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Abstract

Corruption is recognized by the global community as a threat to development generally and to achieving health
goals, such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal # 3: ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-
being for all. As such, international organizations such as the World Health Organizations and the United Nations
Development Program are creating an evidence base on how best to address corruption in health systems. At
present, the risk of corruption is even more apparent, given the need for quick and nimble responses to the COVID-
19 pandemic, which may include a relaxation of standards and the rapid mobilization of large funds. As
international organizations and governments attempt to respond to the ever-changing demands of this pandemic,
there is a need to acknowledge and address the increased opportunity for corruption.

In order to explore how such risks of corruption are addressed in international organizations, this paper focuses on
the question: How are international organizations implementing measures to promote accountability and
transparency, and anti-corruption, in their own operations? The following international organizations were selected
as the focus of this paper given their current involvement in anti-corruption, transparency, and accountability in the
health sector: the World Health Organization, the United Nations Development Program, the World Bank Group,
and the Global Fund to Fight Aids, Tuberculosis and Malaria. Our findings demonstrate that there has been a clear
increase in the volume and scope of anti-corruption, accountability, and transparency measures implemented by
these international organizations in recent years. However, the efficacy of these measures remains unclear. Further
research is needed to determine how these measures are achieving their transparency, accountability, and anti-
corruption goals.
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Introduction

The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner
on Human Rights has underscored that corruption is an
“enormous obstacle to the realization of all human
rights,” and has stated that transparency, accountability,
non-discrimination and meaningful participation are ef-
fective means to fight corruption [1]. Corruption, de-
fined by Transparency International is, “the misuse of
entrusted power for private gain” [2], fuels inequity as it
skews how resources are allocated and distributed. Its
cost is massive: every year, US$2.6 trillion are stolen -
more than 5% of the global gross domestic product
(GDP), with an additional US$ 1 trillion paid in bribes
[3]. A 2019 report by the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) further found that if all countries were to reduce
levels of corruption, $1 trillion in lost tax revenues could
be gained constituting 1.25% of the global GDP [4].

Corruption can be understood as a global wicked
problem, which is characteristically described as being
challenging and “influenced by a constellation of com-
plex social and political factors” [5]. Corruption mani-
fests in many forms; it may, for instance, be petty or
grand, and it transcends all jurisdictional borders. Al-
though there is seldom a single identifiable cause of cor-
ruption, certain factors may contribute to its
manifestation including poverty, low social and eco-
nomic status of public officials, and insufficient or an ab-
sence of institutional transparency and accountability
mechanisms.

Corruption has, in light of this, been gaining traction
as a policy issue for many international organizations.
During the past two decades, there has been a veritable
shift in the number of international organizations (IOs)
addressing corruption. This shift can be attributed to a
number of factors including the rising monetary costs of
corruption as mentioned above, increased media atten-
tion on corruption, and an increase in public perceptions
of corruption as ‘detrimental’ to society [6, 7]. The topic
of corruption and its impact on development goals is no
longer relegated to quiet conversations amongst policy
makers and government officials. It is not being pushed
out of public discourse with the view that it is simply,
“too complex” or “too political.” Instead, I0s have devel-
oped anti-corruption policies and practices as well as
corresponding institutions to oversee compliance with
anti-corruption efforts.

Corruption and the health system

IOs such as the World Health Organization (WHO), the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the
World Bank Group (World Bank), and the Global Fund
to Fight Aids, Tuberculosis and Malaria (Global Fund)
are building an evidence base on what anti-corruption,
transparency and accountability (ACTA) mechanisms
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can best reduce corruption in the health system. In
doing so, they are aiming to contribute to programing
that is in line with the global Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), such as SDG# 3 “Good Health and Well-
Being” and SDG #16 “Peace, Justice and Strong Institu-
tions,” which includes the sub-target 16.5 “(to) substan-
tially reduce corruption and bribery in all their forms. In
2019, these IOs initiated a global effort with broad stake-
holder representation to construct a proposed ACTA
Alliance for Health that seeks, amongst other objectives,
to build up human capacity in anti-corruption and
health and to monitor and evaluate ACTA measures in
health [8, 9].

