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ABSTRACT

What led the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to create and implement a climate 
change strategy after overlooking it for many years? Under the leadership of Managing 
Director (MD) Kristalina Georgieva, the IMF began to mainstream climate change across 
the institution. This paper evaluates the extent to which Georgieva’s words translate into 
IMF policies and practices by bridging the literature on institutional policy change and tex-
tual analysis. This study assesses recent surveillance guideline reviews and applies tex-
tual analysis to IMF Official speeches, Article IV Country Reports and Disbursements Staff 
Reports between the third quarter of 2017 and the first quarter of 2021. While the Manag-
ing Director’s rhetoric opened the space for policy change, the substantive policy change 
was elusive when the Executive head’s operational and policy positions were not aligned 
with key principals of the IMF. In contrast, when the position of the MD is aligned with 
key member state interests, more radical shifts in Fund practices and policies are likely. 
We layer existing theoretical approaches to institutional change at the IMF to assess the 
impacts of Georgieva’s rhetoric on IMF policies and practices.
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INTRODUCTION

While the International Monetary Fund (IMF) has long signaled an interest in contributing to com-
bat climate change, 2021 marked a critical juncture in the IMF’s commitment to the cause. Under 
the leadership of Managing Director Kristalina Georgieva, the IMF accelerated the mainstreaming 
of climate change. Most notably, Georgieva made a concerted effort to advocate that the COVID-19 
pandemic responses must prioritize combatting the virus, protecting the vulnerable and staging a 
green recovery. This paper evaluates the extent to which Georgieva’s words translate into IMF poli-
cies and practices.

This study builds upon two central claims in the literature on institutional change at the IMF. First, 
we acknowledge the power of executive management in the Managing Director (Mountford, 2009; 
Hall, 2016; Hall and Woods, 2018) to set the Fund’s agenda, influence state preferences and present 
key strategic objectives for Executive Board approval. Second, we recognize the outsized influence of 
the United States as a principal of the IMF with unilateral veto power (Woods, 2003; Stone, 2011). 
We find that the alignment of both the Fund’s executive and key member states is necessary for radi-
cal shifts in the IMF’s policies and practices.

To assess the extent to which Georgieva’s rhetoric translated into policies and practices at the IMF, 
we conduct a textual analysis of IMF Official speeches, Article IV Country Reports and Disburse-
ment Staff Reports between the third quarter of 2017 and the first quarter of 2021. We select this 
timeframe to create three distinct periods for comparison: pre-Georgieva ascent to IMF leadership, 
Georgieva at IMF leadership with the Trump administration and Georgieva at IMF leadership with 
the Biden administration. 

During the overlap between the Trump administration that was openly hostile to climate change 
science and Georgieva’s tenure as Managing Director, there was a misalignment on these issues 
between the key member state and the Fund leadership. Upon the inauguration of President Biden, 
one of his first actions as president was to sign an executive order on climate change and rejoin the 
Paris Agreement, signaling an alignment on the issue between Georgieva and the US.

Additionally, we assess the Climate Change Policy Assessments program, the 2021 Comprehensive 
Surveillance Review (CSR) and the Financial Sector Assessment Program (FSAP) review. This pre-
liminary analysis finds that Georgieva’s platform for mainstreaming climate change at the IMF has 
been successful. We argue that Georgieva’s agenda-setting as the Fund’s leader was a necessary 
but insufficient condition for a radical shift in the institution’s practices, as evidenced by our textual 
analysis. While Georgieva had a limited impact before the inauguration of Biden, our assessment 
suggests that Georgieva’s success required an alignment of US interests on the climate agenda.

This paper is organized as follows. The first section reviews the state-of-the-art literature on institu-
tional change at the IMF and develops a framework for evaluating the potential scope of change. The 
second section presents our methodology and data. The third section discusses our main findings 
and suggestions on avenues for future research.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Understanding Change in the IMF

The IMF is one of the Bretton Woods Institutions founded in the wake of World War II. The IMF, a 
multilateral international organization, is tasked with ensuring the stability of the global monetary 
system and has 190 nation-states as members. The governance of the Fund is carried out by the 
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Board of Governors, the Executive Board and Management. The figure below displays the three-
tiered governance structure and related activities and mandates.

The Board of Governors is the highest decision-making authority of the IMF. Each country member is 
represented. It has operational authority over policy, lending, and other matters are delegated to the 
Executive Board. The Executive Board consists of a 24-member body that oversees and supervises 
the activities of the Fund. The Board discusses all aspects of the institution›s work, from ordinary 
business to policy issues relevant to the global economy. The Board typically makes decisions based 
on consensus, but sometimes formal votes are taken (IMF, 2021). 

In this context, the United States has a strategic and significant role: it is the IMF’s largest share-
holder and owns 17.4 percent of total quotas (representing the amount of financing) and 16.5 per-
cent of votes. The country has its seat on the Executive Board and unique veto power over major 
policy decisions. The use of resources suggests a high degree of US influence. “The US interests 
being pursued are not always clear; they are the result of contestation within the US political system 
itself” (Woods, 2003 p.15).

Figure 1: The IMF governance structure

Source: IMF (2021).
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Despite IMF’s relevance for more than 75 years after its inception, the institution today is quite dif-
ferent than at its foundation. Some of the Fund’s mandate and mission changes have been transfor-
mative and sweeping, while others have been more incremental and gradual. 

