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Abstract
Recent years have seen significant growth in the literature dedicated to the political
economy of the international financial institutions (IFIs). Much of this work incorrectly models
the relationship between the IFIs and their member states by treating the U.S. as the sole political
principal of these organizations. Scholars adopting this “unipolar” approach assume (implicitly
or explicitly) that the US is the sole country that can direct lending and policy decisions at the
IFIs, either in general or in cases of great geopolitical importance to the U.S. government.
However, as we elaborate in this paper, such unipolar arguments are at odds with both the formal
rules that govern these institutions and the findings of recent scholarship emphasizing the
collective nature of decision-making within the IFIs. Despite strong evidence that a broader set
of countries influence IFI decisions, the “unipolar fallacy” persists as the conventional wisdom
within the IPE literature. Using a new dataset drawn from the AidData project, we show that the
U.S. is not as dominant in these institutions as conventional wisdom suggests. Our results cast
doubt on the relative explanatory power of the unipolar model and suggest strongly that scholars
need to more carefully model the intensity and heterogeneity of the full range of IFI memberstates in order to explain lending outcomes. These findings have important implications for our
understanding of policymaking within the IFIs, as well as theories of governance with
international organizations (IOs).
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Introduction
Over the last decade, scholars of international political economy (IPE) and international
organization (IO) have made significant progress understanding the politics of international
financial institutions (IFIs). A central finding of this literature is that both the International
Monetary Fund (hereafter IMF, or Fund) and the World Bank are responsive to the political
interests of their member-states. More specifically, a large number of studies have presented
evidence that American geopolitical, financial, and domestic political interests strongly influence
the lending decisions of these and other IFIs.1 Some scholars have gone so far as to argue that the
United States is able to bypass the formal decision-making procedures of the IFIs in order to
“exercise a controlling interest in its activities” when its geopolitical interests are at stake.2 This
belief that the US exercises hegemonic influence within the IMF and World Bank is also
pervasive in media and policy discussions of the IFIs. Fareed Zakaria’s (2011) description of the
Fund and the Bank is characteristic of the conventional wisdom: “These institutions, dominated
by U.S. ideas and money, have long been seen as vehicles for American influence.” Similarly,
David Sanger has written that the IMF is viewed widely around the world as a “lap dog” for
American foreign policy interests.3 In short, both scholars and the foreign policy commentariat
take American hegemonic influence over the IMF and World Bank as a given.
This characterization of global financial governance persists despite broader discussions
about America’s declining power and influence in the world. Indeed, one can scarcely pick up a
newspaper without reading about an emerging multipolar world and the tectonic shift of power
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For example, Thacker 1999, Nielson and Tierney 2003, Oatley and Yackee 2004, Barro and Lee 2005,
Broz 2005, Broz and Hawes 2006, Woods 2006, Dreher and Vaubel 2007, Stone 2011.
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toward China and the other “BRICS” (Brazil, Russia, India, South Africa).4 The pervasive belief
that the US dominates IFI policymaking is also puzzling when viewed in the context of the
broader direction of international relations (IR) scholarship in the last two decades.
Overwhelmingly, IR scholars have abandoned structural realist notions of international
institutions as epiphenomenal entities with little to no independent influence on world politics.5
In their place, we now have a vast body of theoretical and empirical work explaining how and
why international institutions “matter,” as well as rich bodies of scholarship on institutional
design, delegation and agency within international organizations (IOs), and the politics of
decision-making within international organizations.6
The assumption of American hegemony within the IFIs has also been challenged in the
empirical literature, where a growing body of work has shown that US influence over IMF,
World Bank, and regional development bank policy making is more circumscribed than the
conventional wisdom suggests. Drawing on principal-agent theories of IOs, work in this tradition
pays careful attention to the formal decision-making rules, accountability mechanisms, and
voting power of the states that exercise collective decision-making authority through the
executive bodies of these institutions.7 Three key findings have emerged from these studies. First,
the US rarely – if ever – enjoys unilateral influence over IFI decision-making. In nearly all cases,
other large shareholder countries (and, in some cases, coalitions of smaller countries) also
exercise substantial influence. Further, IFI lending behavior reflects the geopolitical and
economic interests of these other member countries. Second, given the collective nature of
4
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decision-making within the IFI Executive Boards, preference heterogeneity among IFI memberstates also strongly influences IFI lending. Finally, member-state control over the IFIs is
circumscribed by the substantial authority and autonomy enjoyed by the professional staff of the
Fund and Bank.8 Thus, recent scholarship on the political economy of the IFIs shows clearly that
American influence over IFI lending is less systematic and pervasive than is frequently assumed.
Yet in spite of these findings, scholars – with only a handful of exceptions – continue to
model IFI decision-making as if the United States were these institutions’ sole principal. As we
document below, the overwhelming majority of published works on the politics of the IMF and
World Bank in the last decade includes variables measuring only American geopolitical or
economic interests and fails to incorporate measures of other states’ interests or preference
heterogeneity among IFI shareholders.9 Thus, despite robust empirical evidence to the contrary –
and broad consensus that hegemonic theories of international relations are in decline – IR
scholars have not updated their models to incorporate the theoretical and empirical state-of-theart in the literature.
This paper documents the problems with perpetuating the “fallacy of unipolarity” in
studies of the politics of global financial governance. To be sure, the United States exercises
substantial influence within both the IMF and World Bank, by virtue of its position as the largest
shareholder and as the customary holder of elite management positions (the presidency of the
World Bank, the First Deputy Managing directorship at the Fund) within these institutions.
Nonetheless, modeling IFI policy making as if the US is the only country that “matters” – while
parsimonious and convenient – is simply not correct, and scholars interested in understanding the
political economy of the IMF, the World Bank, and other IFIs would do well to pay closer
8
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CNPT 5
attention to the collective nature of decision-making within these institutions. As we explain in
detail in the remainder of this paper, treating the United States as the single principal of the IFIs
is problematic for at least five reasons. First, it ignores or downplays the importance of the
formal rules and institutions of IFI decision-making. Second, it ignores the preferences of other
IFI member-states, as well as the importance of preference heterogeneity among IFI shareholders
in shaping lending decisions and policy decisions. Third, it ignores the agency delegated to the
large IFI staffs by the board, and it obscures the way collective principals and their agents
interact to produce the outcomes that we observe. Fourth, these unipolar models were developed
through the study of just two IFIs, the Bank and Fund, but there are over 40 multilateral financial
institutions that allocate finance in the global economy today, and the U.S.’ voting power in
these institutions varies widely. Fifth, U.S. voting power at the Fund and the Bank is declining
over time; consequently, even if unipolar models were appropriate in the past – and we provide
evidence against this – such models are less useful now and will become even less appropriate in
the future.
We proceed as follows. In the next section, we review recent advances in principal-agent
theories of IOs, with an emphasis on clarifying the distinctions between single-principal,
multiple principal, and collective principal models of delegation to and policymaking within IOs.
We then turn to the empirical literature on the politics of the IMF and World Bank and illustrate
the overwhelming bias in empirical work through econometric specifications that treat the US –
implicitly or explicitly – as the sole principal of the IFIs. We then present qualitative evidence
from recent interviews with members of IFI executive boards, which suggest that U.S.
dominance of the Washington-based IFIs is overstated and that the relative power of the U.S.
within the IMF, the World Bank, and the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) is
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declining. Finally, building from previously published work on the IMF and the multilateral
development banks, we present statistical evidence showing the problems with the unipolar
approach. Employing a newly developed dataset drawn from the AidData project, we show that
unipolar models of IFI decision-making are inferior to common agency models, which
incorporate measures of the intensity and heterogeneity of both the “G5” large shareholders or of
the full membership of the IMF and World Bank. More specifically, we show that the intensity
and heterogeneity of G5 and full membership preferences have clear and significant effects on
the probability that countries receive loans from the IFIs, whereas the effect of U.S. interests –
measured using multiple different metrics – are far less consistent and significant.
These findings strongly suggest that scholars of the IFIs should abandon the “unipolar
fallacy” and more rigorously incorporate common agency models into their theories and
empirical analyses. They also indicate clearly that the formal rules of IFI decision-making
matter for lending outcomes. While informal governance may occur in some extraordinary cases,
its prevalence – both as an explanation of IFI behavior and as a general explanation of IO
decision-making – has been overstated. We conclude with a discussion of possible paths for
future research, which would further clarify the collective nature of global financial governance,
the changing power dynamics within IFIs, and the relative influence of IFI bureaucrats, powerful
member-states, and coalitions of smaller countries within these and similar institutions.

