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I N T E R V I E W 

 

HEATH:  Today is November the 17th, 2016.  This is the World Bank Group Archives in 

Washington, D.C.  On behalf of the Special Oral History Project on the McNamara years, I’m 

John Heath and this is the eleventh interview in the series. 

 

My interviewee today is Jaime Biderman, a former sector manager at the World Bank, who was 

a staff member from 1974 to 2011.  Jaime, it’s delightful to meet you again. Let me begin right at 

the start by asking you, how did you come to apply for the World Bank? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I joined the Bank in the mid-’70s as a YP [Young Professional], after a brief 

summer internship at the Bank earlier in the summer of ’73.  I was motivated to join the Bank, 

not so much for careerist reasons, but because I felt that the Bank, with McNamara at the helm, 

was talking about some of the things that meant a lot to me.  Poverty, you know, I was a child of 

the ’60s. A product of the 1960s here, idealistic and so forth. I was excited by the prospect of 

joining an international agency that was trying to tackle poverty and improve the lot of people 

who needed attention. 

 

HEATH:  Just to clarify, you were born in Nicaragua, is that right? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I was originally from Latin America, and so, obviously, I knew conditions in 

developing countries. I had a pretty sharp sense of social justice, even before I came to the 

United States at the age of 14 to finish high school. 

 

HEATH:  You were living there in Nicaragua before that? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, my parents were immigrants from Europe after World War II.  Refugees, in 

fact.  They were Polish Jews who came after the war. They didn’t have anybody to sponsor them 
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in the U.S.  They did have a relative, my mother’s brother, who ended up in Nicaragua, for sort 

of strange reasons.  So, they went to Nicaragua. It was a nice place to grow up in, except for the 

fact that I did become conscious of the fact that the developing world needed a lot of help. I think 

that that was also part of my motivation for wanting to work on developing countries, as opposed 

to the advanced countries. 

 

HEATH:  You must have been born when [Anastasio] Somoza [Debayle] was the dictator? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, indeed. 

 

HEATH:  Is that the right word? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, indeed.  It was a dictatorship.  There were some freedoms there.  It was not 

a totalitarian atmosphere; in the sense that there was an opposition newspaper, and he tolerated 

jokes on the radio and elsewhere about him.  We didn’t feel totally -- but it was authoritarian, 

certainly.  He certainly dealt with the opposition quite harshly.  So, I had a keen sense for what to 

avoid in terms of governance in developing countries, also, based on that experience. 

 

HEATH:  You were an urban, middle-class, privileged kid, I presume? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, in fact, I went to the American School.  You know how they have American 

Schools throughout the world?  My English was quite good by the time I came to the U.S.  My 

parents knew that I was eventually going to go to college in the U.S., since my brother preceded 

me, and that was a positive experience.  In fact, I drove to school on Alliance for Progress buses.  

Buses that had the insignia of the Alliance for Progress that the U.S. had initiated in Latin 

America. 

 

HEATH:  What?  All the way from Nicaragua to the States by bus? 
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BIDERMAN:  No, no.  To school every day.  

 

HEATH:  Oh, I’m sorry. 

 

BIDERMAN:  No, when I went to the American School. 

 

HEATH:  Yes, of course. 

 

BIDERMAN:  No, I came to the U.S. when I was 14.  My brother was already here, and he’s 

quite a bit older. He was married already, so I did have somebody here. As I said, I was very 

much immersed; even though I was a foreign student, I was immersed in the atmosphere of the 

late ’60s in the universities here.  Very idealistic, and so forth.  A product of that atmosphere. 

 

HEATH:  Where were you living from 14 to college? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I went to a prep school in New England, for three years, in fact. Then I went off 

to college. 

 

HEATH:  Which was in Madison, Wisconsin, is that right? 

 

BIDERMAN:  No, I started elsewhere, actually. At a place called Lehigh University, because I 

thought I wanted to be an engineer, coming from a developing country.  I quickly realized that 

was not my comparative advantage.  The atmosphere at Lehigh was more of a trade school, so I 

transferred to a broader university, which Madison was at the time.  It was a politically active 

place, too, Madison.  So I enjoyed both the academics, and the non-academic atmosphere from 

which I think I learned a lot. 

 

HEATH:  Would you describe yourself as a left leaning person at that time? 
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BIDERMAN:  Definitely, yes.  Definitely. 

 

HEATH:  You didn’t have any qualms about signing up with this neo-imperialist project called 

The World Bank? 

 

BIDERMAN: (Laughter) Well, let me tell you.  Some of the people, my cohort of YPs, included 

some like-minded people that were very idealistic. We used to get into discussions that, for 

example, talked about the fact that McNamara may be expiating for his sins.  I had demonstrated 

against the war in Vietnam, which was being run my McNamara.  So we talked about the fact 

that, maybe he was expiating for his sins at The World Bank. Or that he was, for example, by 

focusing on Indonesia, which had quite a convulsion in the mid-’70s, as you know, that he was 

bolstering the kind of anti-Communist forces, if you will, around the world. In a sense, the World 

Bank was into anti-insurgency in a different guise. 

 

We talked about all of that, but nonetheless, we were attracted by his emphasis on targeting 

poverty.  As you know, before McNamara, in the agriculture sector, we were about traditional 

tree crop projects, or what have you.  The urban projects department didn’t even exist.  We were 

more about public utilities and road projects.  McNamara focused on rural development and 

urban development, which were very interesting.  I can elaborate a bit more about my own 

experience on the urban side in a moment. 

 

HEATH:  Well, we’ll do that in a minute. 

 

BIDERMAN:  The other emphasis was on the incidents of the benefits of the projects. In the 

sense that, we were not just interested in growth and enhancing the size of the overall pie.  We 

were interested in targeting these projects and tracing the incidents, the benefits, so that they 

actually reached the poor.  That was the other side of McNamara that was interesting, or the 

atmosphere that he created here. 
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HEATH:  Let’s start at the beginning.  You joined as a Young Professional.  Tell us something 

about the interview process.  You were first interviewed where? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Here in Washington.  I was getting a master’s degree at Berkeley.  My master’s 

degree was actually in urban and regional planning. Eventually I went back to Berkeley in ’78. 

That’s why I only had one major assignment during the McNamara period, in economics.  So I 

went back and got a Ph.D. in economics. 

 

In any case, I came as a summer intern, as I mentioned earlier. So I was somewhat familiar with 

the Bank.  I was asked to join a mission following my summer internship as a consultant in early 

’74.  The interview process was unremarkable, really, except for the fact that the YP 

administrators seemed open to my idealistic reasons for joining the Bank.  I was very open about 

why I was interested in the Bank. 

 

HEATH:  Do you remember who interviewed you? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, I do, actually; some of the people, yes. 

 

HEATH:  Give us the names. 

 

BIDERMAN:  I think the manager of the program at the time, it was Tom Tsui and Bill 

Stevenson.  I remember Carnemark, Curt Carnemark, who was interesting because he liked what 

he heard during the interview, and immediately offered me my first YP assignment with him.  He 

was at the time a transport advisor, and he was focusing very much on the methodology for 

appraising rural road projects, which I was interested in.  Also, tracing the incidents of the 

benefits from road projects.  The income distribution angle, if you will. 

 

So that was nice.  The fact that my YP interview led to a very interesting first assignment. 
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HEATH:  Did he ask you questions about project appraisal in that interview?  I mean, a cost-

benefit analysis and that sort of thing? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, yes.  I think so, because I was very interested in cost-benefit analysis. I did 

quite a lot of it as a project economist and sector economist, which was my role in this initial 

period.  In fact, you may recall that the Bank during that period was into social cost-benefit 

analysis, where you actually weighted the benefits and so forth.  