What are the conditions under which the IMF changes its policies and practices? This question has 
been addressed extensively in institutional change and international political economy literature. 
The existing literature on the IMF and institutional change has identified multiple potential causal 
factors: economic ideas, interest-group politics, political power, reputation and leadership. Yet, inter-
national organizations do not always heed the call to change and can be path-dependent. This sec-
tion briefly explores some of the key literature on various internal and external mechanisms that lead 
to shifts in the IMF, before discussing the official structure of IMF decision making and governance. 
The section concludes by identifying and synthesizing the conditions under which change is possible 
at the IMF.

International organizations’ “decisions result from strategic interactions between goal-oriented 
actors operating within institutional constraints” (Sommerer et al., 2021, p.5). Specifically to IMF, 
“its internal structure, hiring patterns and organizational culture are typically described as stable, 
hierarchical, monolithic” (Momani, 2005; Lang, 2021, p.603) and remarkably resilient to exogenous 
sources of change (Koremenos, Lipson and Snidal, 2001). There are numerous organizations that 
persist and are resistant to adaptation despite extensive calls for significant change (Chorev, 2012). 
Some have argued that this is due to “how network effects and barriers to entry affect patterns of 
cooperation and the availability of outside options for institutional members.” (Lipscy, 2015)

While scholarship in the rationalist camp of international relations has evaluated how institutional 
change unfolds in international organizations and regimes, it “has often focused on formal and fun-
damental change. These accounts acknowledge that radical changes to the formal foundations of 
international institutions occur infrequently” (Kentikelenis and Babb, 2019, p.1725). A contrasting lit-
erature of scholars working in the traditions of constructivism, historical institutionalism and discur-
sive institutionalism takes incremental change seriously. However, it has often struggled to observe 
change increments in real-time. 

Literature that explores more incremental pathways for change identifies some potential drivers of 
institutional change. Bureaucrats and epistemic communities, through the use of ideas and social 
learning, incrementally shift the practices of an institution. Thus, “sociological accounts would point 
to the informal and more moderate refashioning of established arrangements that are commonly 
premised on underly ideational shifts” (Kentikelenis and Babb, 2019, p.1726). While much of the lit-
erature has found that change must be either formal and fundamental, or informal and incremental, 
Kentikelenis and Babb (2019) find that the IMF was fundamentally changed without a change to its 
mandate, as “agents can pursue a strategy of norm substitution—the shifting of routine expectations 
about the appropriateness of particular practices” (Kentikelenis and Babb, 2019, p.1726).

Studies of change at the IMF have considered many internal drivers of institutional change. Belloni 
and Moschella (2013) identified the IMF’s self-perception of its reputation as a key determinant in 
including CSOs in IMF meetings following the Asian Financial Crisis. Others have explored the role 
of preference formation inside international organizations (IOs) and how internal debates can lead 
to shifts in the IMF’s behavior (Chwieroth, 2010). In particular, Chwieroth (2014) finds that in the 
case of IMF capital controls, the layering of new policies on to existing policies led to incremental 
shifts that cumulatively induced transformative change at the Fund. 

In contrast, some scholarship has explored the role of external drivers of IMF change. Woods (2003) 
and Stone (2011) stress the United States’ political preferences influence the agenda and activities of 
the IMF. Woods (2003) finds the Fund senior managers would in no way present a recommendation 
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that risked US disapproval. Stone (2011) pointed out that the US exerts control of the IMF through 
informal procedures and active participation. Ban (2015) points to crises as critical junctures that 
open space and ignite reassessment of Fund practices and identifies shifts in the Fund’s doctrine on 
fiscal consolidation as a key example.

Other scholars have evaluated both internal and external drivers of IO’s change. Momani (2010) 
assesses the role that staff’s composition, training and organizational culture played in creating the 
IMF’s Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) policy. In particular, the author identifies the mecha-
nisms through exogenous norm pressure on multilateral organizations for change and how the IMF 
responded by devising an alternative norm. Finally, Abdelal (2007) traces the roots of the IMF’s 
drive for capital liberalization to French socialists. When Michel Camdessus became IMF’s Manag-
ing Director, he leveraged his leadership role to work towards this aim. While Chwieroth (2010) 
also mentions the Camdessus influence as the Managing Director of the Fund, he identifies the 
Fund’s staff as key to the institution’s pursuit of liberalization. Clegg (2010) contends that multilevel 
feedback loops to incorporate both exogenous state preferences and endogenous structural social 
environments of IOs are needed to assess IMF’s change effectively.

Related literature has sought to understand the process and context of institutional change. Mos-
chella (2011) identifies the process of incremental accumulation as a mechanism through which 
“decades of incremental accumulation of knowledge and small transformation” led to the delayed 
onset rapid and systemic shift in fund practices following the 2007-8 financial crisis. Vetterlein and 
Moschella (2014) seek to move beyond dichotomous categorizations of change and look to speed 
and scope as two dimensions that determine the type of change that unfolds within international 
organizations.