The justification for this focus on corruption in health
is compelling, as there is ample evidence about how the
health sector provides an optimal breeding ground for
corruption to thrive [10, 11]. The embezzlement of pub-
lic health budgets and kickbacks in the pharmaceutical
procurement process, as but two examples, can result in
wastage that limits access of a population to essential
health services and medicines [10, 12—14].

The current COVID-19 pandemic has amplified the
risks that corruption poses to the health sector. Health
systems around the world are facing unprecedented and
unpredictable demands on potentially already fragile sys-
tems [15]. The rapid responses from IOs and governments
as they attempt to reduce the spread of the disease and at-
tend to those who are already suffering, though necessary,
are creating conditions that may be highly conducive to
corruption [15]. Such conditions include flexibility in re-
sponses, the simplification of procurement controls, the
rapid flow of large funds, and the need for urgent re-
sponses [15-17]. As a result, corruption and fraud are
already revealing themselves in the forms of price gouging
and flawed and falsified goods [16, 18—20]. This threatens
to undermine the sustainability of health systems and have
negative impacts that could persist long after the outbreak
itself is controlled [17].

But while a focus on ACTA in health warrants exam-
ination, specifically during a global pandemic, before ad-
vancing this agenda there is value in stepping back to
understand first what institutions and mechanisms 1Os
have in place to advance ACTA in their operations more
generally. What makes this messy at times is that anti-
corruption efforts have often been taken up by the global
community within the framework of good governance.
Given this, a closer examination of what good govern-
ance means conceptually and how it is institutionally im-
plemented is of value for more informed policy
generation in ACTA generally and in relation to the
health sector, in particular. Accordingly, this paper fo-
cuses on the question: How are IOs implementing mea-
sures to promote accountability and transparency, as
well as anti-corruption, in their own operations?
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Paper organization

This paper is organized in the following way: First, the
topic is introduced broadly, and a brief discussion about
how corruption can impact health goals follows, as
above. Next, the methods are described. Then the im-
portance of good governance as a mechanism to reduce
corruption is discussed. Next, a description of examples
of ACTA mechanisms within the WHO, UNDP and the
Global Fund, and the World Bank are described. Lastly,
findings and conclusions are provided.

Methods

This research consisted of a targeted website review as
well as an academic literature review in order to explore
and synthesize the ACTA measures and processes
employed by the following four IOs: the Global Fund,
the WHO, the UNDP, and the World Bank. First, we
conducted a targeted website review of the Global Fund,
WHO, UNDP, and World Bank websites. This review
was conducted between September 2019 — October
2019, and again in June 2020. Materials extracted in-
cluded organizational reports, policies, internal and ex-
ternal audits, as well as other relevant documents. The
website review was then supplemented by a rapid litera-
ture review searching the following databases: SCOPUS,
Medline, Google, and Google scholar. Search strategies
were utilized with a combination of the following key-
words: (“UNDP” OR “WHO” OR “World Bank” OR
“Global Fund”) AND (“corruption” OR “anti-corruption”
OR “transparency” OR “accountability” OR “good gov-
ernance”). No restrictions were applied based on geo-
graphical location, but searches were limited to articles
published between 2000 and 2020 to ensure the most
relevant and current material was captured.

Titles and abstracts were then examined to ensure the
following criteria were met: 1) the article addressed one
of the four specified institutions; 2) the article addressed
the measures implemented by the organization; and 3)
the article was written or translated into English. All
documents were then analyzed, and the ACTA measures
employed by the IOs were extracted and summarized to
be presented as below.

