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By Daniel F. Runde and Amasia Zargarian 

On January 30, 2013, the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) and the Integrity Vice Presidency (INT) 
of the World Bank cohosted a public conference entitled “Anti-Corruption Efforts in Global Development: A 
Commitment to Act.” This conference featured keynote speaker Dr. Jim Yong Kim in his first public speech on anti-
corruption as president of the World Bank Group. The conference also hosted two high-level panels, representing 
senior officials from the World Bank and civil society, addressing both the costs of corruption and pointing ways 
forward in dealing with corruption in the context of global development. 

For a long time, it has been a tacit assumption in development circles that corruption is inherently part of the “cost of 
doing business.” However, corruption is increasingly intolerable for development policymakers and implementers and 
for the general public. It is a common misconception that people in countries with traditionally high levels of 
corruption are tolerant of corruption; however, expectation of corruption is not the same as acceptance of it, and while 
many victims of corrupt practices are powerless to fight that corruption, they are eager to combat it. As Dr. Kim rightly 
framed it, corruption remains one of the central challenges of development, with many deleterious impacts on poor 
people, on the rule of law, and on enterprise and innovation. 

A Multisector Approach 

Anti-corruption and transparency efforts cannot hope to be effective as a solitary exercise, and their success requires 
the buy-in and active participation of development stakeholders across the board: donor agencies, host country 
governments, civil society organizations, and the private sector, among other actors. Global development no longer 
connotes the traditional model of government-to-government transfers of funds from the Global North to the South. 
The modern landscape of development involves a broad and diverse set of donors, implementers, recipients, and 
partners. In recent years, the role of the private sector in development has grown exponentially, while booming 
economic growth in the middle-income world has brought a new set of influential donors to the table. Parallel to these 
happenings, the role of civil society and nongovernmental organizations in implementing development has expanded. 

The consensus from the conference was that civil society has a very important role to play in anti-corruption and 
transparency, and facilitating the growth of robust civil sectors throughout the world is an important part of the global 
anti-corruption campaign. It is particularly important to support civil society development in autocratic societies or 
imperfect democracies, where civil society organizations are sometimes the only check to rampant institutional 
corruption. However, the role of civil society should not be overestimated either, as it represents only one part of the 
bigger solution. 

The private sector also has an important role to play in combating corruption in the delivery of development. While 
companies operating in developing countries have traditionally had a higher tolerance for corruption than donors, they 
are also keen to eliminate costs and dangers associated with bribes and unreliable investment climates. In addition to 
the moral component, combating corruption offers a tangible profit motive as well for the private sector. 
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One other major sector that is sometimes omitted from this discussion is the diaspora, whose role in development 
should not be understated. Every year, hundreds of billions of dollars flow to the developing world through remittances 
alone, and these funds are by no means spared from the corrosive effect of corruption. Linking diasporas with the 
global anti-corruption agenda will help ensure that the world’s poorest receive the needed assistance that is often 
denied to them. 

Governance and Democracy 

The conference also highlighted the profound link between governance and corruption, with the speakers emphasizing 
on multiple occasions that the fight against corruption is part of the bigger-picture good governance agenda and that 
anti-corruption and transparency form just one piece of the equation for a well-governed society.  

Within the context of governance, the link between democracy and corruption was raised, triggering the longstanding 
debate over whether a democratic society is necessary for rooting out corruption. The speakers agreed that, perhaps 
with the exception of Singapore, corruption is much less likely to thrive in a country governed by democratic 
principles and systems of accountability. At the same time, it is important to note that democracy in and of itself does 
not ensure anything; rather, democratic governance creates the conditions most suitable for keeping corruption in 
check. 

The way that the World Bank and its partners bring about an environment for good governance is a more difficult 
question. The World Bank is not a political institution and does not attempt to become involved in the domestic 
political situation in its member countries, focusing instead on encouraging economic growth. However, as one 
speaker pointed out, separating politics from economics is essentially impossible, as the political and economic 
establishments in any society are thoroughly intertwined.  

It is clear that in order for corruption to be rooted out from a society, the incentives system that encourages corruption 
needs to be transformed. This, however, raises a question: how do we change an incentive system when the very 
individuals who have the power to change that system are the ones directly benefitting from it? One potential solution 
is to intervene in ways that help economies open up, undermining crony capitalism in the process. By targeting 
investments and assistance in ways that empower otherwise marginalized economic players, the World Bank has the 
ability to make a positive impact toward greater economic opportunity worldwide. 

World Bank Leadership  

For the World Bank Group itself, fighting corruption is a priority within its broader goal of positive development for 
the world’s poorest. Building on former World Bank president James Wolfensohn’s landmark “cancer of corruption” 
speech in 1996, the World Bank has spearheaded a number of initiatives in anti-corruption and transparency in global 
development. In that speech, Wolfensohn broke the relative silence that had surrounded corrupt activities related to 
global development.  