This article draws from not only the literature that emphasizes the outsized role of the US over the 
IMF, but the scholarship that takes the role of IMF Managing Director as the Chief Executive seri-
ously. In synthesizing our framework, we also draw from Vetterlein and Moschella’s (2014) policy 
change taxonomy. They identify two components of change: speed and scope (slow/rapid and incre-
mental/radical, respectively). Since we are measuring policy change at the Fund, we apply Vetterlein 
and Moschella’s adaptation of Peter Hall’s (1993) three different degrees of change to understand 
the scope of change we observe: “first-, second- and third-order change that refers to changes in the 
settings, instruments, and goals of a policy, respectively.” (Vetterlein and Moschella, 2014, p.145)

A Synthesized Approach to Evaluate Change at the IMF

The most recent and innovative literature on change at the IMF synthesizes theoretical approaches 
and move beyond reductionist, unilinear frameworks. Drawing from the literature on the IMF, this 
section outlines the conditions under which we expect to find substantive and measurable change in 
IMF policy, if the words of the Managing Director translate into action. 

Our point of departure is considering the vision for executive leadership at the Fund. We assume 
that leadership matters are independent of the IO’s main shareholders, and has autonomy 
(Abdelal, 2007; Copelovitch and Rickard, 2021). The influence of the Managing Director is also 
affirmed by the IMF’s Independent Evaluation Office (IEO). The IEO emphasizes that the Execu-
tive head can propose to the Board all significant policies and their application to member coun-
tries, including bilateral and multilateral surveillance, and controls the use of the IMF’s financial 
resources. What is more, he or she is the central public face of the Fund (Mountford, 2009). 
Finally, Copelovitch and Rickard (2021) stressed leaders of IOs influence important outcomes and 
“MDs are political animals, and it is difficult to believe they leave their politics entirely at the door 
when entering the IMF.”
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While the US holds considerable sway over outcomes at the IMF, even scholars skeptical of the 
IMF’s institutional autonomy note that the Managing Director maintains “a remarkable degree of 
gate-keeping power and proposal power as chairman of the Executive Board” (Stone, 2011). As Man-
aging Director, the executive head is responsible for managing “a bureaucracy of international civil 
servants and ensure that the organization is accountable and delivers results” (Hall and Woods, 
2018). Thus, taking into consideration the role of the Managing Director, extensive contacts with 
officials across the globe, role as Chairman of the Executive Board and position as head of the IMF 
staff (Van Houtven, 2002), we assert that it is a necessary but not sufficient condition that the Man-
aging Director of the IMF proposes a major policy change.

Drawing from the literature’s understanding of the Managing Director’s influence and certain princi-
pals, particularly the United States (Woods, 2003; Stone, 2011) we argue that the agenda alignment 
between them is a necessary condition, or third-order change, to occur.

Figure 2: From the Director’s Words to Actions

Source: Own elaboration.

The index developed in this paper evaluates the extent to which the words of the IMF’s Managing 
Director translate into action. We expect to find that, when executive leadership and key member 
state interests align, IMF actions (such as lending and/or surveillance) will reflect that vision. How-
ever, when the Managing Director position is not in sync with the principals, two outcomes are pos-
sible: no change or incremental change. As outlined above, shifts in IMF practices and policies are 
possible when they do not align with the US or other key principals, though such change is likely to 
be more incremental.

DATA DESCRIPTION AND METHODOLOGY

This paper examines the determinants of the IMF shift in climate change across the organization. It 
applies textual analysis techniques to measure the extent to which IMF management and staff have 
focused on climate change from 2017 to the present. This study analyzed: 

1.	 Speeches made by senior IMF management; 

2.	 Articles IV surveillance reports; and, 

3.	 Country reports associated with IMF disbursements. 
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We focus on the documents published on the IMF webpage and in English from August 2017 to June 
2021. In this context, we have a universe of 894 publications.1 As observed in Table 1, our dataset 
includes 288 speech records from senior IMF management, 452 Article IV reports and 154 lending 
disbursement documents. The former and current IMF Managing Directors, Christine Lagarde and 
Kristalina Georgieva, conducted the most speeches (54 percent) during the sample period. 

Table 1: Summary of Documents in the Dataset

Source: Own elaboration.

We follow a process similar to other text analysis papers (Mihalyi and Mate, 2019; Bloom et al., 
2020; Hollander et al., 2020; Ramos and Gallagher, 2021). In this sense, we search for keyword com-
binations (bi-grams or trigrams) and retrieve summary statistics of the frequency of use of those 
terms as a share of all the relevant words in a particular document. 

As mentioned above, the first step entails building a corpus of search terms. We selected terms 
from three documents: IMF (2020), Volz (2020) and Leal Filho (2020). We choose them because 
they highlight different aspects of climate literature. Volz (2020) was a starting point for discussing 
climate in IMF publications by applying textual analysis, which was a critical methodological refer-
ence to our work. Leal Filho (2020) is an academic forward and encyclopedia. Finally, IMF (2020a) 
was elaborated by IMF Fiscal Affairs Department in the COVID-19 aftermath, guiding countries to a 
green recovery after the pandemic. 

Leaning on the publications mentioned above, we identified 117 key climate-related bigrams (two-
word combinations). 

The second step implies using the corpus of keyword combinations to identify the frequency of each 
of these combinations in each of the 894 documents. With these count terms, we calculated the 
frequency per document of climate-related word combinations.