Principal-agent theories of IO decision-making
In recent years, a number of scholars have usefully employed the principal-agent (P-A)
framework to explain variation in the policies, reform efforts, and lending behavior of the IMF
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and World Bank.10 P-A theory provides a useful tool for understanding IOs, since it focuses on
situations of delegation, which exist when one or more actors authorized to make a decision or
take some action conditionally designate to some other actor(s) to make that decision or take that
action on their behalf.11 Despite the rising importance of non-state actors in providing
information and diffusing norms, states remain the ultimate authoritative actors in international
relations and within most international institutions. Thus, delegation of authority to international
organizations generally implies that states are acting as principals and IOs act as their agents.
More broadly, principals are the actors within a hierarchical relationship in whom authority
ultimately rests, while agents are the actors who are conditionally delegated authority to perform
tasks in the name of the principals.12
A central tenet of delegation theory is the assumption that agents pursue their own
interests, subject to the constraints imposed by their principals.13 Principals will try to control
their agents, but doing so is costly and some degree of “agency slack” is inevitable: agents
always possess a certain amount of autonomy due to incomplete contracting and/or the costs
associated with monitoring and enforcement by the principal.14 Agency slack occurs when agents
pursue policies that the principal(s) would not have chosen if it/they were acting directly. The
problem of agency slack is even more severe in cases of common agency (i.e., collective or
multiple principals), because the multiple members comprising the agent’s principal may have
heterogeneous preferences about the agent’s behavior (Ferejohn 1986). When the members of
the collective principal have strongly unified preferences over policy outcomes, their ability and
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willingness to monitor and control the agent’s behavior will be relatively high; by contrast, when
principals’ preferences are heterogeneous, the agent can exploit these differences among the
members of the collective principal to pursue its own interests and choose policies that reflect its
own preferences. Similarly, the intensity of the principals’ preferences affects agent discretion.
When the principal has strong preferences over a particular decision, it has greater incentives to
monitor the agent’s behavior; conversely, the principal is likely to allow greater discretion to the
agent when it has little direct interest in a given policy decision.
The simplest P-A relationships exist when a single actor delegates authority to a single
agent to complete some task or set of tasks. Other P-A relationships are more complex, because
of how and/or to whom the agent is accountable. When agents are hired to complete some task or
set of tasks by a number of different actors to whom the agent is individually responsible, the
agent is said to have multiple principals. Each principal has an individual contract with the agent
and is able to hire, fire, redirect, or sanction the agent at will. Although not common in
international politics, these multiple-principal relationships are seen often in American politics,
where federal agencies are responsible both to the President and to Congress via separate
delegation contracts. Under a variety of conditions, neither the President nor Congress needs the
consent of the other to sanction or redirect their agent, the federal agency.15
While single and multiple principal models are the most commonly applied in political
science generally, the most frequently applicable delegation model for analyzing IOs is that of
the collective principal, in which the agent is responsible to the negotiated directives of a set of
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For further discussion see Nielson and Tierney 2003. They note, “For example, the president can
promote, demote, or fire bureaucrats, and Congress can increase organizational budgets, decrease them, or
even eliminate them entirely—each without the cooperation of the other. Among IOs, the European
Commission is now responsible to both the Council of Ministers and the European Parliament—a clear
case of multiple principals.” See also Calvert et al 1998 and Hammond and Knott 1996.
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actors (in general for international relations, sovereign states) that collectively constitute the
principal. In order to sanction, limit, or expand the agent’s activities, the members of the
collective principal must agree to a new set of directives for the agent. Figure 1 illustrates these
three distinct types of P-A relationships. The collective principal model is the one that most
accurately captures the dynamics of the relationship between IFIs and their member states: at the
IMF, the World Bank, and other multilateral development institutions, the institutions’ member
states, acting through the executive board (EB) of each organization, form a collective principal
that governs directs, monitors, and/or sanctions their agent (the IFIs’ staffs) as a group.16 While
the EB acts as a group, not all member states have an equal say in the decisions taken by the
board. At both the Fund and the Bank, for example, the five largest shareholders are allowed to
appoint one executive director to the board (U.S., Japan, Germany, France, and the UK). The
remaining EB seats go to directors who are elected to the board by one or more of the remaining
member states.17 These coalitions are often geographically clustered, but are also formed for
political reasons.18 The varying levels of influence allotted to EDs based on their voting shares is
perhaps, in part, responsible for the pervasiveness of the unipolar fallacy. Indeed, at both the
Fund and the Bank, the U.S. is the single largest shareholder. Further, amendments to the
institutional articles of agreement require support from 85 percent of shareholders at both the
IMF and World Bank. These voting shares give the U.S. veto power over changes to the articles
of agreement at both institutions. Perhaps more importantly, however, the U.S. vote shares leave
it far from the absolute majority needed to control day-to-day operations (including commitment
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On the details of IMF policy making, see Copelovitch 2010b. On the World Bank, see Weaver 2008.
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decisions) and even further from the supermajority needed to make unilateral changes to the
articles of agreement.19 Figure 1 illustrates these three distinct types of P-A relationships.

Figure 1: Alternative Principal-Agent Models of International Organizations.
Arrows represent delegation contracts.

Common agency models and IMF/World Bank decision-making
Modeling P-A relationships correctly is important because of the implications it has for
the conclusions that scholars and policymakers reach about the determinants of IO behavior and
policies. With respect to the IMF and World Bank, treating the US government as the sole
political principal fundamentally mischaracterizes the principal-agent relationship that governs
the IMF and World Bank. In these institutions, substantial authority has been delegated to the
professional staffs, which exercise a high degree of autonomy in designing, negotiating, and
implementing lending programs.20 Ultimately, however, political authority in the IFIs rests with
the Executive Board (EB) of each institution. Through the EB, a multi-member body composed
of Executive Directors (EDs) (24 at the IMF, 25 at the Bank) representing shareholder
19

At the Fund, the U.S. controls 16.75 percent of all votes on the EB. At the Bank, the U.S. controls only
15.14 percent of votes on the EB.
20
See Copelovitch 2010b, Dreher and Vaubel 2004 and Willett 2000 on agency slack, bureaucratic rentseeking, and the influence of the IMF staff over policy outcomes.
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governments, member-states have the final say over all IFI policy decisions. However, because
member-states’ voting power is directly proportional to their quota contributions to the Fund’s
general resources, the advanced industrialized countries’ preferences carry the most weight in
IMF and World Bank decision-making. In the IMF, for example, the Fund’s five largest
shareholders, the “G-5” countries (United States, United Kingdom, Germany, Japan, France) are
entitled to appoint their own EDs, who hold a combined 38.39% of the votes.21 This voting
structure gives the advanced industrialized countries overwhelming influence within the Fund.
The G-5 hold 38.39% of the votes, while EDs from constituencies encompassing the G-7 (G-5
plus Canada and Italy) cast a combined 46.13% of EB votes, and those representing the G-10 (G7 plus Belgium, the Netherlands, Sweden, and Switzerland) collectively cast nearly two-thirds
(62.28%).22
Given this institutional framework, analyzing IFI decision-making as if the US is the sole
principal of note reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of how these institutions operate. For
example, in the IMF, the US – with 16.77% of the votes – only has a unilateral veto over nonlending decisions (including quota increases, the sale of IMF gold reserves, and amendments to
the Articles of Agreement) that require EB supermajorities of 70-85%.23 This veto power does
not extend to IMF lending decisions: formally, approval of an IMF loan requires the support of
only a simple majority of EB votes, rather than a super-majority. Moreover, the Board’s norm is
to avoid formal votes on IMF lending decisions whenever possible. Rather, the Board makes

21

http://www.imf.org/external/np/sec/memdir/eds.htm.
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lending decisions on a “consensus basis with respect given to the relative voting power of the
states” (Mussa and Savastano 1999; IMF 2002; Van Houtven 2002).
At the World Bank, the distribution of voting power is broadly similar to that of the IMF.
The U.S. controls 15.14 percent of votes in the EB, giving it veto power over changes to the
Bank’s Articles of Agreement, which require at least an 85 percent supermajority. At the same
time, however, day-to-day operations (including loan/grant commitment decisions) require only
simple majorities on the EB. These decision-making rules and norms enable the advanced
industrialized countries to collectively exercise substantial authority over decisions about the
allocation, size, and terms of IFI commitments so long as they have similar preferences. They do
not, however, allow the US government to unilaterally dictate policies or to unilaterally veto
specific proposed commitments within the EB.