The importance of good governance as a
mechanism to reduce corruption

Prior to examining the ACTA measures implemented by
I0s, we first discuss the conceptual framework of good
governance, particularly, accountability and transpar-
ency. These concepts have been applied programmatic-
ally in countries by the WHO, particularly in terms of its
Good Governance for Medicines Initiative, the Demo-
cratic Governance Program of the UNDP and others,
since they are often more palatable than anti-corruption
to government officials, as public policy areas of focus
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[21]. Indeed, governing institutions are better able to re-
spond to community needs and demands when their
processes are inclusive, transparent, accountable to all
stakeholders, and responsive to the demands of the gov-
erned [22]. The thinking here is that accountability and
transparency can more likely illuminate areas where cor-
ruption may be present, there may be corruption risks,
and/or inefficiencies [23].

In an evidence review of causes of corruption, the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) found that weak governance is “... one of
the fundamental leading causes of corruption” [24].
Good governance is accordingly viewed as a credible
conceptual framework to operationalize anti-corruption
efforts and can contribute to achieving more sustainable
social and economic development [25]. Handl under-
scores that “sustainable development is achievable only
in a social setting that allows for public access to infor-
mation ... and governmental accountability [26].” What
is more, lacking good governance in international orga-
nizations has been linked, rightly or wrongly, to corrup-
tion and the inefficiency of international financial
institutions [27, 28]. As Thomas describes, “the IFIs
[international financial institutions] have defined good
governance as the elimination of corruption through the
establishment of the rule of law and the efficiency and
accountability of the public sector” [28].

The focus on good governance is therefore of value if
we consider it as a sine qua non for advancing efficient
and effective healthcare systems and for mitigating mis-
management [29]. It is also regarded as one of the key
building blocks of the health system, helping to ensure
that adequate policies, effective oversight, and strong ac-
countability mechanisms are in place for its proper de-
sign and management. The complexities of the health
system thus require tailored governance approaches to
identify vulnerabilities to corruption, waste, mismanage-
ment, and fraud. Anticorruption efforts that translate
good governance principles have been considered as a
“gold standard” for tackling sector vulnerabilities. Saved-
off and Hussmann have found that, “corruption in
healthcare is less likely in societies where there is broad
adherence to the rule of law, transparency and trust, and
where the public sector is ruled by effective civil service
codes and strong accountability mechanisms” [30]. Good
governance, such as accountability and transparency, al-
lows citizens to hold authorities accountable for better
development results, since it encourages civic engage-
ment in the policy-making process and increases trans-
parency [31]. It guides the creation and implementation
of anticorruption strategies and tactics.

Yet as Vian and Kohler emphasize, how stakeholders
define and implement transparency and accountability
efforts can be vastly different across countries and
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institutional contexts in the health sector [32]. Even so,
they propose definitions from existing literature. They
explain that accountability can be understood as those
mechanisms that make institutions responsive to their
particular publics. It requires institutions or organiza-
tions to be accountable to those who will be impacted
by their decisions [32]. Accountability can reduce cor-
ruption and other abuses, assure compliance with stan-
dards and procedures, and improve performance and
organizational learning [33]. In addition, accountability
requires institutions to justify their results to internal
and external monitors and stakeholders and impose
sanctions for nonperformance or corrupt behavior.

Vian and Kohler also illuminate that accountability
and transparency are essentially coupled. Accountability
requires transparency and vice versa. Here, transparency
is understood as when citizens are informed about how
and why public policy decisions are taken. To under-
stand how public decisions are made requires informa-
tion about the procedures followed and the criteria used
by policymakers to reach decisions. Understanding why
decisions are made requires disclosure of the informa-
tion drawn on by policy makers and revelation of the ar-
guments adduced in favour and against particular
decisions [34]. Government transparency can further be
understood as the level of access to government infor-
mation which is made available to the population.

Still, the use of good governance as an entry point to
address corruption is not a straight-forward enterprise.
As noted earlier, anti-corruption efforts and good gov-
ernance often become entangled together. Furthermore,
the concept of good governance holds many meanings.
Often these meanings are based on the mechanisms
through which it can be achieved, such as participatory
democracy, transparency, accountable, efficient public
services, and the presence and enforcement of civil
rights [35]. Other definitions are based more on specific
outcomes, such as assuring that the most marginalized
groups in society have a voice and receive fair, equitable
treatment.