Table 2 shows what bigrams were most mentioned in these publications. Overall, “climate change” 
was the most cited search term. This term appeared, on average, 3.28 times per Article IV report, 
while in the disbursements reports and the speeches made by IMF Officials, the term appeared 1.38 
and 0.92 times per document, respectively. Search terms like a carbon price or pricing, fuel subsidy 
and fuel tax were also discussed in greater frequency throughout these documents.2

We then construct the IMF Climate Focus Index document. This ratio consists of the number of 
times the climate-related bigrams are mentioned divided by the total pool of relevant words in a 
specific document. The document terms’ pool of relevant words was calculated without stop words, 

1 Detailed information of the speakers and countries analyzed can be found in Annex A.
2 Detailed examples can be observed in Annex B.
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numbers, webpages and emails. This exercise followed the methodology in Mihalyi and Mate (2019), 
and Ramos et al. (2021).

This ratio is scaled from 0 to 1, with a higher score meaning more attention to climate elements per 
document. We generate these indices for each document and disaggregate them into a quarterly 
time series. We then perform t-tests to examine the extent to which the frequency of attention to 
climate change significantly differs across different eras of IMF leadership, taking the Lagarde Era as 
control.

Results

We find the new Managing Director was a key driver of climate momentum in the Fund. Yet, the 
scope of change has increased as the United States’ major shareholder turned around its domes-
tic policy towards a low-carbon economy and charged the IMF with mainstreaming climate policy 
across the IMF toolkit. The alignment of upper management and the major shareholder has contrib-
uted to a significant shift in practices. Following, we present the results from our analysis of manage-
ment speeches, Article IV surveillance and IMF disbursements.

Table 2: Frequency of Appearance of Most Important Grams per Type of Document

Source: Own elaboration.
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Speeches

Examining the extensive margin (frequency of attention) of climate change in the speeches made 
by IMF’s senior management, Figure 5 reveals that climate change has received significantly more 
attention under the leadership of Kristalina Georgieva than under former Managing Director Chris-
tine Lagarde. 

The attention to climate change was tempered by Georgieva’s team during the term of former US 
President Donald Trump but trended upwards when President Joseph Biden was elected president in 
November of 2020. The administration of Donald Trump was not supportive of major global climate 
policy, going so far as to withdraw from the Paris Climate Agreement. Yet, President Biden’s admin-
istration has climate as a cornerstone of its domestic and international agendas. Indeed, during his 
first week in office, the new US administration issued a broad Executive Order outlining their domes-
tic and international climate policy. The Executive Order notes explicitly that the United States will 
use its shareholder advantage to advance its climate policy agenda at the IMF, saying that the Sec-
retary of the US Treasury shall:

‘develop a strategy for how the voice and vote of the United States can be used in 
international financial institutions, including the World Bank Group and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund, to promote financing programs, economic stimulus pack-
ages, and debt relief initiatives that are aligned with and support the goals of the 
Paris Agreement.’ (The White House, 2021). 

The upper left panel of Figure 3 shows that 45.8 percent of the speeches made by former Manag-
ing Director Lagarde addressed climate change. Meanwhile, Georgieva has spoken about climate-
related elements in 59.7 percent of her speeches since she took office. Since Biden has been elected, 
that figure is 73.9 percent. 

Figure 3: Frequency of Speeches

Source: Own elaboration.

These findings are also reflected in the IMF Climate Exposure Index (intensive margin) during the 
time range. As displayed in the lower-left panel of Figure 4, the IMF Climate Exposure Index was 
stable during Managing Director Lagarde. However, the Index increases after Managing Director 
Georgieva goes to the helm of the IMF. Again, this becomes accentuated since President Biden took 
office in the United States.
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This shift, both the extensive and intensive margins, towards greater attention to climate elements 
reflects a clear change in the IMF policy. Kristalina Georgieva, in her first speech as Managing Direc-
tor of the IMF, highlighted the role of the IMF in international cooperation to address climate change 
risks and challenges. 

And we need to work together to address climate change. (…) It is a crisis where 
no one is immune, and everyone has a responsibility to act. One of our priorities at 
the IMF is to assist countries as they reduce carbon emissions and become more 
climate resilient (Georgieva, 2019).

A similar pattern is observed among the other senior IMF management officials, who also shifted 
more attention toward climate change during the new administration. As can be observed in the 
right panel of Figure 3, the other IMF Officials rarely mentioned climate change in their speeches 
during the Lagarde era. Nevertheless, since Kristalina Georgieva came to the IMF, the frequency of 
attention to climate change increased considerably. The right panel of Figure 4 shows the average 
IMF Climate Exposure Index among the other senior IMF management officials. As demonstrated, 
there is an increase in the Index during the Georgieva era in comparison with the Lagarde era. How-
ever, we do not observe a difference associated with the political change in the U.S., as we do with 
the Managing Director. 

Figure 4: Climate Exposure of Speeches

* Three-month moving average. 
Source: Own elaboration.

Table 3 summarizes the outlook in greater detail. The IMF Climate Exposure Index shows that Man-
aging Director Kristalina Georgieva addressed climate change 5.3 climate-related times per 1000 
relevant words while she coincides with President Trump and 15 climate-related times per 1000 
relevant words since President Biden assumed office. These two measures are, on average, 3.5 and 
10.0 times more frequent than the behavior exhibited by Georgieva’s predecessor, Christine Lagarde, 
who on average addressed climate change 1.5 times per 1000 relevant words. 

