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Main findings

A World Bank Group Flagship Report
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A silent catalyst. Standards are critical
for development, but they remain largely
overlooked

A serious problem. Meeting standards is
becoming more challenging for
developing countries

i STANDARDS i
| DEVELOPMENT

A sensible approach. Pragmatic design
of mandatory standards, letting the
private sector lead in voluntary standard-
setting, and better representation in
forums that shape international standards
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b It’s not tariffs, it’s standards!
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-I Chapter 4: Standards for a Better Economy

Percent of imports
covered by non-tariff measures

Standards govern almost all imports today
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f’ Three types of standards, defined by their core function

Standards are codified solutions meant for common and
repeated use that are recognized by multiple stakeholders.
R +

& )

Measurement Compatibility Quality
Standards Standards Standards
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)

Standards reduce transaction costs and address market failures

TYPE OF STANDARD

ROLE OF STANDARDS PURPOSE USUALLY APPLICABLE OUTCOMES
0 Diffusing Offer codified good Mostly Knowledge transfer
information practices voluntary Quality upgrading
Productivity
.}Ig- Addressing Provide common Voluntary and Economies of scale
coordination specifications mandatory Compatibility
failures Lower transaction costs
Variety reduction
" Promote Provide common Voluntary and Lower switching costs
competition specifications mandatory Transparent information
Competition
v Reducing Provide transparent, reliable = Mostly mandatory Lower search and transaction costs
information or consistent information Higher trust and consumer
asymmetries protection
» Addressing Define thresholds, Mostly Environmental protection
j) | negative processes or technologies mandatory Social sustainability
externalities to reduce harm to others Economic fairness

Source: WDR 2025 team (adapted from the report version).

Note: Whereas this table illustrates typical patterns, real-world standards often serve multiple purposes simultaneously, for instance, blending

measurement, compatibility, and quality functions.




A caveat

y _
a. Proportion of teachers with b. Student outcomes of teachers
postgraduate degrees hired before and after 2016
Teachers with Standarizedized student
| Rate postgraduate degree (%) learning outcomes
. 120 100 - 0.2
2 90 -
~ 100 - 80 -
& 0.1
: 70 -
4 80 4
r' B0 1
| 604 50 - S e ——
40
40 30
. _D_"I .
. 20
= 20 -
. 10
0 0 - -0.2 . .
;r 1074 2000 2023 Females Males Literacy score Numeracy score
W Vaccine coverage W Under-5 mortality rate H Hired before 2016 reform M Hired after 2016 reform
fE Source: WDR 2025 team estimate using data from Mirza et al. 2025 Source: Asad and Fatima 2025
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’ Firms that adopt standards grow faster and export more

Firms that adopt voluntary Sales (log scale)

I I 17.8 -

iInternational standards have e Standard adopted

highel’ sales. -0= No standard adopted
17.6 1

The sales premium is largest 174

in lower-income countries.
17.2- \
-5

17.0

Low Lower Upper High
income middle middle income
income income

-I Chapter 4: Standards for a Better Economy World Development Report 2025


https://www.enterprisesurveys.org/en/data

Compliance costs can be high

2 AT ’ \6\\ \ “ - InPakistan, manufacturers of surgical instruments
N e K&l\, face costs of up to EUR 200,000 in the first year of
| s\ compliance with mandatory standards of the EU’s
i Medical Device Regulation.

For agricultural firms in East Africa, compliance
with a voluntary sustainability standard such
as GLOBALG.A.P. may range from

US$2,000 to US$15,000 for audits alone.

World Development Report 2025 8



i’ Standards can enhance quality and consistency

Figure: Variation of milk quality occurs both within and across dairy farmers

44-

Milk Fat (%)
NEN
=

o 50 | 100
Farmer Rank in Milk Fat Quality

Source: Van Campenhout et al. (unpublished)



Standards in history

A World Bank Group Flagship Report
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Integration. In post-independence India,
the adoption of the metric system S
replaced fragmented local units, reducing
transaction costs and helping integrate
markets into a unified national economy.

Scale and efficiency. In the 1920s US, the
simplification and standardization of
product sizes improved efficiency,
comparability and mass production at
scale.

