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Introduction 

International Organisations are currently in a difficult position. Globalisation has not only 

brought financial benefits to the (mainly western) world population, but has also increased 

public awareness to international problems such as poverty and environmental degradation. In 

the public eye the international organisations are supposed to tackle these challenges and 

decrease the negative impacts of the globalisation process. However, national governments 

are not willing enough to sacrifice some of their powers in favour of those organisations, 

which they would require in order to implement change. The result is often a bad perception 

or image of these organisations in the public. 

 

In the context of a practical course at the University of St. Gall with a focus on development 

cooperation our group was confronted with the task of analysing the image of the 

International Financial Institutions. The short timeframe for the elaboration on this broad 

topic, forced us to concentrate on one institution only. In this paper we will therefore 

concentrate our analysis on the World Bank and ask ourselves what the current image of the 

World Bank is and if it is really as bad as we can expect from current trends described above. 

We will then elaborate on the question if there is any need to actively promote change to this 

image and, if so, we will try and formulate simple recommendations for the Swiss authorities, 

which are in direct contact with the World Bank. 

 

In order to find out how the World Bank is perceived we carried out a series of surveys 

targeting different stakeholder groups. We confronted people from the streets, students, 

experts, media representatives and exponents of Non- Governmental Organisations (NGOs). 

We would like to take the opportunity to thank everyone who was kind enough to help our 

group with our surveys and interviews. Especially, we would like to extend our gratitude to 

Mr. Reinhard Haslinger and Ms. Juri Sekiguchi of the World Bank, Mr. Pietro Veglio of the 

Swiss Institute for International Economics and Applied Economic Research, Mr. Hans Galli 

Stefan Schnyder and Ms. Viera Malach as media representatives, and our contacts at the 

various NGOs. 
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1. Background 

 1.1. Multilateral aid 
Poverty, environmental pollution and diseases do not stop at borders. And especially in the 

current era of globalisation specific problems of this kind have caused global impacts. As a 

result global assistance and cooperation is required as mainly developing countries often 

cannot manage their problems by themselves anymore. 

The collective aid of several countries is called “multilateral aid”. This cooperation has to be 

coordinated to avoid ineffectiveness and double tracked missions. Therefore several 

worldwide organisations have been established to provide effective assistance. International 

organisations such as the UN, the World Bank and regional development banks try to channel 

the powers and funds of individual donors. Thanks to their extensive knowledge, their 

longstanding experience and substantial resources a sustainable solution is more likely to be 

achieved. (www.deza.ch) 

Of course there are a lot of different areas as health, economic development etc. in which 

multilateral aid has to be provided. Accordingly, there exist several international organisations 

specialised on these topics. In this essay the focus lies on the International Financial 

Institutions and especially the World Bank. 

 

1.2. International Financial Institutions (IFIs) 
By definition an International Financial Institution has to be established by at least two 

countries to get the predicate “international”. In general their owners are national 

governments – occasionally also other international institutions or organisations. 

IFIs exist in different shapes as bilateral, regional or multilateral. In general they have a 

similar task: The financing of development projects or/and the management of the global 

financing system. 

The best-known IFIs are the Bretton Woods Institutions. They include the World Bank, the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), the International Finance Corporation (IFC), and other 

members of the World Bank Group. Especially the purposes of the IMF and the World Bank 

are sometimes difficult to differentiate (Rowohl, p. 31). 

The IMF was established "to promote international monetary cooperation, exchange stability, 

and orderly exchange arrangements; to promote economic growth and high levels of 

employment; and to provide temporary financial assistance to countries to help ease the 

balance of payments adjustment” (IMF, 2008). 
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The World Bank on the other side basically has the purpose to reduce the global poverty and 

improve the living standards. To reach these goals the World Bank serves as a vital source of 

financial and technical assistance to developing countries. The World Bank itself consists of 

two development institutions: The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

(IBRD) and the International Development Association (IDA). The IMF as well as the World 

Bank is joined by 185 member countries (www.worldbank.org). 

 

1.3. The World Bank 
The fact that the worlds most powerful governments agreed to establish together a strong 

international organisation for development is remarkable. However it is essential to have a 

closer look at the historical background of this decision. The difficult circumstances and the 

essential need for joint action were the fundament for the new institutions. In this chapter an 

insight into the history, the tasks and the organisation of the World Bank will be provided. 

 

The depression of the 1930s has shown that an international coordination of the international 

monetary system was necessary. Many countries reacted to the crisis with regulations and 

restrictions without considering the effects on other countries. Not until World War II have 

global actions been taken. In World War II Europe has been widely destroyed and 

international aid was needed to avoid a further breakdown of the European economies. 

(Ritzen, p. 73) 

On July 22, 1944, as a reaction to the then-current events, the United Nations and Financial 

Conference in Bretton Woods took place. At this conference two institutions were created to 

rebuild the destroyed Europe after World War II: The “International Bank for Reconstruction 

and Development“ (IBRD) and the “International Monetary Fund” (IMF), also known as the 

Bretton Woods Institutions. Besides the reconstruction these institutions had the purpose to 

secure stable trade and inflation and to prevent another economic and political escalation. 

(Ritzen, p. 74) 

 

The IBRD is, as already mentioned, one part of the current World Bank setup. After the 

economic revival of Europe, the World Bank’s activities became focused on developing 

countries. An indication for this change was the foundation of the “The International 

Development Association” (IDA), the other part of the World Bank beside the IBRD, in 1960. 

In the meantime the role of the IBRD has shifted too. Whereas the IDA provides interest-free 
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loans to the poorest countries to support programs that boost economic growth, reduce 

inequalities and improve living conditions, the IBRD serves middle-income countries with 

capital investment and advisory services. (www.worldbank.org) 

 

Today, three more sub-organisations join the the IBRD and the IDA. All these institutions 

together compose the World Bank Group, as shown in the figure below. 