The same pattern is identified among the rest of the IMF Officials. Among the Deputy Managing 
Directors, after the change from Lagarde to Georgieva, the engagement of climate change in their 
speeches increased by a factor of 4.7 during the Lagarde - Trump era and 6.2 times more since Presi-
dent Biden took office. For instance, the Deputy Managing Director Tao Zhang was one of the IMF 
officials that has worked since the Lagarde administration and gave relatively greater importance to 
climate change, talking on average 4.6 climate-related words per 1000 relevant words. For example, 
Director Zhang made a speech in January 2018 in which he describes the work made by the IMF 
related to climate change and the goals that the institution might follow in the future. 



www.bu.edu/gdp	 11

The IMF has been involved in climate change work for several years. Our recent 
work reflects compelling evidence that adapting to climate change is one of the 
most important challenges facing economic policy makers worldwide. (…) the 
Fund’s core mandate is to ensure economic stability and resilience. Climate change 
could prove to be a destabilizing force for the global economy if it is not addressed 
(Zhang, 2018).

Since Kristalina Georgieva took office, Director Zhang mentioned 2.8 times more climate-related 
elements than during the Lagarde era. In particular, he has been eloquent to incentivize countries to 
perform a “green recovery” from the COVID-19 crisis. 

I am delighted to join the Parliamentary Assembly for this immensely important 
and timely discussion on the COVID-19 and climate change crises. The first crisis 
is acute and immediate, the second slower burning but equally critical. The two 
crises are clearly interlinked, because the scale and nature of the economic policy 
decisions being made now will crucially affect climate outcomes far into the future. 
So, far from putting climate on the back burner, the pandemic adds to the urgency 
of addressing it (Zhang, 2020).

A similar pattern is found across the Heads of Departments. The climate exposure index implies that 
they have mentioned around seven climate-related phrases per 1000 words, on average, during the 
Georgieva era; this is 2.7 times more than the average climate exposure index during the Lagarde era. 
For instance, the Director of the IMF’s Monetary and Capital Markets Department, Tobias Adrian, 
has expressed 3.1 times more climate-related grams during the Georgieva than in the Lagarde era.

Adrian (2019) stressed, for example, “transition risk is multifaceted. Climate change and the transi-
tion to a low-carbon economy are subject to fundamental uncertainty. The complexity of climate 
risks leads economists and climate scientists into areas that are deeply challenging.”

Table 3: Climate Exposure Index in Speeches made by IMF Officials

Source: Own elaboration.
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This systematic pattern across IMF Officials suggests the new Managing Director and the US admin-
istration triggered a diffusion of climate action across the institution relatively quickly. But a more 
frequent discussion about climate does unnecessary mean more activity in the matter. To examine 
the extent to which an increase in climate narrative permeated into institutional action, we apply our 
index to Article IV documents and the Country Reports associated with disbursements made by the 
IMF during the same period.

Surveillance 

Under the Lagarde administration, the IMF has incorporated climate change into monitoring reports. 
In 2016, the Fund recognized small states are disproportionately impacted and exposed to climate 
change (IMF, 2016). In the following year, the IMF launched a series of Climate Change Policy 
Assessments (CCPAs) for different countries: Seychelles (June 2017), St. Lucia (June 2018), Belize 
(November 2018), Grenada (July 2019), the Federated States of Micronesia (September 2019) and 
Tonga (June 2020).

As displayed in the left panel of Figure 5, the surveillance documents of small states used to have 
higher Climate Exposure Index scores than the rest of the country members. Besides, since Kristalina 
Georgieva assumed the position of Managing Director at the IMF, there has been greater attention 
to climate-related topics on average among the countries across the globe. As can be observed in 
the right side of Figure 5, the Climate Exposure Index scores in the surveillance documents related 
to the non-small states increased significantly in years 2020 and 2021. In a similar trend but in more 
moderate way, we see an increase in the scores related to the small states in year 2021. 

Figure 5: Climate Exposure Index in Article IV Surveillance Documents

Source: Own elaboration.

The CCPAs, a pilot basis with the World Bank, are an incremental policy change, with restricted 
countries analysis and an addition to the existing surveillance setting. There hasn’t been any reorien-
tation to new goals or purposes regarding climate in countries’ monitoring mandates. Recently, the 
IMF (2021) recognized this program’s limits and asked for a shift in the matter, “the ad-hoc approach 
has reached its limits, however, and the time has come for a more systematic and strategic integra-
tion of climate change into the IMF’s activities.”

Specifically, as summarized in Table 4, climate change mentions and engagement in surveillance 
documents increased after Kristalina Georgieva became the IMF Managing Director. In the second 
moment, between the third quarter of 2019 and the fourth quarter of 2020, Article IV documents 
had roughly six climate-related grams per 10,000 relevant words, almost 1.6 times more than the 
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frequency observed during the Lagarde era. However, in monitoring publications conducted in 2021, 
on average, around 13 climate-related grams per 10,000 words, which implies an increment of 3.3 
times more than in the Lagarde era. 

As described in Figure 3, the pattern is driven by increased attention to climate change risks and 
hazards and more dispersed analysis rather than the IMF’s previous focus on small countries. Table 
4 highlights this expansion in surveillance publications. As the focus on climate was already present 
among the small countries, the IMF Climate Exposure Index showed no significant statistical change 
across time. 

The most critical dynamics were observed in the “other countries” exposure score. They had on 
average 2 and 2.1 climate-related words per 10,000 relevant words in the first and second moment, 
respectively. Meanwhile, in 2021, the Article IV surveillance documents showed an exposure of 13 
climate-related words per 10,000 relevant words, which implies an increase by a factor of 5.7 to the 
Lagarde era. 

