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This evaluation assesses the World Bank’s approach to knowledge and learning in its lending operations with the aim of
supporting the Bank’s ongoing efforts to enhance its performance as a “Knowledge Bank.”

KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Findings

£

The World Bank’s “linear model”
creates imbalances

The World Bank uses a linear model to integrate knowledge at
discrete, formalized stages of the project cycle. The model creates a
focus on producing reports but does not systematically apply the
findings of these reports to operations and country-level processes.
Knowledge is emphasized in the design phase more than during
implementation. Focus is on generating global sectoral knowledge -
relegating country knowledge to informal exchanges of tacit
knowledge.

Tacit lesson learning

Projects rely far more on tacit knowledge from previous or
ongoing projects than on documented, formal lessons. This is
part of a larger culture that greatly values informal knowledge
exchanges but also requires more formal methods and
support for capturing and sharing tacit knowledge.

Recommmendations

Make better use of the learning
opportunities that are already
embedded in the lending processes

Revise the procedures and guidance for lending to
incentivize more consistent learning throughout the
lending cycle. Set clear expectations to the type of
knowledge and learning, the moments and
processes for learning activities, and the level of
client engagement required from project teams.

Create spaces for knowledge and learning,
including via quality enhancement reviews and
informal and early meetings with peer reviewers.

Model attention to knowledge and learning and
openness to discussing failures.

Fragmented knowledge ecosystems

Lack of consistency and minimum standards in departments
and disconnected and underresourced knowledge ecosystems
lead to inefficiencies in knowledge flows.

Ensure core knowledge management
capacity and set World Bank-wide
standards and processes for knowledge
capture, storage, sharing, and access:

Rationalize the core capacity to organize key learning
events with instructional designers and knowledge
management professionals. Have essential knowledge
management capacities, standards, and processes be
under the supervision of senior management.

Methodology

The evaluation applies a mixed methods, phased approach that combines case studies

of 34 lending projects approved between 2014 and 2023 with desk reviews, interviews,

a questionnaire, and quantitative analyses.



CONTEXT

Knowledge and Learning in the Linear Model

Preparation

Knowledge
integration in
projects

The World Bank
uses a linear
knowledge model
that excels at
producing technical
knowledge sourced
from both inside
and outside the
Bank to inform
project design.

Appraisal
and Approval

Tacit knowledge
and informal
learning

Early and informal
exchanges and
peer review are
valuable sources
of tacit knowledge
that can inform
project design and
implementation.

A BROADER LOOK

Ecosystems for Knowledge

and Learning

Broader Knowledge Ecosystem

The World Bank’s knowledge ecosystem
extends beyond formal project
requirements, relying on tacit
knowledge, informal exchanges, and
client engagements for effective

learning.

Tacit Knowledge Transfer

Exchanges of tacit knowledge are
valued and widespread, yet the World

Bank has not formalized or systematized
these, particularly at the country level.

Decentralized Knowledge Systems

The absence of a centralized standard
leads business units to develop their
own knowledge systems with varied
success in knowledge sharing.
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Implementation

Challenges in
learning during
implementation

The linear model,
however, is not
ideal for fostering
learning during the
project
implementation
phase, and it
underemphasizes

country knowledge.

Motivation and Resources

In the absence of formal learning
mandates, learning is often driven
by team leaders’ motivation and
supported by trust funds.

Learning mandates
are tied to lending
instruments

Program-for-Results (PforR) and Multiphased
Programmatic Approach (MPA) operations
embed structured learning mechanisms during
implementation. These mechanisms are
designed to facilitate adaptive management and
continuous improvement. The MPA has learning
loops between its linked phases, and the PforR
uses annual validation of disbursement-linked
indicators, a data-driven exercise which creates
formal opportunities for learning and
adjustment during implementation. These
in-built learning loops can be used better.
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The Linear Model: Knowledge entry
points in the project lifecycle

Culture of
success

Operational learning
from canceled or
dropped operations
is not captured
adequately.
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Collaboration and Joint Learning

Many World Bank teams collaborate with
development partners and clients, using
informal approaches to foster joint learning.
This is not systematically incentivized or
funded across the institution.