Figure 1: Organisational chart of the Worldbank (own design, 2008) 
 

The “International Finance Corporation” (IFC) helps building the private sector in developing 

countries. The “Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency” (MIGA) boosts direct 

investments by giving guarantees to the investors and providing services like technical 

assistance. Further on, the “International Centre for Settlement of Investment 

Disputes“ (ICSID) provides facilities for conciliation and arbitration of international 

investment disputes. (www.worldbank.org) 

 

 

The World Bank Group 
The World Bank 
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In general the World Bank Group sets its priorities by following the Millenium Goals. These 

objectives are part of the Millenium Declaration, which was signed at the headquarters of the 

United Nations in New York by most of the worlds countries. (www.worldbank.org) 

 
• Eradicate extreme poverty and 
hunger  

• Reduce child mortality 
 

•Achieve universal primary 
education 
 

• Combat HIV/AIDS ,  malaria ,  and 
other diseases 
 

• Promote gender equality and 
empower women 
 

• Ensure environmental 
sustainability 
 

• Improve maternal health 
 

• Develop a global 
partnership for development  
 

Table 1: Millenium Development Goals (http://www.worldbank.org) 
 

1.4. Switzerland and the World Bank 
Switzerland has been a member of the World Bank and the IMF since 1992. The Swiss 

proportion of voting rights in the World Bank is currently 1.69 %. 

Switzerland is also represented in the board of Directors of the World Bank. The Swiss 

executive director is the head of a voting group of several nations: Poland, Serbia and 

Montenegro, Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tadzhikistan and Turkmenistan. 

The State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO) coordinates within the Swiss 

administration and in close cooperation with the Swiss Agency for Development and 

Cooperation (SDC) the political dialog and the cooperation between Switzerland and the 

World Bank. (www.deza.ch) 
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2. Self‐perception of the World Bank 

In order to fully comprehend the implications regarding the image of the World Bank, this 

paper will first analyse the self- perception of the World Bank and then contrast the findings 

with the results from surveys we conducted with different focus groups. 

Beforehand, however, we will present a theoretical concept on the topic of „image“, which 

will guide the reader in a more structured way through the findings and recommendations 

presented later in the paper. 

 

2.1. Theoretical model 
The model we will present is originally taken out of the management literature context and 

was originally published by Birkigt, Stadler and Funck (5.ed., 1992) in their book Corporate 

Identity- Basic Concepts, Functions, Case Studies. Although it was developed for private 

sector organisations we can also use the framework for the World Bank. 

For the authors the image of an organisation is the result of a company’s efforts in the 

corporate identity area. Corporate identity illustrates the self-perception of an organisation, 

whereas the corporate image illustrates other people’s perceptions of the organisation. Image 

can therefore be defined as the projection of the identity in the social context (Birkigt et. al., 

p.23). 

Corporate Identity can be defined as the coherent connection of behaviour, appearance, 

communication and personality of a given organisation. The graphic below illustrates the core 

ideas of the model. 

 
Figure 2: Graphic illustration of Corporate Identity (Birkigt/Stadler/ Funck, 1992) 
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They argue that Corporate Identity can be regarded as the strategically planned and 

operatively staged self-projection and behaviour of an organisation on the basis of an 

organisation’s philosophy, a long- term objective and a predefined target-image. 

2.1.1. Corporate Personality 
In this model, the personality of an organisation is the centrepiece of Corporate Identity. 

Behaviour, appearance and communication are instruments in order to find the desired 

personality and with it its identity. 

The authors define corporate personality as the manifested self conception of the organisation. 

As a consequence an organisation has to understand itself with regard to its current existence, 

goals, objectives, macroeconomic capacity and social role (Birkigt et al., p. 19). 

Understanding the current existence implies a definition of the status quo seen as the sum of 

all past accomplishments. The organisation can use these accomplishments as a basis for all 

future goals. In contrast to goals, objectives are generally defined efforts to be fulfilled 

continually. In the case of the World Bank the objectives include reducing poverty worldwide 

by promoting growth to create economic opportunities to help poor people take advantage of 

these opportunities (World Bank A, 2008). Goals, on the other hand, manifest themselves 

through openly communicated intentions, on what, how and when something should be 

accomplished. The Millenium Goals as the driving force for the World Bank can be included 

in this category. 

Macroeconomic capacity and social role of an organisation are closely related to its objectives. 

In the case of the World Bank they include safeguarding of all operations against threats and 

political risks, inclusion and integration of different stakeholder perspectives, ensuring the 

financing through donor countries (i.e. shareholder countries), responsibility towards society 

and environment (Birkigt et. al., p. 20). 

 

2.1.2. Corporate Behaviour 
Coherent corporate behaviour, including all effects and consequences, is the most important 

and efficient instrument of Corporate Identity according to the authors (Birkigt et al., p. 20). 

The perception of an organisation depends more on behaviour than on statements. Behaviour 

should mirror the organisations objectives and goals. With coherent action an organisation 

creates identity over time. 
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2.1.3. Corporate Appearance 
The first impression with a new organisation is often shaped by the brand presentation. 

Important factors here are design, colours, symbols and especially in the case of international 

organisations also people, namely the leaders. The best example in this context is Kofi Annan, 

who formed the perception of the United Nations as much, if not more, than the usual 

marketing efforts. On the negative side, Paul Wolfowitz, former president of the World Bank, 

certainly influenced the appearance of his organisation. 

An important factor for the appearance is continuity, which has to be balanced with 

continuous change appropriately reflecting a changing identity (Birkigt et al., p. 21). 

