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The World’s Bank 
and the Bank’s World

c

Catherine Weaver

Who or what shapes and drives the policy and operational behavior of the
World Bank? The objective of this essay is to lay the conceptual and
empirical framework for this special issue. I begin by constructing a syn-
thetic theoretical model—drawing from principal-agent models and soci-
ological institutionalism—to delineate the set of external and internal fac-
tors shaping Bank behavior. I then lay the empirical groundwork by
exploring the most salient characteristics of the “world’s Bank,” taking
special note of the Bank’s relationship with the United States, borrowing
states, and nongovernmental organizations. In the second half, I focus on
the “Bank’s world,” investigating the internal bureaucratic politics and
culture of the Bank. Specifically, I examine the sources and nature of the
Bank’s “intellectual culture” (characterized by its economistic, apolitical,
and technical rationality), its “operational culture” (portrayed as driven by
approval and disbursement imperatives), and the dynamics of bureaucratic
politics that pervade the hierarchy of the Bank. KEYWORDS: World Bank,
organizational culture, organizational theory, principal-agent, nongovern-
mental organizations.

I t is ironic. Former US secretary of defense Robert McNamara, who
assumed the presidency of the World Bank in 1968, sought to engender an
autonomy, authority, and organizational culture that would enable the

Bank to rapidly expand its development lending and expertise, and thus
ensure the institution’s early success. Paul Wolfowitz, the recent US deputy
secretary of defense, took the mantle of the Bank in May 2005. Prior to his
resignation in May 2007, Wolfowitz sought to overhaul the very culture his
predecessor put in place and to renegotiate the Bank’s precarious relationship
with its varied political masters in order to rein in mission creep and revital-
ize the Bank’s waning effectiveness and legitimacy. The new Bank president,
Robert Zoellick, faces similar tasks, even more daunting in the wake of the
scandal surrounding Wolfowitz’s early departure. Indeed, the president of the
World Bank has often been able to mold the institution in his image. Yet over
time, as the Bank aged and grew in size, the influence of its leaders has been
muted by the push and pull of two factors: the complex politics of the Bank’s
external environment versus the bureaucratic politics and cultural dynamics
of its internal environment. This has led to an enduring puzzle for scholars.
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Economic Growth, Poverty Reduction,
and the Role of Social Policies: 

The Evolution of the World Bank’s
Social Development Approach

c

Antje Vetterlein

The World Bank has undergone tremendous change recently. One crucial
innovation is its initiative to raise social development to the level of core
issue within its development strategy. While the Bank has always been
concerned with social issues, the meaning and operational significance of
social has changed over time. Using a content analysis of relevant World
Bank documents, I distinguish three periods where the meaning of social
has changed. The article’s main objective is to explain this change in the
Bank, allowing us to answer questions about the conditions for policy
change in international organizations. Is the World Bank merely adapting
to the outside world, or is it engaging in innovative behavior? The case
study reveals an alternative explanation for policy change in IOs other
than either external pressure or internal advocacy. It shows that external
and internal triggers are related and reinforce each other. KEYWORDS:
World Bank, development strategy, internal advocates, international
organizations, discursive change.

T he World Bank has undergone tremendous change during the past
decade.1 One crucial innovation is its initiative to raise social develop-
ment to the level of core issue within its development strategy, as

reflected in its 2005 social development strategy.2 While there had never been
a Bankwide approach to social development before, the Bank has always been
concerned with social issues. However, the meaning and operational signifi-
cance of the social has changed over time. Once at the core of the development
strategy in the late 1970s, social policies seemed to be forgotten over the
course of the 1980s. In the early 1990s, social policies were transformed into
facilitators of economic growth in order to reduce poverty, before finally
returning to become the core of development today. Social policies have
always been closely tied to the relationship between economic growth and
poverty reduction and thus to the Bank’s development strategy. The role of
social (development) policies within the economic growth and poverty-
reduction nexus has shifted according to the World Bank’s understanding of
development at different times. I argue that the Bank’s discourse on the social
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The World Bank Group: 
Championing Sustainable 

Development Norms?
c

Susan Park

It is well documented that international organizations diffuse norms, but
how and why do they do so? I compare how the World Bank and the Inter-
national Finance Corporation attempt to spread sustainable development
norms through their compliance, mainstreaming, and diffusion efforts. I
propose that international organizations spread norms in different ways as
a result of their roles within their respective social environments. The
International Finance Corporation champions sustainable development by
spreading core practices throughout the project finance industry, while the
Bank attempts to do so through core and noncore activities. The different
approaches raise questions about the capacity of each organization to
champion environmental norms: the Bank’s multiple activities mixes its
environmental message as opposed to the International Finance Corpora-
tion’s single (recently lessened) environmental voice. KEYWORDS: World
Bank, environment, norms, international organizations, International
Finance Corporation.

H ow do international organizations (IOs) champion new norms? It is
well documented that IOs diffuse norms to states.1 I argue that IOs dif-
fuse norms through everyday practices, but they may also champion

ideas through separate endeavors. I examine how the World Bank and its affil-
iate the International Finance Corporation (IFC), a lender and investor in pri-
vate sector projects in developing countries, diffuse sustainable development
norms in different ways.2 I propose that IFC champions sustainable develop-
ment norms by spreading core practices throughout the project finance indus-
try, while the Bank attempts to do so through both core and noncore activities.
The different approaches raise questions about the capacity of each organiza-
tion to champion environmental norms: the Bank’s multiple activities lead to
a mixed environmental message versus IFC’s single (though recently less-
ened) environmental voice. Arguably, the different approaches are best under-
stood by situating each institution in its social environment, or observing how
it interacts with IOs, states, and nonstate actors. 

I propose that the Bank continues to have difficulties in consolidating core
sustainability norms as witnessed through its compliance, mainstreaming, and
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Multilateral Lending Institutions 
and Transnational Policy Networks 

in Mexico and Chile
c

Judith Teichman

The impact of economic globalization for the countries of Latin America
was profoundly shaped by the impact of the debt crisis of the early 1980s.
For these countries, the emergence of transnational policy networks
involving multilateral and domestic technocrats was instrumental in ush-
ering in market reforms. By 2007, a variety of factors would seem to place
middle-income countries such as Mexico and Chile beyond the policy
reach of multilateral lending institutions. I argue, however, that the Inter-
American Development Bank and the World Bank have, in fact, become
closely entangled in the development of conditional cash transfer pro-
grams through closed transnational policy networks. The nature and extent
of that involvement has been shaped by the different institutional legacies
and cultures of the two institutions. While both multilaterals tended to bol-
ster the objectives of domestic policymakers and the exclusion of civil
society organizations from the policy process, the greater rhetorical com-
mitment of the World Bank to civil society participation did allow civil
society organizations to pry open a small space for policy inclusion in the
Chilean case. KEYWORDS: Mexico, Chile, World Bank, Inter-American
Development Bank, poverty.

E conomic changes since the mid-1970s, involving the elimination of eco-
nomic borders and an increase in international exchange particularly in
trade and investment flows, are at the heart of what has become known

as economic globalization. These changes were accompanied by a new policy
direction that took as its primary article of faith the reduction in the role of the
state. For Latin America (and for most countries of the Global South), this new
policy direction became closely associated with the debt crisis and with World
Bank structural adjustment programs. For at least a decade, the main ideas of
neoliberalism (particularly, trade liberalization and privatization) were trans-
mitted through “policy dialogue” in which protracted discussions between
lending institutions and borrower governments established close working rela-
tionships between domestic and multilateral technocrats. Multilateral officials
now had an opportunity to influence policy in important ways and did so
through these transnational policy networks.1
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