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Abstract: 
Research on the decision-making of International Organizations (IOs) has increasingly focused on the 
development of policy norms and scripts within IOs. Much less is known about the degree to which these 
policy norms are applied by the bureaucrats shaping the day-to-day work of IOs. We aim to fill this gap by 
focusing on the application of the Gender and Development norm in the World Bank. Particularly, we probe 
how skewed gender within staff (only roughly 35% of the people in charge of projects are women) may 
translate into variations in the focus on gender issues in the World Bank’s work. We test the argument by 
utilizing novel data on the gender of thousands of World Bank staff members. The empirical part of this 
paper examines whether patterns of gender representation in World Bank staff translate into the differential 
application of gender mainstreaming norms in World Bank projects and the degree to which more than 
55,000 external stakeholders from more than 130 countries perceive the World Bank as effective at 
addressing gender equity. The article contributes to debates on the internal workings of IOs by highlighting 
how differences in representation within IO staff affect concrete organizational outcomes. 
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Introduction 
 
Scholarship on International Organizations (IOs) has long highlighted that commitment to policy norms 
and the application of these norms can diverge in different organizational settings (Park and Vetterlein 
2010; Kentikelenis, Stubbs, and King 2016; Tallberg et al. 2020).1 Explanations for divergence between 
IO’s formal policies and actual behavior have emphasized that IOs need to satisfy external actors in their 
authorizing and task environments by signaling commitment to new agendas valued by these actors. 
However, when such policy norms conflict with internal procedures or beliefs inscribed in their 
organizational culture, IOs may disconnect talk from action to simultaneously satisfy external stakeholders 
and maintain internal behavior. Explanations have focused on the IO-level, highlighting the de-coupling of 
organizations around issues such as UN peacekeeping (Lipson 2007), World Bank governance and anti-
corruption reform (Weaver 2008), IOs commitment to liberal norms (Tallberg et al. 2020), as well as IO 
voice and vote reforms (Vestergaard and Wade 2013). 
 
Deeper explorations of policy and practice within IOs, however, reveal that policy norms are often taken 
up variably, or unevenly, within the same organizations. This uneven application of policy norms presents 
a distinct puzzle: what may account for differences we see within IOs regarding the implementation of 
policy norms? We hypothesize in this paper that such variation is linked to the autonomy, discretion and 
preferences of key staff.  Specifically, we surmise that demographic characteristics (the identities) of staff 
matter in explaining variation in organizational outputs, because these identities shape individual and group 
decisions on key actions such as the allocation of scarce funds, composition of project-level activities, 
selection of implementation teams, and other central factors that indelibly shape the degree to which 
emerging policy norms are realized in IO practice. 
 
The argument aligns with extant observations from principal-agent and constructivist work on IOs, which 
place staff at the center of analysis of organizational behavior and outcomes (Barnett and Finnemore 2004; 
Hawkins et al. 2006;Weaver 2008; Chwieroth 2013; Eckhard and Ege 2016; Bayerlein, Knill, and 
Steinebach 2020). More specifically, however, our hypotheses are informed by the insights of 
representative bureaucracy theory - a body of work rooted in public administration literature and only more 
recently applied to the study of IOs. Bureaucratic representation theory, developed for the study of national 
administrations, emphasizes the importance of bureaucracies’ workforce composition for understanding the 
decisions taken by them (Kingsley 1944). The central argument is that the composition of the bureaucratic 
workforce influences those decisions that affect citizens who share key demographic characteristics with 
them. Discussed demographic characteristics include, for example, bureaucrats’ ethnicity, religion, income, 
or gender (Mosher 1982). Authors commonly differentiate between passive representation—the 
composition of the bureaucratic workforce itself —and active representation—the degree to which 
decisions are affected by this demographic make-up of the bureaucracy (Mosher 1982).  With respect to 
gender representation (the central variable in this study), there is significant evidence from the comparative 
politics literature as well that indicates that women decision-makers increase the benefits of policy 
outcomes for other women (Dietrich, Hayes, and O’Brien 2019; Holman 2017; Keiser et al. 2002; Sanghee 
Park 2013; Wilkins and Keiser 2006). These studies show, for example, that greater numbers of women in 
legislatures decrease discriminatory tax policies (Betz, Fortunato, and O’Brien 2021), women judges are 

 
1 We define policy norms here to be the “shared expectation for all relevant actors within a community about what constitutes 
appropriate behavior, which is encapsulated in policy.” (Park and Vetterlein 2010, 4).  
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more sympathetic towards discrimination cases brought by women (Boyd, Epstein, and Martin 2010) or 
that a greater number of women inside national bureaucracies increase the educational attainment of women 
(Sanghee Park and Liang 2021). As Mansbridge (2005, 622) has put it: “descriptive representation by 
gender improves substantive outcomes for women in every polity for which we have a measure.”  
 
Whether and how passive or descriptive representation actually translates into active representation in 
international organizations remains an open question. To date, the preponderance of studies have focused 
on passive, not active, representation in IOs. For example, there are numerous recent studies on the UN, 
EU and other institutions that have provided statistical descriptions on  IO workforce composition of IOs, 
with a focus on staff nationality (Badache 2020; Christensen 2020; Novosad and Werker 2019; Parizek 
2017; Ruggeri, Ruffa, and Bove 2020; Christensen 2020; Eckhard 2021). With respect to gender, feminist 
research on IOs has long discussed the normative importance of passive representation of women on 
decision-making (Hafner-Burton and Pollack 2002; Griffin 2009; Hannan 2012; Arora-Jonsson and Sijapati 
2018; Birken and Cigna 2018; Abels and Mushaben 2020; Barraza Vargas 2019; Haack 2014a; MacRae 
2012; O’Rourke 2012). This literature provides convincing evidence that women are pervasively 
underrepresented in leadership positions of IOs (Haack 2014b; Haack, Karns, and Murray 2020). Some 
studies have gone one step further in attempting to assess the impact that IO leaders like the President of 
the European Commission, Ursula Van der Leyen, or the Managing Director of the International Monetary 
Fund, Christine Lagarde, had or will potentially have on the gender-focus in these organizations decisions 
(Abels and Mushaben 2020; Barraza Vargas 2019; Blackmon 2020)- an approach akin to a “great women” 
theory of politics. However, whether increased representation of women in staff more generally leads to 
substantive representation of women in organizational decisions remains insufficiently understood (Dolan 
2009).  
 
Active gender representation is especially interesting in the study of IO bureaucracies because so many of 
these organizations have adopted progressive gender mainstreaming agendas that have espoused strong 
commitments to enhancing gender representation and empowerment in all aspects of organizational work 
(Haack, Karns, and Murray 2020). With respect to internal management, IOs have made increasing efforts 
in the past few decades to diversify their staff and hire more women (Haack, Karns, and Murray 2020; 
Karim and Beardsley 2016; MacRae 2012). One of the hopes of these initiatives is that women will bring 
a different perspective into the work of IOs and represent the interests of women – an approach that asserts 
that enhanced representation of women in IO decision-making is critical to realizing the goals of gender 
mainstreaming in IO practices (Hannan 2012). Gender mainstreaming initiatives thus often target the 
double-goal of increasing passive representation of women—the number of women in their staff—and 
active representation of women—the consideration of gender equality, empowerment, and related goals in 
their operations. However, the mere presence of more women in organizational decision-making roles may 
not guarantee that these women are able or willing to proactively promote gender mainstreaming policy 
norms; nor may it be the gender (versus nationality, education, or other factors) of female staff which is the 
primary identity upon which they define and pursue their interests. We thus seek in this paper to better 
understand whether and how this relationship between passive and active representation exists through a 
study of the World Bank and gender mainstreaming.  
 