The unipolar fallacy: evidence from previous research
How common is this error? In Table 1, we list 27 different studies of the IMF and World
Bank published in the last 10 years.24 Each of these studies attempts to account for the interests
of the principal of the IMF or World Bank using some proxy for unilateral U.S. interests. In
some cases, these analyses rely on geopolitical variables like voting affinity in the United
Nations General Assembly or foreign aid flows from the U.S. to a given recipient country. In
others, they rely on how tightly integrated a recipient state is with the U.S. economy by using
either trade flows or U.S. bank exposure.

24

Roughly speaking, these are the papers/books written on the topic in the positive political economy
literature over the past ten years. All but one (Anwar) contain a quantitative model. We generated this
sample by doing a Google Scholar search on the term “political economy” and then either “World Bank”
or “IMF.” We restricted the search to peer reviewed papers and books published over the past ten years.
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Table 1: Studies employing U.S.-centric models of IO governance.
Study
Gould 2003
Barro & Lee 2003
Dreher & Vaubel 2003
Sturm et al 2004
Oatley & Yackee 2004
Broz & Hawes 2004
Stone 2004
Vreeland 2004
Harrigan et al. 2005
Andersen et al. 2006a
Andersen et al 2006b
Anwar 2006
Broz and Hawes 2006
Fleck and Kilby 2006
Eichengreen et al. 2006
Dreher and Jensen 2007
Dreher et al. 2007
Reynaud and Vauday 2007
Steinwand and Stone 2007
Stone 2008
Dreher et al. 2008
Pop-Eleches 2009
Breen 2010
Fratzscher & Reynaud 2010
Moser and Sturm 2011
Kilby 2013
Dreher and Strum 2010
Kilby 2009
Breen 2013
Breisslein and
Schmaljohann 2014

Institution
IMF
IMF
Bank & IMF
IMF
IMF
IMF
IMF
IMF
Bank & IMF
IMF
Bank
Bank & IMF
IMF
Bank
IMF
IMF
IMF
IMF
IMF
IMF
IMF
IMF
IMF
IMF
IMF
Bank
Bank
Bank
IMF

Primary Influence Variable
U.S. bank exposure and U.S. foreign aid
G-5 bilateral trade and voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. development assistance, military aid
U.S. bank exposure and bilateral trade
U.S. bank exposure and voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. bank exposure and voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. foreign aid and voting affinity in U.N.
Change in U.S. voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. foreign aid and treaties with Israel
U.S. voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. bilateral trade and voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. bank exposure and voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. bilateral trade.
U.S. bank exposure and voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. troop deployments
U.S. bank exposure, foreign aid, and voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. foreign aid and voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. foreign aid, bilateral trade, and voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. military aid.
U.S. voting affinity in U.N., troop deployments, financial ties.
U.S. bilateral trade and voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. voting affinity in U.N.
U.S. voting affinity in U.N.
G-5 trade and bank exposure

Bank

G-5 trade and U.N. voting affinity in the U.N.

A small subset of the more careful studies also include measures of geopolitical or
financial integration with other powerful members of the EBs of the IMF or World Bank (e.g.,
Breen 2013; Breisslein and Schmaljohann 2014). Often, however, these studies fail to model
how the interests of the shareholders interact. Instead, these studies simply assume that the G-5
or G-7 preferences are always aligned. This proves problematic since principal-agent theory
suggests that the relative influence of a bloc of members in a particular collective principal will
depend not only on their preference intensity, but also on the homogeneity of those preferences.
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If the G-5 or some other arbitrary bloc of EB members have incompatible preference orderings,
the ability of that bloc to affect outcomes at the IFI will be limited at best. With regard to the G-5
in particular, the empirical record shows that members’ preferences are often not aligned on a
wide variety of indicators including bank exposure, trade relations, and U.N. voting.25 Failing to
account for this non-alignment will lead analysts to draw incorrect conclusions about their
influence.
Most frequently, tests of non-U.S. member influence are done concurrently or
sequentially, with scholars either simultaneously including separate variables for the interests of
individual IMF or World Bank shareholders or including these variables separately in alternative
regression models.26 Others test measures of US influence against variables aggregating the
collective interests of other large countries.27 In almost every case, these non-US variables are
included as a robustness check or add-on, with the testing of US influence the primary focus of
the analysis. Frequently, the results for non-US shareholder influence are only mentioned in
footnotes, rather than presented in tables of results (e.g., Broz and Hawes 2006).
While these approaches are preferable to only testing for American influence over the
IFIs, they, too, suffer from several problems. First, the concurrent approach raises serious
problems of collinearity. Indeed, given that bank exposure is often highly correlated with UN
voting affinity, and other measures of geopolitical and economic interests of the IFIs’ major
shareholders, it is difficult to assess the meaning of the significance or insignificance of

25

For example, in our IMF example below, the coefficient of variation on G-5 bank exposure is 115.77,
with a range of 0 to 223.61. The coefficient of variation on the S-Score is .17 with a range of -0.22 to 1.
26
For example, Stone 2011, Dreher and Jensen 2007, Barro and Lee 2005, Oatley and Yackee 2004.
27
Barro and Lee use “other major Europe” (2003), while Stone (2011) tests a residual variable of the
other G-5 countries, leaving out the US.
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individual variables.28 For example, Oatley and Yackee (2004, 41) include measures of US,
British, and Japanese bank exposure simultaneously and find that only the US variable is
statistically significant. However, it is unclear what the correct interpretation of such results
should be: is this a spurious result driven by multicollinearity, or is it a valid result showing that
only US influence matters? To our knowledge, few scholars have really explored this result with
detailed analysis of the correlations between these variables.
The sequential approach is a further step forward but is problematic for different reasons.
In essence, the problem of collinearity is “solved” at the cost of introducing omitted variable
bias: unless one believes that the interests of the IFIs’ large shareholders are completely
unrelated and affect policy outcomes independently, then models incorporating only one
country’s interests are misspecified and therefore not appropriate. A second and larger problem,
however, is that the latest research on the politics of IFI decision-making demonstrates the
critical importance of preference heterogeneity (Copelovitch 2010a, 2010b) and coalitional
dynamics (Lyne at. al. 2006, 2009) within the IMF, World Bank, and other IFI EBs on policy
outcomes. Thus, decisions about loan size and policy conditionality reflect not only the separate
intensities of the US and other large shareholders, but also the distribution of such preferences.29
Lim and Vreeland (2013) make a similar argument about the Asian Development Bank where
they show that Japan is able to direct substantially more money to rotating members of the UN
Security Council, but this depends upon the preferences and voting power of other members of

28

As Copelovitch shows in his analysis, for example, the correlation of UN voting affinity scores among
the G-5 countries ranges from 0.75 to 0.94 (Copelovitch 2010a). The individual bank exposure variables
correlations are similarly high.
29
Preference heterogeneity among the G-5 countries in the IMF EB, for example, can be quite large. In
his 1984-2003 sample of non-concessional loans, Copelovitch (2010a) shows that the average coefficient
of variation on bank exposure to IMF borrower countries for the individual G-5 governments (US, UK,
Germany, Japan, France) is 115.77, while the average coefficient on UN voting affinity “S” scores (which
range from -1 to 1) is 0.17.
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the board.30 Moreover, as Copelovitch demonstrates, these two variables – preference intensity
and preference heterogeneity – interact with each other in significant ways. Consequently,
models that do not take this interaction into account are not accurately capturing the dynamics of
decision-making within the IFI EBs, nor are they correctly specifying the conditional effect of
individual shareholders’ influence over specific IFI lending decisions.
Such specification errors – of both the sequential and concurrent variety – remain
endemic in the literature. Even the most recent and sophisticated analyses of IFI decision-making,
which move beyond testing only variables of US influence, fail to incorporate either measures of
the preference heterogeneity of the IFIs’ Board members or interactions between preference
intensity and heterogeneity. For example, in his recent and important work on US “informal
governance” of the IMF, Stone (2011, 2008) presents the most well-developed argument and
empirical tests to date of US influence over the Fund. Stone finds that IMF loans are larger,
contain fewer conditions, and are less stringently enforced when a country is of geopolitical or
economic importance to the US; the remaining G-5 countries, he finds, have only weaker or
insignificant influence over these same outcomes. Based on these findings, he draws broad
conclusions about the ways in which the US is able to exercise informal control over the IMF
specifically and over IOs more generally: “I describe this situation as conditional delegation: the
IMF is autonomous when the borrower is unimportant to the United States or the borrower is
unwilling to spend the influence needed to call upon U.S. assistance in dealing with the Fund.”
Although we do not doubt the U.S. exercises enormous influence within the IMF and
other IOs, we are skeptical of the informal governance theory’s strong claim that the US is able
to suspend the Fund’s formal decision-making rules and “assume temporary control of the
30