ACTA institutions/mechanisms within 10s

In order to understand how corruption is being ad-
dressed by IOs, we set forth to find examples of how the
WHO, the UNDP, the Global Fund, and the World Bank
operationalize good governance and ACTA concepts
within their own operations. The below describes the
relevant institutions/mechanisms that these four IOs
have in place.

The World Health Organization (WHO)

The WHO is overseen by the Office of Internal Audit
and Oversight (IAO) who inspects, monitors and evalu-
ates the WHO'’s internal control, financial management,
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and is also responsible for addressing any alleged
breaches. It is composed of three divisions: (1) Internal
Audit; (2) Inspection and Evaluation; (3) Investigation
[36]. The IAO produces an annual report that is submit-
ted to the World Health Assembly (WHA). The report
includes summaries of investigations into allegations of
misconduct at the WHO. In addition, the Panel of Exter-
nal Auditor also monitors the WHO’s operations in
terms of its financial risk management and the efficacy
of the organization’s internal control system. Its stated
main objective is to “further the coordination of the au-
dits for which its members are responsible, and to ex-
change information on the audit methods and findings”
[36].

In the most recent report of the Internal Auditor to
the WHA (2019), the overall ratings on operating effect-
iveness of internal controls from 2018 audits were re-
ported as the same as 2017: a total of 81% of overall
conclusions assessed as either “satisfactory” or “partially
satisfactory with some improvement required” [37]. This
overall rating is broken down further to reveal a signifi-
cant increase of 78% in 2017 to 100% in 2018 in effect-
iveness of internal controls at regional offices,
headquarters, and global cross-cutting areas [37]. How-
ever, the operating effectiveness of controls in country
offices declined as equally significantly from 83% in 2017
to 60% in 2018 [37]. Given these findings, the IAO iden-
tified five priority areas: (i) improving assurance actions
over Direct Financial Cooperation; (ii) strengthening dir-
ect implementation assurance activities, (iii) more robust
vendor management and procurement documentation
for goods and services; (iv) development of action plans
to address human resource needs; and (v) improving re-
source mobilization for key underfunded programs [37].

WHO is also subject to an independent Expert
Oversight Advisory Committee that is organized through
its Executive Board. The purpose of the Committee is to
advise the Program, Budget and Administration Com-
mittee and through it the Executive Board, in fulfilling
their oversight advisory responsibility; on request, it also
advises the Director-General on issues within its
mandate. Last, a relatively recent addition (established in
January 2014) to monitoring accountability within the
WHO is the Office of Compliance, Risk Management
and Ethics (CRE). CRE’s cited aims are to promote
transparency and accountability through improving
compliance, managing a risk framework, and promoting
ethical values [37].

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)

The Office of Audit and Investigations (OAI) is respon-
sible for investigating alleged breaches [38], commensur-
ate with the UNDP Legal Framework for Addressing
Non-Compliance with UN Standards of Conduct and
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with the OAI Investigations Guidelines [39, 40]. The OAI
also has an Investigator Hotline, which is “managed by an
independent service provider on behalf of UNDP” and in-
cludes a confidential phone number and mailing address
[41]. Any alleged staff misconduct within the UNDDP is re-
ported in the “Annual Reports of the Administrator on
Disciplinary Measures and Other Actions Taken in Re-
sponse to Fraud, Corruption and Other Wrongdoing” and
are publicly available from 2011 [42—-44]. Still, the reports
are slim in terms of their details. This may be a result of
OAT’s investigative guidelines, which states that investiga-
tions are strictly confidential [40]. Information regarding
investigations are provided only to those with a “legitimate
need to know,” such as affected staff members [40].