To this end, our paper explores evidence for “if and how women matter” by attempting to empirically 
observe and measure the link between passive and active gender representation in IOs, using the case of the 
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World Bank. Specifically, we look at the diffusion and internalization of gender and development norms at 
the project level at the World Bank and link this staffing composition. In line with the hypotheses of 
representative bureaucracy theory, we posit that women staff members act upon their identity as women to 
apply gender mainstreaming norms more proactively and consistently than male staff.  As such, we expect 
that the increasing presence of women in IOs, especially in key positions of project authority and decision-
making (e.g. task team leaders), increases the extent to which gender mainstreaming shows up as essential 
components in sectoral policy approaches. Hence, greater passive representation of women in IO staff 
increases the active representation of women beneficiaries directly in the decisions overseen by women. 
  
Empirically, we utilize novel individual-level data from 2000-2020 on the gender of thousands of World 
Bank staff members in positions of authority—Country Directors and Task Team Leaders—who are the 
key actors in decision-making at the level of project content formation and implementation. Evidence from 
our statistical tests reveal two findings on the impact of the passive representation of women on gender 
mainstreaming in World Bank projects: First, women staff members oversee projects with a greater focus 
on gender issues, on average. This observation may appear because women could be more likely to be 
appointed to manage projects with gender mainstreaming or because women Country Directors and Task 
Team Leaders are more likely to pursue gender-related activities within projects if they have the discretion 
to do so. Evidence from an instrumental variable analysis utilizing plausible exogenous variation in the 
number of TTLs staffed in a project implies that findings are driven, at least in part, by women integrating 
more gender mainstreaming into their projects. Second, incorporating more women staff seems to change 
organizational decision-making at the project level (ie, a diffusion effect upon men who work with them). 
When more women are appointed in the same sectoral global practices, women and men staff incorporate 
gender mainstreaming more in the projects under their discretion. Third, enhanced representation of women 
in Bank staff appears to shape external perceptions of the Bank’s progress on gender mainstreaming. Our 
analysis of existing World Bank survey data from more than 55,000 stakeholders in more than 130 countries 
(World Bank 2021) implies that a greater number of women staff seems to increase the degree to which the 
World Bank can translate effective operations into perceived contributions to gender equity. 
  
Our paper proceeds in five steps. First, to explain our selection of the World Bank as our case study, we 
discuss the establishment of gender mainstreaming norms at the Bank and show that the pace and extent of 
mainstreaming have varied considerably within the organization over time and across units. Second, we 
present our explanation for three causal mechanisms that inform our hypothesis for how, when and why 
women matter. Third, we discuss our research design utilizing individual-level data on thousands of World 
Bank staff members working on projects between 2000-2020, project-level evaluations of gender 
mainstreaming, and survey evidence collected by the World Bank from 55,000 stakeholders from more 
than 130 countries between 2012 and 2020.  Fourth, we present evidence from a range of statistical tests 
that aim to identify the impact of women and minimize the influence of selection bias that often plague 
research on the relationship between passive and active representation. Finally, we conclude by highlighting 
how the representational dynamics we observe positively contribute to the representation of women and 
problematize how the reliance on staff from high-income countries and the narrow focus on economic 
growth in gender strategies can continue to marginalize the voices of women beneficiaries within the World 
Bank. 
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Why the World Bank? 
 
Over the past five decades, gender and development has become a central goal of global development aid.2 
The World Bank, by natural effect of its lending power and distinct role of knowledge leader in the 
development space, has played an outsized role vis-a-vis its institutional peers in shaping the objectives and 
rationale for gender mainstreaming - often in very controversial ways. Yet, while the gender mainstreaming 
era in the World Bank has progressed considerably over these fifty years, the application of gender 
mainstreaming norms in its internal human resources and operational work has been uneven (Moser and 
Moser 2005; Griffin 2009; Meyer and Prügl 1999; Kenny and O’Donnell 2016; World Bank 2018). Such 
outcomes have been linked by both scholars and internal gender advocates to the number and positionality 
(rank and authority) of gender specialists within the Bank over time and the Bank’s slow and uneven 
progress in mainstreaming gender programs. Moreover, in contrast to other organizations such as the UN, 
the Bank’s embrace of gender and development largely conformed to an approach that fit with the 
predominantly mainstream economist culture of the Bank and notions of “gender development as smart 
economics” versus contending feminist frames of women’s empowerment as a basic human right. This 
history, briefly outlined below, informs our driving questions around women’s representation in the Bank 
and its effect on gender mainstreaming. Simply put, what are the links between the hard-won increases in 
the  presence of gender specialists and women more generally in the ranks of the Bank’s task team leaders 
and organizational managers and the outcomes we can observe with respect to gender mainstreaming in 
Bank’s projects and perceived performance? 
 
Early efforts to institutionalize gender and development goals were driven by a small group of women 
policy norms entrepreneurs (Weaver 2010). In 1972, an informal working group came together to pressure 
the Bank’s management to formally institutionalize its commitment to women’s development - an effort 
that eventually led to the creation of the first Women in Development (WID) advisor position in 1977. The 
WID Advisor, however, was allocated minimal staff, was largely unfunded, and had only a limited mandate 
to raise awareness inside the Bank at a time when women were substantially underrepresented in staff and 
management. The WID adviser was seen as an outsider by Bank staff, and the policy prescriptions proposed 
did not fit with the Bank’s operational culture. Nevertheless, from 1979-1985 the Bank published its first 
major gender publication, completed 35 case studies of gender issues in the Bank projects, and held five 
gender-related workshops for staff (Moser and Moser 2005; Winters et al. 2018).  
 
The Bank’s first gender-related directive, which asked staff to consider gender issues in the project cycles, 
was adopted in 1984. In practice, the directive was merely a guideline and lacked enforcement mechanisms. 
It also only applied to projects where women were considered important beneficiaries or recipients (Winters 
et al. 2018). In addition, no training or additional staff resources were provided to help ensure compliance 
with the new policy. As a result, there were only infrequent applications of newly developing gender policy 
norms in the projects and operations of the Bank. “According to a 1994 World Bank report, only about 11 
percent of the Bank’s lending portfolio in the early 1980s contained projects with gender-related action–
mostly in rural development, education, and health projects” (Weaver 2010, 75).  

 
2 The World Bank’s gender policy can be succinctly categorized into four main phases: Women in Development 
(WID) from 1972-1984, the Institutionalization of WID from 1985-1994, Gender Mainstreaming from 1995-2004, 
and gender equality as ‘smart economics’ from 2005-present. For a great overview of this history, see Winters et al 
2018. 
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The 1987 re-organization of the World Bank under then-President Barber Conable nearly halted gender 
mainstreaming. The WID unit was folded into the Population and Human Resources department, and for 
the next several years gender issues were primarily confined to the social protection sector in Bank 
operations. Modest progress was made in influencing operational policy changes in 1990 and 1994, 
highlighting the necessity of including gender equity in the knowledge and preparatory work surrounding 
World Bank projects. However, monitoring and enforcement of the new directive largely rested in the 
operational units and progress remained uneven across regions and sectors. As a result, progress on gender 
mainstreaming remained highly uneven between operational sub-units. The intellectual and operational 
culture at the Bank further undermined the gender mainstreaming agenda. Gender advocates sought traction 
in Bank operations by framing gender in terms of economic efficiency—an approach that was amenable to 
(male) economists who dominated staff and to Bank leaders  and who feared that a more explicit 
acknowledgment of women’s development as human rights (a UN framing) would be seen by political 
principals as violating the Bank’s Article IV mandate against using political factors in lending decision. 
Gender mainstreaming remained largely relegated to “soft social sectors” like health or education (Kenny 
and O’Donnell 2016).  
 