Inclusion. In the 1950s China, the
introduction of simple, practica health
standards for rural workers, followed by
gradual upgrading expanded access first
and then raised quality over time.

forld Development Report 2025



Standardization undergirded India’s economic integration

And perhaps even its successful political union

Timeline of Metric Adoption in India Transition to the Metric System in India
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N T N Before Metric Adoption After Metric Adoption
@ Planning for Metrication ® Mandatory Metric System
1956 1962 ©® Weight Systems @ Volume Systems @ Land Area Systems

Highcharts.com

First National Sample Planning for Metrication Legalization of Metric  Mandatory Metric System

Survey System
Highcharts.com
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- Simplification of sizes was a catalyst for US growth

w A
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~ Per 10,000 steam boilers, 1882-92

NUMBER
NUMBER OF OF PEOPLE
COUNTRY EXPLOSIONS KILLED
United States? 20 29
United Kingdom 4.9 2.4
France 4.8 4.7
Germany 2.2 1.4

Sources: Crum 1910, 17-18; Hunter 1985; MTPTC 1988;
- Thurston 1907, 717.

I T IR IS

World Development Report 2025
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) A tiered approach to standards enabled inclusion

3 ‘ China’s “barefoot doctors” (1960s)
i * Local farmers trained with simple,

standardized protocols to deliver
basic care

* Atpeak ~1.6 million, helping narrow
rural-urban gaps and raise life
expectancy

* Bythe 1980s, certification exams for
“village doctors”

 ~50% transitioned, with 900,000+
certified village doctors still serving
communities today.

Mttt

World Development Report 2025 14



Setting standards
at home wnsnemarmens ST D 5

Use the full toolbox. Voluntary standards
without and with state support, voluntary
standards that fill gaps, mandatory
standards as support and as command
and control.

i STANDARDS i
| DEVELOPMENT

Know your limits. When to adapt, when
to align and when to author.

Build the quality infrastructure.
Metrology, standards, conformity

assessment and compliance. @ woriomamccnous

forld Development Report 2025



Use the full toolbox of standards for policy, not just the hammer

4 4 N\ 4 N\ )
@ = K
X P g =} N
Y
Market-driven Voluntary standards Voluntary standards Mandatory standards | | Mandatory standards
standards with government that fill legal gaps that support other as a command-and-
support policies control tool
. . J 0 . J . J

Increasing level of government intervention

Source: WDR 2025 team.

-I Chapter 2: Using Standards as a Catalyst for Development
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3

Use standards as a catalyst, not a cudgel

Adapt standards in line with the compliance capacity

___________________

Adapt
Adapt international standards
for the domestic market.

International :

standards

Domestic
standards | ,

___________________

___________________

Align
Align the domestic market
with international standards.

___________________

___________________

| |
! Author !
| Shape international |
: standards with the |
! global community. !
I
|
|
|
|

___________________

Development trajectory

Source: WDR 2025 team.

-I Chapter 2: Using Standards as a Catalyst for Development
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Path to
higher
standards
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Matching the ambition of standards with compliance capacity

Ambition of
standard Balanced path of
A ¢ ambition and
, capacity
High
Adapt and
build
compliance
capacity
Mipimum  ,° /=
standard 4
Increase ambition
Raise standard and build
compliance capacity
-
o
Low A .
2 Compliance
> capacity
Low High

Source: WDR 2025 team.
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In health...

a. Number of WHO EML
medicines in the national EML

Number of EML medicines

b. Availability of WHO EML

medicines in the national EML

Share of EML medicines in stock at
health care providers
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GDP per capita (2023 USS)

Source: WDR 2025 team using data from Global Essential Medicines (dashboard), World Health Organization, https://global.essentialmeds.org/dashboard/countries; Persaud et al. 2019.

-l Chapter 5: Standards for Better Human Capital

GDP per capita (2023 USS)
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N a. Mandated speed to b. Percentage of government

, pay providers providers paid on time
Stringency of government Share of firms that

: payment deadline (days) paid on time (%)
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5 In governance...

