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Do IMF programs fuel or abate corruption?  

A disaggregated analysis of conditionality  
 

Abstract 

Corruption abatement has been a priority goal in development policy, and international 
organizations have launched several initiatives to that end. Among them, the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) has been a leading actor in the fight against corruption, yet the policies 
it promotes can have contradictory effects: On the one hand, its lending programs and 
associated 'conditionalities' can force borrowing countries to implement anti-corruption 
policies. On the other hand, IMF-mandated reforms are known to undermine state institutions, 
which may lead to a weakening of corruption control. In this paper, we test a novel theoretical 
argument linking IMF programs and corruption. We argue that structural conditionality - policy 
reforms aiming at an overhaul of the structure of the domestic economy and the public sector 
- create concentrated losers, who are able to mobilize against these policies and have incentives 
to pay bribes to public officials. In contrast, quantitative conditionality - broad macroeconomic 
targets - distribute the burden of economic adjustment broadly among multiple groups, which 
diminishes the propensity for mobilization and corruption. We confirm our argument in an 
instrumental-variable design using an original dataset on IMF conditionality from 1985 to 
2014. We examine an initial sample of 141 countries using a corruption control measure from 
the International Country Risk Guide, and then a sample of 70 countries on the Business 
Environment and Enterprise Performance Survey. Our results offer important policy lessons 
regarding the design of conditionality: Anti-corruption conditions may be useful for the fight 
against corruption, but they are far less relevant than other policy conditions that appear to be 
unrelated to corruption but have unintended consequences. 

 