Lim and Vreeland conclude, “…that the political manipulation of international organizations hinges on
some degree of consensus across their most powerful members.” (2013, 64).
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organization when its core interests are affected” (Stone 2008, 593). To our knowledge, there is
no evidence that the Fund’s other large shareholders have ever agreed to such conditional
delegation. Indeed, in at least two of the cases Stone identifies to support the logic of informal
governance (e.g., Korea 1997 and Mexico 1995), active cooperation or conflict (the former in the
Korean case, the latter in Mexico) among the five largest IMF shareholders at multiple stages of
the Fund lending process played a key role in shaping policy outcomes (Copelovitch 2010b).
Moreover, the key causal mechanism underlying the informal governance logic strikes us as
unconvincing: “…the United States has a tremendous organizational advantage over other
countries because it has a more extensive diplomatic corps, particularly important private
financial institutions, numerous advantages in gathering information, and all of the advantages of
having the IMF located in the United States capital” (Stone 2011, 57). The geographic proximity
of the US Treasury and IMF headquarters aside, the diplomatic and informational resources of
the other large shareholders are also formidable, and the private financial institutions of the UK,
Germany, Japan, and France are equally (and in some cases, arguably more) systematically
important in the modern global economy.
Beyond these concerns about the theory of informal governance, however, our primary
concern stems from the dynamics of decision-making within IFI Executive Boards. In his
statistical models, Stone does not incorporate any measures of G-5 preference heterogeneity, nor
do his models include the interactions between G-5 preference intensity and heterogeneity that
Copelovitch (2010a/b) finds to be critically important and significant in his empirical analysis.
Moreover, Stone commits the same error of sequential testing of individual G-5 countries as
previous analyses, and his specification of aggregate G-5 interests excludes the US, thereby
setting up a competition between the US interest variables and variables measuring the
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aggregated interests of the non-US G-5 countries. These model specifications effectively “stack
the deck” against common agency models by excluding the US from the G-5 itself.31
In sum, even the most recent and advanced treatments in the literature continue to adhere
to the unipolar approach to IFI decision-making. While parsimonious and clearly in line with the
conventional wisdom, this strategy inaccurately models the common agency nature of decisionmaking within the IMF and World Bank. Moreover, in our view, it does not take the formal
decision-making rules and institutions of the IFIs seriously enough. In the remainder of this
paper, we bring to bear both qualitative and quantitative evidence illustrating the limits of the
unipolar approach and the importance of other shareholders’ preferences and preference
heterogeneity in shaping policy outcomes in the IMF, World Bank, and regional development
banks.

Empirical analysis: Qualitative evidence from interviews with current and former EDs
In order to ascertain the relative influence of the US and other large shareholders within
the IFIs, we interviewed 17 current or former Executive Board (EB) members at the IMF, World
Bank, Asian Development Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank over a three-week
period from July 18 to August 10, 2013.32 We asked each official between 10 and 15 questions
in an effort to establish certain facts about the process of decision making, participants’
perceptions of influence within the organization, and to ask them directly why they made
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Effectively, Stone’s coding sets up a multiple principals test (i.e., the US vs. the other G-5 countries),
rather than testing a collective principal approach. The latter requires treating the US as a member of the
G-5 and incorporating measures of G-5 preference heterogeneity based on including all five countries as
members of the collective principal.
32
We interviewed five EDs or AEDs who represented the United States, two from the UK, three from
continental European countries, three from Asia, three from Latin America, and one from the Middle East.
This also meant that some represented individual countries while other chairs represented a grouping of
countries.
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particular decisions.33 On the broad question of U.S. influence within the four IFIs we studied,
and especially the IMF and the World Bank, there was general agreement that the U.S. had “a
great deal of influence” or even “the most influence” on policies and on lending decisions. At
both the Fund and the Bank we repeatedly heard that “If the U.S. ED has a problem with a
project, staff usually try to amend it before bringing it to the Board.” Respondents frequently
mentioned “the U.S. veto” when referring to any effort to change the Articles of Agreement or
the basic composition and purpose of these institutions. However, when it came to specific cases
of Board decisions to approve a loan or adopt a new policy, Board members from all four
institutions quickly recalled examples where the U.S. “lost” and was unable to impose its will in
a specific case. Many expressed the view that, while the U.S. once dominated politics on the
Board, its influence had waned in recent years. According to one long-serving European ED at
the IMF, “The Americans spend much more time today trying to build coalitions on the Board.
The U.S. Chair has to work harder today because there are more varied and powerful groupings
today as compared to the past.” There was also consensus on the composition of these groups.
Americans, Asians, and Europeans agreed that the most organized caucus within the different
Bretton Woods Organizations was the EU group, whose chairs largely succeeded in coordinating
their policies prior to Board meetings.34 While most agreed that the Europeans were the most
coherent group, there was disagreement about which other countries and/or groups were
increasing their influence within the IFIs. The two most frequently named countries were China
(mentioned by 7 interviewees), which has its own chair in most of these IFIs, and Brazil
(mentioned by 5 interviewees), which frequently represents a constituency of multiple countries.
33

See Appendix 1: “Interview Questions for Board Members.”
While other caucus groups were mentioned (GRULAC and even BRICS), no interviewee suggested
that any other group was as coherent as the European group. However, several suggested that the
“BRICS” were ascendant even though their representatives did not meet as a group on a regular basis
prior to board meetings.
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On the issue of consensus among the G-7 countries, there was a widely held view among
our interviewees that the U.S., Japan, Canada and Europe tended to vote together more often
than not, but that on particular issues, they would disagree. According to one ED within the
IaDB, “The Japanese and the Canadians usually vote with the U.S., but you can often get
Europeans to peel off and vote with the Latin American bloc.” While both participants and
scholars frequently invoke a norm of “consensus” on these IFI Boards, we heard this much more
frequently from board members at the Fund and the Bank than at the AsDB or the IaDB.
But even in the most consensual of all the institutions, the IMF, all participants
acknowledged that consensus did not mean unanimity and that individual chairs could either
“abstain, express disagreement, or vote no” if he/she chose to do so. One specific question that
was asked of every interviewee was, “Which ED votes no or expresses opposition to proposals
most often in your experience?” The answers to this question were telling. Five interviewees
refused to answer either by claiming that they were new or that revealing the identities of “no
voters” would be violating a confidentiality norm. Apparently, the vast majority of EDs did not
get the memo on confidentiality, since they were more than willing to answer the question. Of
the remaining twelve respondents, two indicated that the Brazilian ED abstained or voted no
most frequently, while the remaining ten all said that the United States voted no and/or abstained
most frequently. Most also indicated that the U.S. ED usually accompanied any “no” vote with a
written explanation of the decision.35
In addition to voting no most frequently, the U.S. is also the country that loses most
frequently within the Fund’s Board. To quote the U.S. ED, “We are, by far, the most frequent
‘no’ vote on the Board.” When asked how often these no votes were successful in halting some
35

These explanations of the voting behavior of all U.S representatives at IFIs are reported to the Treasury
Department which is required by law to provide them to the U.S. Congress. See Treasury 2013.
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program or preventing a policy from being passed by the Board, the response was immediate and
unequivocal, “We lose every time that we vote no.” In the words of a different ED who
represented the U.S. at another MDB, “We faced a growing number of legislative mandates to
vote no on any loan to a country supporting terrorism, trafficking in women, promoting nuclear
proliferation, or any infrastructure project that did not contain the proper environmental studies.
So, we voted no a lot and we got rolled every time. It was a little embarrassing.”36 This fact is
worth repeating and thinking about a bit harder. The alleged hegemon, the United States
government, believes that certain issues (such as terrorism, environmental degradation, and
nuclear proliferation) are so important that Congress passes a law instructing its IFI
representatives how to vote; these laws sometimes insist that the U.S. representative must use his
or her “voice and vote” in an effort to build a coalition to block such loans from passage.37 And
yet, every time that U.S. representatives report voting no, they lose the vote. One can interpret
this evidence in many ways, but given these outcomes, it is difficult to conclude that unipolar
control of the IMF and other IFIs is taking place.

