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WASHINGTON, DC — Amid a cascade of intertwined challenges — including public-health
emergencies, climate change, and violent conflict, that threaten to reverse decades of hard-won
development progress, the World Bank has introduced an Evolution Roadmap to boost efforts to
reduce poverty and inequality. Crucially, the unified and scaled response called for by Bank
President Ajay Banga, includes leveraging knowledge to help countries make more informed and
effective decisions.

While best known for its financial services, the World Bank has a long history of researching and
disseminating the lessons of development. In 1996, then-President James D. Wolfensohn,
recognizing the potential of the information-technology revolution, urged the institution to
function as a “Knowledge Bank.” He emphasized that the World Bank’s relationships with
governments and international organizations would allow it to play a leading role in new global
partnerships for creating and sharing knowledge. So long as it invested in the necessary systems,
the Bank would be able to make more and better information available to its client countries.

Since then, the World Bank has offered both financial support and knowledge services, including
technical assistance, training, capacity-building, policy advice, and data analysis. In fact, many
clients consider these services — which capitalize on the Bank’s vast experience, sectoral
expertise, and wide array of data sources — to be as valuable, if not more so, than the financial
assistance provided by the institution.

But, to become a fully-fledged Knowledge Bank, the World Bank still needs to build these
services into its operating processes and develop a model that supports the creation and
dissemination of information as a standalone activity. This is crucial to improving the
effectiveness and relevance of its knowledge initiatives.

Moreover, the Bank must ensure that it is providing client countries with the knowledge they
need. After visiting 14 countries over the past year in my capacity as an executive director of the
Bank, I have identified three areas in which clients could use more guidance. Fortunately, the
Bank can mostly fill these gaps with its existing knowledge services and products.

For starters, client countries need to know how to use financial resources more efficiently to
create projects or programs that have the largest multiplier effects and serve as many
beneficiaries as possible. For example, a successful mangrove-rehabilitation project in Indonesia
could be a model for other countries seeking to improve the welfare of local communities,
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support small and medium-size enterprises, and generate revenue through carbon credits in a
transparent way.

Countries also require a better understanding of how to align domestic priorities with climate and
development goals, which is essential for accelerating the green transition, broadening crisis-
response toolkits, and strengthening climate resilience. According to the International Monetary
Fund, delaying the transition to a low-emissions economy could impede GDP growth. But so far,
striking the right balance between meeting environmental and social targets and pursuing an
agenda for domestic development has been a challenge for many of the Bank’s clients.

Lastly, there is the question of how to sustain strong, balanced, and inclusive economic growth
by mobilizing private capital and boosting investment. To address this challenge, the Bank could
provide systematic country assessments and international comparisons of good practices or
lessons learned, which would likely contribute to poverty alleviation and shared prosperity.

Over the past 25 years, the World Bank has developed the capacity to address such questions. Its
World Development Report, published in 1998, recognized that knowledge, not capital, is the
key to sustained economic growth and focused on two main issues: knowledge gaps (the unequal
distribution of know-how within and across countries) and information gaps (incomplete
knowledge of products, processes, and institutions). The Bank’s inaugural report assessing the
state of its knowledge services, published in 2011, provided a comprehensive overview of the
institution’s efforts to overcome these problems. Later, in 2021, the Bank established a strategic
framework for knowledge.

Last year’s annual report summarized the World Bank’s knowledge achievements to date,
showcasing how far it has come. Examples include the launch of the Utility Knowledge
Exchange Platform in 2022, which helps countries improve the performance of their electricity
systems through policy, regulatory, institutional, and governance reforms. This initiative was
complemented by more than $27 billion in Bank-financed projects supporting utilities between
2018 and 2022.

In 2023, the Bank also supported 510 employment-related projects, totaling around $87 billion,
while conducting job diagnostics and facilitating global knowledge-sharing and research. And in
Kenya, a youth empowerment program that combined classroom learning with on-the-job
experience significantly increased the number of young Kenyans in paid work.

When Wolfensohn first proposed the idea of a Knowledge Bank, he aptly noted that lessons from
economic development are part of the “global commons,” and that the cultivation and
dissemination of this expertise requires international cooperation. Banga has inherited an even
more daunting development challenge in this context, given the corrosive effects of
contemporary geopolitics on multilateralism.

Even so, with the new playbook developed under Banga’s watch, the World Bank can continue
its shift toward becoming a Knowledge Bank. Now more than ever, the Bank must make its
expertise more widely available, use its convening power, and deepen its partnerships to meet the
needs of its client countries.
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