 

HEATH:  I wasn’t aware of that.  I didn’t realize they actually got into the social cost-benefits? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Oh, yes.  No, I tried my hand at a few of those.  They were not uncomplicated, as 

you know, because there were a lot of assumptions that had to be made about how to weight the 

benefits and so forth.  In the process, I got to know Herman van Der Tak, who wrote this book 

with Lyn Squire, on the methodology.  That was exciting, too.  I came to appreciate Herman very 

much, actually, and later actually hired him as a consultant when I was running the Bank-wide 

report on portfolio performance, the ARPP [Annual Report on Portfolio Performance]. 

 

HEATH:  Just remind me, didn’t Squire and van Der Tak also address the distributional 

weighting in that book?  I don’t remember. I looked more at the Price Gittinger [Economic 

analysis of agricultural projects]; that was my Bible. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, yes.  It was very much into that.  What was interesting -- let me illustrate, 

actually, with an experience that I had on my first YP assignment.  To make this kind of come 

alive, I went on two missions during that first assignment:  one to Brazil and the other to 

Senegal.  On both of those missions, I asked a lot of questions about who was benefiting from 

the roads.  Those questions were not entirely welcome by some of the traditionalists, if you will.  

There was a tension between these new young Turks who were interested in distributional issues 

and social justice or whatever, with the folks who were well intentioned, but felt that the focus 

on growth and so forth was entirely appropriate for the Bank; that we really didn’t need to get 
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into this so much. 

 

I made a little bit of a pest of myself, I recall, both in Brazil, where we were visiting the agency 

in Brazil that was in charge of all transport projects at the time.  GEIPOT [Brazilian Company of 

Transport Planning] it was called, and it was a major agency. And in Senegal, I was paired with 

two old-timers who were very competent.  I learned a lot, actually, from them on this mission, 

but I kept asking those questions.  I think what’s interesting is that I felt encouraged or 

emboldened to ask those questions.  I didn’t feel as if I would harm my career by asking because 

McNamara, I think, created an atmosphere where those types of questions were legitimate. 

 

HEATH:  Were you looking at highways or rural roads? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Both. 

 

HEATH:  You don’t normally think of roads as being particularly -- certainly not targeted. 

 

BIDERMAN:  No, targeted in the sense that, for example, if you have a monopolistic sort of 

marketing system, where the benefits of the upgrading of the road, the vehicle operating cost 

savings or whatever, accrue to the monopolists, and not to the small farmers.  Then those small 

farmers don’t perceive the benefits, don’t perceive incentives to produce more surplus for the 

market.  It’s in that sense that I was talking about the incidents of the benefits for regular roads.  

Then rural roads, of course, was more of an uncharted area, where we were struggling to define 

an appropriate methodology.  I even was the joint author of a working paper on the economic 

methodology for appraisal of rural roads. 

 

HEATH:  Was there any talk about maintenance in those days?  Or was it all about the actual 

investment in building new roads? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Not as much as it later became.  It’s obviously an area that was neglected by 
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most governments and became a very important element of our sectoral dialogue on transport.  

At that point it was less about that and more about who’s benefiting from these roads. 

 

HEATH:  I’m curious; what happened to social cost-benefit analysis in the Bank.  Would it be 

fair to say it didn’t go very far? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes.  I think so. 

 

HEATH:  Why do you think that was?  Why was that? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I think people felt that we were eventually engaging in spurious accuracy, if you 

will.  McNamara was passionately interested in whether the 21st percentile of the income 

distribution was benefiting from this project.  At times it did feel a bit much. I actually, from that 

time forward, I’ve been skeptical about spurious accuracy, because I learned that given the weak 

data systems in our client countries, it was difficult to say more than just, well, we believe that 

the beneficiaries will range from X to Y.  Rather than trying to pinpoint exactly where they were 

on the income distribution.  I think that was part of it.  The people grew kind of weary of trying 

to be overly precise with bad numbers. 

 

HEATH:  Right.  McNamara used to insist on -- he was not interested in a range.  He always 

wanted the precise number. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Exactly. As you know, in the Pentagon he was very much -- those of us who 

talked about his experience there talked about, well, the kill ratio in the Pentagon.  Now, he came 

in here and he wanted equivalent metrics.  I’m exaggerating to make the point, obviously.  I 

think he was well-intentioned in his desire to ensure that we could measure what we were doing, 

to capture the impact.   

 

I understand also that he was a big proponent in the U.S. Government of PPBS [Planning 
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Programming Budgeting Systems] type systems, programming and budgeting systems, that were 

more rigorous than what came before them. And that he tried to do some of that in the Bank.   I 

was not directly involved at that level.  I was not a manager or anything, I was a junior staff.  At 

the level of the Bank as a whole, I understand that he did bring some of that orientation, as well. 

 

HEATH:  At any time in your career did you actually meet McNamara? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Not really, no.  The only time, I think, was in the elevator.  I met him in the 

elevator, and said, hello, Mr. McNamara.  He acknowledged my hello, but that was about it 

because I was pretty junior staff member. 

 

HEATH:  If I may say so, that was a rare sighting, because he always used to take the stairs, 

apparently. 

 

BIDERMAN:  You’re right.  I was surprised to see him in the elevator.  I had a very positive 

impression of him as our president, which I haven’t had of some of the presidents that I’ve 

worked under in this institution later on. 

 

HEATH:  To put it in perspective, are there any other presidents for whom you have equal 

respect? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I think, in terms of the vision and the impact, both on the Bank and on our client 

countries, the only one that I think is in that league would probably be [James D.] Wolfensohn J. 

D. W., whom I did work with directly a little bit.  I understand that [Lewis Thompson] Preston 

was an excellent president, as well.  In retrospect, I’ve kind of learned quite a bit about him, but 

he unfortunately died during his tenure.  But McNamara, created an atmosphere where people 

with an idealistic, and perhaps even subversive bent, could thrive and feel comfortable.  If I had 

to kind of capture a little bit of the atmosphere.  Some of fellow YPs were, I think, very much in 

the same mold; so I wasn’t the only one. 
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HEATH:  Which of your fellow YPs were you particularly close to? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Well, there were a few people who were actually, some of them, in the rural 

development unit.  Here I’ll get into that a bit, because I think that also illustrates McNamara’s 

legacy very well. He created, as you know, the rural development unit following the famous 

Nairobi speech; and, subsequently, the urban development unit, to focus on urban poverty.  I was 

in the latter, but I had a lot of friends in the rural one. So there was quite a bit of interaction, 

comparing notes and so forth. 

 

HEATH:  Are there particular names you can give me? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Oh sure.  There was, in that unit, Jim Edgerton, Jacomina de Regt, Dan 

Lindheim.  Those were some of the names that come to mind. 

 

On the urban side, there were lots of very interesting people in that department. Some of whom 

eventually went on to become very senior managers.  Callisto Madavo; Praful Pratel, who I was 

particularly close to.  Johannes Lehmann, who I met when I first came for my summer internship 

in the research department, the development economic department.  He was in the urban and 

regional economics unit, and ever since then Johannes and I became friends, which we’ve 

maintained throughout.  Sven Sandstrom, who was my mission leader to Ghana, and some other 

places when I was there.  Very interesting people who, as I said, went on to become very 

important in the Bank. 

 

In addition, the head of the urban projects department, [Edward V. K.] Kim Jaycox, is one of the 

people who I sort of admired at the time.  I very much enjoyed working with him.  It was a pretty 

small department, a centralized department, and so you did get to know your managers. 

 

HEATH:  When was the urban development department set up?  What year was that? 
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BIDERMAN:  It existed already when I came in as a YP, so it must have been around ’73; ’72 

or ’73.  Yes, right after the rural one.  As I said, the focus was on nontraditional projects that 

focused on the upgrading of urban slums, which the Bank had not done really in the past.  We 

had done public utility projects and road projects that sort of focused on urban areas, as well as 

inner-urban, and what was called at that time sites and services, which were essentially housing 

projects to accommodate those who were displaced from the urban upgrading, plus some other 

low-income people. 

