenced by recent votes to 
increase its capital base and to replenish its resources. A growing number of African 
countries now see the bank as a lender and adviser of first choice, although it has 
fewer resources than the World Bank. The AfDB’s strategy, covered in At the Center 
of Africa’s Transformation: Strategy for 2013-2022,45 proposes a variety of reforms 
of leadership mechanisms. The next board session will take place in Abidjan in 
September 2014.
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Indicator Published rules Other factors 
 I. The leadership selection process searches and tests for specific, relevant competencies against clearly defined criteria through an inclusive, exhaustive process.

1 Does the Multi-lateral Organization/
International Organization (MO/IO) 
publish the criteria/terms of reference 
for leadership online?

Neither terms of reference nor criteria for the president’s position are 
found openly published. 

2 What percentage of the membership 
is involved in leadership selection and 
re-election in practice?

Full membership, but with different voting power. The founding 
Agreement Establishing the African Development Bank (1963) states 
that the board of governors elects the president “by a majority of the 
total voting power of the members, including a majority of the total 
voting power of the regional members”.46 Each AfDB member country, 
however, has an equal number of basic votes (625) in addition to the/a 
number of votes proportionate to its paid-in shares. The bank lists 
voting powers of each state in its annual reports in a transparent table 
based on subscriptions and contributions.47

3 Is there a time-bound, published and 
exhaustive process for leadership 
selection that weighs competence 
against the published criteria?

No. The establishing Agreement only states that it should be “a person 
of the highest competence in matters pertaining to the activities, 
management and administration of the Bank and shall be a national of 
a regional member state”.48

II. The leader has clear performance expectations, which are transparent and consistent with MO/IO’s overarching goals and which facilitate leadership 
accountability.

1 Do the leaders set clear performance 
expectations for themselves, which 
are transparent and consistent?

There is no official procedure for setting performance expectations. 
In practice, candidates outline the issues or themes they consider 
important, and the president-elect is expected to outline their working 
plan at the swearing-in ceremony.49

2 Is there an expectation that the leader 
translates overarching goals of the 
organization into a manageable and 
clear strategy? 

The current president has taken things further along with concrete 
steps in this direction: (a) the elaboration of the Medium-Term Strategy 
2008-2012 (MTS) with the advice of a high-level panel of eminent 
people; and (b) the AfDB Ten-Year Strategy (TYS) for 2013-2022.50 
In addition, the new AfDB People Strategy 2013-2017 proposes 
to “transform the leadership statement into tangible actions that 
managers can enact with staff on an ongoing basis”, and that “each 
leader and manager will have clear people management goals in their 
annual objectives that link to these standards and goals”.51
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3 Is the leader obliged to disclose 
conflicts of interest?

Yes. The establishing Agreement states “the Bank, its President, 
Vice-Presidents, officers and staff shall not interfere in the political 
affairs of any member; nor shall they be influenced in their decisions 
by the political character of the member concerned”.52 This principle 
of impartiality is enforced through the Staff Integrity and Ethics 
Office (SIEO) and the Anti-Corruption Department that investigates 
allegations of prohibited practices and related staff misconduct.

4 Is the leader obliged to adhere to a 
published code of ethics?

Yes, equal for each staff member of the bank. There is an organization-
wide whistle-blowing policy (2007), anti-corruption and fraud 
framework (2006) and an investigation office to look into the above. 
This was a product of a joint IFI anti-corruption task force (2006). The 
Bank also has a 1999 code of conduct for staff, as well as a 2007 
code of conduct for executive directors.

III. The leader has a defined performance management programme and receives annual feedback on performance
1 Is the leadership subjected to annual 

performance appraisal?
Not formally, but the new AfDB People Strategy 2013-2017 proposes 
that in the near future the “leadership behaviours will be translated 
into specific behavioural requirements, and progress will be measured 
through management effectiveness and employee engagement indices 
and 360 feedback, and supported by development interventions.”53 
Each VP now has to sign a “Performance Contract” annually with the 
president.

2 Is remuneration or benefits tied to 
the outcomes of the performance 
management programme?

No evidence.

3 Is the leader offered coaching and 
development opportunity to address 
weaknesses over time?

No official mechanisms established, but supplying “managers with 
coaches or mentors to provide confidential help to become more 
effective” is one of the initiatives of the new AfDB People Strategy 
2013-2017 (implementation began in the 3rd quarter of 2013).54

IV. Leadership re-election is based on transparent processes and metrics
1 Are performance management criteria 

considered by the full membership in 
the re-election process?

No evidence. 

2 Are other qualified candidates 
considered in the re-election 
process?

No evidence. 

V. The leader has the authority and mechanisms to shift strategic priorities to meet changing circumstances
1 Does the leader have the authority 

to shift strategic priorities in light of 
external changes?

Yes. Mainly through structural changes in the Bank. Due to the 
establishing Agreement the AfDB President determines the 
organizational structure, functions and responsibilities as well as the 
regional and country representation offices.55 
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2 Does the MO/IO have processes 
that facilitate implementation of new 
strategic priorities?

Yes. For example, the Results Management Framework will monitor 
implementation of the new Strategy for 2013-2022 over the 
3-year planning horizon reflected in the rolling plan and assess the 
development effectiveness of the institution. 

