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Surviving the Hiring Freeze: Drinking Vodka 
and Other Unconventional Approaches

IFC currently has a hiring freeze that is much harsher and longer than 
Mongolia’s legendary winters. For large offices, this is mainly an 
inconvenience: People can be shifted around. But for small, lean 
offices, not being able to hire people is a much bigger problem. In 
Mongolia, where IFC decided to beef up its advisory services right 
before the financial crisis struck, the hiring freeze has been particularly 

challenging.

Background

I never thought I’d be in this position. 
Numerous studies1 show a strong need for 
advisory services in Mongolia, especially in 
areas where IFC excels, such as the business 
environment, financial markets, and corporate 
governance. Donors have provided enough 
funding to run three advisory projects for two 
more years. Mongolian counterparts, both in 
government and the private sector, welcome 
IFC’s engagement. But then reality slaps me in 
the face: I can’t hire any staff to do the work 
because of the hiring freeze.

If the freeze continues long enough for short-
term consultants to use up their 150 days in 
fiscal year 2010, it won’t be possible to 
continue our new programs. It’s hard enough 
to recruit good people when I can only offer 
them short-term work with no guarantee 
beyond the 150 allowable days. How ironic 
that the global financial crisis has increased 
the need for advisory services, but because of 
the freeze on hiring, our ability to respond is 
limited. I can only assume that eventually the 
freeze will be lifted, at least in cases where 
there is clear demand, donor funding, and 
available IFC expertise. But in the interim, we 
need to move our programs forward without 
hiring staff. This is a real problem for new 
programs or offices with few staff. What can 
be done?

1 These include studies on business inspections by IFC’s Foreign 
Investment Advisory Services ,  Scott Jacobs & Co., and IFC scoping 
missions; corporate governance (e.g., IMF Financial System Stabil-
ity Assessment, World Bank Report on Standards and Codes, USAID 
- Economic Policy Reform and Competitiveness Project); credit in-
formation (e.g. IFC feasibility study), and many others.

What We Did

I am the only full-time advisory services staff 
person in Mongolia. I share an assistant with 
investment colleagues and now have a short-
term consultant (since I cannot make her staff 
yet) to manage a new advisory services project. 
So there’s no fat to trim: The only way to 
reduce advisory services staff would be for me 
to go on a diet. 

In spite of this, we managed to get a lot done. 

IFC’s hiring freeze is a nightmare for small field 
offices starting new programs.
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We developed two projects to improve the business and 
investment climate, both of which were both approved and 
funded (thank you, Netherlands). We also pulled off a 
Doing Business road show to disseminate the results of the 
latest Doing Business report, a conference about best 
practices in credit information, and assisted the Central 
Bank with a conference to promote mobile banking.

So how did we do it with almost no people? The short 
answer is that we had a lot of help from IFC staff in the East 
Asia and Europe and Central Asia regions. But we also 
worked hard at building relationships that provided the 
manpower to get things done. Here are some of the things 
we did to make it happen.

1) Get other organizations to do your work for you.

Although IFC has put more emphasis on hiring senior staff 
in recent years, I have found that in the field junior people 
are critical when ramping up IFC activities. Why? Because 
they do the heavy lifting on the ground. They have frequent 
interactions with local businesses, government, and 
organizations and provide information that is useful for 
planning and designing projects. They also handle a myriad 
of details when organizing workshops and other events. So 
what do you do if you don’t have enough staff of your 
own? Easy. You just hijack another organization’s staff.

Take the Doing Business road show, which took place in 
Ulaanbaatar in December 2008. This was a major, high-
visibility event. Technically speaking, it was the government’s 
show, but that doesn’t mean we were off the hook. We had 
a massive organizational challenge on our hands. For us, 
the answer lay in a public-private dialogue project, funded 

by the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 
called the Consultative Council. The project has five staff 
who wanted to get involved in business environment issues. 
So we quickly made a deal: The Doing Business team paid 
the expenses and the Council handled the logistics of the 
road show, including arranging the venue, working with 
the government to have the invitations printed and 
distributed, and handling all the translations and 
handouts. 

We did the same thing for an IFC-sponsored Credit 
Information Bureau conference held in April 2008. Our 
cosponsor, the Mongolian Bankers Association, is currently 
understaffed and could not handle the burden of organizing 
the conference by itself. But a USAID-funded organization, 
the Economic Policy Reform and Competitiveness Project 
(EPRC), also had an interest in the topic and was happy to 
take on the job. They even paid for some of the conference 
expenses. I watched in awe as EPRC rented space, organized 
simultaneous translation equipment, hired translators, and 
printed invitations with great efficiency.

2) Tap into IFC’s expertise.

Fortunately, IFC has done a really good job in changing its 
culture to a knowledge-sharing one. Many years ago, you 
were not rewarded for sharing your expertise with people 
in other regions. Now it is encouraged, especially for those 
countries that receive assistance from the International 
Development Association (IDA), the part of the World Bank 
that provides financial support to the world’s poorest 
countries, like Mongolia. We have definitely benefited from 
this. For example: 

• The IFC-China Program Manager for Business Enabling 
Environment, Josephine Bassinette, led the 
development and funding efforts for a new business 
inspections project. She, in turn, tapped into Florentin 
Blanc, IFC’s inspections guru based in the Europe and 
Central Asia region. 

• Mingyu Ma in IFC-China has task-managed our financial 
markets work. This includes housing finance, which is 
supported by Narayanasamy Kokularupan in Jakarta; 
credit bureaus, supported by Colin Raymond in Australia; 
and a scoping mission in mobile banking, led by Janine 
Firpo, also in Jakarta.