 

Unlike many governments whose housing programs focused on let’s have the highest standards 

for our people; what was counterintuitive about all of this was that we emphasized the lowest 

possible standards, so that the poor would, in a sense, self-select.  Because in a situation of 

scarcity, everything that we were supporting could go to middle-income people who would come 

in and take them.  We were focusing, emphasizing very much the lowest possible standards so 

that the poor could then build on the core that was provided. 

 

HEATH:  Right. 

 

BIDERMAN:  I think that there were both successes and failures, just like on the rural side. 

There were many examples of false starts.  On the urban side, as well, I think that there were a 

number of -- 

 

HEATH:  I’m interested to have you here because we’ve had lots on the rural, but you’re really 

the first person who really has had this urban development perspective, you see?  Perhaps we 

could explore that a bit? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Sure.  I can elaborate a little bit. 

 

HEATH:  Tell me a bit more about the successes and failures in this period. 
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BIDERMAN:  Well, I think that we quickly realized that we could not just target the poor in a 

context where a lot of housing subsidies were going, for example, to middle and even upper-

middle income people in the same countries. Or in a context where the municipalities were 

falling apart, and did not have either good governance, or appropriate municipal finance systems.  

So I think that there was a realization, fairly quickly, that we needed to move from an exclusive 

focus on targeted operations or interventions, to city-wide, or sector-wide in the case of housing, 

because I was involved in sector loans, for example. 

 

Subsequently, when I came back to the Bank in ’83 after my -- because I was here during the 

McNamara period, and I should have said this at the outset, from the mid-’70s until ’78.  Then 

my wife and I decided that before we got too old and entrenched, we would both go back to 

Berkeley and get our respective Ph.D.’s.  So I only had that one assignment in the Centralized 

urban projects department. 

 

When I got back in ’83, they had already regionalized the urban units.  I went to work in the East 

Asia urban and water unit from ’83 to ’88 or so, ’87.  Subsequently, I was involved in, for 

example, a housing sector loan for Indonesia, where we tried to tackle all of the broader policies 

in the sector and not just focus on slum upgrading.  We had a fairly vigorous slum upgrading 

program too, in Indonesia, which was quite successful, actually.   

 

I guess the key thing that I’m saying is that we were perhaps a little bit naïve in thinking that you 

could just target the projects to the poor and not worry about the broader context; the city-wide 

context or the sectoral context in the case of housing operations. 

 

HEATH:  When you were in that first phase in the central urban development unit, who were 

the gurus in terms of urban development, either outside or inside the Bank?  I wonder if maybe at 

Berkeley there were professors who particularly inspired you?  
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BIDERMAN:   Not so much, actually.  Interestingly, at Berkeley I was more into some of the 

issues in advanced countries, in European countries -- 

 

HEATH:  Was Manuel Castells there at that time? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, Manuel Castells was there.  I didn’t have as much contact as I did with 

some of the other professors, but he was, yes.  He was a bit of an inspiration, I agree.  In the 

Bank, I already mentioned some of the people in the urban projects department who I found 

extremely stimulating. 

 

HEATH:  Tell me something about Jaycox? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I’ll illustrate it, actually, with a fantastic mission that I went on with Jaycox.  In 

my first assignment while McNamara was still president, I was working largely -- because I 

admitted that I spoke some French, even though I was from Latin America, I ended up working 

on West Africa and North Africa, largely, in that first assignment. 

 

Jaycox accompanied us on a mission to Tunisia where the government was still -- I remember 

the minister, (inaudible) making it clear that he was interested largely in beautifying Tunis. 

Creating the city beautiful and getting all of these low-income people out of the way, so that they 

wouldn’t sort of mar the image that he wanted to create. 

 

Of course, that was totally antithetical to the line that we were pushing in all of these countries, 

which is, you upgrade in situ because that’s where the poor live.  They deserve all of these 

services that all the other people are getting at a subsidized rate, often.  We were clearly on a 

different wavelength.  The person who was the TTL [Task Team Leader], because I was still a 

junior person and so I was the economist on the team.  I was not managing the project in Tunisia. 

 

HEATH:  Do you remember the name of the TTL? 
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BIDERMAN:  Noel Cerrayev was his name, who was a terrific person.  I learned a lot from 

Noel about how to manage in these places.  He had tried to create a relationship with our 

counterparts, of course; to cultivate a relationship, as a good TTL should.  And here comes 

Jaycox, okay, and says exactly -- I was rooting for him.  I felt a little badly for Noel, but in a 

meeting that I still remember, Jaycox basically was very candid about the fact that we were not 

going to be in the business of expelling the poor from the places where they were, just so that 

you could construct a beautiful road from the airport.  

 

I really enjoyed that, I remember, because I felt supported by my director.  I felt my director was 

on the same wavelength.  He was willing to take on our counterparts when necessary, with the 

message that we were trying to --  So, yes, I still remember that.  It was very enjoyable.   

 

I actually had lunch with Jaycox when I retired, just to celebrate.  He couldn’t come to my 

retirement party because he was busy, but I contacted him and we had a nice lunch and chatted 

about those good old days, if you will.  It was a wonderful sort of incubating mechanism, to have 

it centralized; a centralized operating department. 

 

That atmosphere was not recreated, obviously, even though I thought East Asia was a marvelous 

unit, actually, that I was in.  We still get together, by the way; the people in that unit with the 

manager, who was Inder Sud, and we had a terrific time.  That initial experience, after 

McNamara created the urban department, was really fantastic.  I still remember it very fondly. 

 

Urban projects became a very significant part of line for the Bank, as you know, in terms of 

volume, as well as their importance in an urbanizing world.  The Bank’s relevance was enhanced 

by the focus.  I think it’s been diluted since then, by the way.  I think urban has lost some of its 

identity.  It had various identity crises, I call them, through the years and the decades, and 

eventually almost lost its identity in the Bank. 
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HEATH:  When do you think that took place?  When did it lose its direction? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I don’t know.  Well, it was part of the Transportation and urban projects 

department at the outset, so that was no problem.  But I’m trying to remember. I think when it 

was decided that it was no longer a sector and it became a theme.  People were struggling to 

figure out who are we and where do we fit in and so forth. 

 

I was not necessarily working; in my career I was fortunate enough to actually zig and zag in and 

out of the urban sector.  I had both country economist assignments, and also corporate 

assignments as an operations advisor, where I worked on all sectors.  So I wasn’t in urban all of 

my career, although I did come back to it as a manager at the end of my career. 

 

HEATH:  Let’s stick with the urban a bit.  Comparing your first period when you were in the 

Central Unit, and then when you came back in, what was it, ’83? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes. 

 

HEATH:  That’s right.  You also went back into urban, is that right? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Correct.  Yes, correct. 

 

HEATH:  What had changed in the interim?  What changes did you notice in terms of thinking 

about urban development? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes.  I think, as I said, there was more of a focus on city-wide and sectoral 

issues, number one.  There was a bit of shift that was going on from projects to programs, so the 

interaction with the program staff was more intensive. 

 

HEATH:  Was that part of the shift to start the adjustment?  Was that sort of the background to 
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that? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Not necessarily. There was that that was starting in the ’80s, but I’m referring 

more to the fact that projects units before that pretty much did their own thing.  The country 

focus was more present, I would say, when I came back.  That was both good and bad.  Good in 

the sense that I think country focus does have a lot of merit in terms of bringing coherence to an 

otherwise disparate set of interventions, from different sectors. 

 

On the other hand, the freedom that the projects people felt, at times it was a little more 

constrained in terms of what we could do or not do.  I would say it was a good thing that urban 

projects was regionalized.  Clearly, it showed that it had matured as a product line and as an 

enterprise within the Bank.  So that was positive; but it didn’t have the same atmosphere, as I 

mentioned earlier, as the innovative, free-for-all, kind of atmosphere that we had in the 

centralized urban department under McNamara. 