 

2.1.4. Corporate Communication 

Corporate communication is probably the most flexible instrument within the model, because 

it allows a long-term strategic use, as well as a short-term tactical application, e.g. because of 

a sudden incident. 

Communication has to be designed to consequently develop a target-identity. Again, 

coherence to past behaviour, appearance and communication schemes is important. Especially 

short-term tactical communication has to be generally in line with the long-term 

communication and identity strategy. (Birkigt et al., p.21) 

 

All these different instruments are closely interlinked. Certain aspects and structures in real 

life are sometimes difficult to integrate into a single category, as we will see in the following 

chapter. As the categories are all part of the Corporate Identity, however, these difficulties are 

only of scientific character and do not distort the content of the main conclusions. 

 

2.2. Interviews with World Bank employees 

In order to get a picture of the self-perception by the World Bank, we conducted phone-

interviews with two World Bank employees, Ms. Juri Sekiguchi and Mr. Reinhard Haslinger. 

Both interviewees have more than six years of work experience with the World Bank and 

have had the opportunity to see different areas within the organisation during that time. 

Currently they are situated in Vienna and are indicated as media contacts for Europe on the 

official World Bank website. 

Again, to simplify orientation for the reader we will use the terms Behaviour, Appearance, 

and Communication from the model above. 
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2.2.1. Behaviour 

With regard to the World Banks behaviour both interviewees acknowledged the fact that the 

organisation is often judged by the actions of single persons, especially the current presidents. 

Historically this role is, appointed by the President of the United States, who represents the 

largest single shareholder of the World Bank. In the general public this fact often leads to the 

perception that the World Bank is under too much influence of the USA. 

In the interviews this perception could not be confirmed. According to the employees this 

influence is exaggerated. While the USA undeniably have a significant vote in the agenda 

setting, the dominance diminishes significantly in the daily operations. The reason behind this 

is that World Bank employees generally are not appointed by a member country, but are hired 

by the bank itself. This means, the employees are under no pressure from member countries 

and are exclusively responsible to the World Bank. Political pressure and bargaining is 

therefore concentrated on the upper levels of the World Bank hierarchy. Since interaction on 

these levels is more present in the media than daily operations interaction, the picture of 

omnipresent US influence is distorted and exaggerated. Both interviewees therefore do not 

experience a significant influence of US interests. 

 

Confronted with the often-quoted lack of democracy of the institution, the interviewees 

responded, that change in fact is noticeable. A few years ago the World Banks identity was 

predominantly western and industrialised because a large part of the workforce actually came 

from such countries. Today the picture has changed since more staff is being recruited out of 

developing countries. However, change in the representation organs of the World Bank is 

slower, as political bargaining and balance of power reasoning is existent. 

 

More often than not in the past the World Bank has been associated with corruption. It has 

been said that the process leading to the project contacts were not transparent. Confronted 

with this accusation our interview partners both agreed that the image in this regard is much 

better today. The World Bank has implemented guidelines, called Comprehensive 

Development Framework (CDF). “It encompasses a set of principles to guide development 

and poverty reduction, including the provision of external assistance. The four CDF 

principles are: Long-term, holistic vision, Country ownership, Country-led partnership, 
Results focus. 
The CDF is essentially a process: it is not a blueprint to be applied to all countries in a 

uniform manner. It is a new way of doing business, a tool to achieve greater development 
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effectiveness in a world challenged by poverty and distress. In the short run, the CDF 

establishes mechanisms to bring people together and build consensus, forges stronger 

partnerships that allow for strategic selectivity, reduces wasteful competition, and emphasizes 

the achievement of concrete results. It will help donors become more selective in what they 

do. In the long run, the CDF enhances development effectiveness and contributes toward the 

central goal of poverty reduction and reaching agreed targets such as the Millenium 

Development Goals.“ (World Bank B, 2008) 

Additionally, the World Bank has issued a Staff Guide on how to apply the CDF in the daily 

operations. It supplements and substantiates the above mentioned general ideas and principles 

(Worldbank C, 2004). 

 

2.2.2. Communication 

In the sector of communication the World Bank has some difficulties, which are hard to come 

by. It seems evident that member states would rather see the money invested in projects or 

donated instead of spending it on marketing or communication efforts. Budget is therefore 

understandably restricted. 

Communication efforts today are therefore mainly the product of the daily work in the field. 

Especially in conferences, bilateral meetings with member states, NGOs and other stakeholder 

groups does the World Bank present itself the way it wants to be perceived. Every single 

employee is therefore a potential communication instrument. 

In the interviews we felt that the employees of the World Bank understand this obligation and 

responsibility and are eager to help spread good news on behalf of the World Bank. 

Communication via media is difficult, mainly due to the fact that only negative news seem to 

be newsworthy at all (as seen with the Wolfowitz scandal). In using the daily work and daily 

interaction as a communication instrument positive news can also be spread and an image can 

be created. 

 

2.2.3. Appearance 

With regard to the appearance of the World Bank the interviewees acknowledged that in 

general the World Bank is mainly unknown in public. If the World Bank and what it does is 

actually known, it is often in a negative context, as seen in the preceding paragraph. 
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According to Ms. Sekiguchi, the level of awareness is too small. As we have seen, with a 

small marketing and communication budget this is difficult to change. However, member 

countries and partner organisations can help. We will present ideas on how this can be done 

later in the paper. 

As mentioned before the appearance often depends on the leaders who represent the 

organisation. The United Nations were fortunate enough to have had Kofi Annan as a General 

Secretary for a long time. He has helped to give the UN a face and a character. Of course it is 

difficult to find such a person, but in the case of the World Bank might be even harder, since 

the President is not elected by all member countries directly, but is a US national, appointed 

by the US President and then confirmed by the Board of Governors. Unfortunately such 

undemocratic selection processes generally lead to suspicion and adversity towards the 

incumbent. 