The 1995 Beijing Fourth World Conference on Women served as a critical “norm tipping point” (Finnemore 
and Sikkink 1998), spurring two subsequent gender mainstreaming action plans at the Bank in 2002 and 
2006. For the first time, gender mainstreaming advocates—mostly women recruited from the UN into the 
Bank—had visible support from the Bank’s top leadership. Then-President James Wolfensohn was a vocal 
advocate of gender mainstreaming at the Bank and attended the 1995 Beijing Conference. Women’s Eyes 
on the Bank, a coalition of NGOs, used the Beijing conference to mobilize external pressure for gender 
mainstreaming in the Bank (Weaver 2010). After returning from Beijing, Wolfensohn created an External 
Gender Consultative Group, composed of fourteen members from various organizations, NGOs, and 
academic institutions. The newfound focus on gender issues was institutionalized through a reorganization 
in 1997, under the Strategic Compact reform program, when Gender and Development (GAD) was moved 
to the newly formed Poverty Reduction and Economic Management thematic network. This new Gender 
and Development Unit was assigned numerous staff and given the responsibility for “knowledge 
management, monitoring and reporting on the status of policy implementation, as well as building staff 
capacity for gender analysis” (Weaver, 2010). Regional officers were also asked to prepare gender action 
plans, and gender “focal points” were assigned to operational units to advise on integrating women’s issues 
into project goals and activities. The framing of the gender and development agenda continued to avoid any 
semblance of political overtones by emphasizing the economic dividends of investment in women’s socio-
economic development—a compromise that many internal advocates at the time argued was critical to 
sustaining the goodwill of powerful economists (Weaver 2010).  
 
This shift in the attitudes of top leadership and the increase in staff members (mostly women)  delegated 
with the responsibility of promoting gender mainstreaming appears to have had an impact. The proportion 
of projects that included some consideration of gender issues in their design almost doubled between 1995 
and 2001, to nearly 40%. The Bank’s operational policy on gender considerations was also expanded during 
this time to include all programs, not just social sector programs (Winters et al. 2018). However, while 
organization-wide progress was made, internal application of gender mainstreaming remained uneven 
within the Bank. GAD’s new home in the Poverty Reduction and Economic Management thematic network 
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did provide it with more authority than it had before, but it also limited its ability to influence other 
networks. Where units lacked significant numbers of female staff and gender advocates, such as Middle 
Eastern operations, there was little progress. On the other hand, in other units which had more female staff 
and gender specialists, such as Latin America, gender mainstreaming appears to have progressed at a much 
faster pace.  
 
The most recent gender policy period embodied an approach labeled “gender equality as smart economics” 
and began in 2005. According to key informant interviews with numerous gender specialists (all women) 
within the Bank, gender advocates had enough voice and influence to carve out space for more attention to 
gender, but not enough to gain the acquiescence of influential decision-makers (mostly men) in the Bank’s 
middle management, who continued to be concerned that the gender agenda would conflict with the Bank’s 
apolitical mandate and create tension with key country partners. As a result, while gender advocates had a 
stronger presence and platform within the Bank, they were compelled to stick with a conceptual framing 
that was “more palatable to the powerful male economists and the economistic culture of the Bank”.3 This 
was clearly reflected in the Bank’s 2007 gender mainstreaming strategy report, Gender Equality as Smart 
Economics, wherein the investment in projects focused on women and girls’ development was justified 
narrowly as a means of enhancing economic growth and the socio-economic development of children and 
families. The concept of gender equality as a human right and the explicit language of women’s 
empowerment were largely omitted. In the 2012 World Development Report, likely due to criticism, the 
Bank reasserted that it believed gender equality was an “objective in its own right,” but continued to use 
the language of smart economics (Winters et al. 2018).  
 
During the 2014-2017 replenishment of the Bank’s concessional lending arm, President Jim Yong Kim and 
Bank leaders reinforced the importance of gender within the institution by declaring gender a cross-cutting 
solution and integrating greater private sector involvement.  The most recent gender strategy (2016-2023) 
finally adopts in a limited fashion the UN framing of women’s rights, voice, and agency as human 
development, yet continues to emphasize the perceived economic dividends. While the majority of World 
Bank projects now include some kind of gender component today, the depth and quality of gender 
mainstreaming across operational units and sectors still varies considerably (Kenny and O’Donnell 2016; 
Winters et al. 2018). Figure 1 displays the average gender mainstreaming in projects approved by the World 
Bank between 2009 and 2017 based on a Gender Mainstreaming Index collected by the organization (World 
Bank 2018). The data (described in more detail in the research design section) illustrates the continued 
uneven application of gender mainstreaming norms in World Bank projects. Around half of the projects 
fully incorporate gender mainstreaming. However, the other half only apply gender mainstreaming in some 
dimension, and nearly twenty percent do not incorporate gender mainstreaming at all.  

 
3 This section draws heavily from primary interviews conducted within the Bank by one of this paper’s  authors in 
2009 (see Weaver 2010).  
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Figure 1: Percentage of all projects approved by the World Bank between 2009 and 2017 that have 0-3 
gender mainstreaming components 
 

 
 
 
Where is the Bank today in terms of gender mainstreaming? Internal and external stakeholders have often 
criticized in very general terms the uneven application of gender mainstreaming in Bank operations. Many 
gender projects are purportedly still concentrated within the ‘soft sectors’ and recent studies have shown 
that Bank rhetoric and publicly released data on gender project financing are inconsistent.  
 
In the remainder of this paper, we attempt to delve deeper into the reasons behind this uneven performance. 
In doing so, we draw from representative bureaucracy theory the key hypothesis that the uneven attention 
and resources to gender mainstreaming activities may be linked to the representation of women within the 
Bank. Simply put, where women have stronger presence within ranks of authority and decision-making, we 
would expect that this passive representation will be positively correlated with active representation; that 
is where women call the shots, there will be more evidence of gender mainstreaming at the level of project 
activities and spending.  
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Women’s Representation and the Application of Gender and Development Norms in the World Bank 
  
In this section, we argue that the pervasive underrepresentation of women in the staff of the World Bank 
has slowed down and incited unevenness in the application of gender mainstreaming in its lending projects. 
Three central mechanisms can link women’s presence with changes in decision-making outputs in IOs: 
representation, expertise, and bureaucratic sub-cultures. 
  
First, a representational perspective would argue that women bureaucrats act on behalf of other women to 
further collective women’s interests. Whether women represent other women in IO decision-making 
depends on whether there is a collective women’s interest that can be represented (Sapiro 1981). This 
question has been debated extensively by feminist scholars (Childs and Krook 2009; Diamond and Hartsock 
1981). Many authors have argued that collective interests are based on shared socialization and 
discriminatory experiences (Diamond and Hartsock 1981; Mansbridge 2005; Sapiro 1981). In contrast, 
intersectional feminists have highlighted the differential experiences of different groups of women (Acker 
2012; Riegle-Crumb and Humphries 2012). These authors have shown that the experiences of women differ 
markedly and women do not necessarily represent the interests of all women all the time (Atkins and 
Wilkins 2013). Nevertheless, the representational bureaucracy approach typically takes the former view 
that women have certain identifiable collective interests in specific policy areas and represent these issues 
on average (Keiser et al. 2002; Wilkins 2007; Wilkins and Keiser 2006). The argument is that for a policy 
issue to become important, it must be salient for the demographic group in question (Meier 1992; Wilkins 
and Keiser 2006). In other words, it depends on whether the policy area has become a gendered policy 
issue. 
  
Poverty alleviation at the World Bank can be seen as a gendered policy area due to the considerable political 
efforts to establish gender mainstreaming. Keiser et al. (2002) argue that a policy issue becomes gendered 
if the policy directly affects women as a group because, in some issue areas, women can work differently 
with clients of the bureaucracy and because the issue has been gendered in political discussions. Given the 
World Bank’s mandate to alleviate poverty and the extensive gaps in the economic fortunes of different 
genders globally, it is clear that poverty alleviation directly affects women as a group. However, World 
Bank bureaucrats are typically not affected by poverty directly, as they are highly educated individuals with 
high salaries, and many come from high-income countries. Nevertheless, poverty alleviation has been 
gendered through the World Banks’ political process. The repeated initiatives aimed at mainstreaming 
gender into all sectors and operations of the Bank fulfill the criteria of a definition of gender as a relevant 
component of World Bank policy-making and implementation and the burden of representation of gender 
issues within the Bank has often fallen primarily on women. 
  