 

HEATH:  There was in a sense a shift from the project to more of a program approach, is that 

right? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, and even, for example, I worked quite a bit on the Indonesia slum 

upgrading series.  By then it was a pretty mature activity, by the time I came back in ’83, and we 

continued it and improved it.  It was more of a programmatic kind of an effort. 

 

HEATH:  Was there a tradeoff in terms of the quality of the projects, do you think, with the shift 

morphing a project to a program approach?  Did it have an impact on the quality? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes.  Well, clearly, in some of the earlier efforts, as I already alluded to the fact 

that perhaps some of the initial rural development projects in Tanzania and Northeast Brazil, or 

whatever, we were overly optimistic.  Similarly in urban projects, in some of these areas, I think, 

were a bit over optimistic.  Nonetheless, there were quite a few successes.   
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I understand that two of my staff, actually, did a blog that I recently saw, and I commended them 

for it, that went back to some of the original slum upgrading areas in India, where they are both 

from.  They found that the area was vibrant.  Some of these areas were not immediately 

considered successes right after the projects finished.  They said we were pleasantly surprised.  

Some of these areas that were considered perhaps remote, too far away from where the jobs were 

or whatever, that there were errors in terms of location.  

 

HEATH:  These Indian projects, when were they done? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I believe those were, I want to say -- I didn’t work on those, by the way.  I did 

not work on South Asia, so I don’t remember the exact dates for those.  They were part of that 

earlier generation of urban projects.  And I was pleasantly surprised.  They did a very rigorous -- 

it wasn’t a formal evaluation, á la OED [Operations Evaluation Department] or IEG 

[Independent Evaluation Group], but they did quite a rigorous retrospective look. 

 

HEATH:  Do you remember the names of these people? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, Sumila Gulyani and Barjor Mehta. 

 

HEATH:  I see. 

 

BIDERMAN:  They’re still in the Bank, and doing well, actually.  So it’s nice.  It’s always 

rewarding when your former staff are doing good things and doing well.  

 

HEATH:  Sure. 

 

BIDERMAN:  I have many of those still in the Bank.  The other thing that I learned, and that I 

think was a difference in terms of the focus when I came back versus the McNamara period is, 
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we focused to some extent on policies, but mainly on delivering services to the poor.  I learned, 

fairly quickly, to regard projects as vehicles for sector dialogue. I still used to say that to my 

staff, you shouldn’t in a sense get into -- do you remember the McNamara documentary, The Fog 

of War? 

 

HEATH:  Yes. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Which was an excellent portrait of him and how tortured he was by the end of his 

stay in the Defense Department and so forth.  I used that term, I appropriated it, with my staff.  I 

said, I know that during implementation you can get so immersed in the minutiae of 

procurement, and getting all these physical investments done, that you forget that the project is 

just as much a vehicle for engagement with the sector’s issues, and financial and institutional 

issues, and reforms. Those are just as important as the physical investments, I argued. 

 

I learned that over time.  I evolved, just as I think the Bank did from the earlier focus on these 

physical interventions that would benefit the poor, to the broader sectoral issues and the 

importance of the dialogue.  I already mentioned also another lesson, which was to avoid 

spurious accuracy, as well. 

 

HEATH:  This issue of the relationship, building a relationship with the client. Would it be true 

to say that could do that in a project in a way that you can’t do in a policy-based lending 

structure? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes.  Yes, I think one of the remarkable things about working in urban projects 

at the time for me was the extraordinary opportunity that we had to actually dialogue with people 

at the grassroots level.  Because, for example, you would meet slum dwellers to talk about what 

the priorities would be in terms of slum upgrading.  Of course, we recognized already there was 

a literature back then on elite capture -- 
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[Cross talk] 

 

HEATH:  Back in the ’70s? 

 

BIDERMAN:  -- of benefits. 

 

HEATH:  Are we talking about the ’70s or the ’80s? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Even the ’70s, I would say, there was already people thinking about that.  I 

remember, later, meeting Judith Tendler, who you may know, who was a very interesting person.  

She recently died, and I went to a memorial for her in Cambridge.  Later on, when I was back in 

Berkeley after my McNamara stint here, if you will, I met Judith and we had an incredibly rich 

and fascinating dialogue on these sorts of issues.  Under what circumstances can you avoid elite 

capture at the local level?  And other related issues, like the social funds that were starting to 

become fashionable, and I was skeptical of them. 

 

HEATH:  Just to be clear, even in the ’70s, would it be fair to say you sat down with the slum 

dwellers and it was a participatory approach, and they helped to design the project? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Very much so, yes. 

 

HEATH:  I see. 

 

BIDERMAN:  In fact, that’s why I sometimes find myself thinking that people are reinventing 

the wheel, or making things seem like an innovation now, when, in fact, we were already doing it 

back then.  We were very grassroots-oriented, and that was very exciting.  The opportunity to 

actually dialogue with these people, and to try to assess in what circumstances were they truly 

representing what their community needed or wanted?  You had to have a healthy dose of 

skepticism, obviously, because you didn’t know whether, in fact, the people who you were 
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talking to were representing the interests of the whole community. 

 

HEATH:  Right. 

 

BIDERMAN:  That made you grow up pretty quickly in terms of learning about those 

institutional issues.  That was fascinating for me.  I really found it very interesting. 

 

HEATH:  In terms of the design.  Would it be fair to say you had a sort of modular approach, 

where allowed people to choose which aspects of the building they wanted to prioritize? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Not just the building, but the infrastructure. You had to figure out, for example, 

where roads were going to go, because these settlements were often very dense and to de-densify 

them, if you will and figure out where you were going to put some of the roads and footpaths and 

so forth. 

 

HEATH:  The expectation was that they would come in later with their own resources and add 

extra bits? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Correct, in terms of their own shelter.  Not to call it housing because often what 

you were providing was a link to the services, and very little else.  Maybe a core unit. Giving 

them some security in terms of tenure, because that was a serious issue.  The governments 

wanted to come in and kick these people out. You were in a sense legitimizing them through 

these projects.  The ability to dialogue with these people was a unique opportunity for those of us 

who had the privilege to do that. 

 

HEATH:  Can you think of particular examples of that dialogue in particular countries, or 

aspects of it? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes.  I had very interesting experiences in what was then Upper Volta, which 
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dates me, of course, because it’s now Burkina Faso.  It’s been Burkina for many, many decades. 

We did an early urban project in Upper Volta.  The leader was Mike [Michael A.] Cohen, who 

you may or may not have known, who was a leader in the urban development department, who I 

neglected to mention earlier and was a very interesting person. I learned a lot from going on 

missions with him, both to Upper Volta and elsewhere.  I was the economist in the team. I got a 

chance to witness some of the exchanges, with both traditional leaders and sort of the more 

modern elected leaders of the community, and the tensions between those two.   

 

Ghana also.  Sven Sandstrom was the manager of that set of missions. We put together a 

beautiful project that, unfortunately, never came to pass or to fruition, because the 

macroeconomic situation was so bad in Ghana in the late ’70s, yes, ’78, before I left for 

Berkeley, that it went south very quickly, and the Bank decided not to lend anymore. 

 

HEATH:  Was there an explicit attempt at that time to engage women among the slum dwellers, 

to get their perspective? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, definitely.  Because in some of those societies, even the ones where 

obviously men dominated.  Women were already quite active members of the community. 

 

HEATH:  Right.  Now McNamara appointed the first environment advisor in ’72.  I wonder 

whether, in this first phase of your career, there was any interaction between open development 

and environment?  Did that arise at all? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I think there was.  Some of us had a little bit of skepticism about what we 

perceived as renaming of interventions that we were already undertaking. Whether it’s solid 

waste management, drainage, interventions that had an environmental impact – both positive and 

negative – that we were already dealing with in the urban projects.  Somehow, they were named 

sustainable urban development operations. Some of us were a little bit skeptical about that.   
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Nonetheless, it was good that the Bank started initially, perhaps tentatively.  Eventually the 

Bank, came to be perceived as more environmentally conscious than many of its borrowers, as 

you know, and developed a reputation for being serious about environmental issues.  So I think it 

was a positive.  There was some overlap and so forth in terms of who was responsible for what, 

but I didn’t feel tension, at least during this period.  I didn’t feel too much tension with the newly 

established environment department. 