For example, Costa Rica’s 2021 Article IV report had an intensive discussion about climate change 
and adaptation and mitigation plans. The Fund staff welcomed the National Adaptation Policy 2018-
2030 and the Institutional Strategic Plan 2018-2022. According to the IMF (2021e), “[the Fund’s] 
Directors applauded the authorities for their pioneering efforts to improve resilience to climate 
change further and fully decarbonize their economy present tremendous opportunities for new jobs 
and sustainable growth.”

Table 4: Climate Exposure Index in Article IV Surveillance Documents

Source: Own elaboration.

Following the same pattern as CCPAs, the increase in climate discussions and engagement in moni-
toring documents in the second period is also characterized by incremental changes. There was no 
guidance shift or formal change regarding surveillance between the third quarter of 2019 and the 
fourth quarter of 2020. Otherwise, it was observed a leader pushed its agenda with its staff.

Lending

We find that attention to climate change is yet to permeate IMF lending policies significantly, nor 
has there been significant change between Lagarde and Georgieva. Table 5 exhibits the frequency 
of attention to climate change and our index as applied to disbursement documents. However, we 
observe a differentiated pattern when we disaggregate among the conditional and unconditional 
IMF loan programs. As shown in Table 5, we see a marginal increase in the discussion of climate 
change in the early quarters of the Georgieva era and a spike upwards after Biden is elected (around 
7.6 times more in the Climate Exposure Index than the programs disbursed during the Lagarde era). 
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Meanwhile, in unconditional disbursements, we do not observe a significant change between the 
three highlighted moments. 

Table 5: Climate Exposure Index in Article IV Loan Disbursement Documents

Source: Own elaboration.

Two elements might be driving these results. First, in general, the IMF Staff might be focusing more 
on the short-term financial needs and economic fundamentals conditions of the requesting country 
rather than more structural elements like climate change. In this sense, we observe a substantial 
increase in the number of unconditional disbursements during 2020, given the countries’ financial 
needs to address the COVID-19 crisis. This result is consistent with the conclusion obtained in Gal-
lagher and Maldonado (2020), where the IMF COVID-19 response fails to induce a “green” recovery 
among the countries. 

Comprehensive Surveillance Review and a Financial Sector Assessment  
Program Review

Moving beyond the content analysis and the index developed for this paper, we also assess the 
recent IMF policy and agenda-setting efforts at a high-level reflecting tractable shifts in line with 
Georgieva’s rhetoric. We reviewed the IMF’s 2021 Comprehensive Surveillance Review (CSR) and 
Financial Sector Assessment Programs (FSAPs), as they will state the Fund’s framework and surveil-
lance activity for the next five or ten years. 

The IMF global, regional, and country surveillance identifies potential risks to stability and recom-
mends appropriate policy adjustments to sustain economic growth and promote financial and eco-
nomic stability (IMF, 2020a). The two key tools of bilateral surveillance efforts are Article IV con-
sultations and FSAPs.

In the past years, country authorities, IMF Executive Directors, mission chiefs and IMF staff dis-
cussed this new surveillance guideline. In May of 2021, the IMF approved the CSR and FSAP review. 
Both aimed to update the Fund’s responses and policy advice to confront the challenges posed by 
macrocritical issues and recognized that climate change has important implications for financial 
stability.

In the CSR, the IMF Directors “concurred that climate change is a global existential threat that poses 
critical macroeconomic and financial policy challenges for the entire Fund membership” in the com-
ing years and decades (IMF, 2021d). They decided to cover frequent, systematic, and mandatory 
climate change mitigation actions in the 20 largest emitters of greenhouse gases, and with all mem-
bers every 5 to 6 years (IMF, 2021c). They claimed these country reports would better integrate 
macrocritical trends and discuss a more extensive set of policies to limit damaging spillovers. In 
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other countries, mitigation considerations will be voluntary in case both the authorities and staff 
agree. IMF Directors also discussed financing resilience-building policies for the most vulnerable 
countries to climate change, and comprehensive analysis of transition risks to fossil fuel exporters 
or towards a low carbon economy while considering each country’s circumstances (IMF, 2021c). 

In the FSAP review, the IMF Director also recognized climate change as a potential threat to financial 
stability. The Fund’s staff recommended a plan to extend the scope of all assessments to include 
physical climate shocks and the transition to low-carbon economy risks. They also suggested incor-
porating climate and macrofinancial scenarios in FSAP bank stress tests. The targets are: i) climate 
risk analysis considering financial stability risks at both the conventional medium-term (3 to 5 year) 
horizon and the long-term (30 to 50 year) horizon; ii) including both physical and transition risks; 
and, iii) working in cooperation with other global bodies. 

These changes suggest a more systematic way to monitor climate risks and more emphasis on 
potential outcomes. Besides, the IMF’s staff is willing to explore frameworks and tools to support 
spillover surveillance. Yet, as highlighted in the review document, “the scope and depth of climate 
change analysis will depend on resource availability” (IMF, 2021b). But there are in progress some 
plans to reallocate resources and strategies to support a climate change department.

These pieces of evidence suggest the CSR and FSAP review as radical policy changes. A reorienta-
tion of institutional resources and existing instruments to new policy goals feature a conversion type 
of policy (Streeck and Thelen, 2005). In this case, it is explicit the surveillance tool has been rerouted 
to incorporate macro critical and spillover elements. 

Table 6 presents 2021 CSR’s main elements and compares them with previous surveillance guidance. 