A second perspective highlights differences in the expertise women and men bureaucrats bring to their 
work. The argument focuses on differential gendered experiences that shape bureaucrat’s knowledge about 
gender issues. The main observable implication—passive representation of women increases decision-
making outcomes for women—does not differ between the first and the second perspective. However, the 
causal pathway between the passive and active representation of women differs. In the expertise-based 
perspective, women’s distinctive life experiences shape the extent to which they are mindful of gender 
issues (Boyd, Epstein, and Martin 2010; Voeten 2020). Women will have experienced gender-based 
discrimination in their careers and are thus more sensitive to the problem than men. Hence, they may be 
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more inclined to look at the distinct impact of their project on women. Women bureaucrats might also seek 
to build expertise on gendered differences in poverty within their area due to these life experiences. Even 
in professional fields that are not distinctly focused on gender, women are more likely to emphasize gender 
issues than men. For example, women economists (co-)author more than 50% of studies on gender in top 
development economics journals (American Economic Review, Quarterly Journal of Economics, and 
Journal of Development Economics), while they only (co-) author around 29% of all other articles on 
average (Jayachandran and Daubenspeck 2018). A greater number of women have built expertise on gender 
issues throughout their professional life than men. The observable implication of both the representational 
and the expertise-based perspective is that women bureaucrats would be more inclined to apply gender 
mainstreaming thoroughly in their decision-making. Hence, the first hypothesis posits: 
  
H1: If women staff oversee projects, these projects will have stronger gender mainstreaming components 
  
A third perspective goes beyond a focus on individual behavior and highlights the impact of greater numbers 
of women on bureaucratic culture. The argument is that the participation of women in decision-making 
alters the norms and policy paradigms of men and women working in their bureaucratic sub-units. IOs are 
organizations that are influenced by shared norms and policy paradigms (Weaver and Nelson 2016). 
Individuals select into organizations that share their outlook on key policy issues (Hooghe 2005; Momani 
2007), and they get socialized into prevailing norms over time (Murdoch et al. 2019). Bureaucratic 
representation theory argues that increasing numbers of people sharing a certain demographic characteristic 
change the prevailing policy norms on salient issues. Applied to gender representation, outcomes become 
less ignorant of women’s interest as the aggregate number of women in staff increases relative to men ( 
Kesier et al 2002; Wilkins and Keiser 2006). These patterns emerge because a greater number of women 
change deliberations on gender issues and women colleagues are more likely to hold men accountable for 
ignorance towards gender discrimination (Dietrich, Hayes, and O’Brien 2019; Mendelberg, Karpowitz, and 
Goedert 2014). For example, Karim and Beardsley (2016) show that sexual exploitation and abuse in 
peacekeeping missions decrease as the number of women peacekeepers increases.  
 
Does this imply that a critical mass of women is needed to affect organizational change?  The idea of a 
“threshold effect” has been controversial in feminist scholarship (Grey et al. 2006). Nonetheless, even 
without reaching a particular threshold, this literature suggests that bureaucratic sub-cultures evolve to be 
more mindful of gender discrimination as the number of women working within them increases.  In this 
perspective, the institutionalization of gender mainstreaming norms at the World Bank becomes stronger 
over time as the underrepresentation of women becomes less stark. Those departments where more women 
work would also be where gender mainstreaming is more incorporated into decision-making. Crucially, this 
application of the policy norm would happen irrespective of whether the staff members making the actual 
decisions are women or men. Hence, a bureaucratic culture perspective would expect policy outputs to 
incorporate gender mainstreaming more if bureaucratic units have more staff. The corresponding second 
hypothesis claims: 
  
H2: If more women are working in a bureaucratic unit, projects have stronger gender mainstreaming 
components 
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Differences in the organizational culture of IOs create critical scope conditions for the impact of women on 
policy outcomes. Keiser et al. (2002) highlight hierarchy, stratification, and professionalization as central 
organizational factors enhancing or suppressing the degree to which passive representation of women 
translates into active representation. Hierarchy crucially impacts the degree to which staff can shape 
decision-making (Honig 2019). In hierarchical organizations, where decision-making is centralized at the 
top, only top-level managers may be able to alter organizational outputs. When hierarchy is more dispersed, 
women in lower-level positions may possess the necessary autonomy and discretion to affect change within 
their portfolios (Keiser et al. 2002). Additionally, stratification matters because individual bureaucrats are 
not acting in a vacuum. Instead, whether their supervisors and managers are sympathetic towards gender 
mainstreaming may shape the degree to which they are willing and able to affect change in decisions (Keiser 
et al. 2002). Finally, professionalization creates external sources of policy norms and paradigms. 
Professional socialization and training affect the policy beliefs of individuals, and these beliefs affect the 
interpretations and decisions of individual bureaucrats working in IOs (Chwieroth 2010). If an IO is 
populated with individuals whose professional background does not include a specific gender focus, the 
translation of passive to active representation is much more difficult (Keiser et al. 2002). 
 
Research Design 
  
To understand whether women staff differ in their focus on gender equality in decision-making, we draw 
on novel data on the gender of World Bank staff in charge of individual projects and country portfolios. 
We then regress project-level data on gender mainstreaming on measures of the involvement of women 
staff. 
  
Dependent variables 
  
In a first step, we focus on gender mainstreaming in World Bank lending. For our dependent variable, we 
draw on data collected by the World Bank to identify the degree to which nearly 3,000 projects approved 
between 2009 and 2017 included gender mainstreaming. The data are taken from the World Bank’s 
Monitoring Gender Mainstreaming in the World Bank Lending Operations Database (World Bank 2018). 
The indicator measures the extent to which gender considerations are incorporated into (1) analysis, (2) 
actions, and (3) monitoring and evaluation of World Bank projects.  
 
The analysis dimension refers to how the World Bank’s analysis of the recipient country and sectoral issues 
is prepared throughout the project and how their stakeholder consultations incorporate gender-related 
issues.  To be coded as one, the project documents need to either specifically analyze gender issues, discuss 
gender diagnostics, undertake a gender assessment, include results of consultations with gender-focused 
NGOs, or gender-focused consultations with beneficiaries. If it does not satisfy these criteria, the project is 
coded as zero. For example, the Uzbekistan Health System Improvement Project explicitly discusses how 
certain diseases are more prevalent for women than men in Uzbekistan and that the country has 
exceptionally high maternal mortality rates compared to other countries in Central Asia (World Bank 2020).  
 
The actions indicator requires specific gendered actions in the context of a project. This means that a project 
needs to include targets that address the needs of women, girls, men, or boys, have gender-specific 
environmental or social safeguards, or discuss explicitly how the targets address gender disparities. For 
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instance, the Zhejiang Qiantang River Basin Small Town Environment Project finances specific training 
programs for women and ensures that women and men share equally in compensation contracts (World 
Bank 2017).  
 
The evaluation dimension measures whether projects include monitoring and evaluation frameworks that 
specifically focus on gendered outcomes. The indicator is scored as one if projects incorporate gender-
disaggregated targets in their result frameworks or gender issues in their evaluation strategies. For example, 
the Mauritania Mining Sector Capacity Building Project set targets of 30% women in vocational training 
programs and 70% women as micro-grant beneficiaries (World Bank 2005). World Bank staff score a 
project on whether it includes gender considerations into each of the three dimensions. The resulting scores 
are then added to an index that ranges from 0 (no gender mainstreaming in any dimensions) to 3 (gender 
mainstreaming in all dimensions). 
  