In addition, there are several flagship global initiatives to combat corruption in development. The International 
Corruption Hunters Alliance, for instance, has since 2010 brought together anti-corruption leaders from individual 
member countries to coordinate anti-corruption efforts at the global scale as well. The Stolen Asset Recovery (StAR) 
Initiative, meanwhile, is a notable example of multisector collaboration against corruption. Both of these are led by the 
World Bank, in conjunction with other key development players, such as the United Nations. 

In any case, it is widely recognized that data collection and measurement are critical for understanding and combating 
corruption. Yet data collection around the issue of corruption is inherently difficult. Corrupt practices are designed to 
circumvent the legal establishment and escape detection, making measurement and data collection very challenging. 
New approaches, technologies, and alliances in recent years have nevertheless yielded a much clearer understanding of 
the extent and nature of corruption in development. Coupled with more robust enforcement mechanisms and authority, 
these new approaches are yielding better results than ever before in the anti-corruption fight. 
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Operating with Risk 

Furthermore, the World Bank and its partners seek to fit anti-corruption efforts into their development and investment 
activities. Eliminating corruption is not tantamount to eliminating risk. The World Bank and its partner institutions 
operate in high-risk contexts and engage in projects that are inherently risky. It is this readiness to engage on risk that 
allows the World Bank to operate in environments that would otherwise be underserved. Rather, instead of trying to 
avoid risk, it is more important to manage it in a responsible manner. This reality underlines the importance of 
carrying out stringent due diligence before making investments, as in the case of the International Finance Corporation, 
the private-sector arm of the World Bank. 

The Costs of Corruption 

The conference also addressed the issue of the costs of corruption. A standard estimate for the costs of corruption 
borne by the developing world does not yet exist, but a commonly accepted figure estimates over $1 trillion paid in 
bribes annually. Finding a way to capture the costs of corruption more accurately will help draw a more compelling 
picture of the need to combat corruption. 

One tragic fact that was repeatedly stressed during the conference was that the poorest people are the worst affected by 
corruption, which effectively acts as a regressive tax, stealing resources meant for the poor and denying them hope and 
the right to a better life. While the costs of corruption are borne by any number of victimized sectors, what drives the 
global campaign against corruption ultimately comes down to helping the poorest people, building societies that work, 
and delivering accountable governance. 

There is also an intangible but deadly cost associated with corruption in developing countries, namely the erosion of 
rule of law in a society, brought about by corruption that pervades various institutions and sectors at all levels. 
Corruption also destroys trust in the market for the private sector, whose investments and vitality are critical for a 
healthy economy. Events in countries such as Tunisia over the past two years have been sobering reminders of the 
untenable nature of closed economies dominated by corrupt elites and monopolies. 

Dealing with Corruption 

The World Bank has carried out over 600 investigations in the past four and a half years, generating 250 debarments. 
More than mere condemnation, these figures reflect the World Bank’s tangible ability to punish corrupt practices and 
undermine the culture of impunity that breeds persistent corruption.  

As far as actual enforcement, the Padma Bridge case in Bangladesh, mentioned by Dr. Kim in his speech, highlights 
the ability of the World Bank to react effectively in the face of corruption. The construction of this bridge, which 
depended on $1.2 billion of credit from the World Bank, was beset with corrupt practices, the extent of which was 
discovered and reported by World Bank investigators conducting due diligence. When the Bangladeshi government 
failed to comply with the World Bank’s alternative plan to move forward with the project and punish the complicit 
officials, the World Bank canceled its entire line of credit for the bridge. This incident demonstrated the World Bank’s 
willingness to engage with and invest in the development of high-risk environments, while simultaneously supporting 
the strong anti-corruption principles that are essential for good governance. 

It is clear that accountability must be strengthened on the demand side, helping the marginalized demand 
accountability at all levels. The importance of “naming and shaming” offenders should not be forgotten, but it is 
likewise just one aspect of the anti-corruption approach.  

Since corruption is an incendiary topic that elicits much anger, it is also important to exercise caution and to pursue 
rational anti-corruption policies. The issue of data collection and accurate detection of corruption is vital again in this 
case, since sanctioning an entire group of people for corruption when only a subgroup is culpable is counterproductive. 
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When a state institution is itself corrupt, for example, it essentially “forces” corruption upon its employees; in such 
cases, it is difficult to make a clear-cut distinction between the perpetrators and the victims of corruption. 

As Dr. Kim and others pointed out, the World Bank is already home to many resources that can be leveraged toward 
solving the world’s development problems, including proper institution building to stamp out corruption. However, 
accessing these solutions and connecting them with the appropriate problems is a more challenging task, and the World 
Bank seeks to find better ways to tap into its own resources. 

Daniel F. Runde is director of the Project on Prosperity and Development and holds the William A. Schreyer Chair in 
Global Analysis at CSIS. Amasia Zargarian is a research associate with the CSIS Project on Prosperity and 
Development. 
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