The OAI conducts regular internal audits of UNDP ac-
tivity, which are publicly available on the UNDP website.
Internal audits are undertaken by the OAI annually, re-
ported to the Administrator and submitted to the Audit
and Evaluation Advisory Committee for review [45].
Additionally, the OAI submits an annual report which
highlights important observations from audits and investi-
gations throughout the year which is presented to the
UNDP Executive Board at an annual session in June [46].
In an effort to promote transparency, audit reports of
member state offices and eligible donors since December
2012 have been publicly disclosed [47]. Prior to this, audits
may be requested but must be kept confidential [48]. The
UNDP also is overseen by an Ethics Office that is active in
an investigation process conducted by OAI when staff
members report that retaliatory actions have been taken
against them for reporting a breach or providing informa-
tion for an audit or investigation [49, 50]. The Ethics Of-
fice is an independent institution that reports directly to
the Administrator of the UNDP [51].

The Audit and Evaluation Advisory Committee (AEAC)
is tasked with working with the Administrator on over-
sight, financial management, reporting accountability,
evaluation and internal and external audits [52]. The
AEAC is an independent body and is composed of mem-
bers, external to the UNDP. The mandate of this commit-
tee is highly ambitious: to promote proper governance,
high ethical standards, and the adoption of best practices.
The committee reviews annual reports and financial state-
ments and provides recommendations to senior UNDP
management [53]. The UN Board of Auditors prepares an
audit report. Every year, it presents its report of the finan-
cial statements of the UNDP at the General Assembly
through the Administrative and Budgetary committee and
to the UNDP Executive Board [54].

The UNDP has a Transparency Portal (open.undp.org)
in place, allowing public access to over 10,000 UNDP
projects. The Transparency Portal publishes project data
from 2012. In October 2019, the Portal had data about
4000 UNDP projects in 149 countries. Each project
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profile consists of information regarding its funding
donor, outputs and, relevant documents (such as quar-
terly reports and project management documents) and
purchase orders [55, 56].

The UNDP also publishes an Annual Report of the
Administrator on Disciplinary Measures and Other Ac-
tions taken in Response to Fraud, Corruption and Other
Wrongdoings. These reports are accessible from 2011
and summarize cases of misconduct and other violations
of standards of conduct by UNDP staff, other personnel
such as UN volunteers and contractors such as Services
Contractors, and vendors [57]. Corruption cases are re-
ported in the UNDP Financial Report and Audited Fi-
nancial Statements, which are annual reports produced
by the UN Board of Auditors (BoA). These reports con-
tain cases of fraud and presumptive fraud disclosed by
management and contains slightly more detailed de-
scriptions of investigations of UNDP activities [58]. The
cases outlined in the BoA report contains information of
the region of the incident, time it was reported, a de-
scription of the incident, any remedial action against the
persons involved, loss to the UNDP, and management
action to deter recurrence of the incident. Reports are
published on the UN Board of Auditor’s website dating
back to 2000, however cases of fraud were only included
in the report from 2008 onwards [59, 60]. Interestingly,
the 2018 report diverts from previous structures of
reporting, as it does not contain specific information on
cases of fraud and corruption [61].

In 2018, a total of 520 cases concerning fraud, corrup-
tion and misconducted were reported, with 226 of these
cases being carried over from 2017. This represents a
slight increase in caseload, as 2014 identified 478. In
2018, 54% of these cases concerned financial irregular-
ities, such as procurement fraud, theft and embezzle-
ment. This number has remained relatively consistent
throughout the past 5 years, with the exception of 2015
which saw an increase in financially related fraud. In
2018, cases primarily involved staff (28 substantiated
cases) followed by vendors (25 substantiated cases) and
service contractors (18 substantiated cases) [43].

The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria
(the Global Fund)
The Global Fund, like the UNDP, promotes the aspir-
ational policy of zero tolerance for corruption and fraud.
What is noteworthy is how many institutional checks
the Global Fund has in place to reduce corruption risks
and advance accountability and transparency. This
makes sense given the intense scrutiny the Global Fund
has come under given public exposure of corruption
scandals in its operations.

The Office of the Inspector General (OIG) is respon-
sible for conducting investigations and audits of Global
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Fund supported programs; all OIG reports are publicly
accessible online, and the OIG even helps to disseminate
information creating tweets about audits and investiga-
tions. Additionally, the OIG leads the I Speak Out
Now! campaign, designed to encourage staff and grant
implementers to report any suspected fraud and corrup-
tion incidents.