Independent variables 
  
To measure the gender of individuals in charge of specific projects and country portfolios, we extracted the 
names of World Bank staff from different sources. Our analysis focuses on the primary staff in charge of 
decision-making on individual projects. Specifically, we collect data on Country Directors and Task Team 
Leaders (TTLs). Country Directors are in charge of the overall project portfolio for a given country (Honig 
2020; Weller and Yi-chong 2010). They are also supposed to play an essential role in ensuring that gender 
issues are considered within the portfolio (Kenny and O’Donnell 2016). Task Team Leaders are the main 
staff members in charge of individual projects and are generally considered the most critical staff affecting 
decision-making in individual World Bank projects (Briggs 2021; Bulman, Kolkma, and Kraay 2017; 
Denizer, Kaufmann, and Kraay 2013). The names of Country Directors and Task Team Leaders were 
extracted from the World Bank website and World Bank documents. First, the names of Country Directors 
were collected by hand from project approval documents, country assistance strategies, and the World Bank 
website. Second, the names of TTLs in charge of implementation were scraped from the publicly available 
World Bank API. However, World Bank TTLs rotate every 3-7 years across duty stations, which means 
that staff in charge of approval is often different from staff in charge of implementation (Heinzel and Liese 
2021). Therefore, we extracted the names of the TTLs in charge of approval from project approval 
documents available from the World Bank website. Through these procedures, we attained the names of 
3,619 TTLs overseeing 86% (8,506) of World Bank projects between 2000 and 2020 as well as 196 Country 
Directors in charge of more than 95% of the project portfolio of the World Bank during the same time.  
 
To classify individuals’ binary gender, we combine automated methods and hand-coding. In line with recent 
data collection of individual-level data (Nyrup and Bramwell 2020), we predicted the gender of staff using 
genderize.io, which classifies the gender of individuals based on millions of self-reported names and gender 
from social media profiles. To validate the data, we hand-coded the gender of 981 World Bank management 
named in World Bank annual reports based on their use of gendered pronouns. The algorithm correctly 
classified 92.6% of these staff members. However, the correct classification decreases to 65% when 
considering only individuals with less than 75% of social media profiles listed as one particular gender 
(e.g., Andrea). To increase the accuracy of our measurement of gender further, we hand-code every 
individual where genderize.io reports a distribution of less than 75% or fails to classify the name. When 
doing so, we can increase the accuracy of our gender variable to around 98-99%. Figure 2 displays the share 
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of women staff in charge of projects by different sectors. The highest share of women TTLs work on Social, 
Education, and Health projects, while the least women work in Transportation and Energy projects.  
 
 
Figure 2: Women staff in different sectors 

  
 
  
Control variables 
We employ a range of control variables to minimize the prospect of omitted variable bias. The biggest 
threat to inference is that projects would be pre-determined by someone else to incorporate gender 
mainstreaming, and women staff is simply selected into these projects more often. Hence, we seek to control 
for alternative sources for gender mainstreaming. 
  
Three groups of actors are involved in World Bank decision-making: donors, recipients, and the World 
Bank. The first group of actors are donor principals. Research has repeatedly shown that the World Bank 
is influenced by the preferences of its major shareholders (Clark and Dolan 2021; Lyne, Nielson, and 
Tierney 2009). We would face reverse causality if gender mainstreaming was pushed more by certain World 
Bank shareholders and women staff preferred working in these projects. In this case, a greater gender 
mainstreaming focus would be caused by the preferences of shareholders and would cause the selection of 
women staff into the project. Therefore, we control for the average gender-focused lending of the five most 
important World Bank shareholders (USA, UK, Germany, France, and Japan). Data on gender-focus is 
taken from the OECD Creditor Reporting System (OECD 2020). The indicator is calculated by taking the 
average share of projects the five donors approved in a given year for a recipient with a gender marker. 
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Additionally, heterogeneity in gender mainstreaming could be driven by differential gender equality in the 
recipient country. Gender equality could impact both the degree to which recipients demand gender 
mainstreaming in operations (Weaver 2010) and the urgency the World Bank places on addressing gender 
inequality. It could also shape the extent to which women staff gets sent into these countries. For example, 
many countries the World Bank works with are characterized by considerable suppression of women’s 
rights. Such misogyny might deter (or incentivize) women to work in these contexts and affect whether 
recipients demand loans with a gender focus. We control for four variables that indicate the situation of 
women in the recipient country. First, we include a measure of women’s economic rights to control for the 
de jure economic situation of women. The indicator is taken from Cingranelli and Richards (2010). Second, 
we control for the political representation of women in the recipient government by including the share of 
women ministers in the national government (Nyrup and Bramwell 2020). Third, we control for the 
socioeconomic fortunes of women by including a measure of the infant mortality of girls and the share of 
women in vulnerable employment (WDI 2020). Fourth, we control for GDP per capita and population (log) 
to account for differences in the level of development of recipient countries and differences between 
countries with larger and smaller populations. 
  
The final set of control variables focuses on differences in projects that may affect the World Bank’s 
decision to incorporate gender mainstreaming on the World Bank side. First, we control for whether the 
project is an IDA or an IBRD loan and whether the World Bank has listed the country on its list of conflict-
affected and fragile countries because the World Bank’s policy paradigms differ for these contexts. More 
difficult contexts have been shown to affect the selection of staff (Limodio 2021). Second, we include a 
measure of the project amount because projects with higher amounts are seen as more prestigious by Bank 
staff (Briggs 2021). More prestigious projects generally have more attention from senior management and, 
consequently, staff members on the ground might have less discretion than in smaller projects. In addition 
to these control variables, we use various fixed effects to minimize omitted variable bias, which are 
discussed in more detail when introducing the models below. 
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Do women oversee more gender-focused operations? 
  
We estimate several regression models to grasp the impact of passive representation on gender 
mainstreaming in World Bank projects. The unit of analysis is the individual World Bank project. All 
models cluster standard errors to allow for correlated errors at the country-level. Table 2 displays the results 
from models regressing gender mainstreaming ratings on the gender of TTLs (Models 1, 2, and 4) and 
Country Directors (Models 3 and 4). In Model 1, we evaluate the role of a TTLs’ gender while holding all 
control variables constant and including country, sector, and approval year fixed effects. However, one 
could argue that sector-specific effects, like policy norms or paradigms, change over the time of 
examination. Similarly, we might omit critical variables at the country-level, like the interests of recipient 
governments. Hence, Model 2 provides a more stringent test by using country-year and sector-year fixed 
effects. We drop the country-level control variables from Model 2, as they only vary at the country-year 
level and are, thus, incorporated in the fixed effects. In Model 3, we re-estimate Model 1 but substitute our 
TTL variable with our indicator for women Country Directors. Finally, we include both staff indicators on 
the right-hand side of the equation in Model 4. 
  