 

HEATH:  Let’s talk a bit about mentoring in that early period.  You’ve mentioned a number of 

people who influenced you, Jaycox, Sandstrom.  Are there any other mentors? 

 

BIDERMAN:  (Inaudible) and Callisto [Madavo]. 

 

HEATH:  Right, I see. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Mike Cohen. I would say those come to mind, obviously. As well as some of the 

other TTLs, like Noel and so forth.   

 

One thing that I found very interesting during this period was that we still had advisors in the 

center of the Bank.  For example, I remember that Anandarup Ray was the economic advisor, 

and I had some dealings with him apropos of the methodology for appraising roads.  The 

financial advisor, Maurice Mould, I think, whom I learned a lot from, because as economists, 

you don’t learn that much about financial analysis, so I learned it on the job pretty much here on 

missions. 

 

So I felt that there were advisors who you could turn to for mentoring, as well, which 

subsequently kind of disappeared.  There wasn’t that superstructure that the Bank seemed to 

have, that even younger staff like me felt that we could turn to these folks and say, hey, I have a 

project that has some interesting -- because I was particularly interested in the economic analysis 

of projects.  It was an area of great interest to me, and cost-benefit, as we said before. 
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There were some cases that came up. Like how do you evaluate an entity putting water -- 

cleaning up a polluted lake or putting water into a slum?  How do you do the economic analysis 

for these things?  There were people who you could consult. 

 

HEATH:  What changed, Jaime?  Why did the Bank lose that? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I don’t know exactly.  I guess there were still people in the regions.  Once the 

urban projects department, for example, became regionalized, there were still people in the 

regions who were more experienced, and you could turn to them.  My own manager -- at the 

time, by the way, there were not only sector managers, but there were deputy division chiefs, you 

know?  I thought that was an excellent thing, but the way it was done away with, because both 

you could train potential new managers through that.  And because you had two people in the 

unit that you could turn to. If one was busy or whatever, there was always somebody who could 

give you the mentoring that you needed as a younger staff member. 

 

I thought that was an excellent thing, that the Bank, unfortunately, did away with. Both for its 

own institutional purposes of training and mentoring new managers, and also mentoring the staff.  

So those were some of the mentors, as well, I would say, within units. 

 

HEATH:  Yes. 

 

BIDERMAN:  I don’t recall turning to Bank-wide advisors in the same way that we did during 

the earlier McNamara period. 

 

Also during the McNamara period, of course, there were the raging debates on redistribution 

with growth.  Even though I was in Operations, I was still very interested in following those 

debates that were more in the DEC [Development Economics Vice Presidency] side of the 

house. 
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HEATH:  Did you have any engagement with Hollis Chenery and his team? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Not directly, but certainly with -- 

 

HEATH:  You went to seminars, or you went to -- 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes; you know, one of the things that I enjoyed about the Bank, actually, was an 

incredible number of lunch seminars.  Very vigorous intellectual atmosphere I felt at the time, 

and to some extent since.  The Bank is still, compared to many organizations, I think. It’s not a 

learning organization, as we know, in the optimal sense.  I’ve always talked about, and I think I 

told you this when we were talking in another context, that I think the Bank had a learning 

disability, always.  I always felt that. 

 

HEATH:  Let’s talk about that a bit.  Where do you think that disability comes from? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I think in part it comes from the sense that we could innovate and reinvent the 

wheel in every project that we were involved in, without necessarily too much regard for what 

came before us or emphasis on the part of managers, giving the right incentives.  That you 

should talk to your predecessors; you should make sure that you look at the lessons in a genuine 

sense, and not just perfunctory.   I was always very keen on that and I felt that the Bank did have 

that deficiency, as you correctly identified in the IEG evaluation that you did. 

 

HEATH:  Because one of the things that McNamara introduced was the system of self-

evaluation and, of course, also in ’73 OED was set up. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Correct. 

 

HEATH:  But you don’t think that had any impact on lesson learning? 
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BIDERMAN:  Well, I think it did, actually.  I think OED -- and I remember, by the way, 

[Robert] Picciotto was not the first director of OED, but I later – 

 

[Cross talk] 

 

HEATH:  He came in in the ’90s. 

 

BIDERMAN:  -- sort of met and came to have a very high regard for Bob, because I thought he 

was a real visionary, do you know what I mean.  He pushed the Bank in many positive ways.  

Even though I was an advisor in the Operations Projects Department with Jim [James W.] 

Adams, and we were in an adversarial kind of role vis-à-vis OED.  But I enjoyed that role very 

much and came to appreciate what OED did, and worked very closely with my OED colleagues, 

including Alain Barbu and others. 

 

HEATH:  Right.  Was OED on your radar screen as early as the 1970s? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, it was actually.  Maybe because I’m interested in this?  I used to read -- I 

don’t remember when the series -- the annual report on project results, or whatever it was called.  

There was a yearly compendium -- 

 

HEATH:  Right. 

 

BIDERMAN:  -- that OED used to do with the PCR [Project Completion Reports], the 

completion report results.  I was an avid consumer of that stuff from the beginning, because I 

valued it.  I’m not sure that that was necessarily shared by all of my Operations colleagues.  I just 

happened to have that kind of bent or inclination.  I do think that it was underutilized, clearly, by 

Operations staff.  They did not optimally avail themselves of either OED’s findings or other 

sources of learning. 
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HEATH:  Do you think that was because they felt what (inaudible) subsequently referred to as 

the approval culture?  The important thing was taking projects to the board rather than reflecting 

on what was working or wasn’t working?  Did you feel that? 

 

BIDERMAN:  To some extent.  Of course, some people would say that’s part of a negative 

legacy, if you will, of the McNamara period.  Where he expanded the Bank enormously and we 

began to push lending.  Lending is important for engagement, don’t get me wrong.  I sometimes 

think you can have just a piece of analytical work as the basis for engaging with a client, but 

often you do need to have some money at the table, so to speak. 

 

I buy that argument sometimes, and so lending is important.  Having said that, I think that the 

Bank did have a pressure to lend.  I was involved, following the Wapenhans Report [Effective 

Implementation : Key to Development Impact], I became an Operations advisor in 1994 with Jim 

Adams.  I was doing the Bank-wide review of the portfolio, while we were trying to make some 

of the reforms to address the criticisms of the Wapenhans Report. 

 

I was very conscious of the quality issues that had been neglected, perhaps in the rush to expand 

lending.  We still have that to some extent.  One of the questions that was posed at a meeting of 

the 1818 Society with Kyle Peters; somebody asked, well, we know that you were successful in 

the first year in meeting the lending targets under the new president, but what about quality?  He, 

to his credit, acknowledged that in the change process, perhaps some of the quality assurance 

systems had been disrupted, and so forth. So, we’re still struggling to ensure that the quality 

assurance systems, and the emphasis on quality and learning and results is not just lip service, do 

you know what I mean? 

 

HEATH:  Right. 

 

BIDERMAN:  But it’s real, and I suspect that that debate will go on forever.  So perhaps that is 
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one legacy of McNamara that is not so positive.  That the Bank insists on volume of lending and, 

therefore, sometimes quality declines. 

 

HEATH:  Let’s talk a bit about this interregnum in your career, from ’78 to ’83, when you took 

a leave of absence from the Bank.  First of all, you completed your Ph.D., but then you went to 

work in Nicaragua; you returned to Nicaragua.  I presume that this was at the time of the 

Sandinistas, yes? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Uh-huh. It was. 