The Board of the Global Fund includes an “Audit and
Finance Committee” and the “Ethics and Governance
Committee” [62]. The Audit and Finance Committee
oversee the Global Fund’s financial resources and audit
and investigation reports that it receives from the Office
of the Inspector General (OIG) while the Ethics and
Governance Committee are responsible for “ethics-re-
lated matters” [63].

The OIG is responsible for overseeing Global Fund’s
activities and investigations of alleged “Prohibited Prac-
tices [64].” The Global Fund defines its list of “Prohib-
ited Practices” in its “Policy to Combat Fraud and
Corruption [64].” Pursuant to the Global Fund’s whistle-
blowing policy, (updated in 2019), the OIG is also re-
sponsible for ensuring that there are adequate
mechanisms for whistle-blowers to use [64]. The OIG is
independent from the Secretariat and reports directly to
the Board [65]. Importantly, the OIG also performs an-
nual self-assessments and has external assessments every
3 years [66].

In 2018, the OIG planned and completed 19 audits, and
screened 208 allegations, of which 64 allegations required
more detailed assessment or investigation, resulting in the
OIG opening 50 new investigations [66]. The majority of
allegations came from whistle-blowers (107 allegations),
followed by the Secretariat (35 allegations) and Fund Re-
cipients (31 allegations) [66]. Notably, the OIG also per-
forms proactive investigations that are “intelligence-led
and does not rely on allegations from third parties or
whistle-blowers” to detect wrongdoing before they escal-
ate [67]. For example, in its most recently published pro-
active investigation, the OIG discovered non-compliance
in the procurement of HIV rapid diagnostic test kits [67].
The OIG publishes detailed audits and investigations,
which are available on the OIG’s website [68].

In 2014, the Global Fund also developed its “Ethics
and Integrity Framework” and in May 2016, it estab-
lished an Ethics Office and recruited an Ethics Officer
[64]. The Ethics Officer reports to the Executive Dir-
ector and the Board’s “Ethics and Governance Commit-
tee [64].” In 2018, the Ethics Office processed 245 cases,
of which 177 cases were related to conflicts of interest
[63]. Of the 177 conflict of interest cases, 82 were
cleared, 73 had “mitigating measures” put in place, and
17 were not cleared [63]. Individuals or institutions who
were not cleared either couldn’t take the position/assign-
ment or had to step down [63]. Within the Global Fund,
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there has been significant improvement in reporting
conflicts of interest. For example, 100% of Board mem-
bers completed “Declarations of Interest” in 2019 com-
pared to 76% completion in 2014 [63].

The Fund also implements Agreed Management Ac-
tions (AMAs) which are “an agreed course of action, de-
cided jointly between the Secretariat and the Office of
the Inspector General, to remedy an identified root
cause, targeting specific portfolios where progress is
needed [69].” The AMAs are published in audit and in-
vestigation reports completed by the OIG. The Global
Fund tracks the progress it makes towards completing
the AMAs in its “Joint AMAs Progress Reports” [69]. In
its publication of November 14-15, 2018, the Global
Fund reported that it had 68 open AMAs and 22 over-
due AMAs, which represented an all-time low, demon-
strating “significant progress” [69].

In audits and investigations where funds have been
lost or were non-compliant with the grant agreement, an
AMA is often to recover lost funds. Each year, the Glo-
bal Fund Secretariat prepares a “Recoveries Report” for
the Board that lists amounts owed and amounts recov-
ered [70]. In November 2014, the Global Fund’s Board
approved a measure of last resort called the “2-for-1 al-
location reduction” to recover lost funds from countries
that are “unwilling to budge” [70]. This measure allowed
the Global Fund to withhold grants amounting to double
the amount owed by the country [70]. For example, in
the case of Bangladesh, the Global Fund spent 2.5 years
negotiating with the government to recover US$ 2.1 mil-
lion in lost funds, but there were no results [70]. Mark
Dybul, (the former Executive Director of the Global
Fund) in the end approved a US$ 4.2 million reduction
in Bangladesh’s allocation [65]. As of June 2018, the “2-
for-1 allocation reduction” penalty has been used seven
times to recover US$ 12.7 million [70].