The results indicate that women's passive representation in key positions of authority increases the degree 
to which their projects incorporate gender mainstreaming. The coefficient for women TTL is statistically 
significant and positive (p<0.05) in Model 1 and remains marginally significant when using both country-
year and sector-year fixed effects in Model 2 (p<0.1). The coefficients are moderate—having at least one 
woman among TTLs is associated with an average 0.12 increase in gender mainstreaming ratings (on a 
four-point scale). The coefficient is similar in magnitude to the weight of a 25% increase in the economic 
rights of women in Model 1. Country Directors are likewise linked with an increase in gender 
mainstreaming ratings. When the Country Director is a woman, gender mainstreaming ratings of projects 
increase on average by 0.22 in Model 3 (p<0.01). The findings reported in Model 4 indicate that the gender 
of Country Directors has a more substantial association with gender mainstreaming ratings than the gender 
of TTLs. The coefficient is nearly double in magnitude, although the 95% confidence intervals overlap 
slightly. These results imply that the position of women in the organizational hierarchy plays a considerable 
role when determining their impact on gender mainstreaming in the World Bank. 
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Table 2: regressing gender mainstreaming on women staff 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
     
Women TTLs 0.1235* 0.0860+  0.1191* 
 (0.0501) (0.0449)  (0.0491) 
     
Women Country Directors   0.2234** 0.2060** 
   (0.0703) (0.0731) 
     
IDA 0.2805* 0.4172** 0.3304** 0.2962* 
 (0.1247) (0.1323) (0.1234) (0.1199) 
     
Amount (log) 0.0556+ 0.0911** 0.0562+ 0.0537+ 
 (0.0288) (0.0283) (0.0295) (0.0295) 
     
Women ministers 0.2976  0.0078 0.0571 
 (0.4914)  (0.4779) (0.4740) 
     
Women economic rights 0.1381+  0.1141 0.0938 
 (0.0739)  (0.0743) (0.0739) 
     
Women infant mortality 0.0057  0.0028 0.0096 
 (0.0122)  (0.0127) (0.0141) 
     
Women vulnerable employment -0.0145  -0.0110 -0.0060 

(0.0126)  (0.0125) (0.0121) 
     
Principals gender lending 0.1532  0.1127 0.1517 
 (0.2771)  (0.2710) (0.2644) 
     
Post-conflict country -0.3388+  -0.3207 -0.3743+ 
 (0.2018)  (0.1968) (0.1942) 
     
GDP per capita 0.0003*  0.0002* 0.0002 
 (0.0001)  (0.0001) (0.0001) 
     
Population (log) -3.0533*  -3.5027** -2.9872* 
 (1.3456)  (1.2987) (1.3092) 
     
Country fixed effects Yes No Yes Yes 
Country-year fixed effects No Yes No No 
Sector fixed effects Yes No Yes No 
Sector year fixed effects No Yes No Yes 
Year fixed effects Yes No Yes No 
Observations 2088 2205 2122 2084 
R2 0.384 0.583 0.382 0.443 

Clustered standard errors in parentheses; + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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So far, our models proceeded under the assumption of exogeneity conditional on covariates. Our tests 
controlled for relevant factors on the country- or sector-level. That way, we were able to minimize the 
likelihood that staff select in certain countries or sectors in which gender projects are also more likely. 
However, we still might face endogeneity on the project-level. Such endogeneity would occur in two 
scenarios: first, management could pre-determine that a project should have a greater gender focus and 
select women to run this project based on gender stereotypes. Second, women staff might be more likely to 
apply internally for projects with a greater gender focus and, hence, self-select into these projects. In these 
cases, the association between women and gender mainstreaming ratings would be driven by women 
selecting into projects rather than designing projects more in line with gender mainstreaming norms. Such 
pre-determined gender mainstreaming focus is largely unobservable (see robustness check section for 
alternatives to address this issue). In other words, the coefficients reported in Table 2 would reflect reverse 
causality. Selection based on pre-determined project objectives is arguably less of an issue for Country 
Directors, who oversee large, often multi-country, project portfolios and certainly do not select into 
countries based on specific projects that have not even started when they are hired. However, reverse 
causality is a considerable concern for TTLs that oversee particular projects. 
  
To address reverse causality, we use an instrumental variable approach in Table 3. The approach utilizes 
an instrumental variable that is valid if it predicts whether at least one of the TTLs in a project was a woman 
(relevance criterion) but must not affect gender mainstreaming ratings through any other channel than 
through increasing the likelihood of selecting at least one woman as a TTL. We use the number of TTLs 
listed on a project in our database as an instrument. 
  
The instrument is relevant because with every additional TTL, the chances that at least one woman works 
in a project increase. Women make up between 25% and 45% of staff in our period of interest. Thus, the 
more hiring decisions are made, the more likely is the selection of women among TTLs because of the 
supply of candidates. Furthermore, gender balancing norms imply that World Bank practice managers (who 
make the hiring decisions) should become increasingly likely to select women as TTLs the more selection 
decisions they make to avoid the impression of misogyny in hiring. 
  
The instrument is also plausibly excludable, conditional on control variables because theoretical arguments 
do not imply that projects with larger numbers of TTLs lead to a stronger gender mainstreaming focus—
except through the greater likelihood that at least one woman is working on the project. One could question 
the excludability of the instrument from two main angles: first, one could argue that larger projects tend to 
have more TTLs, and the increased scrutiny in these projects could lead World Bank management to try to 
ensure that gender mainstreaming is incorporated. However, we account for this argument by controlling 
for the (log) project amount. A second point of contention could be that sectoral norms on the cooperation 
of TTLs differ. These sectors could also be where women are more likely staffed, and gender mainstreaming 
is more prevalent (like social protection or education). Nevertheless, these factors should be controlled for 
by employing sector or sector-year fixed effects. Hence, we argue that the number of TTLs on a project is 
a valid instrument for the purposes of this analysis. 
  
Table 3 displays the results from three instrumental variable regressions. Model 5 includes all control 
variables, country, sector, and approval year fixed effects. In Model 6, we substitute sector with sector-year 
fixed effects. Finally, Model 7 uses both country-year and sector-year fixed effects. The results further 
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strengthen our confidence in the relationship between the passive representation of women and the 
application of gender mainstreaming norms in World Bank projects. The coefficient is positive and 
marginally significant (p<0.1) in Model 5 as well as positive and statistically significant in Model 6 and 
Model 7 (p<0.05). Overall, our analysis provides strong evidence that the null hypothesis that passive 
representation of women and the application of gender mainstreaming norms in World Bank projects are 
unrelated can be rejected. Therefore, more women in World Bank staff seem to increase whether gender 
mainstreaming norms are applied in the projects under their authority (Hypothesis 1). 
  
  



18 

Table 3: instrumental variable estimation of the influence of women TTL on gender mainstreaming 
 (5) (6) (7) 
    
Women TTL (instrumented) 0.2541+ 0.4269** 0.4621** 

(0.1412) (0.1473) (0.1530) 
    
IDA 0.2750* 0.2553* 0.4207** 
 (0.1232) (0.1294) (0.1378) 
    
Amount (log) 0.0535+ 0.0476+ 0.0829** 
 (0.0285) (0.0274) (0.0275) 
    
Women ministers 0.2780 0.2501  
 (0.4916) (0.4242)  
    
Women economic rights 0.1402+ 0.1199+  
 (0.0732) (0.0689)  
    
Women infant mortality 0.0044 0.0058  
 (0.0118) (0.0116)  
    
Women vulnerable employment -0.0142 -0.0057  

(0.0126) (0.0114)  
    
Principals gender lending 0.1687 0.2291  
 (0.2757) (0.2118)  
    
Post-conflict country -0.3321+ -0.3812**  
 (0.1976) (0.1280)  
    
GDP per capita 0.0002+ 0.0002  
 (0.0001) (0.0001)  
    
Population (log) -3.1840* -2.8583*  
 (1.3418) (1.1409)  
    
Country fixed effects Yes Yes No 
Country-year fixed effects No No Yes 
Sector fixed effects Yes No No 
Sector-year fixed effects No Yes Yes 
Year fixed effects Yes No No 
Observations 2089 2089 2205 

Clustered standard errors in parentheses; + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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We now turn to Hypothesis 2, which posited that an increased number of women in staff also changes the 
overall culture in bureaucratic units. That way, greater numbers of women would impact not only the 
decisions in their discretion but also those taken by staff with other gender identities that work with them. 
World Bank TTLs are sectoral staff members who answer to sectoral practice managers and are 
incorporated in a sectoral organizational structure. Therefore, the World Bank sector is the relevant peer 
group for TTLs. Hence, we use an additional independent variable that calculates the share of women 
appointed in a given sector in all other projects approved within three years of the project of interest. The 
specifications mimic the models discussed above with one substantial modification. One concern is that the 
variable picks up organizational changes towards gender equality in the sub-unit more generally. These 
organizational changes could drive both whether women are appointed and the extent to which staff in that 
sub-unit incorporate gender mainstreaming. Hence, we control for the gender mainstreaming rankings in 
the same projects within three years.  
 