 

HEATH:  Can you tell us something about what you did with the Sandinistas? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Well, even though this was about the McNamara period, I’d be glad to.  As I 

said, my wife and I decided to return to the academy to get our respective Ph.D.’s.  I was on 

leave without pay from the Bank.  I was fortunate to get two years right after that, with the strong 

support of my department, which had to provide a reentry guarantee, obviously, for me to do 

this. 

 

While I was in Berkeley, the Nicaraguan revolution -- I had left at 14, which was a very young 

age.  I had become relatively disconnected, I would say, with Nicaragua.  I had visited my 

parents, of course, there regularly, but I became reconnected with it after the Nicaraguan 

revolution in 1979, because some of my friends who were technocrats, they were not militants 

with the Sandinista leadership that overthrew Somoza.  But some of my friends became quite 

involved in the initial stages of the revolution.  

 

So when I went down there, they said, why don’t you do your dissertation on a Nicaragua related 

topic, and you have a World Bank toolkit already.  The World Bank, by the way, was still 

lending to Nicaragua until ’82, and you can help us. 
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HEATH:  Was there a resident mission in Nicaragua? 

 

BIDERMAN:  No.  So the Bank had had a very strong relationship with Nicaragua through the 

decades, actually.  Interestingly a good record of achievement in terms of the satisfactory 

outcomes of projects, through various regimes, actually.  It’s a fascinating thing that I observed.  

I don’t know exactly what it is, but many staff commented subsequently, actually, that they 

enjoyed working with the people who were in charge during that period; the initial Sandinista 

period, because they saw enormous commitment on the part of the people who were 

implementing World Bank supported operations. 

 

HEATH:  Surely there must have been a lot of skepticism on the part of people like Daniel 

Ortega about the Bank’s mission, and so forth? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, yes.  But they still had a relationship with the multilateral development 

banks, the IDB [Inter-American Development Bank].  When I went to Nicaragua, what I did was 

basically I was an advisor, helping to advise on public investments and the preparation of public 

investment projects, particularly for the multilateral development banks, IDB, the Bank, et 

cetera; and bilaterals, too, who were interested at the time and very much engaged in Nicaragua.  

It was a very good period. 

 

Afterwards, by the way, I came back to the Bank in ’83. At the time the Contra war and all of the 

geopolitical stuff got so hot and heavy that it started to basically get most of the attention from 

the decision makers in the government.  So the scope for technocratic improvements in the 

quality of public investment and so forth, and the kind of training I was providing in cost-benefit 

analysis for the staff of various ministries, the scope for that was diminished, obviously.   

 

For family reasons, too; because my wife and I had a son in ’83. We decided it was my turn to 

earn the family’s income and come back to the Bank and resume my career at the Bank.  So there 

was a series of reasons why I felt that it was time to return to the Bank. 
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HEATH:  I have to ask you if you ever bumped into a chap called -- a professor from 

Cambridge called Valpy FitzGerald? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes.  Yes, of course.  I knew Valpy when he was there.  [laughter] Yes, he was 

an interesting character. 

 

HEATH:  Yes. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, there were a lot of people there, as you clearly know, who were attracted by 

this revolutionary situation.  I had never worked in a government, much less a revolutionary 

government, so it was fascinating.  I learned a great deal.  I think I contributed some, because 

they utilized some of the techniques that I had learned both in school and at the Bank to improve 

the quality of the investment projects.  I still have friends from that period, by the way, who I 

visit almost every year.  So actually it was an extremely positive experience. 

 

Having said that, I think the revolution, for reasons that we don’t need to get into here in detail, I 

think it went sour.  Many of my friends eventually departed from the Sandinista party and 

formed a separate group, [speaks Spanish] Sandinista, a more social democratic kind of 

grouping.  Most of them, I would say, are now not supportive of Daniel Ortega, who is now, in 

my view --  

 

HEATH:  He’s just been reelected. 

 

BIDERMAN:  He’s just been reelected with 72 percent of the vote last Sunday, I guess, 10 days 

ago.  He is in the process of creating, ironically, a new family dynasty like the Somoza 

dictatorship.  Enriching and engaging in cronyism, et cetera.  So it’s sad.  It’s very sad, because 

the initial stages, the part that I was a part of, that attracted me, was full of potential. Full of -- 

you felt like -- and they did increase social expenditures at the beginning and so forth.  So it’s a 
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shame.  It’s too bad.  That was an opportunity missed for Nicaragua.  But it was a very positive 

experience overall for me. 

 

HEATH:  Coming back to the Bank. Comparing again the ’70s with the ’80s when you returned 

to the Bank.  In terms of the broad development agenda of the Bank. Obviously, McNamara had 

focused very much on absolute poverty urban development, rural development. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Right. 

 

HEATH:  When you returned in ’83, what was your perception of how the priorities of the Bank 

had changed? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Well, I think, some of the initiatives that were begun under McNamara had 

matured in a positive sense.  Perhaps there was a little less naiveté, a little more recognition that 

we needed a broader focus. 

 

HEATH:  Was there still a poverty focus when you -- 

 

BIDERMAN:  There was still a poverty focus.  You remember it eventually led to the 1990 

WDR [World Development Report], the poverty WDR, et cetera.  The fighting poverty with 

passion and professionalism is not just a phrase in the atrium.  I don’t think the Bank has totally 

lost that focus. 

 

HEATH:  The chief economist, Anne Krueger, I don’t think she was particularly interested in 

poverty reduction.  Anne Krueger? 

 

BIDERMAN:  No, no.  She was into growth and getting your prices right. 

 

HEATH:  Yes. 
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BIDERMAN:  She was very much a traditional neoclassical economist, so. 

 

HEATH:  Are you saying that didn’t necessarily filter down to the project level?  That was sort 

of an ideology change, but maybe projects people were -- 

 

BIDERMAN:  Well, there were fads -- I remember in my retirement speech alluding to fads and 

fashions of development.  Remember in the ’80s when Reagan was here and privatization was 

the name of the game. 

 

HEATH:  Sure. 

 

BIDERMAN:  In the energy and water sectors, there were even directives that were put out in 

the sector boards.  I was a member of the Water Sector Board later, when I was a manager, 

where we had to kind of undo some of that. Because they had basically said that unless the 

utility, if it has serious problems, losses, you name it; unless it’s willing to privatize, the Bank 

should not engage with these utilities. 

 

It was eventually recognized that that was perhaps going a bit too far.  That the Bank needed to 

stay engaged and try to get these utilities to actually improve their governance, their 

performance, their efficiency, and so forth. 

 

There were these fads and fashions, and the privatization one being one.  More recently the CDD 

[Community Driven Development] to me is another very big one here, which at times risks 

undermining some of our other objectives, which is to have sustainable local governments and 

what have you.  The Bank does have blind spots and can get into these fads and fashions.   

 

The chief economist at the time may have been articulating a particular line; but I think that, for 

example, in urban projects, many of the staff still retained some of the focus on the urban poor.  
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As well as on the need to more broadly focus on the systemic issues that were preventing the 

poor from receiving good services and so forth. Both the access agenda, if you will, sustainable 

access, and also the reliability and quality of the services, which was extremely important, too. 

 

Because in water, for example, you sometimes had two hours a day service, even for the more 

well to do population.  You couldn’t just focus on the poor.  You had to focus more system-wide 

on what were the constraints that prevented this sector from functioning well. 

 

I think throughout, the Bank has had policy content even in the utility operations.  Even in the 

traditional ones way back, there was dialogue on pricing and other issues.  There were covenants 

focusing on tariffs.  I think that that’s a good thing, because these projects are not just -- it’s not 

just a question of the Bank transferring resources.  In the development literature, at one point it 

was viewed as just a gap-filling question, do you know what I mean?  You just transfer resources 

to developing countries and things will improve. 