 

2.2.4. Personality 

In general, despite some problems, Mr. Haslinger sees the World Bank as a competent partner 

in the international community for development cooperation. He perceives the Bank to have a 

competitive advantage in technical expertise and general development know-how. While there 

have been difficulties with the collaboration with NGOs, the relationships have improved 

remarkably. 
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3. External apperception 

3.1. Survey and literature 

To elaborate on how others see the World Bank we tried to paint a complex and differentiated 

picture by asking different actors and potential stakeholders. We asked people from the street, 

scholars, some students at the University of St. Gall, undergraduate students, members of 

some institutes related to the University of St. Gall, a few NGOs as well as media 

representatives. 

In the following paragraphs, the main statements of the various surveys are summarized in 

combination with additional information found in the literature. The complete answer sheets 

of the survey are included in the appendix. 

We are aware of the fact that these surveys are not representative or empirical according to 

scientific standards, which was simply not possible in the short time available. In combination 

with the literature, however, we think the reader will get a good first impression about the 

image of the World Bank. 

 

3.1.1 Survey in the street 

We questioned people with different backgrounds and age. It was interesting to see that most 

interviewees have heard about the World Bank but most of them do not really know much 

about it. Mainly, people have heard or read about it in the newspapers. They often associated 

the World Bank with former president Wolfowitz and the state of Kosovo (presumably 

because it was a current affair and there was a lot of media coverage). 

Most people think, the image of the World Bank is positive, even though they declared not to 

know much about it. Positive, because “Switzerland is presiding a voting group consisting of 

different member countries of the World Bank” and so “Switzerland has a little bit of 

influence” or “because the World Bank is spread all over the world”. 

 

An interesting aspect can be seen when it comes to the question what the official tasks of the 

World Bank are. People associate the World Bank with a normal bank, which “is spread all 

over the world”, “looks after the currencies and helps in financial crises” and is “the overall 

head of all the banks in the world”. Only a few said that the World Bank should distribute the 

money among the people in a fair way and match the different interests. One man stated that 
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the World Bank should care more about the environment and projects should be more long-

time orientated.  

3.1.2 Survey in schools 

The World Bank and its functions could not be recognised by the young students (mainly, KV 

Business school and gymnasium level). In spite of this gap in their knowledge, most of them 

could say something about the official tasks of the World Bank (debts, Kosovo). The Survey 

showed that the respondents often mixed the official tasks of the World Bank with the duties 

of a normal bank. This misconception was mainly the reason for the negative perception of 

the World Bank. To summarize, most of the interviewees did have a wrong idea about the 

World Bank and did not have a clear picture of it in their minds. 

 

3.1.3. Survey among students 

Looking at the survey among the students, it is evident that they also know very little about 

the World Bank. Some of them associated the World Bank with the Wolfowitz scandal. When 

it came to the official tasks of the World Bank, the students knew about it in more detail (debt 

relief of countries in Africa, connected to the IMF, gives credits to poor countries). But 

sometimes they also confused the World Bank with an official bank (manages financial crisis 

like the sub prime crisis, coordinates the activities of the national banks). The students either 

had no image or only a neutral one of the World Bank because of their sparse knowledge 

about it. 

 

3.1.4. Survey in the Institutes 

All people had heard about the World Bank. Most of them had read about it in the newspapers. 

Often they associated the World Bank with Wolfowitz and his scandal or with America itself 

or with modern imperialism. Also Joseph Stiglitz warned against the possible protests against 

the World Bank because of the negative influence of Wolfowitz. The past of Wolfowitz and 

his reputation represent a risk for the image of the World Bank (Mildner, 2005). 

 

All interviewees knew about the official tasks of the World Bank. All of them could tell that 

the World Bank gives credits to the third world and supports developing countries to come out 

of poverty. The word “poverty” was only mentioned by one person, which is interesting as the 

main goal of the World Bank in fact is to reduce poverty.  
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In this survey the image of the World Bank was not as good as it was compared to the street 

survey. People knew more about the World Bank. One woman said, that “loans with the duty 

to enable developing countries to reach the living standards of the western countries gives the 

World Bank a negative touch”. Even short-term credits are combined with high obligations, 

harming poor countries by getting them into a vicious circle (Berne Declaration A, 2004).  

 

There was one woman remarking that if the “World Bank is so active, why do the media 

never write about it? They must have a weak position. For me the World Bank is something 

unrealistic, not imaginable and something unreal”. Another respondent added “We have 

everything we need in Switzerland, that is because we do not care about the World Bank”. 

 

3.1.5. Survey among the NGOs 

“Swissaid” sees the World Bank as a competent and professional institution (especially its 

studies and dates, World Development Report and statistics). It publishes helpful books and 

documents. Nevertheless, as “Swissaid” and “Caritas” said, the World Bank has a bad image 

as it supports major projects harming the poor instead of helping them to come out of poverty. 

In the opinion of “Bread for all” many countries now have enormous debts because of some 

of the World Bank’s projects, a fact that adds to the bad image. According to “Swissaid”, the 

World Bank should consequently work against poverty and make this target more of a priority 

and put it to the centre of their work. 

 

The mindset of the World Bank does not change enough. It still is neo-liberal and does not 

take into account the differences between the countries. Liberalisation of trade does not 

always reduce poverty. On that score the World Bank should immediately reconsider their 

way of thinking. There should be more balance between opening the markets and protecting 

them. On the webpage of the “Financial Times Deutschland” it says that economical growth is 

not a universal remedy against all types of social grievances (Rademaker, 2002). In addition, 

the World Bank should act more sustainably and not just follow the interests of the 

multinational firms. The Berne Declaration also remarks that the World Bank should only 

allow projects in the field of gas, mining or crude oil with the explicit consideration of the 

local and indigent population. Further the local people should get informed and be included in 

the process (Eberlein, 2004). Moreover they mention that the investigations on the 
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engagement of the World Bank into mining, oil and gas has shown that these projects often do 

not really reduce the poverty in the developing countries (Missbach, 2004). 