-l Chapter 7: Standards for a Better Governance

World Development Report 2025

20



But not for environmental standards...

a4
: : Compliance and GDP per capita

PM, , national standard index and . . .
;\ GDP per capita, 2020 for air pollution (particulate matter, PM, )
< _ . PM, . national standard -
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3 === Only countries with national standards
7

-I Chapter 6: Standards for a Better Environment
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’ Quality infrastructure

Quality infrastructure

> Standards

® -

Accreditation

T

Source: WDR 2025 team.

-I Chapter 2: Using Standards as a Catalyst for Development World Development Report 2025

Metrology —— Conformity assessment H———

v

Compliance
(with voluntary
or mandatory
standards)

X

Enforcement
(of mandatory
standards)

23




i’ Trade-offs in developing quality infrastructure systems

1. Division of functions: How can synergies among separate,
specialized functions relating to quality infrastructure be utilized while
avoiding conflicts of interest?

2. Balancingroles of public and private sectors: How can market
failures be addressed while avoiding distortions and ensuring cost-
effectiveness?

3. International collaboration : What institutions need to be available
in a country, and where does international division of labor make
sense?

World Development Report 2025
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_ National standards bodies in less developed economies tend to offer
» more quality infrastructure services than their higher-income peers

\' Share of NSBs that offer a given service, 2025 (%)
100 -
00-
3 80
70 -
e 60
40 1
30 -
20 -

10 4
® 0 _

Low income Lower middle income Upper middle income High income

B Conformity assessment B Metrology (legal and scientific) B Accreditation

Source: WDR 2025 team, based on World Bank and ISO 2025.
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The share of private institutions that provide services in the area of
guality infrastructure increases as countries develop

Probability that private sector entity
provides service (%)

60 -

40 - — Standards development
— Metrology
Accreditation
Testing, inspection, and certification

Note: The figure underestimates the extent to which the private sector
provides services in the areas of testing, inspection, and certification
because it relies on data from a survey of national standards bodies. The

=20 T T T private sector typically accounts for more than 60 percent of accredited
100 1 ’0 00 1 0,000 1 00,000 testing and calibration laboratories in countries with higher income levels.
The survey sample includes 116 national standards bodies: 13 in low-income
GDP per capita (U SS) countries, 28 in lower-middle-income countries, 34 in upper-middle-income

countries, and 41 in high-income countries. If the national standards body in
a country is classified as private and offers a particular service, itis included

Source: WDR 2025 team, based on World Bank and ISO 2025. in the percentage of private sector entities providing the service.
World Development Report 2025



Setting international
standards oo ) D 5 G

Support participation in standard
setting. It is in the interest of richer and
larger economies to help smaller and
poorer countries.

Enable progression. Use tiered
standards to incentivize compliance and
quicken upgrading.

= STANDARDS s |
~ DEVELOPMENT

Don’t use standards as trade barriers.
The exports of poorer countries might be
more vulnerable to mistreatment.

forld Development Report 2025



Low and middle-income countries are underrepresented in
$ international standards development

Figure: Participation by national standards bodies in development of international standards

525
B Number of ISO/IEC technical committees that NSBs participate in, 2024
m Number of delegates sent by NSBs to ISO committee meetings, 2024
228
125

Low-income Lower-middle-income  Upper-middle income High-income

Source: WDR 2025 team, based on World Bank and I1SO 2025.
Note: The survey sample includes 116 national standards bodies (NSBs): 13 in low-income countries, 28 in lower-middle-income countries, 34 in upper-middle-income countries, and 41 in high-income
countries. Survey data were collected between March and June 2025. The share of national standards bodies presented in the table is based on the number of such bodies that responded to the survey

World Development Report 2025 29



| Developing countries face stricter MRLs in developed countries than the
’ standards they impose domestically

Spread of Average MRL Difference by Income Group

N

0.010

0.005 ’ I

0.000 ; . ‘

MRLs in high-income countries are
-0.005 stricter than CODEX standards

Average MRL Difference (Codex-National)