Empirical analysis: Quantitative analysis of IFI lending, 1980-2010
Although our qualitative analysis is only preliminary and limited in scope, it strongly
suggests that the unipolar model overlooks important aspects of the politics of IFI decisionmaking. In order to more rigorously and extensively test the unipolar approach against the
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Interview with former U.S. ED, June 2005, Washington DC.
In 1992 the U.S. Congress passed the “Pelosi Amendment,” which required all U.S. representatives at
IFIs to vote no on certain types of project proposals that did not include an Environmental Impact
Assessment. By 2003 Congress was requiring not only a no vote on loans to certain types of countries,
but also required the U.S. ED to lobby his/her colleagues in an effort to persuade them to vote no as well.
According to interview data from both U.S. representatives (lobbyists) and other chairs on the board
(targets of lobbying), this legislative mandate to form blocking coalitions has not succeeded in changing
outcomes on IFI boards.
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common agency perspective on IFI policymaking, we have also conducted time-series-crosssectional statistical analysis on the determinants of IFI lending over the last three decades. We
test our argument at the country-institution level. Each observation is a country-year for a
particular IFI. Our data on multilateral grants and loans comes from AidData.org’s Research
Release 2.1. The data sample includes all concessional and non-concessional grants and loans
from the IBRD, IDA, AsDB/F, AfDB/F, IDB, and IMF for the period 1980-2010.38

Dependent variables
Our main analysis focuses on two different dependent variables. First, we record whether
or not a given country received a grant or loan in a given year from a given MDB in our sample.
This binary variable takes on a value of one if at least one grant or loan is listed for that countryyear-institution combination in the project-level data from AidData. Second, we record the
natural log of the total amount of funding that a given country received in a given year from a
given IFI in our sample. For example, if the World Bank made two commitments of $1 million
each to Mexico in a given year, the value of this variable would be $2 million dollars.39
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Note that our IDB sample ends in the year 2000. Future versions of this paper will extend the IDB
sample through 2010.
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For both variables above, we allow for any country in the international system as defined by the
Correlates for War dataset to be eligible for a loan or grant from all institutions. In principal, our analysis
should be limited to a subset of these countries eligible for concessional and non-concessional funding
based on the World Bank’s IBRD and IDA GNI thresholds. The World Bank lays out the GNI thresholds
here: http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications/a-short-history. The regional MDBs use the
World Bank thresholds as their guidelines. In many cases, however, we found that countries received
funding from IDA, AsDF, or AfDF funding despite being over the specified GNI threshold for that year.
Similarly, many countries received funding from non-concessional arms despite being significantly below
the IBRD threshold. For these reasons, we leave all countries in the sample. The results we present below
do not appear to be affected by this decision.
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Explanatory variables
Our core independent variables are measures of the geopolitical affinity of a borrower
country to various shareholders of the IFIs in our sample. Following previous work, we
operationalize the geopolitical preferences of shareholder countries using Strezhnev and
Voeten’s United Nations General Assembly Voting Data. We take the S-score (S3UN) between
the shareholder country and the recipient country. The S-score between two countries measures
the relative affinity of the two countries based on their voting record in the U.N. General
Assembly.40 For the unipolar case, we take the S-score between the U.S. and the recipient
country. When we analyze the role of other shareholders we take the mean S-Score between the
shareholders of interest and the recipient country weighted by the vote share of each shareholder.
For example, to calculate the weighted S-score of the G5, we multiply the S-score of each G5
constituent by its vote share, sum the resulting values, and divide by five. Data on vote shares at
MDBs come from the Annual Reports issued by the MDBs in our sample.41
In the models below, we also include several additional independent variables that
previous analyses show to be correlated with both lending decisions and the relative affinity of
states in the state system. These include level of democracy, level of development, economic
growth, and whether or not commitment decisions were made in the shadow of the Cold War.
We use Polity2 as our measurement of level of democracy. As a proxy for level of development,
we use the GDP per capita data from the World Development Indicators (WDI). For economic
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Values for S scores range from -1 to 1, with higher values indicating closer affinity between two
countries. In order to calculate coefficients of variation for these S scores, we rescale the data to range
from 0 to 2.
41
In some cases annual reports were not available for a given institution in a given year. When this
occurred, we used linear interpolation to calculate vote share data using Stata’s ipolate function. In the
case of the IMF, we have not yet gathered historical vote share data. For years prior to 2001, we used
IBRD vote shares as a proxy for IMF vote shares. The two are highly correlated historically. We will fill
in these missing data in future revisions.
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growth, we use GDP growth also from the WDI. We code all country years after 1991 as being
post-Cold War, given the literature’s findings that lending patterns have varied widely between
the Cold War and post-Cold War eras (Bermeo 2011). Finally, we control for temporal
dependence in the data by including the number of years since a country’s last loan from each
IFI in the sample, along with its square and cube (Signorino and Carter 2009).

Unipolar results
We begin our analysis by testing the observable implication of the unipolar model: a
positive correlation between US affinity with a borrower country and both the probability that it
receives a loan and the overall amount of foreign aid it receives from the IFIs in our sample. In
Table 1, we present the results of two conditional logit models testing the unipolar model of IFI
governance with country and institution fixed effects.42 The dependent variable is whether or not
a given country received a loan or grant from a given MDB in a given year. The results show that
level of democracy and the post Cold War period are correlated with receiving grants/loans from
the IFIs. The negative coefficient on time since last loan suggests that the longer a country goes
without a loan/grant from one of the IFIs decreases the probability of receiving one in the future;
this result is strongly in line with the existing literature’s findings of high degrees of “recidivism”
in foreign aid.
[Table 1 about here]
Our main independent variable of interest in Model 1 of Table 1 is the S-score between
the U.S. and the recipient country. Contrary to the predictions of the unipolar model, the
coefficient is negative, highly statistically significant, and substantively meaningful. Holding all
other variables constant at their sample means, a one-standard deviation increase in UN voting
42

IMF is reference category.
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affinity between the US and a borrower country (from an S score of 0.63 to one of 0.96, on the 0
to 2 scale) decreases the probability of receiving an IFI loan by 1.35%. When we weight the Sscore by the U.S. vote share in each institution in Model 2, the predicted effects are similar: the
same one-standard deviation change decreases the probability of receiving an IFI loan by 1.39%.
Similar results obtain if we limit our analysis to those states below the 75th percentile of GDP
per capita. As such, this result is likely not driven by developed countries, which are very
unlikely to seek funding from the IFIs. What, then, is driving this negative coefficient, a result
contrary to the expectations of the unipolar model?
In order to answer this question, we estimate the same models on IFI sub-samples in
Table 2. Models 1 and 2 are run on the IMF sample. Consistent with previous work (Stone
2008), the coefficient on the U.S. S-score is positive and statistically significant in Model 1. In
Model 2, we weight the U.S. S-score by its IMF vote share. While the coefficient is once again
positive and increases in magnitude, it is no longer statistically significant. These results, in
conjunction with the opposite finding in the full sample models above, raise questions about the
generalizability of results from past studies of IMF that emphasize the dominance of American
interests (e.g., Stone 2011/2008).
[Table 2 about here]
Subsamples of other IFIs raise further doubts about the conventional wisdom. In Models 2 and 3,
which are run on the World Bank (IBRD/IDA) sample, the coefficient on U.S. S-score is
negative and statistically significant. Those states which are relatively more aligned with the U.S.
in the international system are less likely to obtain funding from the World Bank. Similar results
can be seen in the case of AfDB/DF and IDB. The AsDB results are, perhaps, the most puzzling.
While neither is statistically significant at conventional levels, the coefficient on the raw U.S. S-
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score is positive in Model 5, but turns negative once we weight the S-score by the U.S. AsDB
vote share in Model 6.
In Table 3, we present estimates using alternative measures of U.S. preferences: the
logged level of U.S troop deployments and the logged level of total U.S. bilateral aid to a
potential IFI borrower. Data on U.S. troop deployments are from the Heritage foundation. Data
on U.S. aid come from USAID’s Greenbook, which records development assistance and other
forms of economic aid as well as military aid. We test these alternative specifications to ensure
that our findings are not sensitive to the use of UN voting affinity, despite its dominance in the
literature as the preferred measure of US geopolitical interests in the IFIs. While the coefficient
on troop deployments in Model 1 is positive and significant, it is unclear precisely what this
implies for the unipolar model. In one sense, it suggests that the U.S. is able to secure loans and
grants for countries in which American troops are stationed or deployed. This seems broadly
consistent with the unipolar model. Recall, however, that the logic of the unipolar model focuses
on moments of crisis when the U.S.’s “core interests” are at stake. These moments in time when
the U.S. feels its core interests are most affected are best captured by changes in troop
deployments, rather than simple levels. Further, it seems likely that the U.S. would push hardest
for development assistance in the period after foreign military operations (like those in Iraq).
Finally, the simple levels measure captures long-standing deployments in places like South
Korea and Turkey, which are relatively stable over the long run. Consequently, in Model 2, we
re-estimate using the three year change in troop deployments and find that the coefficient, while
positive, is far from conventional levels of statistical significance. We see analogous results in
Models 3 and 4, where the IVs of interest are lagged bilateral aid and changes in bilateral aid
levels. Thus, as with the UN voting affinity measures, these alternative measures of US interests
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in particular borrower country cases fail to provide clear support for the unipolar model of IFI
decision-making.
In sum, the quantitative results using the widely preferred unipolar approach cast
significant doubt on the empirical validity and generalizability of this model, both as a model for
explaining lending patterns across the broader range of IFIs and as a model of IO decisionmaking processes more broadly. Across four different development banks and the IMF, the
unipolar model does not perform well. Across the full sample, we see that both the raw and
weighted U.S. S-score is negatively correlated with the probability of receiving a loan, in stark
contrast with the existing literature. In the best case of the IMF – the case, in fact, that this
model was first developed to explain – the results are also not compelling. While the raw U.S. Sscore is positive and significant, the coefficient is no longer statistically significant once it is
weighted by the U.S. vote share.