 

The governance structure of the World Bank is obsolete. It must be revised in order to 

streghten the cooperation with agents from developing countries.. The scandal involving 

former president Paul Wolfowitz has harmed the image of the World Bank. “Helvetas” 

mentioned that the concrete progress of the World Bank is not being realized enough in public. 

People are not familiar with the World Bank as a whole. It rather has the image of an 

unknown and a non-transparent international company Also, “Solidarität Dritte Welt” has 

observed that among the Swiss, the World Bank is not well-known and people are not familiar 

with the tasks. Consequently they are neutral or ignorant to the topic. 

 

The World Bank has rigid structures and too many “fits all solutions”. The regional 

circumstances should be more taken into consideration. The World Bank campaign of Europe 

also criticises the model for undermining poor countries in their ability to project their own 

development path. The conditions of the World Bank give the countries too few possibilities 

to choose their own economic system and the policies they think are best to reduce poverty 

(World Bank Campaign Europe, 2008) 

 

Nevertheless, the World Bank has made great progress and opens itself for innovations and 

new partners, as “Helvetas” and “Caritas” have mentioned. However on this subject there are 

different opinions. “Swissaid” remarked that the World Bank did not learn enough from 

former projects but should revise its economic project path and collaborate more with civil 

actors as well as with also critical NGOs. In addition the lessons learned should to be 

communicated more transparently and implemented in future work. The World Bank should 

not invest in unsafe projects like pipelines in fragile states. Risky projects are only acceptable 

with strong social and environmental standards. “The climate change requires action before it 

is too late. The poorest are hit hardest and are hit now. The Bank immediately should stop 

financing fossil fuel operations and oil aid, but instead should significantly scale-up support 

for renewable energy and energy efficiency” (.World Bank Campaign Euorpe, 2008). Also the 

“Berne Declaration” mentions that such projects often leave irreparable damages caused to 

the environment and lead to the relocation of thousands of people (Berne Declaration A, 

2004). 
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Moreover, the role of the USA is too dominant. The positive image of the World Bank is 

mainly caused by the documentations und studies. However, “Helvetas” and “Solidarität 

Dritte Welt” mentioned that the information flow is too low. The World Bank should 

communicate more transparently and more detailed about its work and progress. The public 

should be better informed even if it is difficult to point out the real advantage because of its 

complexity. Evidently the different organisations work too isolated from each other. 

“Solidarität Dritte Welt” would prefer to see more international cooperation. International 

exchange of information and project network would be important too. As an idea a platform 

of information exchange between the World Bank and the Swiss aid organisations could be of 

great help. 

 

3.1.6. Experts and Journalists 

As Viera Malach form “InfoSüd” (interview, March 19, 2008) says the interest of the media 

in reports about the World Bank and its activities are limited. She mentions that the critics 

against major infrastructure projects like big dams or pipelines are of most interest. According 

to her NGOs are critical but constructive. She sees one big advantage of the World Bank: In 

the presence of the World Bank more international control is possible. 

 

Hans Galli from “Der Bund” (interview, March 18, 2008) states that the image of the World 

Bank is mixed, even among the aid organisations. According to him, there are as well the 

sceptical aid organisations that criticise the World Bank for doing too little for the poor and 

supporting too many major projects as those estimating the performances of the World Bank 

more positively. The original mandate of the World Bank sounds promising but the World 

Bank has made mistakes besides all good work. Both the Wolfowitz scandal and major 

projects, doing more harm than being of any help have made the World Bank appear in a bad 

light. Hans Galli (interview, March 18, 2008) remarks that the World Bank must take into 

account the social, economical as well as the ecological dimension in every project. 

 

In the opinion of Pietro Veglio (interview, March 12, 2008) Switzerland is the only member 

of the IMF and the World Bank being able to support membership on clearly expressed 

popular votes. At present time the image of the World Bank is not very positive even among 

groups supporting development aid. According to Veglio, the problems go beyond 

governance and legitimacy. The World Bank continues to focus on the Washington consensus 
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in economic policy. The image additionally got tarnished in 2005 with the nomination of Paul 

Wolfowitz as the President of the World Bank.  

 

One reason for the negative perception of the Word Bank, according to Veglio, could be that 

the Swiss public fears globalisation and its negative consequences. The World Bank is 

perceived as an institution embodying globalisation and actively promoting liberalisation and 

privatisation in developing countries. The World Bank’s role is not sufficiently known and 

recognised by the Swiss public. Furthermore, general multilateralism and multilateral 

institutions are not very popular in Switzerland. The World Bank is observed as being 

arrogant, too bureaucratic and ineffective, or too uncritical regarding some governments with 

poor governance or which are not respecting human rights. The Swiss aid administration has 

not been very successful in promoting a more articulated and differentiated view. There are 

still some misperceptions related to the content and modalities of the advice on economic 

policies and reforms promoted by the World Bank in developing countries. 

 

The image of the World Bank is much better concerning financing social expenditures, small 

infrastructure, research and analytic work as well as policy advocacy. According to Veglio 

one option could be more presence in Switzerland by employees of the World Bank to discuss 

the most important topics, initiatives and reports with various persons such as memnbers of 

parliament, media representatives, NGOs, private sector representatives and ordinary people. 

The most important objective of such meeting should be sharing information and explaining 

and debating openly. The World Bank has helped establish an international Network of 

parliamentarians interested in the activities of the institution. Unfortunately the Swiss 

parliamentarians have never been very active in this group. Together with the World Bank, 

SECO and SDC must find a way to get them more involved. 

