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Introduction
In all the research that has been undertaken on the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), the ‘conditionality’ attached to the IMF’s loans has probably attracted more attention than any other single aspect of its activities. During the 1980s and 1990s, and in association with the objective of
securing structural adjustment, IMF conditionality expanded beyond its
traditional focus on key macroeconomic variables. The number and scope
of conditions increased to such a degree that some observers claimed that
conditionality was undermining ownership, with this in turn adversely
affecting the implementation of programmes. Although the IMF formally
rejected this idea, it subsequently sought to modify its approach to conditionality. Under its ‘streamlining’ initiative, introduced in 2000, and
affirmed in 2002, the aim was to be more parsimonious in its conditionality, reducing the number of conditions in programmes to focus on areas in
which the IMF had clear institutional expertise (core areas) and to include
only structural conditions that were deemed critical to their success. The
intention was, by this means, to foster stronger ownership, encourage better implementation and make IMF programmes more effective.
The purpose of this article is primarily to assess whether the streamlining initiative had the intended effects. Fortunately, the Independent
Evaluation Office (IEO) of the IMF has recently produced a detailed
evaluation of ‘structural conditionality in IMF supported programs’ (IEO
2007), and this provides a rich source of data and information about conditionality, which allows a reasonably clear assessment to be made.
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However, in addition to its prime focus, the article also examines
whether, in the aftermath of the global financial crisis, IMF conditionality
is in the process of undergoing a more substantial change than that associated with the policy on streamlining, and ponders on what may happen in
the future.
The layout of this paper is as follows. The first section provides a brief
description of IMF conditionality. After that, the key arguments that have
been made for and against it in principle are reviewed, in succinct fashion.
It also discusses, again briefly, the evidence on the effects of conditionality. The purpose of these two sections is to set the scene for what comes
subsequently: the section that follows them examines the trends in conditionality that led up to the adoption of streamlining. After that, the form
the initiative took is discussed. Then the evidence concerning what has
happened to conditionality in the period since streamlining was adopted
is examined, and the extent to which its objectives have been met is
assessed. Following on from that, I go on to examine what has been happening in the aftermath of the global financial crisis in 2008/09. Finally, a
few concluding remarks are offered, and conditionality within the broader
context of IMF reform is examined.

IMF conditionality: a brief description
Since the early 1950s, receiving financial support from the IMF under its
conventional Stand-By Arrangements (SBAs) has been conditional upon
the negotiation and implementation of an agreed programme of economic
reform between the relevant government and the IMF. For a period in the
1960s and 1970s, some IMF lending facilities (notably the Compensatory
Financing Facility) exhibited ‘low’ conditionality. CFF credits involved
no specific conditions other than a statement by the government of the
borrowing country that it was committed to sound economic policy. The
CFF was focused on temporary exogenous export shortfalls that were not
seen as warranting a change in policy direction. But, since the early 1980s,
all the major IMF lending facilities, including stand-bys, the Extended
Fund Facility, and the Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility, as well as
the CFF, have incorporated ‘high’ conditionality.
However not all the conditions that constitute IMF conditionality
have a similar status. ‘Prior actions’ stipulate reforms that have to be
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