 

HEATH:  Right. 

 

BIDERMAN:  The Bank realized that.  I think most people at the Bank were keenly aware of 

the fact that it’s not just about the money.  Even though the pressure to lend, as we discussed 

earlier, was very much present.  But I like to think that people at the Bank were very much 

engaged in that dialogue with our counterparts, which helped them to improve the overall 

functioning of these sectors and the quality of services. 

 

HEATH:  I’d like to change direction a bit and talk about the culture of the Bank, starting in the 

’70s, and I know it’s changed subsequently.  When I say “culture,” I mean how people relate to 

each other, relations between different nationalities, ethnic groups, between men and women, 

between support staff and professional staff.  When you first joined the Bank in 1974, culturally 

how did it strike you?  Was it a warm place?  Was it a cold place?  How did you feel about it? 
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BIDERMAN:  I think it was a warm place, actually.  And I still recall -- I don’t know if you 

remember, there used to be a space between the buildings that was open air.  You could go out of 

the C café or the D cafeteria, or whatever it was called, and go into a kind of an open atrium area.  

I distinctly remember enjoying very vigorous lunch conversations with people, both outdoors 

and indoors in that area.  Coffees, et cetera, with people.  Some of the people I mentioned earlier 

that were already involved in the urban department. I felt very warmly received into that 

community.  Clearly the Bank was not as diverse, perhaps, both in terms of gender and 

nationality and so forth. 

 

HEATH:  Did you have any women colleagues, professionals, at that time? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes.  Very few.  I know in urban I would say, yes, it was few.  Even in East Asia 

when I came back in ’83 the number of professional women -- I’m only thinking of two, 

actually, in a unit that was -- I don’t know what the size, 20 or something professionals, maybe.  

The Bank was still in transition, I would say, in that respect. 

 

HEATH:  Do you think it was difficult for women at that time if you were a female 

professional? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Definitely. 

 

HEATH:  How would you characterize the difficulties? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Probably in the sense that some of them were still -- some of the people who I 

knew had made the transition, actually, from assistants -- had crossed that ceiling, the GE, GD – 

no, the GE to GF. 

 

HEATH:  They’d been research assistants before? 
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BIDERMAN:  Exactly.  I think it was much tougher for women than it was for men, definitely.  

In fact, one of the things that illustrates -- which is a funny incident and it doesn’t have to do 

directly with Bank staff -- but my wife, when I joined the Bank, she was already a professional.  

Worked not on international, but domestic U.S. health issues.  She decided I’m going to go to 

one of these wives -- there was a club called “The Wives Club,” and she decided to go to one of 

the luncheons.  They made a huge deal, which she still tells an anecdote, about the fact that she 

was keeping her own name.  She was not taking my name. At the lunch it became the topic of 

conversation.  Somebody turned around and said, I understand you’re keeping your name? 

 

HEATH:  What is your wife’s maiden name? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Here name is Lauren Leroy, and she still laughs when she talks about it. She 

realizes that “The Wives Club” was very valuable for women who were more traditional, as the 

spouses of staff who were more traditional.  Obviously, it was not for her.  She didn’t need the 

support, but that anecdote illustrates the fact that it was a more traditional society. 

 

Washington was a more provincial place in general.  It wasn’t the culinary mecca and more 

cosmopolitan place that it has now become. Although it may go backwards now with the regime 

change that we are about to witness. 

 

HEATH:  Where did you live in the ’70s?  Which part of -- 

 

BIDERMAN:  In Washington, D.C.  We were always urbanites; do you know what I mean?  We 

lived very much in the city, and engaged in the life of the city, in the theater, for example, and so 

forth. 

 

HEATH:  Did you have a sense that there were parts of central Washington which were no-go 

areas where you really couldn’t go? 
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BIDERMAN:  Yes, there was.  I remember when I came as a summer intern, I housesat for 

somebody in the Dupont Circle area, between 18th and 17th Streets, where they were renovating 

the brownstones and the houses there.  And once you went past 17th, it was -- 

 

HEATH:  Pretty seedy, I understand. 

 

BIDERMAN:  It was quite seedy, yes.  Whereas now, it’s a whole different ballgame.  Many 

parts of Washington, including the 14th Street corridor now, and Shaw and so forth.  But the 

atmosphere, both in terms of the gender attitudes -- which I was trying to illustrate with that 

anecdote about my wife -- and the number of women in the Bank.  No, it was different, I would 

say.  Women have really, now in the Bank -- they may not be co-equal now with men, but I think 

they’ve taken their appropriate role in this institution.  It’s nice to see that. 

 

HEATH:  How about relations with African Americans in Washington, D.C.?  How has that 

changed since you came in the ’70s? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes.  We were fortunate, particularly because my wife’s work on health, 

interacted more with African Americans here.  I worked on Africa for major chunks of my Bank 

career. So I had the pleasure of meeting and staying in close touch with many Africans, as well 

as African Americans.  But I think attitudes were still a bit tentative. 

 

HEATH:  Did you know any African Americans in the Bank, either support staff or 

professionals? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes.  I’m trying to remember names, but I did-- They were few and far between, 

but I did meet some. 

 

HEATH:  In fact, there was some event in the late -- in ’79, there was a columnist who was a 

friend of McNamara.  This guy wrote a column saying, why aren’t there more African 
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Americans in the Bank?  So McNamara sort of launched an investigation.  I don’t know what 

they concluded, but it was evidently -- 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes. 

 

HEATH:  Do you have any thoughts about why there weren’t more? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes.  Well, the Bank, in a way, some people -- I didn’t experience as directly, 

but some people felt like there was some of the old colonial folks, ruled here before McNamara.  

He sort of began to displace that mentality, the old colonial mentality, so maybe that’s part of it?  

The Bank had this attitude of noblesse oblige kind of thing towards developing countries and 

their residents. 

 

HEATH:  Right.  In your early career, did you come across any cases of bullying?  Either 

yourself bullied by a boss, or somebody else, or you perceived other people being -- 

 

BIDERMAN:  No, I must say that I didn’t.  I did have some instances, later when I became a 

manager, when I had to deal with some tensions.  I wouldn’t call it bullying or -- there was never 

a full-fledged harassment cases or the like.  I was fortunate in that regard.  I did have to 

occasionally remind people, both in terms of how to treat people of different genders and 

nationalities and races. 

 

HEATH:  In the ’70s, was sexual harassment an issue in the Bank?  Did people talk about it or 

was there -- did you perceive it at all? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, people talked about the occasional -- I think there were a few scandals.  I 

don’t remember the details now, where on missions and people talked about some of those 

anecdotes of people going on mission, and having shenanigans, you know, on missions.  But I 

don’t recall anything specifically, so I can’t comment intelligently on that. 
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HEATH:  Fine.  Did you belong to any World Bank societies or clubs? 

 

BIDERMAN:  No, not really.  No, we just had a very active social life here, both with some of 

my fellow YPs who I had mentioned earlier, and others.  Friendship circles from my wife’s side.  

 

HEATH:  I suspect that you actually lived in less of a bubble than most Bank staff, because you 

had a wife who had all of these other connections to the community outside. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, absolutely.  Although, my wife still comments about some of the Bank 

parties, where people were intensely involved in what was going on in the Bank.  Both 

substantively, talking about what we were doing, and telling stories about missions and what 

went on in the field.  She says, these were amazing anecdotes, some of them.  Like a guy getting 

an appendectomy in a place that was very, very remote, and so forth.  So the development set, if 

you will, stories, which she sometimes recalls, yes. 

 

HEATH:  Sometimes the Bank -- I’ve got friends who say that Bank people, if you meet them at 

a dinner party, they’re extremely dull and boring.  Your wife didn’t ever feel that that was the 

case? 

 

BIDERMAN:  No, she sometimes thought that it became repetitive, because there was a certain 

pattern to these stories; from missions and it became a little bit of, yes, more of the same. 