 

Veglio clearly states that the quality of the information about the activities of this institution 

and the role Switzerland is playing can be further improved. The annual conference between 

SDC/SECO and the Worldbank would be the ideal platform to discuss these issues. 

In 2006 SDC sponsored a visit to the World Bank for a group of Swiss journalists. Such an 

initiative should be repeated on a regular basis. The same should be organised for Swiss 

parliamentarians. NGO representatives could also be involved in order to raise their level of 

interest and awareness. 
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Veglio finally thinks that one paricular audience should deserve special attention: young 

people. SECO and SDC should make a well planned effort to reach universities and schools 

and offer them presentations and conferences on topics of interest related to World Bank 

activities. His idea is to create a pool of people ready to make such presentations as the 

number of Swiss people knowing about this institution is not very high. There would be much 

interest among the students for such kind of presentation.  

 

3.2. Conclusion 

To summarise the main conclusions once more, our surveys showed that the respondents from 

the street, schools and university do not know much about the World Bank. They often 

confuse the official tasks of the World Bank with those of a normal bank. For them it is an 

unknown and inscrutable international company. They do not exclusively have a bad or 

negative image of the World Bank. It seems to be mainly Wolfowitz transmitting a negative 

image on the World Bank. However most people have no image at all because of too little 

knowledge. 

 

The institute survey shows, that Wolfowitz gives a bad association of the World Bank. The 

people in the institutes are better informed and familiar with the tasks of the World Bank. 

Interestingly enough they have a worse image of the World Bank than the people in the street 

and the students. Respondents stick to the idea that loans combined with obligations give the 

World Bank a negative touch. 

 

The NGOs as well as the experts are more differentiated. They see the World Bank as a 

competent and professional institution which publishes helpful books and documents. Pietro 

Veglio (interview, March 12, 2008) also mentions the often preconceived and sophisticated 

view of Swiss people about the World Bank as well as the fear of globalisation and its 

negative consequences among them. According to him, the quality of the information about 

the activities of this institution and the role Switzerland is playing must be further improved. 

The NGOs see themselves as critical but constructive. They also state that the World Bank is 

not well-known in public. Points of criticism include the neo-liberal perspective, Wolfowitz, 

risky projects, the wish for more transparent information about work and progress as well as 

the request for a stronger focus on social and environmental standards. Furthermore, the 

NGOs would prefer to see more international cooperation and international exchange of 

information and a project network. 
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4. Is there any need for improvement regarding the World Bank’s 
Image? 
 
The summary of the major criticisms shows that most people in the streets do not know much 

about the World Bank or tend to a rather negative image of it. The NGOs on the other side 

basically see the need for an organisation like the World Bank and appreciate its benefits. But 

beside this fundamental need they draw a rather critical image of the World Bank. In short, 

we saw that there would apparently be enough possibilities for the World Bank to improve its 

image or even create one in the first place. 

Why should the World Bank even think about modifications, since the need for its existence 

is not questioned and the payments of contribution are (mostly) not directly influenced neither 

by the people’s nor by the NGO’s opinions?   

The answer to the question above is: The World Bank should be amenable to changes not first 

of all to improve its image, but to ameliorate its efforts for a world free of poverty as its main 

goal (www.worldbank.org). The NGO’s criticisms are mostly constructively formulated and 

strongly linked to the World Bank’s behaviour and performances and not to its public 

appearance. As a result the NGO’s proposals are not just possibilities to improve the World 

Bank’s image but above all to better reach its goals. Ultimately achieving of the “Millenium 

Goals” is an interest, which both sides share. 

Additionally a good image of the organisation is an important factor in establishing 

confidence. Confidence, in turn, is an important premise for development cooperation. 

Countries and governmental institutions have to first trust the World Bank before they agree 

on joint mission or fund for specific projects.  

Moreover, a scandal like Wolfowitz’ also casts a cloud over other internationals organisations 

in general. It confirms people’s opinion that international organisations are corrupt, inefficient 

and intransparent. First and foremost the World Bank’s employees suffer from this image and 

are confronted with animosity in their daily work. 

Concluding, it is comprehensible that there is need for improvement regarding the World 

Bank’s image. However these changes may not just be carried out superficially, but have to be 

implemented and cemented within the identity of the organisation in order to be sustainable.  
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5. Ideas for improvement 

5.1. Behaviour 

In the following paragraph it will be discussed how the SDC and SECO could influence the 

World Bank in its behaviour. 

 

5.1.1. Democratic deficit 

The „Berne Declaration“ acknowledges that multilateral financial institutions are necessary 

but the World Bank with its bureaucracy and political agenda does not help in an ideal way 

for a social and fair development. The undemocratic decision-making process and the absence 

of a public accountability do not correspond with a modern administration. That is the reason 

why the “Berne Declaration” asks for reforms as well as for public discussions about its role 

and tasks. One possible reform is seen in the democratisation of the right to vote. The co-

determination of the developing countries must be improved. In addition, more transparency 

about the use of the credits and decisions of the World Bank is desired (Berne Declaration B, 

2004). 

 

The SDC and SECO should influence the World Bank with regard to revising its internal 

structure by modifying it to a more democratic one. Additionally it should be mentioned that 

transparency should be increased, especially with regard to the granted loans and the achieved 

progress of the projects 

5.1.2. Voting group: maintain leadership 

Swiss people think that Switzerland does have some small influence as it is in a group of 

countries belonging to the World Bank. It is important that Switzerland keeps the leadership-

role in this voting group. SDC and SECO should give clear signals in this direction and 

maintain this role whenever possible. 