The OIG publishes audits and investigations on its
website dating back to September 2008 [68]. There are
146 internal and country audit reports and 56 investiga-
tional reports [68]. What is noticeable is that the Global
Fund has seen a change in trends of fraud and corrup-
tion from largely procurement fraud in 2014-2015 to a
diverse range of fraud and corruption [66]. The OIG’s
2018 Annual Board Report shows that 80% of investiga-
tions related to procurement fraud between 2014 and
2015, compared to only 20% of investigations in 2018
[66]. Of the ten published 2018 investigations, two re-
lated to procurement fraud, two to embezzlement, two
to “training/travel fraud,” two to drug theft, one to “sal-
ary kickbacks,” and one to “data fraud” [66].

The World Bank Group (World Bank)
The World Bank, like the UNDP and the Global Fund,
has an aspirational zero-tolerance policy towards
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corruption in its financed projects [23]. The Integrity
Vice Presidency (INT) leads efforts to address corrup-
tion. It is an independent unit reporting directly to the
President of the World Bank Group and overseen by the
Audit Committee of the Executive Board [71]. INT miti-
gates risks of fraud and corruption through its investiga-
tions, sanctions and compliance, and prevention [71].
INT investigates both internal and external cases related
to the World Bank’s sanctionable practices [71]. The in-
vestigation results produced are submitted to the World
Bank Group President, as well as sent in referral reports
to relevant national authorities [71]. This information is
also provided in redacted reports to the Board of Execu-
tive Directors and posted on INT’s website [71].

Investigated cases found to have engaged in fraudu-
lent, corrupt, collusive, coercive, or obstructive practices
are sanctioned through a two-tiered system that includes
the Office of Suspension and Debarment and the World
Bank Group Sanction Board [71, 72]. In one recent ex-
ample of this process, a sanction was imposed on the
Government of Bangladesh as a result of the finding that
there were collusive practices during the procurement of
radiotherapy equipment for their Health Sector Develop-
ment Program [73]. This sanction involved a posted let-
ter of reprimand on the World Bank’s website for a six-
month period starting on the date of the decision [73].

The World Bank states that sanctions like these are
able to, “... hold wrongdoers accountable for their mis-
conduct and help deter others from engaging in similar
behaviour” [71]. Information about the Sanction System
are detailed further in Annual Reports published on the
World Bank’s website dating back to 2004 [71]. Their
most recent report (2019), reports a total of 49 cases
opened in 2019, compared to a total of 68 cases opened
in 2018, and 51 cases opened in 2017 [74]. Of the total
cases opened in 2019, 71% were related to fraud, 35% to
corruption, 33% to collusion, 2% to coercion, and 6% to
obstruction [74].

INT further mitigates risks of fraud and corruption
through their Preventive Services Unit (PSU). The PSU
was instituted in 2008 in response to requests from op-
erational staff and a recommendation from the Inde-
pendent Panel Review of INT [71]. The PSU prevents
risks of fraud and corruption through applying the
knowledge gained from investigative activities to the de-
velopment and implementation of advice and training
on the prevention of corruption in World Bank-financed
projects [71].

The World Bank also supports its 189 member coun-
tries in its efforts to “build capable, efficient, open, inclu-
sive, and accountable institutions” through its Global
Governance Practices (GGP) [75]. The GGP recognizes
the heightened pressures that the current COVID-19
pandemic is putting on governments as they attempt to
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respond to rapidly changing service delivery needs [75].
In order to build strong institutions, the GGP states
broadly that it is working with its partners to aid them
in addressing complex governance challenges, and work-
ing internationally to create global standards [75]. At
present, the GGP reports briefly on the success of six
such capacity building programs on its website [75]. For
example, the World Bank supported Columbia in its re-
forms of its judicial branch. This included developing
digital services, such as a digital transformation plan and
a data governance strategy [75]. Another example is In-
dia’s Madhya Pradesh Citizens’ Access to Responsive
Project which intends to increase public service access
for women and other under-represented communities
[75]. This involved the expansion of a number of “citizen
service kiosks” in remote areas in order to improve
coverage and provision of public services [75].