Common agency models: G5 and full membership preferences
In Table 4, we abandon the unipolar model in favor of models that incorporate the
preferences of a broader range of shareholders in the IFIs. We begin first with a set of models
employing the “G5” approach advanced by Copelovitch (2010a/b) in his work on the politics of
IMF lending. While this approach varies in its applicability across IFIs – the Fund and Bank’s
five shareholders do not occupy the same positions of influence in all IFIs in our sample – it
represents a plausible “first cut” at modeling common agency dynamics in IFI policymaking.
[Table 4 about here]
In Model 1, we see that the coefficients on level of democracy, level of development and
the post-Cold War period are of similar magnitude and direction to those in the first set of
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models. Our independent variable of interest in Model 1, the weighted average S-Score of the G5
members of the IFIs is negative and statistically significant. This initial result raises similar
questions as the same finding in the unipolar analysis did earlier. However, the sign on the G5
average S-score flips once we also account for variation/heterogeneity in G5 member preferences.
Thus, in Model 2, both the weighted average S-Score and the coefficient of variation for the G5
are positive and statistically significant. The effects of these variables are also substantively
significant. A one-standard deviation increase in weighted G5 average affinity increases the
probability of a country receiving aid from an IFI by 1.7%, while a one-standard deviation
increase in the G5 coefficient of variation increases the probability of aid by 2.3%. Given the
mean probability of aid (with all variables at sample means) is 5.7% in the full IFI sample, these
are large and meaningful substantive effects.
In his earlier work on the IMF, Copelovitch (2010a/b) found that the effects of these two
variables were conditional and interactive. Consequently, in Model 3, we add the interaction
between the G5 average S-score and the coefficient of variation. Interactive effects are difficult
to interpret from the regression table alone, so we plot the coefficients in Figure 1, which
displays the coefficient on G5 S-score heterogeneity across the full sample range of G5 average
S-score.43 Preference heterogeneity appears to matter very little at the low end of the G5 S-score,
but as the average G5 S-score increases, increased preference heterogeneity increases the
probability of obtaining at least one loan/grant from the IFIs in a given year.
[Figure 1 about here]
Similar, results can be seen when we turn, in Table 5, to models that consider the
weighted average preferences of all IFI member countries. These models are our preferred
specifications, since they incorporate measures of the intensity and heterogeneity of preferences
43
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of all members of the IFIs in our sample. Here our sample is limited, for the moment, to only the
IMF and World Bank (IBRD/IDA).44
[Table 5 about here]
The first two models, which consider the average, weighted S-score alone and the combination
of average weighted S-score and S-Score heterogeneity provide little in the way of useful
evidence. In the third model, however, we include the interaction of the weighted S-Score of the
full membership and S-score heterogeneity. The results are striking. We plot the coefficient on
preference heterogeneity across the range of average S-score in Figure 2.
[Figure 2 about here]
When the S-score is low on average, preference heterogeneity reduces the probability that a
country gets at least one loan/grant in a given year. This suggests that conflict within the IMF
and World Bank Executive Boards over the geopolitical importance of a particular borrower
country reduces the probability that it will receive aid from these institutions, but only in cases
where average affinity between the country and the full range of IFI member-states is low. In
contrast, when the S-score is relatively high, the effect is reversed: increases in preference
heterogeneity increase the probability that a country gets at least one loan/grant in a given year.
This suggests instead a logrolling dynamic: when average affinity among the range of IFI
member-states is high, countries are willing to support more extensive lending in cases where a
subset of members have particularly intense interests in providing a borrower country with
favorable treatment. Table 6 displays the sizeable and significant substantive effects of these
interactions across a range of values of each component variable.
[Table 6 about here]
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In contrast to the results from the unipolar model, these findings from the common
agency model are robust and consistent. Both the intensity and heterogeneity of preferences of a
broader range of states – whether measured as the interests of the “G5” large shareholders or as
the weighted interests of the full membership of the IMF and World Bank – strongly influence
IFI lending outcomes. We see two key takeaways from this analysis. First, the formal rules and
voting weights within IFIs matter and taking them seriously when modeling the politics of IFI
decision-making is critical to explaining variation in lending outcomes. Second, both logical and
empirical evidence against the unipolar model suggests we should no longer employ it as the
default approach to IFI lending and should instead test it against relevant alternatives, such as
common agency models. While more analysis is clearly necessary – to ascertain the relative
effectiveness of the unipolar and common agency approaches when seeking to explain additional
characteristics of IFI loans (size, conditionality, etc.) – these results on the probability of lending
strongly suggest that the collective principal approach deserves more attention than the existing
literature has offered.