Table 6: Before and After CSR, Main Characteristics 

Before CSR After CSR

2014 Triennial Surveillance Review

Diagnosis •	 Global interconnections continue to shape domestic 
policy choices as countries look to shield against adverse 
spillovers and seize opportunities to harness the benefits 
of globalization. 

•	 Make surveillance more risk-based and better reflect 
global interconnections

•	 Important trends—in digital technology, climate change, 
inequality, demographics, and geopolitics—affecting eco-
nomic sustainability will also present opportunities and chal-
lenges and, where macro-critical, will need to be incorporated 
in the Fund’s surveillance.

•	 Better position Fund engagement and policy advice to help 
the membership confront the challenges posed by the emerg-
ing macrofinancial landscape

Priorities •	 Integrating and deepening risk and spillovers analysis
•	 Achieving greater impact
•	 More tailored and expert policy advice, Continue 

accounting for growth and sustainability implications 
in fiscal advice. Be selective in advising on structural 
policies

•	 Confronting risks and uncertainties and preempting and 
mitigating spillovers

•	 Fostering economic sustainability
•	 More timely, topical, targeted interconnected, and better-

informed monitoring reports.

Climate 
change

•	 No mention of climate change •	 Directors recognized the importance of a more systematic 
integration into surveillance of macro-critical emerging topics, 
including climate change. They generally agreed that coverage 
of climate change mitigation in Article IV consultations would 
be strongly encouraged for the largest emitters of greenhouse 
gases

Source: Own elaboration.
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Table 7 systemizes our main results. It arranges the three periods with the shifts observed in surveil-
lance and lending activities regarding climate change. As discussed in the surveillance activity, we 
observed CCPAs to the Small States and an improvement in climate focus scores as incremental 
changes. In Georgieva’s leadership and the Biden administration, the 2021 CSR and FSAP review 
were milestones regarding climate change in the Fund’s framework, characterizing a radical change.

In lending activity, during the first two time periods, we identified a low climate engagement in 
disbursement documents and no changes. Yet, we found an upward spike after Biden is elected, 
characterizing an incremental change.

Table 7: Summary of the IMF Activities and Type of Change

Activity Elements of 
analysis

Period of analysis Method Evidence Result

Surveillance Climate Change 
Policy Assess-
ments to the 
Small States 

Lagarde and Trump 
era and Georgieva 
and Trump era

Qualitative 
analysis

Analysis limited 
to highly exposed 
countries to cli-
mate change

Incremental 
change

Surveillance Article IV coun-
try reports

Lagarde and Trump 
era and Georgieva 
and Trump era

Content 
analysis

Lower and uneven 
climate focus 
scores in Articles 
IV

No change

Surveillance Article IV coun-
try reports

Georgieva and 
Biden era

Content 
analysis

Higher and even 
climate focus 
scores in Articles 
IV 

Incremental 
change

Surveillance 2021 CSR and 
FSAP review

Georgieva and 
Biden era

Qualitative 
analysis

Recognition of 
climate change 
as a macrocritical 
element

Radical change

Lending Disbursement 
documents

Lagarde and Trump 
era and Georgieva 
and Trump era

Content 
analysis

Lower climate 
focus scores in 
unconditional 
and conditional 
disbursements 

No change

Lending Disbursement 
documents

Georgieva and 
Biden era

Content 
analysis

Higher climate 
focus scores in 
unconditional 
disbursements 

Incremental 
change 

Source: Own elaboration.

CONCLUSIONS

The IMF’s current Managing Director Georgieva has increasingly advocated for the importance of 
climate change. This paper evaluates the extent to which Georgieva’s words translate into the Fund’s 
policies and practices. It contributes to the existing literature with a method to assess institutional 
changes in real-time. 

Our analysis of speeches finds that 45.8 percent of the speeches made by former Managing Direc-
tor Lagarde addressed climate change. Meanwhile, Georgieva has spoken about climate-related 
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elements in 59.7 percent of her speeches since she took office and 73.9 percent after Biden has been 
elected. We identified the same trend in IMF officials’ speeches, mainstreaming climate momentum 
in the Fund. 

We then assessed the extent to which Georgieva’s rhetoric translated into concrete policy shifts in 
surveillance and lending activities. We observed CCPAs to the Small States and an improvement in 
climate focus score as incremental changes. Under Georgieva’s leadership following the inaugura-
tion of the Biden administration, we find that the 2021 CSR and FSAP review incorporate climate 
change into the Fund’s framework and characterize a radical change. In terms of lending activity, 
during the first two periods analyzed, we identify a low engagement on climate change issues in dis-
bursement documents and thus no change. Yet, we find an upward spike after Biden’s election that 
led to an alignment with the Managing Director characterizing an incremental change.
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ANNEX
A. Descriptive information of Officials’ speeches, Article IV surveillance documents, 
and disbursement documents used in the analysis

Officials’ Speeches

Source: Own elaboration.