Discussion and conclusions

The number and scope of ACTA efforts by IOs has had
a marked increase over the last two decades [76]. While
this paper provides an initial overview of such efforts
employed by the UNDP, the Global Fund, the WHO,
and the World Bank, it is by no means exhaustive. The
searches conducted both within the academic literature
and of the organizational websites were limited to ma-
terial that was reported in or translated into English.
Furthermore, this review did not examine all audit ma-
terial provided by the IOs. Rather, it explored recent re-
ports and extracted relevant and illustrative examples of
the vast efforts IOs have made in recent years to demon-
strate their accountability and transparency.

Our findings demonstrate that this is being done pri-
marily through the adoption of accountability policies,
frameworks, and public postings of their financial infor-
mation and other relevant information on their websites,
along with oversight of their operations by independent
bodies. The above examples of the ACTA institutions/
mechanisms the WHO, the Global Fund, the UNDP,
and the World Bank have in place tend to be predomin-
ately audits and information sharing. Some mechanisms
are clearly anti-corruption specific, while others provide
broader mechanisms of accountability and transparency.
This at the surface seems positive.

Less apparent, however, is how effective these various
mechanisms are towards achieving institutional goals of
accountability and transparency and anti-corruption,
specifically in times of crisis such as the current
COVID-19 pandemic. We need to know more about
what mechanisms, whether they be preventative or
retroactive, are being implemented when the usual
ACTA procedures and protocols are bypassed to allow
for more timely responses. Will the number of cases of
corruption addressed by IOs increase over the course of
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the COVID-19 pandemic? If not, is this an indication
that the retroactive ACTA mechanisms are ineffective?
This is a difficult question to answer as there is a general
absence of material demonstrating the efficacy of ACTA
mechanisms. For example, if there are less reports of
breaches and/or corruption, does this imply that the in-
stitutions/mechanisms are working satisfactorily? Or, is
it the opposite case that these mechanisms are failing to
catch them? Furthermore, if the institutions/mechanisms
do catch them, do they have sufficient power and re-
sources to effectively address the issue? The precise im-
pacts of ACTA measures are challenging to discern and
an important area for future research [25].

First, as noted earlier, there are no common definitions
applied by IOs for accountability and transparency. Accord-
ingly, it is challenging at best to make cross-comparisons
amongst I0s. And, therein lies the thorny question: how do
we measure their outcomes? What has complicated this en-
terprise further is as Rose-Ackerman underscores, good
governance has become intertwined with the anti-
corruption agenda and may in fact simply be “a convenient
euphemism for corruption” [77]. This mixing of good gov-
ernance with ACTA obfuscates the intent of these initia-
tives. Are they seeking to promote accountability and
transparency or are they aiming to reduce the risk of cor-
ruption? Rose-Ackerman & Palifka importantly also ask the
question “who is guarding the guard dogs?” [77].

Lastly, we are faced with challenges in terms of provid-
ing cross-institutional comparisons in this area as there
is no common standard of transparency or accountabil-
ity against which IOs can be evaluated [78]. Evaluations
in I0s are missing techniques and methodologies and
are “fragmented, non-comprehensive and non-
integrated” [79, 80]. Of equal importance, international
evaluations offices are often internal and missing critical
independent reviews [80-83]. In short, there has clearly
been a growth of efforts by IOs to demonstrate that they
are accountable, transparent and taking steps to address
corruption. All the same, it is timely and possibly urgent
for IOs to step back and examine how they define con-
cepts, such as good governance and ACTA, determine
what they are doing in terms of advancing goals related
to these areas, and most importantly, evaluate if their in-
stitutional “watch dogs” are achieving their intended
purposes [25].
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