The unipolar fallacy: Why is the error so common?
Building on recent findings in the literature, the qualitative and quantitative evidence here
cast doubt on the merits of unipolar theories of IFI decision-making. Nonetheless, as we have
already noted, this approach remains pervasive in the political economy literature. Why is this
the case? In our view, there are at least three reasons for the continued popularity of the unipolar
model. First, scholars are interested in parsimonious theory and empirical analysis, so they use
U.S. interests as “shorthand” for the influence of large Western countries as a group within the
IMF and World Bank. One sees evidence of this frequently: most scholars advancing US-centric
arguments about the IFIs include phrases such as “the US and other large shareholders” when
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developing their theories, even as they include US-only variables in their empirical tests.45 While
we believe that parsimony is a worthwhile objective, this is true only when parsimony doesn’t
diminish the ability of our models to yield accurate predictions about outcomes, and when it does
not lead analysts to spurious conclusions about causal relationships. As we suggest above,
standalone measures of U.S. foreign policy or geopolitical interests are limited in their
explanatory power and do not accurately reflect the coalitional politics of IFI Executive Boards.
The limited utility of the U.S.-only models is a direct result of failing to adequately
model the formal institutional decision making rules at the IFIs. If we take these rules seriously –
and several decades of institutional literature in both domestic and international politics suggests
that we should – we cannot simply ignore other IFI members’ preferences or the heterogeneity of
preferences in particular lending cases. And yet, in relying on measures of U.S. interests as a
proxy for the preferences of “large shareholders,” this is precisely what most scholars working in
the field continue to do in their research. Under certain limited conditions (e.g., when there is
broad consensus among all large IFI shareholders about the geopolitical or economic importance
of a borrower country) this empirical strategy may be appropriate. In general, however, it is not,
and analysts risk drawing inaccurate conclusions about preferences and outcomes in IFI
decision-making by perpetuating the unipolar fallacy. As we saw in the qualitative evidence
above, the Japanese, and more frequently the Europeans, would split with the U.S. and vote in
favor of loans and policies that the United States opposed. Instead of assuming that IFI
shareholders will share interests and vote together – or that other large countries will abdicate
authority to the U.S. when its interests are most intense – we should find ways to measure the
interests of all member states and we should also measure their behavior on the IFI boards,
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whether through formal votes (as at the IaDB) or recorded abstentions and minutes (at the IMF
and the World Bank).
Alternatively, a second reason for the dominance of US-centric unipolar approaches to
analyzing IFI decision-making is that scholars sincerely believe that the US exercises hegemonic
influence over IMF and World Bank lending behavior. As noted above, this is problematic
insofar as scholars fail to recognize that they are importing power and hegemony-based
arguments into otherwise neoliberal or institutionalist models. If scholars actually believe that
U.S. hegemony and power are determinant in these institutionalized settings, then they should be
more explicit about exactly how and to what extent this power matters in their theoretical models
and then demonstrate that these models perform better than common agency models that do not
employ hegemony as an explanatory variable.
Finally, the third reason that scholars have gravitated toward the hegemonic model may
stem from the fact that – at the time the IMF and World Bank were created – their Boards
actually reflected a hegemonic distribution of power in the international system.46 Many of the
written and unwritten rules (e.g., the Euro-Atlantic duopoly on the Managing directorship of the
IMF and the presidency of the World Bank) of these institutions were designed to enable the
United States to successfully pursue its policy goals. However, the vast majority of IFIs were
created after 1960 and/or have undergone a series of reforms that actually enshrine formal voting
and open debate within the Board. For example, while the IMF and the World Bank rarely use
the voting machinery installed in the Boardroom and most decisions are “taken by consensus,”
the IaDB requires formal votes on every loan and every policy. Further, according to one former
ED from a Latin American country, “The majority of projects that come before the Board are
46
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contested. If we had to approve loans based on a consensus rule, we would approve far fewer
than we do today.”47 Thus, despite the built in advantages that the U.S. enjoys at the IMF and
the World Bank, the world has changed so much that once-plausible hegemonic models now
seem increasingly obsolete. Today, the U.S. does not have the nearly 50 percent of the voting
shares it had in the late 1940s in the Bretton Woods institutions. Furthermore, there are now
over 40 different IFIs that allocate various types of development finance and balance of
payments assistance, and the U.S; voting power in these institutions varies widely. Many new
institutions (e.g., the GEF and Climate Fund) also have double-majority voting, which enhances
the power of developing countries and further restricts the U.S. ability to exercise formal or
informal control over lending decisions. Equally as important, many IFIs with rapidly growing
capitalizations, such as the Islamic Development Bank, the Latin American Development Bank
(CAF), the OPEC Fund for Development (OFID), and the proposed BRICS development bank,
all explicitly exclude the U.S. from participating. In this new institutional environment, we can
expect that whatever explanatory power the hegemonic model had historically, it is likely less
useful going forward. If we want models that are generalizable – both as explanations of IFI
lending behavior and as explanations of IO decision-making more broadly - then they must be
flexible enough to take account of variation in the formal rules, voting power, and the identity of
the actors. Each of these factors varies in the real world and hegemonic models do a poor job of
capturing this variation. If we want models that can travel across time, institutions, and issues
areas, we should further develop the collective principal model.
Conclusion
Scholars have made substantial progress over the last decade exploring the political
economy of IFIs in particular and IOs more broadly. As we argue above and in previous work,
47
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lending outcomes and reform efforts at the IFIs can be explained only if we take seriously the
politics of delegation and agency, where no single member state has the authority (or power) to
unilaterally direct the IO agent. By taking the formal rules and governance structures seriously –
and consequently conceiving the principal-agent relationship between IFIs and their member
states as that of a collective principal – we can better account for traditionally puzzling variation
at the IMF, World Bank, IaDB, AsDB, and similar institutions. Despite the demonstrated
advantages of this approach, the vast majority of studies continue to model IO outcomes as if the
U.S. were the sole principal of these IO agents. In short, the “unipolar fallacy” persists as the
conventional wisdom within the IPE literature and in the international affairs commentariat more
broadly.
Our observations from over a decade of attending conferences and workshops on the
political economy of international organizations and reading the publications presented in Table
1 suggest that most scholars do not actually mean to advance variations of “stealth realism”
when analyzing outcomes at IFIs. Instead, they likely fall into the “shorthand” camp described
above where the hegemonic model “works” because U.S. preferences clearly do explain some of
the variance in lending that we observe (we see stars in regression tables). Yet even if it is
unintentional or simply a shortcut given available data, this is problematic. Perpetuating the
unipolar fallacy leads to inaccurate and/or incomplete conclusions about the causal relationships
between geopolitical power and outcomes at the IFIs. To be clear, we do not argue that the
power of the U.S. and its geopolitical interests never matter in these institutions. Instead, we
argue that to understand how and when the U.S. exercises outsized influence in the IFIs – and to
understand when and to what extent other countries and groupings also influence lending
outcomes – we must more accurately model the decision-making dynamics of these institutions.
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In our view, future research on these institutions must account for the role of non-U.S. member
states and develop better measures of the aggregate preferences of IFI boards and the dispersion
of preferences among IFI member-states. This is especially important as the relative power of the
United States within these institutions declines, as G-7 interests diverge, and as the number of
alternative sources of finance increases.
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Table 1: The Unipolar Model (dependent variable: IFI loan)
(1)
Full Sample
Lagged U.S. S-Score
Lagged Weighted U.S. S-Score

(2)
Full Sample

-1.2***
(.215)

-4.46***
(.893)
Lagged Polity
.0363***
.0359***
(.00854)
(.0083)
Lagged GDP Per Capita
-.000029
-.000013
(.000029)
(.000028)
Lagged GDP Growth
.00654
.00813*
(.00466)
(.00477)
Post Cold War
.354***
.312***
(.0785)
(.0777)
IBRD/IDA
1.41***
1.4***
(.0651)
(.0651)
AsDB/AsDF
.651***
.504***
(.178)
(.179)
AfDB/AfDF
.77***
.421***
(.0789)
(.0978)
IADB
1.24***
1.71***
(.18)
(.2)
Yrs. Since Last Grant/Loan
-.94***
-.936***
(.0444)
(.0441)
Yrs. Since Last Grant/Loan Sq.
.0578***
.0571***
(.00578)
(.00578)
Yrs. Since Last Grant/Loan Cubed
-.00122***
-.0012***
(.000191)
(.000192)
N
21961
21961
Log Lik.
-5357.36
-5373.654
AIC
10738.72
10771.31
Pseudo R2
.48
.48
Conditional logit model grouped by recipient country. Standard Errors clustered by recipient country.
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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Table 2: The unipolar model, sub-sample analysis (dependent variable: IFI loan)

Lagged U.S. SScore

(1)

(2)

IMF

IMF

(.333)
2.9
(1.78)
Lagged Polity

Lagged GDP
Per Capita

Lagged GDP
Growth

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

IBRD/IDA

AsDB/DF

AsDB/DF

AfDB/DF

1.13**
*
(.281)

.909***

Lagged
Weighted U.S.
S-Score

(3)
IBRD/I
DA

.0438**

.044**

(.0171)

(.0176)

-.000331***

-.000339***

(.000066)

(.000066)

-.0304***

-.0325***

.0628*
**
(.0119)
.00012
***
(.00003
7)
.00982

(.0101)

(9)

(10)

IDB

IDB

-.157

-1.19***

-1.19***

(.593)

(.308)

(.308)

-7.29***

5.66

-10.5*

-10.5*

(1.35)

(4.05)

(5.71)

(5.71)

.0592***

.00154

.00406

-.0102

-.00832

-.0102

-.00832

(.0121)

(.0344)

(.0352)

(.0135)

(.0131)

(.0135)

(.0131)

-.000129***

-.000164*

-.000105

.000021

.00003

.000021

.00003

(.000037)

(.00009)

(.000091)

(.00003)

(.00003)

(.000032)

.00904

-.0034

.00191

.0252***

.0252**
*

.0259***

(.00643
(.0064)
(.0145)
(.0139)
)
Post Cold War
-.315
-.255
.239*
.1
.0259
-.013
(.209)
(.208)
(.132)
(.139)
(.297)
(.288)
Yrs. Since Last
.374***
.369***
1.24**
-1.25***
-1.67***
-1.72***
Grant/Loan
*
(.0738)
(.0737)
(.0773)
(.0769)
(.218)
(.227)
Yrs. Since Last
.0932*
-.0415***
-.0415***
.0931***
.195***
.203***
Grant/Loan Sq.
**
(.00868)
(.00871)
(.0107)
(.0105)
(.0362)
(.038)
Yrs. Since Last
Grant/Loan
.00137***
.00138***
.00226
-.00225***
.00647*** .00677***
Cubed
***
(.00038
(.000257)
(.000259)
(.000372)
(.00161)
(.00169)
)
N
2662
2662
5944
5944
1234
1234
Log Lik.
-991.6996
-994.2964
1450.5
-1445.033
-351.3335
-350.4459
22
2917.0
AIC
1999.399
2004.593
2906.065
718.667
716.8918
45
Pseudo R2
.061
.059
.56
.56
.37
.37
Conditional logit model grouped by recipient country. Standard Errors clustered by recipient country.
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
(.0101)