• Corporate Governance, which is under development and 
already funded, is being led by Sergei Tryputen in China 
and Chuck Canfield in Hong Kong.

• Edgar Saravia and Nonito Bernardo from IFC’s Hong 
Kong office are driving our efforts to get an infrastructure 
advisory project going.

Without the support of IFC talent in the region and 
elsewhere, it would simply not be possible to get projects 
going. 

IFC Mongolia staffing is already super thin.
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3) Cozy up to the World Bank.

Another source of comfort is the World Bank office, which 
is co-located with us. First, they provide administrative 
support, including payment processing, IT support, and 
logistics such as arranging transportation and translators. 
Second, they are incredibly helpful in finding out with 
whom we need to work within the government. Third, they 
are loaded with relevant data about the economy, which is 
helpful when writing proposals. They also have a good 
training space, video conference facilities, meeting rooms, 
and a decent kitchen. By having access to the resources of 
the World Bank, IFC can accomplish a lot more with limited 
staff.

A Few Lessons

It would be a mistake to assume that all this cooperation 
happens magically by itself. It takes a lot of effort.

1) Build really good personal relationships.

Too often, IFC staff use the reputation of the Corporation 
to do their relationship-building for them. But often that’s 
not enough, especially in Mongolia, where we’re the 
smallest international financial institution in town. To build 
good relationships you have to do more than occasionally 
meet and express a mutual interest in cooperation. Of 
course, you need to socialize over coffee, lunches, and 
dinner. But it pays to take the extra step. Share information 
openly. Drink beer. Go hiking or biking (if you have access 
to nature). Not only is it fun, but it delivers excellent returns. 

When I was new in Mongolia, I was able to get myself 
invited to the World Bank’s annual retreat. Besides official 
business, I found myself drinking Mongolian vodka in a yurt 
with World Bank staff late into the night. It was great fun. 
But more importantly, it laid the groundwork for excellent 
working relationships. I am proud of the role my liver has 
played in the battle against poverty.

2) Make visiting your country easy for IFC colleagues.

It’s very easy not to go to a country if you don’t really want 

to. It helps that Mongolia is an IDA country, since we now 
get gold stars on our foreheads for working in them. But in 
winter, it gets down to -40 degrees. So how do you lure IFC’s 
experts to you, especially when other IDA countries, like 
Cambodia and Laos, beckon? Make the trip efficient, 
surprise-free, and fun. But how? 

• Make an effort to understand what the mission is 
trying to accomplish. This will help you get the right 
people. It also helps to do some research in advance so 
that they have relevant background information.

• Always pick up your visiting colleagues at the airport. 
Nobody likes being alone in a strange country, often late 
at night, at the mercy of predatory cab drivers.

• Organize all the meetings in advance and provide a 
meeting schedule with all relevant information, including 
phone numbers and addresses. Make sure there is a 
driver at their service throughout the mission so they do 
not have to be bothered with worrying about how to 
get from one place to another.

• Join them for as many meetings as you can. Being the 
person on the ground adds value and, by engaging with 
your visitors, you can hold intelligent discussions with 
them afterwards.

• Have key documents translated and make sure that 
translators are available. 

• Finally, try to show your visitors something unique about 
the country and take them to fun places in town. Getting 
visitors out of the city is a great way to delight them.

I applied this method in Tbilisi, Georgia, in 1998-99, when 
nobody wanted to come. Within a year, I was swamped 
with visitors. In Mongolia, we had people coming 
throughout the winter—a true sign of success.

3) Help other organizations.

Although we are usually on the receiving end, it pays to do 
something for others when you can. This is particularly true 
of the World Bank, which could, if it chose, take care of IFC 

In Mongolia, IFC and the World Bank have a cozy relationship.

IFC Mongolia provides first-class support for visiting missions.
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business only at the last minute. Here are some 
examples of IFC’s contributions to others: 

• Providing support for the World Bank’s 
economic policy conference. Because I am 
a Russian speaker, I volunteered to take 
care of all matters related to a key speaker, 
Dr. Yegor Gaidar, the former Prime 
Minister of the Russian Federation.

• Sharing materials developed in former 
Soviet countries with other donor-funded 
organizations involved in private-sector 
development.

• Sharing information about good candidates 
for positions with other international 
organizations. 

• Providing workshops on curriculum vitae 
writing and interviewing for staff of other 
organizations whose projects were closing 
down.

• Providing information about the business 
environment to commercial attachés of 
embassies and other international 
organizations with an interest in 
Mongolia.

Conclusion

It’s hard to justify a hiring freeze for a small 
office in a difficult country when you’re trying 
to get new programs off the ground. But the 
situation doesn’t have to be Kafkaesque. I 
believe that the collective screams from IFC 
offices around the world will lead to an end to 
the hiring freeze on the 149th working day of 
fiscal year 2010, at least for donor-funded 
operations. 

Until then, a bit of creativity and good 
relationship-building can help you bridge the 
gap and get on with the job. We will survive.

DISCLAIMER
IFC SmartLessons is an awards 
program to share lessons learned 
in development-oriented advisory 
services and investment 
operations. The findings, 
interpretations, and conclusions 
expressed in this paper are those 
of the author(s) and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of IFC 
or its partner organizations, the 
Executive Directors of The World 
Bank or the governments they 
represent. IFC does not assume 
any responsibility for the 
completeness or accuracy of the 
information contained in this 
document. Please see the terms 
and conditions at www.ifc.org/
smartlessons or contact the 
program at smartlessons@ifc.org.

My undergraduate degree in German literature 
prepared me well for dealing with IFC’s 

HR policies.