Table 4 reports the results from four models focusing on tests of Hypothesis 2. Model 8 includes all control 
variables, country, sector, and approval year fixed effects. In Model 9, we include country-year fixed effects 
and exclude all country-level variables. We cannot use sector-year fixed effects in these models because 
our variable of interest does not vary considerably on the sector-year level. Finally, in Models 10 and 11, 
we replicate Model 8 but further include our measure of Women TTLs and Women Country Directors. 
  
The regression models again lend support to our expectation that passive representation shapes the 
application of gender mainstreaming norms in the World Bank. The coefficient for Women appointed in 
the sector within three years of the project of interest is positive and statistically significant (p<0.05) in all 
four models. One standard-deviation (0.09) change in the share of women in a sector is comparable to the 
coefficient of having at least one Woman TTL overseeing the project of interest. If all TTLs in a given 
sector were women, the models estimate that gender mainstreaming scores would increase on average by 
around 1.17 (on a four-point scale). The TTL and Country Director variables similarly hold, even when 
controlling for the share of women appointed in a sector and the average gender mainstreaming rating in 
the sector. Overall, the results imply that hiring more women staff seems to alter the behavior of staff 
working in the sector more generally. 
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Table 4: OLS-models regressing gender mainstreaming on average women appointed in sector 
 (8) (9) (10) (11) 
     
Women appointed in sector 
(within 3 years) 

1.1789* 1.1626* 1.2205* 1.2099* 
(0.5556) (0.4874) (0.5589) (0.5548) 

     
Women TTL   0.1312** 0.1297* 
   (0.0489) (0.0494) 
     
Women Country Director    0.1919** 
    (0.0701) 
     
Gender Mainstreaming in sector 
(within 3 years) 

0.6518*** 0.5296*** 0.6580*** 0.6439*** 
(0.1012) (0.1162) (0.1046) (0.1050) 

     
IDA 0.3056* 0.4850*** 0.2891* 0.3179** 
 (0.1222) (0.1127) (0.1205) (0.1193) 
     
Amount(log) 0.0549+ 0.0937** 0.0540+ 0.0544+ 
 (0.0295) (0.0278) (0.0285) (0.0283) 
     
Women ministers 0.2915  0.2691 0.0199 
 (0.4738)  (0.4745) (0.4678) 
     
Women economic rights 0.1307+  0.1273+ 0.1052 
 (0.0744)  (0.0725) (0.0710) 
     
Women infant mortality 0.0039  0.0083 0.0087 
 (0.0128)  (0.0122) (0.0125) 
     
Women vulnerable employment -0.0074  -0.0100 -0.0092 

(0.0124)  (0.0124) (0.0122) 
     
Principals gender lending 0.1543  0.1590 0.1253 
 (0.2751)  (0.2742) (0.2698) 
     
Post-conflict country -0.3723+  -0.3722+ -0.3539+ 
 (0.2024)  (0.1983) (0.1904) 
     
GDP per capita 0.0002*  0.0002+ 0.0002+ 
 (0.0001)  (0.0001) (0.0001) 
     
Population (log) -2.6552+  -2.7346* -3.2218* 
 (1.3395)  (1.3113) (1.2579) 
     
Country fixed effects Yes No Yes Yes 
Country-year fixed effects No Yes No No 
Sector fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Year fixed effects Yes No Yes Yes 
Observations 2127 2252 2088 2083 
R2 0.396 0.551 0.401 0.403 

Clustered standard errors in parentheses; + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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So far, our results show that passive representation seems to increase the degree to which the World Bank 
considers gender mainstreaming in its operations. In a final step, we now evaluate whether the passive 
representation of women also translates into improved performance for gender equity in recipient countries. 
Our extension draws on data on the evaluations of more than 55,000 stakeholders collected in the context 
of the World Bank Country Opinion Survey Programs. Data stem from 299 country surveys conducted 
between 2012 and 2020 in more than 130 countries. The World Bank identifies key stakeholders in 
government, civil society, academia, business, implementing agencies, and the media to conduct the 
surveys. As such, surveys should not be seen as representative of the broader population in recipient 
countries. However, they provide an important snapshot into the views of those stakeholders the World 
Bank Public Opinion Research Group deems crucial in the respective recipient countries. We do not have 
strong assumptions on the distribution of the population of stakeholders and, consequently, do not weigh 
responses. The dependent variable of interest for our study is a question asking to what extent the World 
Bank effectively addresses gender equity in the recipient country. Respondents identify the primary sector 
of their work. Hence, we can build an aggregated database on the country-sector-year level that allows us 
to link the gender of staff working in these country-sectors to the perceptions of key stakeholders. 
  
Gender mainstreaming implies the consideration of gender issues in the overall work of the World Bank. 
As discussed extensively above, the idea is to ensure that the benefits stemming from World Bank projects 
are not withheld from women in recipient countries. Therefore, effective gender mainstreaming would 
imply that the effectiveness of the World Bank’s work translates into projects that effectively address 
gender equity. The corresponding hypothesis would posit that women staff maximize the gender 
effectiveness of projects. To mimic this theoretical expectation in our models, we interact perceptions of 
the overall effectiveness of the World Bank in a given country-sector-year with the number of Women 
TTLs that have worked in this country-sector within three years. Therefore, we test whether larger numbers 
of women staff can better translate World Bank country-sector operations deemed effective by key 
stakeholders into perceptions of effectiveness for gender equity. 
  
Table 5 displays the results from the analysis of the perceptions of the World Bank’s effectiveness in 
addressing gender equity. Since most countries have only a few country surveys and we likely face many 
unobservable idiosyncrasies at the level of the country survey, we employ country-year fixed effects in all 
models. That way, we only compare respondents' perceptions across sectors based on data from the same 
surveys. In Model 12, incorporate the interaction, controlling for country-year and sector fixed effects and 
a range of control variables. For example, we control for the number of TTLs to ensure that results are not 
simply driven by larger numbers of staff working in a country-sector. Additionally, the models hold the 
share of IDA projects and the average project amount constant. We also control for gender mainstreaming 
rankings in the past three years. Model 13 further contains sector-year fixed effects. In Models 14 and 15, 
we further include four control variables taken from the surveys. First, to ensure that we are not simply 
capturing the degree to which recipients perceive the World Bank’s work as aligned with their preferences, 
we control for perceptions of alignment of the World Bank with recipient’s views of the main development 
priorities for their country. Second, we hold constant the share of respondents that are (self-reported) experts 
for gender equity to account for heterogeneity in the expertise of respondents. Finally, we hold differences 
in respondents' relationship with the World Bank constant by controlling for perceptions of familiarity with 
the World Bank’s work and the share of respondents that collaborated with the World Bank directly at the 
time of the survey. 
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The coefficient for the interaction between the number of women staff and the effectiveness ratings of the 
World Bank is positive and statistically significant in three of the four models (at least p<0.05). This finding 
implies that the more women that are staffed in a particular country-sector, the more the World Bank can 
translate effectively perceived operations into operations that are also perceived as effective in addressing 
gender equity. Figure 2 illustrates the interaction based on Model 14. The figure shows that an increase 
from zero to five women staff in a country sector nearly triples the association of overall effectiveness 
perceptions with effectiveness perceptions for gender equity.   
 