(8)
AfDB/D
F

(.000032
)
.0259**
*

(.00918)

(.00911)

(.00918)

(.00911)

-.262**
(.124)

-.251*
(.13)

-.262**
(.124)

-.251*
(.13)

-.482***

-.488***

-.482***

-.488***

(.0705)

(.0697)

(.0705)

(.0697)

.0235**

.0233**

.0235**

.0233**

(.0104)

(.0102)

(.0104)

(.0102)

-.000168

-.000148

-.000168

-.000148

(.000341
)
1828
968.100
1

(.000347
)
1828

(.000347)
1828
-964.676
1945.352

1952.2

.12

.12

-964.676
1945.35
2
.12

(.000341)
1828
-968.1001
1952.2
.12
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Table 3: Alternative measures of U.S. preferences (dependent variable: IFI loan)
(1)
Full Sample
(Loan/Grant)
Lagged Log U.S.
Troops

(2)
Full Sample
(Loan/Grant)

(3)
Full Sample
(Loan/Grant)

(4)
Full Sample
(Loan/Grant)

.159***
(.0346)

Logged Three Year
Change in U.S.
Troops

3.4
(12.6)

Lagged Log Total
U.S. Aid

-.0219
(.0303)

Logged Change in
U.S. Aid
Lagged Polity
Lagged GDP Per
Capita
Lagged GDP
Growth
Post Cold War
IBRD/IDA
AsDB/AsDF
AfDB/AfDF
IADB
Yrs. Since Last
Grant/Loan
Yrs. Since Last
Grant/Loan Sq.
Yrs. Since Last
Grant/Loan Cubed

-.859
.0419***
(.00971)

.0304***
(.00976)

.0314***
(.00943)

(.895)
.0219**
(.00965)

-.0001**

-.000101**

4.0e-06

.000011

(.000043)

(.000046)

(.00004)

(.000033)

.0105*

.0119*

.00912*

-.00014

(.00615)
.319***
(.0827)
1.29***
(.0714)
.482**
(.206)
.631***
(.0814)
1.13***
(.183)

(.00642)
.0421
(.0877)
1.3***
(.0748)
.781***
(.188)
.68***
(.0731)
1.3***
(.165)

(.00485)
.34***
(.0871)
1.39***
(.0773)
.517**
(.207)
.743***
(.0931)
1.22***
(.192)

(.00628)
.103
(.0996)
1.59***
(.0887)
.955***
(.216)
.965***
(.0886)
1.58***
(.183)

-1.2***

-1.03***

-.983***

-.821***

(.0728)

(.0544)

(.0588)

(.0482)

.106***

.0704***

.0644***

.0412***

(.0154)

(.00976)

(.00923)

(.00576)

-.00332***

-.00182***

-.00148***

-.000758***

(.000764)
(.000422)
(.000354)
(.00017)
N
16382
14854
15345
13305
Log Lik.
-4015.686
-3457.953
-3851.587
-3169.58
AIC
8055.372
6939.906
7727.175
6363.16
Pseudo R2
.49
.52
.49
.52
Conditional logit model grouped by recipient country. Standard Errors clustered by recipient country.
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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Table 4: G5 Preference Heterogeneity (dependent variable: IFI loan)

Lagged G5 Average

(1)
Full Sample

(2)
Full Sample

(3)
Full Sample

-.772**
(.315)

1.18***
(.437)
.0348***
(.00548)

.0401***
(.00807)
5.6e-07
(.000027)
.00975**
(.00492)
.42***
(.0917)
1.42***
(.065)
.7***
(.187)
.854***
(.0904)
1***
(.19)
-.937***
(.0451)
.0573***
(.00587)

.0284***
(.00774)
-.000032
(.000029)
.00689
(.00464)
.129
(.0966)
1.43***
(.0658)
.666***
(.185)
.777***
(.0898)
1.17***
(.192)
-.932***
(.0443)
.0566***
(.00567)

.469
(.511)
.00873
(.0111)
.0285**
(.0128)
.0273***
(.00775)
-.000042
(.00003)
.006
(.0047)
.101
(.0991)
1.43***
(.0658)
.66***
(.184)
.768***
(.0909)
1.29***
(.212)
-.929***
(.0445)
.0566***
(.00572)

-.0012***

-.00119***

-.0012***

Lagged G5 COV
Lagged G5 Average * G5 COV
Lagged Polity
Lagged GDP Per Capita
Lagged GDP Growth
Post Cold War
IBRD/IDA
AsDB/AsDF
AfDB/AfDF
IADB
Yrs. Since Last Grant/Loan
Yrs. Since Last Grant/Loan Sq.
Yrs. Since Last Grant/Loan
Cubed

(.000195)
(.000185)
(.000188)
N
21961
21961
21961
Log Lik.
-5384.317
-5353.512
-5350.263
AIC
10792.63
10733.02
10728.53
Pseudo R2
.47
.48
.48
Conditional logit model grouped by recipient country. Standard Errors clustered by recipient country.
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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Figure 1 - Conditional Marginal Effect of G5 S Score Heterogeneity at Different Values of
G5 Average S Score, 1980-2010 (Loan)

CNPT 41
Table 5: Full member models (dependent variable: IMF/World Bank loan)
loan
Lagged Full Membership
S-Score

(1)
IMF & IBRD/IDA

(2)
IMF & IBRD/IDA

(3)
IMF & IBRD/IDA

-.0412

-.56

-3.86***

(.688)

(.972)

(1.45)

-.0101

-.137***

(.00891)

(.0422)

Lagged Full Membership
S-Score COV
Lagged Full Membership
S-Score * Full
Membership S-Score
COV
Lagged Polity
Lagged GDP Per Capita
Lagged GDP Growth
Post Cold War
IBRD/IDA
Yrs. Since Last
Grant/Loan
Yrs. Since Last
Grant/Loan Sq.
Yrs. Since Last
Grant/Loan Cubed

.155***

.049***
(.00927)
-.000035
(.000039)
-.00202
(.00589)
.149
(.122)
1.49***
(.0758)

.0497***
(.00927)
-.000031
(.000038)
-.00172
(.00589)
.12
(.128)
1.51***
(.0798)

(.051)
.0496***
(.00932)
-.00004
(.000038)
-.00286
(.00591)
.186
(.133)
1.5***
(.081)

-.622***

-.621***

-.616***

(.0435)

(.0432)

(.0433)

.0316***

.0314***

.031***

(.00587)

(.00582)

(.00583)

-.000614***

-.000606***

-.000594***

(.000185)
(.000183)
(.000183)
N
9186
9186
9186
Log Lik.
-3096.35
-3095.498
-3089.255
AIC
6210.701
6210.995
6200.511
Pseudo R2
.37
.37
.37
Conditional logit model grouped by recipient country. Standard Errors clustered by recipient country.
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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Figure 2 – Conditional Marginal Effect of Full Member S Score Heterogeneity at Different
Values of Full Membership Average S Score, 1980-2010 (Loan)
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Table 6: First differences, IMF/World Bank loan, full membership S-score models
Predicted probability of a loan, all variables at sample
means: 13.6%
Variable

Change in Pr(loan)

Interpretation

POLITY score

4.7%

1 to 8

Post-Cold War

-2.2%

0 to 1

Years since last loan

-4.3%

9.1 to 17.8

Coefficient of variation, S score (Weighted avg. S = 0.77)
Coefficient of variation, S score (Weighted avg. S = 0.91)
Coefficient of variation, S score (Weighted avg. S = 1.06)

-1.1%*
0.5%
2.8%*

26.8 to 34.3
26.8 to 34.3
26.8 to 34.3

Vote-weighted average S score (S COV = 18.1)
Vote-weighted average S score (S COV = 26.2)
Vote-weighted average S score (S COV = 37.0)

-1.0%
0.5%
2.8%*

0.91 to 1.02
0.91 to 1.02
0.91 to 1.02

10th, 50th, and 90th percentiles
* p<.05
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