 

5.1.3. Include civil society 

New information technology makes it easy and cheap to share information. The World Bank 

as well as SDC and SECO have a lot of experience in what works and what does not in terms 

of the economic development. One possible way could be a website providing information 
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and knowledge for insiders as well as for outsiders. This website could contain information 

about the recent projects and their state of affairs. Another advantage could be to inform the 

press about actual World Bank projects by differentiated and exact reports. How to promote 

this website will be described in the next chapter about communication. 

 

5.1.4. Award NGOs a permanent seat in the Executive Board 

More international cooperation is requested, especially by the NGOs. NGOs wish for more 

international exchange of information and call for a professional project network, for instance 

an information exchange platform between the World Bank and the Swiss aid organisations 

and the Swiss NGOs. 

SDC and SECO could involve NGOs more actively and present themselves as. One 

alternative could be to create an expert panel including members of NGOs and include 

findings from this panel into the regular collaboration process with the World Bank. 

 

5.1.5. Focus on ecological and social aspects 

The „Berne Declaration“ would like to see reforms in the sphere of alternative resources. The 

social and ecological guidelines should be harmonised and stronger supported. Credits for the 

encouragement of renewable resources should be intensified (Berne Declaration C, 2004). 

SDC and SECO should enforce this direction by calling for more investments into renewable 

resources. 
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5.2. Communication 

Beside the behaviour, communication is another important aspect on which the following 

chapter will focus. Where are possible basic approaches to improve the World Bank’s image? 

 

5.2.1. Unity in appearance, communication and action 

The surveys among the students and people in the streets give the impression that most of 

them do not know much about the role and the tasks of the World Bank in the international 

system. Often the World Bank was mistaken for a regular bank. As a result the negative 

connection with the current financial crisis has touched the World Bank too. 

Therefore it is important for the World Bank to communicate a clear and consistent image of 

its position and its work. Surely the World Bank has already developed a communication 

conception. It seems however that it has not yet worked out the central point of this concept. 

Particularly, the consideration of its own role and functions. Even experts have difficulties to 

differentiate the mandates of the World Bank and the IMF (Rowohl, 2006). And NZZ even 

spoke of an “identity crisis” of the World Bank because of its changing role (2007). 

Consequently, it is a key point for the World Bank to regularly define and revise its 

communication concept with regard to role and the tasks. This position also has to be 

coherently supported by appearance (Website for example) and action. This will facilitate the 

people to develop a clearer image of the World Bank. 
 

5.2.2. Relations to the media 

Closely linked to the previous point are the relations to the media. In 2007 the World Bank hit 

the headlines mainly because of negative news. One reason was the affair around the former 

World Bank president Wolfowitz: “The president of the World Bank fights corruption and 

“advances” his girlfriend at the same time” (NZZ, 13. April, 2007). Despite this attention the 

role and the functions of the institution itself remained relatively unknown. 

A possible basic approach for the improvement of the relationship to the press could be the 

organisation of public appearances of World Bank representatives. It would be easier for the 

people to identify themselves with the organisation. 

Furthermore, the organisation of discussion forums and public speeches for interested 

audiences could be another possibility to present the World Bank in a positive way. Here the 

SDC or the SECO have to take the lead and get in contact with interesting characters of the 
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World Bank. Especially now that both the hunger crisis and the biofuel have come into the 

focus of the world press (Tagesanzeiger, 13.04.2008) an active role in the communication 

with the media would be very favourable for the World Bank’s image. There would not just 

be the chance of presenting its position, it could also give valuable information and sensitise 

the audience and people through the press. 

In general the World Bank should start to inform a broader base about its successful missions. 

To enable the World Bank to use these media channels SDC and SECO should intensify their 

contacts to the press. This may be possible by organising seminars for interested journalists or 

by preparing a periodical newsletter. Additionally SDC and SECO could enforce the positive 

messages for instance by highlighting emotional stories. 

Of course objective information has priority. But only emotions can give the World Bank a 

face and make it interesting for the broad public and the media as well. 

 

5.2.3. Cooperation with Universities and High Schools 

As shown, the qualitative survey among the students has shown the exact functions of the 

World Bank are mainly unknown. At universities, however, people would be very open for 

and interested in more information. For this reason SDC and the SECO should intensify their 

cooperation with universities. At the University of St. Gall students already have the chance 

to participate in a course about the World Bank. But the demand by far exceeds the supply. 

The cooperation could be expanded by connecting World Bank experts for speeches and 

discussions, by delivering actual information or by enlarging the course supply according to 

this topic. 

High school students also represent a large potential. Here SDC and SECO could offer 

documents as school materials to make it more desirable for the teachers to broach the issue 

of the World Bank. Of course an initial contact to the high schools has to be established to 

raise awareness that this offer exists. 

 

5.2.4. NGO networks 

In the previous chapter the importance of the NGOs has already been mentioned. However 

not just the behaviour towards the NGOs has to be improved but also the communication 

between World Bank and NGOs must be ameliorated. 
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The impenetrability of the World Bank has been criticised by several NGOs (as Caritas, 

Helvetas, Amnesty International Switzerland). An intensified information process could make 

the World Bank’s actions more transparent. 

The NGOs would appreciate an attempt to improve the connecting information-platforms 

informing about the World Bank’s missions and aiming at the particular countries. Partially, 

these kinds of platforms exist already. But amazingly none of the interviewed NGOs knew of 

them. A possible explanation is that the NGOs do not have the resources to look for the 

specific information. 

As a result the World Bank has to facilitate the access to the necessary information as much as 

possible. For example a special entry for the NGOs could be placed prominently on the World 

Bank website. 

Additionally the SDC and SECO have to inform the NGOs directly about the information 

sources. An accordant brochure could be a possibility to inform the NGOs about the 

competent positions and information accesses. 