Figure 3: Linear predictions of gender performance based on Model 14, 95% Confidence Intervals 
 

 
Note: Plot shows the interaction between Women TTLs and perceptions of effective World Bank projects (with 95% 
confidence intervals). The association of perceptions of the effectiveness of the World Bank in general with 
perceptions of effectiveness in addressing gender equality increases with each additional Women TTL staffed in a 
country-sector.  
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Table 5: Passive representation and stakeholder perceptions of World Bank gender performance 
 (12) (13) (14) (15) 
     
Women TTLs (past 3 years) -0.4575 -0.5379+ -0.5543+ -0.6664* 
 (0.3058) (0.3205) (0.2922) (0.3001) 
     
Performance 0.0762+ 0.0877+ 0.0874* 0.1033* 
 (0.0452) (0.0482) (0.0433) (0.0457) 
     
Women TTLs # Performance 0.3586*** 0.3229** 0.2018* 0.1701 
 (0.0905) (0.0977) (0.1021) (0.1062) 
     
TTL count 0.0021 0.0046 0.0036 0.0063 
 (0.0151) (0.0171) (0.0141) (0.0164) 
     
Project amounts (log) -0.0141 -0.0099 -0.0072 0.0056 
 (0.0725) (0.0759) (0.0704) (0.0735) 
     
IDA share 0.0082 -0.0284 0.0116 -0.0340 
 (0.1250) (0.1301) (0.1223) (0.1272) 
     
Gender Mainstreaming -0.0010 -0.0052 0.0032 -0.0051 
 (0.0541) (0.0604) (0.0572) (0.0640) 
     
Alignment   0.2513** 0.2845*** 
   (0.0767) (0.0784) 
     
Gender experts   -1.9449*** -1.6991* 
   (0.5448) (0.8296) 
     
Collaboration   -0.4135 -0.4359 
   (0.2776) (0.2718) 
     
Familiarity   -0.0213 -0.0863 
   (0.0813) (0.0784) 
     
Country-year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Sector fixed effects Yes No Yes No 
Sector-year fixed effects No Yes No Yes 
Observations 843 834 842 833 
R2 0.493 0.540 0.509 0.558 

Clustered standard errors in parentheses; + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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To summarize, the quantitative analysis has yielded three key results. First, women staff members (Country 
Directors and TTLs) seem to run projects with stronger gender mainstreaming components. Second, when 
more women staff are appointed to a sector, the extent of gender mainstreaming increases in projects of that 
sector more generally. Third, when more women are appointed, the translation of World Bank performance 
into the effectiveness of the World Bank in addressing gender inequality increases in the eyes of key 
stakeholders. 
  
Robustness checks and extensions 
  
In addition to the robustness checks reported throughout the article's main body, we perform additional 
analyses. First, we further aim to minimize the danger of reverse causality. The World Bank categorizes 
projects by (non-exhaustive) themes. One of these themes is gender. These projects focus directly on gender 
equality as one of the main goals of the project. Since this paper focuses on gender mainstreaming—
incorporating a gender lens in all operations—rather than only gender projects, we did not focus on the 
gender theme here. However, the gender theme can serve as a useful control variable to minimize reverse 
causality. While the specific design of projects, including gender mainstreaming components, is often not 
determined yet when TTLs are hired for projects, the project's overall goals are much more set. If women 
staff select into projects with a greater gender focus, we would most likely see this pattern emerge for 
projects with a gender theme. Therefore, we control for a binary indicator that measures whether a given 
project had a gender theme. The results are robust to the inclusion of this additional control variable.  
 
Second, the discretion of staff varies in different types of loans. While TTLs have considerable discretion 
in investment policy loans, their impact is much lower in development policy loans that include prior action 
conditionality negotiated at a higher political level. Indeed, research has shown that TTLs have a lower 
impact on DPF compared to IPF (Heinzel and Liese 2021). Consequently, we would expect that women 
TTLs fail to impact gender mainstreaming in DPF, while women Country Directors impact gender 
mainstreaming in both IPF and DPF. When disaggregating the sample by loan types, we indeed find this 
pattern. The coefficient for TTLs fails to attain statistical significance at any conventional threshold for the 
DPF sub-sample, while the coefficient for women Country Directors remains positive and statistically 
significant.  
 
Third, we aim to ensure that idiosyncrasies with our model specifications do not drive our results. The 
gender mainstreaming indicator may be more accurately modeled as count data, as each component is 
scored and the indicator is the sum of these scores. Hence, we re-estimate models using Poisson-Pseudo-
Maximum-Likelihood to estimate count data with a large number of fixed effects.  
 
Fourth, we test the robustness to using alternative dependent variables. Hence, we disaggregate the indicator 
and estimate separate linear probability models for each of the three components. We also use a dependent 
variable focusing simply on the presence of any gender mainstreaming components instead of the additive 
indicator. The findings show that projects overseen by women are not necessarily more likely to include 
gender mainstreaming per se. The results are mixed when using the binary indicator. Instead, the depth of 
commitment to gender mainstreaming seems to increase when women oversee operations. This finding is 
consistent with expectations on de-coupling in the literature. With the increasing institutionalization of 
gender mainstreaming as a policy norm, the expectation that all staff incorporate it into operation increases. 
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However, women staff members seem to treat gender mainstreaming less as a box-checking exercise. They 
seem to increase the depth of commitments to gender mainstreaming in World Bank projects.  
 
  
Conclusion 
  
The literature on IOs often cannot explain uneven patterns in policy norm mainstreaming because analyses 
rarely account for the factors internal to organizational cultures that may be tied directly to staff 
composition. We address this gap by highlighting an explanation based on bureaucratic representation 
theory. Individuals in IO staff can possess considerable autonomy and discretion, and under these 
conditions, pursue interests and goals aligned with their identities. We develop this argument based on the 
case of the World Bank and gender mainstreaming.  Empirically, we presented considerable evidence that 
implies that such active representation is present and meaningful: women staff in the Bank incorporate 
gender mainstreaming more in projects, a greater number of women in organizational sub-units increases 
the gender-focus of decisions taken within this unit, and greater representation of women increases the 
extent to which IOs can translate positive performance evaluations into being perceived by external 
principals as effective in addressing gender equity. 
  
Together these findings imply that more attention should be paid to the workforce composition of IOs and 
the staff representation of key demographic attributes (including not only gender but also nationality, 
ethnicity, or disciplinary expertise). To understand decisions taken in IOs, one needs to go beyond studying 
the interests of member states or the collective interests of IO bureaucracies. The background of individual 
decision-makers within IO staff seems to affect decisions and needs to be appreciated more fully if one 
aims to understand decision-making in IOs.  
  
In turn, our research also has important real-world implications. Given the pervasive gendered poverty gaps 
and the demonstrated impact that women staff seem to have on the gender focus of projects, hiring and 
placing more women into key decision-making positions seems crucial to achieving the Bank’s gender and 
development goals. The patterns of representation we describe thus call for increased scrutiny on the hiring 
and promotion decisions of IOs (and likely other organizations). It is essential for IOs, like the World Bank, 
to reach gender parity in their workforce composition – not a merely symbolic representation on executive 
boards or as a minority percentage of the overall staff. Moreover, we must acknowledge that the highly 
skewed representation of nationals among the staff of IOs like the World Bank, which is dominated by staff 
from high-income countries, likely also means that the voices of women from countries where the World 
Bank runs most of its projects remain marginalized in the organization. 
  
Additionally, hiring more women should not be treated as a silver bullet. Studies of the World Bank’s 
gender mainstreaming have repeatedly highlighted that the framing of gender goals within the development 
context can easily be skewed by factors other than gender, including the dominance of orthodox economic 
ideas and perceived political resistance (Berik 2017; Elson 2009; Ferguson and Harman 2015; Weaver 
2010). These limitations cannot be overcome by simply increasing the number of women in their staff. 
Instead, the World Bank would need to hire and strategically place staff members with explicit gender 
expertise that can problematize these dynamics and highlight how the World Bank’s gender mainstreaming 
strategy can go beyond simplistic conceptions of the origins and consequences of gender inequality. 
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