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Abstract

Since the 1990s, corruption has emerged as one of the principal
obstacles to development and poverty reduction in developing
countries. As the world’s largest development finance
institution, the World Bank has adopted more comprehensive
strategies to combat corruption since the mid-1990s. The Bank’s
approach is based on four main pillars: preventing corruption in
financed projects, assisting countries in designing national anti-
corruption programs, integrating transparency and good
governance considerations into assistance strategies, and
actively participating in international initiatives. Despite
achievements such as the reform of procurement guidelines, the
establishment of the Integrity Vice Presidency, and enhanced
transparency in procurement processes, the World Bank’s
performance continues to face structural and institutional
limitations. The Bank’s non-political mandate, its reliance on a
neoliberal approach, and its failure to adequately acknowledge
its own role in the persistence of corruption have resulted in
many of its proposed reforms remaining superficial and
instrumental in nature. The experiences of countries such as
Uganda, Nigeria, and Mozambique demonstrate that policies
including privatization, civil society empowerment, and the
promotion of good governance may themselves contribute to the
reproduction of corruption networks when implemented in the
absence of transparency and accountability. The analysis
presented in this article indicates that effective anti-corruption
efforts require a multidimensional approach that extends beyond
administrative reforms and addresses power structures, political
institutions, and the social contexts of developing countries.
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Extended Abstract

Since the 1990s, corruption has been widely recognized as one of the principal obstacles
to economic development, poverty reduction, and institutional reform in developing
countries, becoming a central concern within the international development agenda. The
end of the Cold War, the declining geopolitical imperative to support authoritarian
regimes, and increasing awareness of the economic and social costs of corruption created
the conditions for greater international engagement in anti-corruption efforts. As the
world's leading development finance institution, the World Bank responded by adopting
a comprehensive anti-corruption strategy aimed at strengthening governance and
improving the effectiveness of development assistance. Its approach was built upon four
principal objectives: preventing corruption in Bank-financed projects, assisting member
states in designing and implementing national anti-corruption programs, integrating
governance and anti-corruption considerations into Country Assistance Strategies, and
participating actively in international anti-corruption initiatives. Despite notable
procedural and institutional achievements, considerable debate remains regarding the
effectiveness of the Bank's overall approach and its capacity to address the structural
causes of corruption. This study critically examines the World Bank's anti-corruption
policies and evaluates both their achievements and limitations. It employs a qualitative
descriptive-analytical methodology grounded in critical content and discourse analysis.
The research examines the Bank's official policy documents, strategic reports,
institutional evaluations, and scholarly literature, together with empirical evidence drawn
from selected case studies in Uganda, Nigeria, and Mozambique. Particular attention is
given to the World Bank's landmark policy reports, including Helping Countries Combat
Corruption, as well as independent evaluation reports and documented experiences
associated with Bank-supported reforms. The analysis is informed by a critical-structural
perspective, which argues that corruption cannot be adequately understood solely
through technical or managerial approaches but must also be examined in relation to
political institutions, power structures, and socio-economic conditions. The findings
indicate that the World Bank has achieved significant progress in strengthening technical
and institutional mechanisms for preventing corruption within its own operations. These
achievements include substantial reforms of procurement procedures, enhanced
transparency in public tendering, the establishment of the Institutional Integrity
Department (INT) and the Sanctions Committee, the development of comprehensive
debarment mechanisms for firms involved in fraudulent or corrupt practices, greater
integration of governance and anti-corruption objectives into Country Assistance
Strategies, active participation in international anti-corruption partnerships, and the
promotion of collective action initiatives involving the private sector. Collectively, these
measures have improved oversight, increased procedural transparency, and strengthened
the Bank's capacity to detect and sanction corruption in projects under its supervision.
However, the study also demonstrates that these institutional advances have been
accompanied by significant conceptual and structural limitations that have reduced the
overall effectiveness of the Bank's anti-corruption agenda. The first limitation arises from
the Bank's institutional mandate. Under its Articles of Agreement, the World Bank is
prohibited from intervening in the political affairs of member states. This legal restriction
has substantially constrained its ability to confront the political foundations of corruption,
including state capture, elite patronage networks, political influence over public
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institutions, and the concentration of economic and political power. Consequently, the
Bank's interventions have often focused on administrative procedures rather than the
deeper institutional conditions that enable systemic corruption. A second limitation
concerns the Bank's relatively narrow conceptualization of corruption as the abuse of
public office for private gain. Although this definition has facilitated the development of
practical policy instruments, it largely treats corruption as an individual or managerial
problem while giving insufficient attention to broader structural, institutional, cultural,
and political dimensions. As a result, important forms of corruption embedded within
governance systems, power relations, and economic structures remain insufficiently
addressed. The research further finds that the implementation of neoliberal policy
reforms promoted by the World Bank has, in certain contexts, generated unintended
consequences that have undermined anti-corruption objectives. Rapid privatization,
market liberalization, reductions in the role of the state, and externally financed civil
society initiatives have, in several developing countries, created new opportunities for
rent-seeking and elite capture rather than reducing corruption. Evidence from Uganda
demonstrates that privatization processes were frequently influenced by political
favoritism and patronage. In Nigeria, financial support intended to strengthen civil
society contributed to the emergence of government-organized non-governmental
organizations that served as new channels for rent extraction. Similarly, banking
privatization in Mozambique was followed by major financial scandals, governance
failures, and continued international financial support despite widespread evidence of
corruption and institutional breakdown. These experiences illustrate the limitations of
standardized policy prescriptions that fail to account for domestic institutional capacities
and political realities. The study also identifies a significant accountability deficit within
the World Bank's governance framework. While the Bank consistently requires
borrowing governments to comply with rigorous standards of transparency,
accountability, and good governance, it has accepted comparatively limited responsibility
for the adverse consequences of some of its own policy recommendations and
development interventions. This asymmetry has weakened the credibility of its anti-
corruption agenda and raised broader questions concerning institutional accountability in
international development governance. The study concludes that, although the World
Bank has played a decisive role in internationalizing the anti-corruption agenda,
strengthening procurement integrity, improving project oversight, and institutionalizing
good governance within development policy, it has achieved only limited success in
addressing the structural and systemic roots of corruption in developing countries. Its
predominantly technical and managerial approach, narrow conceptual understanding of
corruption, reliance on neoliberal policy prescriptions, institutional constraints regarding
political engagement, and insufficient accountability have collectively reduced the
effectiveness of its anti-corruption efforts. Sustainable progress requires a broader
analytical framework that incorporates political institutions, power relations, judicial
independence, media freedom, and the equitable distribution of political and economic
resources. Accordingly, meaningful anti-corruption reform demands a context-sensitive
and institutionally grounded strategy that extends beyond administrative and technical
measures to address the structural conditions through which corruption is produced and
sustained.
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5. Partial Loan Cancellation
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16. Collective Action

17. Integrity Pact

18. Certifying Business Coalition
19. Anti-corruption Declaration
20. Principle-based Initiative
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22. Government Organized Non-Governmental Organizations (GONGOs)
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23. Hanlon
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