 

5.2.3. Sensitising of personnel 

As we have seen, current communication efforts are mainly concentrated on daily work 

interactions between representants of the World Bank and various stakeholder groups. 

In order to further improve and expand this communication thread, it could be useful to offer 

communication seminars and courses for employees within the World Bank. In these seminars 

the employees should be sensitised for their own roles as ambassadors for the World Bank 

and they could be confronted with a catalogue of answers to frequently asked questions, as to 

guarantee a certain degree of consistency with the official World Bank communication idea. 

Generally, the employees can be expected to be interested in such courses and eager to learn 

from such seminars, as seen in the interviews with current employees of the World Bank. 
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5.3. Appearance 

Concerning branding and design, we do not have any suggestions for change. As described in 

the theoretical part continuity is one key to brand recognition. In this regard it does not make 

much sense to actually change this facet. 

We think the current design of the logo fits the organisation. It is 

discreet concerning colour (mainly used in black or blue) and 

design. Generally it creates a professional first impression. 

 

However, since the web base presence also shapes the appearance of an organisation, we will 

focus on this specific topic, as we specifically see room for improvement there. In order to 

illustrate our suggestions we will compare the World Bank webpage to websites of other 

international organisations. 

5.3.1. Internet Appearance 

 
Figure 3: Screenshot of the World Bank website 
 

The current website of the World Bank is rich in information- too much information. In contrast 

to the logo it is not discreet and lacks a certain grade of professionalism. At first sight it is not 

clear who the site is designed for. The orientation tabs on top of the site seem to be designed for 
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people who know what information they are looking for. The photographs and different sections 

within the page are probably designed for a broader audience just casually visiting the site and 

roaming some of the contents. The numerous different sections within the page add to the 

general fragmentation and generally overload the page. 

On the positive side, we like the mission statement "Working for a World free of Poverty" in the 

header. It indicates the general objective and shows what the organisation is about at first sight. 

Additionally, the possibility to enter the contents via different channels for businesses, civil 

society, journalists etc. (see on the left hand side: red arrow) is useful and should be maintained. 

We would suggest concerning the design to focus on more professionalism, at least on the 

front page. We appreciate the information diversity but would prefer it to be organised more 

in a drill down manner. In terms of brand recognition we think it would be advisable to use 

the World Bank logo more conspicuously. 

 

In this regard the United Nations webpage (www.un.org) could serve as a model. The entry 

site shows simple language overview with the United Nations logo. 

  

After entering the site the visitor is led to a discreet overview of topics and contents. This 

overview serves as a portal to more detailed information and content. In the example we 

follow up on the first link to the UN Millenium Goals (red arrow). 
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On this level we do not object to a more graphic and colourful design, since the visitor already 

has found the general topic of interest and is now happy to find additional information 

graphically enriched. 

 
Figure 4: Screenshot of the UN Millenium Development Goals website 

 

 

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) (www.imf.org) has found a middle course Between 

the UN example and the current World Bank site. 

 
Figure 5: Screenshot of the IMF website 

 

Although the logo is not as dominant as is the case of the UN, the brand and logo of the IMF 

are still evident. Compared to the World Bank this is a significant improvement. Additionally, 
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the site does not look as fragmented as the World Bank's in spite of the photographs and 

different sections. 

 

In a nutshell, the internet appearance of the World Bank could be improved according to the 

following recommendations: 

- Less is more on the front page 

o Design in a more general discreet way corresponding to the general image 

o Arrange the information in a drill down manner 

o Less fragmentation by using less different sections within the page 

- The brand recognition can be improved by a more prominent and conspicuous use of 

the World Bank logo 

- Maintain the mission statement in the webpage header 

- Maintain different access windows for different stakeholder groups, but place more 

prominently and conspicuously, e.g. in the orientation tabs on top of the site (cf. 5.2.4.) 
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Final conclusion 

At the beginning we faced the research question: What is the image of the World Bank and 

how could it be improved? This present essay tried to deal with this task in four main steps.  

In a first step a theoretical model was introduced and served as an analytical framework. 

According to this model the image of an organisation is based on three areas: Communication, 

appearance and behaviour. In the same chapter the self-perception of the World Bank has 

been analysed. An interview with representatives of the World Bank showed that weaknesses 

in the field of communication were already identified. But the restricted budget complicated 

the implementing of new communication instruments. Also defects in the range of appearance 

were acknowledged. However the representatives claimed that during the last years good 

progress has been made in the area of behaviour. Not only has the transparency been 

improved by internal guidelines. But also has an enlargement of developing countries’ 

influence in the World Bank taken place. 

In a second step the external apperception of the World Bank has been examined. Surveys 

among people in the streets, students, NGOs etc. served as basis of information. The surveys 

mainly approved the World Bank’s self-perception: The World Bank itself is quite common 

but its tasks and activities are mostly unknown among people in the streets and among 

students. NGOs on the other side basically acknowledge the need of an organisation like the 

World Bank but ask for more cooperation and stronger dedication in social and environmental 

topics. The above mentioned progress of the World Bank in different areas was widely 

unknown. As a result in step three the need for improvements regarding the World Bank’s 

image was confirmed.  

Finally different ideas for improvement were introduced. According to the World Bank’s 

behaviour a more democratic decision-making, cooperation with civil societies and a general 

return to the “Millenium Goals” has been recommended. In the area of communication the 

SDC and the SECO are asked for more public involvement. An intensified cooperation with 

universities and high schools should raise the public interest. NGO networks on the other side 

could guarantee a wider support in World Bank projects. Concerning the appearance of the 

World Bank mainly proposals for its website have been made. 

Finally the fact is to highlight that first of all the member states of the World Bank are in 

power to achieve improvements. They have the possibility to take influence and also to 

communicate the World Bank’s image in their country.  
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