Article IV Surveillance Documents
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Source: Own elaboration.
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Disbursement Documents

Source: Own elaboration.
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B. Climate-Related Grams used
‘adaptation action’

‘adopt climate-smart’

‘adopting climate-smart’

‘air pollution’

‘alternatives to coal’

‘brown activit’

‘brown industr’

‘carbon border’

‘carbon content’

‘carbon dioxide’

‘carbon emission’

‘carbon footprint’

‘carbon intensive’

‘carbon pric’

‘carbon tax’

‘carbon-intensive firm’

‘carbon-intensive industr’

‘carbon-intensive investment’

‘carbon-price floor’

‘clean fuel’

‘climate adaptation’

‘climate challenge’

‘climate-change’

‘climate change’

‘climate commitment’

‘climate conscious’

‘climate consideration’

‘climate crisis’

‘climate dimension’

‘climate event’

‘climate externalit’

‘climate goal’

‘climate hazard’

‘climate impact’

‘climate-induced’

‘climate plan’

‘climate readiness’

‘climate resilient’

‘climate response’

‘climate risk’

‘climate-safe’

‘climate shock’

‘climate smart’

‘climate spending’

‘climate-conscious polic’

‘climate-conscious project’

‘climate-related’

‘climate-smart infrastructure’

‘climatic’

‘coal asset’

‘coal burn’

‘coal business’

‘coal combustion’

‘coal consumption’

‘coal export’

‘coal extraction’

‘coal harvest’

‘coal industry’

‘coal making’

‘coal need’

‘coal power plant’

‘coal producer’

‘coal production’

‘coal sector’

‘coal subsid’

‘coal transition’

‘coal-based enterprise’

‘coal-fired power plant’

‘cost of carbon’

‘curbing emission’

‘demand for coal’

‘developing climate-smart’

‘disaster fund’

‘emissions reduction’

‘emissions target’

‘energy efficien’

‘environmental dimension’

‘environmental protection’

‘environmental standard’

‘environmentally’

‘export of coal’

‘flood protection’

‘fossil free’

‘fossil fuel’

‘fossil-fuel power’

‘fuel subsid’

‘fuel tax’

‘fuelwood extraction’

‘gas emission’

‘ghg emission’

‘global warming’

‘green activit’

‘green bond’

‘green budget’

‘green fee’

‘green industr’

‘green investment’

‘green measure’

‘green polic’

‘green recovery’

‘green response’

‘greenhouse gas’

‘greening recovery’

‘high emission’

‘high-emissions vehicle’

‘low carbon’

‘low-carbon’

‘mitigation action’

‘physical risk’

‘reduce emission’

‘renewable energ’

‘resilient building’

‘resilient road’

‘supporting adaptation’

‘transition risk’

‘zero emission’

‘zero-emission vehicle’
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C. Text snippets for Officials’ speeches, Article IV surveillance documents, and disbursement documents

Officials’ Speeches

Details Text Snippet Climate Exposure Index

Speaker: Tobias Adrian 
Date: 04-15-2019
Title: Stress-Testing for the Transition  
to a Low-Carbon Economy

“Transition risk is multifaceted. Climate change and the transition to 
a low-carbon economy are subject to fundamental uncertainty. The 
complexity of climate risks leads economists and climate scientists 
into areas that are deeply challenging. (…)”

0.0508

Speaker: Tao Zhang 
Date: 10-09-2020
Title: Sustainable Transformation of 
Societies – A Green Consensus for 
Macro-Fiscal Policies?

“Monetary and financial sector policies can support the management 
of climate risk and help cushion climate impacts on output and 
inflation.”

0.0495

Speaker: Kristalina Georgieva 
Date: 01-25-2021
Title: Inaugural GCA Ministerial  
Dialogue on Adaptation Action

“This is why at the IMF we embrace the transition to the new climate 
economy — one that is low carbon and climate resilient, that helps 
fight the causes of climate change and adapt to its consequences.”

0.0491

Source: Own elaboration.

Article IV Surveillance Documents

Details Text Snippet Climate Exposure Index

Country: St. Lucia 
Date: 01-21-2020
Article IV: 2019

“A carbon tax would leverage St. Lucia’s mitigation strategy by 
strengthening incentives for shifting to renewables and improving 
energy efficiency.”

0.0067

Country: Kiribati
Date: 12-19-2019
Article IV: 2018

“The fiscal framework should more fully consider the toll climate 
change will take on Kiribati’s finances. The medium-term budget 
should include an explicit provision for climate change adaptation, up 
to 2 percent of GDP annually to cover the recurrent costs (including 
infrastructure damage repair).”

0.0047

Country: Micronesia
Date: 08-04-2017
Article IV: 2017

“The FSM is highly vulnerable to natural disasters and adverse effects 
of climate change. The authorities should plan for both adaptation 
and contingent fiscal costs. Adaptation costs are related to the cost of 
preparing for climate change, such as climate-proofing infrastructure, 
or building coastal protection, and could be around 1–3 percent of GDP 
every year and are built into the fiscal baseline (Box 1).”

0.0046

Source: Own elaboration.

Disbursement Documents

Details Text Snippet Climate Exposure Index

Country: Mozambique 
Date: 04-19-2019
Instrument: RCF

“Unless further actions are taken, climate change would significantly 
hinder economic development and increase poverty. Integrating 
climate change within the broader developmental agenda is critical to 
improve preparedness going forward.”

0.0014

Country: Tonga
Date: 01-25-2021
Instrument: RCF

“Lower the intensity of fossil fuels by raising the contribution of renew-
able energy. Invest in climate resilient infrastructure.”

0.0012

Country: Barbados
Date: 09-12-2020
Instrument: EFF

“Improving resilience to natural disasters and climate change by 
further improving the disaster resilience of construction and strength-
ening the public procurement system can help reduce risks to the 
outlook.”

0.0009

Source: Own elaboration.
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