=
o
—
o

Low income Lower middle income Upper middle income High income
Income Group
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Technical regulations can increase export demand, but the benefits

j tend to favor developed countries

a. Sanitary and phytosanitary measures

Developing - m | 0 \ 4

B Binary measure of nontariff

Developed - = ! ERR measures, negative impact
: @ Other measure of nontariff
All countries - o measures, negative impact
) . . . ' ' ' @ Binary indicator of nontariff
Studies typically find negative -0.25 0 0.25 measures, positive impact
impacts of SPS and TBT on Coefficient ¢ Other indicator of nontariff
. . measures, positive impact
developlng countries b. Technical barriers to trade
Developing - H HE = =
Developed 4 W 'DE B o
All countries A : ]
-0.25 0 0.25

Coefficient
Sources: WDR 2025 team analysis, based on Disdier et al. 2008; Fernandes et al. 2019; Fontagné and
fice 2018; Font. 6 etal. 2015; Hoek Nicita 2011; lodi R 2025; Muri
World Development Report 2025 Ore_lce 0? ontagné et al. 2015; Hoekman and Nicita 20 odice and Reverdy 2025; Murina and
Nicita 2017; Zavala et al. 2023.



What do we know about the impact of standards?

Impact of mandatory standards (NTMs) on trade:

Disdier et al. (2008); Kee, Nicita, and Olarreaga (2009); Hoekman and Nicita (2011); Fontagné
et al. (2015); Fontag né and Orefice (2018); Fernandes et al. (2019); Kee and Xie (2024); lodice
and Reverdy 2025) Zavala et al. (2026)

Impact of harmonization and mutual recognition on trade:
Moenius (2004); Baller (2007); Chen and Mattoo (2008); Disdier et al. (2015); Fernandes et al.
(2021); Schmidt and Steingress (2022)

Impact of voluntary international standards (ISO) on firm outcomes:
Volpe Martincus et al. (2010); Goedhuys and Sleuwaegen (2013); Carrillo-Labella et al.
(2024); Blyde (2025); Reverdy (2025)

Impact of voluntary sustalnablllty standards on firm outcomes:
Dragusanu et al. 6)2014 ); de Janvry et al. (2015); Oya et al. (2018); Macchiavello and Miquel-
Florensa (2019); Dragusanu et al. (2022 Alfaro rena et al 2025)

Impact of procurement standards and industrial policy on firm outcomes:
di Giovanni et al. (2022, rev. 2025); Ferraz, Finan, and Szerman (2016); Hebous and
Zimmermann (2021); Andreoni and Chang (2019)

Impact of licensing requirements and regulations on firm entry and market outcomes:
Djankov et al. (2002); Bruhn and McKenzie (2014); Klapper, Laeven, and Rajan (2006),
Bedoya, Das and Dolinger, 2023.

World Development Report 2025 32



Implications for...

A World Bank Group Flagship Report
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e Trade

* [Innovation

* Risk management for new
technologies

* I[P in Standards: SEPs
* Standards as Industrial Policy

* The Geopolitics of Standards

STANDARDS /= (8
DEVELOPMENT
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Explore the World Development Report 2025:
Standards for Development

Scan to download

www.worldbank.org/wdr2025
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https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2025

Policy recommendations for developing economies
(that other countries may also want to consider)

Use standards as a catalyst
for development, not as a
cudgel.

) Learn to use the full toolbox of
/ standards for policy, not just
6( the hammer.

ﬁ Use quality infrastructure to
realize the full potential of

= standards.

World

Examples of recommendations

Create the conditions needed for firms to upgrade quality;
don’t enforce such upgrading with mandatory standards.

Voluntary
standards
inputs
Macro B
| comventen |

Focus on the availability of
quality infrastructure, not the location.




’ Policy recommendations for the global community

N Examples of recommendations
Develop international Support developing countries in the =
-rl.l' standards that better serve process of developing international EC
2 low and middle-income standards — or risk low uptake. == *

countries.

Ensure that well-intended Promote tiered standards to

*@—) standards do not become match different capacities.
barriers to development.

iiii H%
(
&

i . v' Shared terminologies
Tackle global challenges. Deepen international v Common measurement standards

regulatory cooperation. v' Aligned compliance approaches
v" Mutual recognition

36
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