3 What percentage of resources are set 
aside for special initiatives decided by 
and controlled by a subset of the full 
membership?

The Fund has available resources entrusted to it under Article 8 
of the founding Agreement (1963), which empowers the Fund to 
receive other resources including grants from State Participants, 
non-participating countries, and from any public or private body or 
bodies.56 There has been an increase in trust funds capital in 2010 – 
73% compared to 2009 – that triggered a trust funds reform.57

As of 2012, the Bank mobilized a total of $127.7 million from donors 
to replenish the existing thematic ($130 million) and bilateral ($22.6 
million) Trust Funds. 
By the end of 2012, the African Development Bank had made 
substantial progress under its Trust Fund Reform policy by moving 
away from tied bilateral funds to multi-donor Trust Funds most of 
which are thematic in nature (for example, South-South Cooperation 
Trust Fund with Brazil ($6 million) approved by the Board in March 
2011).

VI. The leader is expected to attract, retain and develop talent through-out the organization
1 Does the organization take staff 

surveys to assess staff satisfaction 
and performance and do leaders 
utilize the results of these surveys?

Yes. The first staff survey was conducted in 2007. In 2010 President 
Kaberuka committed to a regular corporate accountability exercise, 
involving both client survey and a staff survey.58 The most recent staff 
survey was completed in December 2013 with results expected to be 
published in February 2014.

There have been a number of staff surveys in the 
past and we are planning to institutionalize the 
process and include results (staff engagement 
survey) as part of our Results Measurement 
Framework – the fundamental benchmark against 
which we assess our own performance. One of 
the 2013-2022 Strategy59 goals is: to put focus on 
“performance priorities, talent management and 
succession planning”.60 

2 Is the leader assessed on mentoring 
and coaching of subordinate staff?

No evidence. 
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VII. MO/IO has structures that encourage leadership to engage with diverse range of stakeholders
No. According to the Framework for Enhanced Engagement with Civil Society Organizations (2012), the Bank 
has no mechanisms to ensure systematic CSOs engagement, but aims at strengthening and institutionalizing 
it.61 The document encourages the staff (management included) to engage with stakeholders.62 
Compliance Review and Mediation Unit (CRMU) administers Independent Review Mechanism (IRM) through 
which people adversely affected by a project financed  by the AfDB can request the Bank to comply with its 
own policies and procedures.

VIII. MO/IO has structures that engage leadership thoroughly with internal/external evaluations
The Bank has structures to deal with both internal/independent and external evaluations.63

For independent evaluations there is a Management Response and a Management Action Record (MAR) that 
is published and discussed with the Board. The MAR sets out time-bound actions the Bank will (or will not) 
take in response to Recommendations made by Independent Evaluators. Management and Evaluators then 
jointly track implementation of these Management Commitments. For external Evaluations (e.g. UK Multilateral 
Aid Review, Australian Multilateral Aid Review or MOPAN) the Bank prepares Management Responses (though 
not usually an MAR).
Quality Assurance and Results Department has established a Roundtable Review Mechanism that brings 
together management from various relevant departments to review the evaluations and set out, where 
necessary, action to address them.
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17. Martinez-Diaz (2008), p. 388.
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19. UN (2008). See: http://www.un.org/News/briefings/docs/2008/080204_Barcena.doc.htm [accessed 18 September 
2014].

20. MOPAN (2012). 

21. For instance, Paul Wolfowitz, President, World Bank, resigned in 2007 over an alleged conflict of interest in respect to 
employment.

22. See: http://siteresources.worldbank.org/BODINT/Resources/CodeofConductforBoardOfficialsDisclosure.pdf.

23. UN (2013). See: http://icsc.un.org/resources/pdfs/general/standardsE.pdf [accessed 6 September 2014].

24. AfDB also has a code of conduct for staff (1999), and one for leaders (2007).

25. UN (2006). See: http://www.un.org/en/ethics/disclosure.shtml [accessed 18 September 2014].

26. UN (2008). See: http://www.un.org/News/briefings/docs/2008/080204_Barcena.doc.htm [accessed 18 September 
2014].

27. The list of 2012 disclosures is available from: http://www.un.org/sg/ethicalstandards/PublicDisclosure_2012.shtml. 

28. See also: New Zealand State Services Commission (2012). Leadership Success Profile. Wellington: State Services 
Commission.

29. Interview with the senior staff development officer, 26 July 2013.
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30. UNHCR has developed an integrated management assessment framework and introduced a performance 
management system, which includes 360-degree feedback from external stakeholders for all staff. This was in 
response to staff criticism that promotions were “not based on skills and suitability”, but on “seniority and influence 
of sponsors” (UK Department for International Development [DFID], Unpublished Working Paper on UNHCR: 19). For 
more on the survey, see: Turk and Eyster (2010).

31. EBRD (2012). Annual report [online]. See: http://www.ebrd.com/downloads/research/annual/ar12ei.pdf.

32. Interview with senior IOM official, 31 July 2013.
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34. Turk and Eyster (2010), p. 170; UNHCR (2013b).
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39. See: http://www.who.int/mediacentre/events/2013/key_principles_WHO_financing_dialogue.pdf.
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management.pdf.
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