 

HEATH:  Let’s talk a little bit about work-life balance.  Did your wife ever complain that you 

were spending too much time on a mission, or you were in the office too much, or anything like 

that? 

 

BIDERMAN:  She didn’t complain, really.  She did have her share of points trips.  Trips that 

she went with me on and enjoyed them very much.  Enjoyed seeing, also -- because I tried to 



38 

 

 
Jamie Biderman 

November 17, 2016 
Verbatim 

make sure that she saw what I was working on, and not just the nicest hotels in Nairobi or 

Abidjan or wherever, Indonesia.  Saw the local culture and so forth. 

 

My son, who was born in ’83, at the time I was working on Indonesia.  I was gone for a month at 

a time.  Obviously, because in order to cross the Pacific, you better have at least a three-week 

mission to make it worthwhile.  I was working on China a little bit, too, at the beginning of our 

relationship with China, on the urban side.  So I would be gone for four weeks.  Often, I would 

come back, he was very small, and he wouldn’t recognize me in the early years. 

 

Later I found a way.  It was hectic, but I found a way to balance things.  I became, for example, 

the coach of his soccer team, from the time he was in kindergarten to junior high school, when he 

joined his school team.  That took an enormous effort to leave the office one day a week for 

practice.  The weekends one could handle, but that in particular, I remember was very hectic. 

The ability to leave at 3:00, and even earlier when it was Daylight Savings Time, because you’d 

have to make it to the practice field to meet all the kids and whoever brought them there.  But I 

made it a point to carve out a life outside the Bank. I don’t think the Bank impeded you if you 

were determined to have a life outside the Bank. 

 

Although clearly it was very stressful, for example, to be a manager in the Bank.  Particularly if 

you wanted to be accessible to your staff during the day, between meetings, and an open door to 

your staff.  I had to work every evening to catch up on my emails, on the approvals.  That period, 

although it was very interesting and I enjoyed it in many ways, it was very stressful; because I 

made it clear that I wanted to be accessible to my staff and not close my door.   So, yes, being a 

manager in the Bank was extremely stressful. 

 

HEATH:  So this was in the late ’80s and ’90s?  When were you -- 

 

BIDERMAN:  This was more in the 2000s. 

 



39 

 

 
Jamie Biderman 

November 17, 2016 
Verbatim 

HEATH:  The 2000s?  I’m sorry, the 2000s. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, near the end of my career. 

 

HEATH:  Ah, yes, I see. 

 

BIDERMAN:  I mean, even earlier.  Obviously if you’re really into your job, and I was. The 

Bank would -- it was not an unstressful job, the Bank.  But as I said, I tried to carve out a life 

outside. 

 

HEATH:  Right.  You were a manager from 2002 to 2010.  If you compare what it was like 

being a manager then, and the style of management, to what you perceived when you first joined 

the Bank in the mid-’70s. How were managers different between those two periods, would you 

say? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I would say that some of the things that managers did and the systems that 

supported them were similar.  For example, I don’t think the OPE [Overall Performance 

Evaluation] process has made much progress over the decades.  You know, it’s still very much 

the cumbersome, but the tool that we have to access performance. You had to live with that, 

obviously. 

 

I do think that in the later period managers had to be, or else you were not doing your job, much 

more sensitive to some of the issues that you alluded to earlier.  The needs of your women staff, 

both ASC and professional women.  That was an issue that I focused a lot of attention to.  I had a 

couple of women who were about to have children, do you know what I mean?   The 

telecommuting, I tried to facilitate the telecommuting relationship, but the Bank was not 

particularly supportive institutionally.  They did not want to encourage telecommuting, so I went 

up against the Bank bureaucracy on behalf of my staff.  You had to be willing to do that for 

them.  I said, these people are very good performers, and we have to do everything we can to 
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enable them to continue to perform well. 

 

HEATH:  They had the three months maternity leave, and then they wanted to remain at home, 

telecommuting to be with their kids for a bit. 

 

BIDERMAN:  And beyond.  That was the issue.  The maternity leave period was okay, you can 

do your thing, but it doesn’t stop there, as you know, after three months.  I bent over backwards.  

It’s one of the things I’m proud of, do you know what I mean, as a manager, that I did very much 

focus on that, and I think it was very much appreciated by my staff. 

 

HEATH:  You had to take it up with Human Resources? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes, I tried to push the envelope, so to speak. 

 

HEATH:  What arguments did they give against telecommuting?  Why were they opposed to it? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Well, they felt that if you opened the floodgates, people would sort of -- 

 

HEATH:  Abuse it. 

 

BIDERMAN:  -- abuse it.  And, surely, I’m sure some people did.  I countered with the fact that, 

look, I know who the good performers are among my staff, and if I feel that they will continue to 

perform.  It is not in the Bank’s interest to cut them off and to not allow them to do what they 

need to do to balance their family life with the Bank’s needs. I was successful.  I was pretty 

insistent.  I didn’t take “no” for an answer.   

 

Eventually, at least one of the women who worked for me had to leave, because she married 

somebody in London and eventually the Bank didn’t want telecommuting to continue.  

Nonetheless, I did my bit in that respect, and I don’t think that was in a manager’s purview so 
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much in the earlier period, managing those sorts of issues, for example. Or the other issue was 

integrating staff from our locally recruited staff. 

 

HEATH:  Yes. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Some of them I felt were extremely sharp and deserved actually opportunities to 

become international staff.  Others needed a lot more coaching and nurturing.  How to provide 

for both of those became a challenge for me as a manager, which I welcomed, actually.  I tried 

very hard to help ensure that the Bank got what it should from these folks but also that their 

careers were enhanced in some way.  That they weren’t just stuck in a dead end. 

 

HEATH:  Right.  Do you think managers in the ’70s were mentors in a way that today’s 

managers are not, perhaps?  Has the mentoring function -- 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes. 

 

HEATH:  Why has it gone away? 

 

BIDERMAN:  In part because of -- I mentioned earlier, for example, that we had deputy 

division chiefs, 

 

HEATH:  Yes. 

 

BIDERMAN:  To me that was something that, in a sense, it was recreated, because I had two 

deputies at the end of my stint as a manager, because it was a unit of 60 people.  It was 

recognized that I needed two deputies.  They’re managers now those deputies, which is very nice 

to see that they went on to do extremely well in their own right.  Not through anything I did.  

They had it in them, I think, to succeed.  At the margin, I’m glad that I contributed a little bit to 

mentoring them. 
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Nonetheless, the fact that you had not just me, but other people that the staff could turn to was 

invaluable.  That was one positive that we used to have that we don’t necessarily have now.  I 

had it only because the units in Africa were perceived to be too large, and so there was a formal 

system of deputies that was put in place. 

 

HEATH:  Why do you think that went away?  Why did we lose it? 

 

BIDERMAN:  I don’t know exactly why they abolished that system, because I also felt that it 

cultivated or trained a pool of potential new managers, which is a very good thing.  The other 

thing, of course, was that in those days I think that people who were managers for mainly people 

who had good substantive skills, who had been promoted into those roles.  I think to some extent 

the reference to people skills was lip service in subsequent years, but at times it was I think 

genuinely taken into account as a criterion for assessing new managers.  I like to think that that 

was also an important dimension. 

 

HEATH:  In that sense, things got better, and we were more sensitive. 

 

BIDERMAN:  In that sense I think things got better.  There was more sensitivity about the 

importance of people skills.  I don’t think that it was honored -- it was sometimes honored in the 

breach, because many managers, I feel, who were appointed even recently did not necessarily 

have optimal people skills. 

 

HEATH:  Right, right. 

 

BIDERMAN:  One of the things I enjoyed in the Bank was being a bit of an anthropologist; a 

participant observer, you know?  My wife often says that I take that perspective in many areas. I 

like to reflect on what I saw while I was in it. 
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HEATH:  Sure. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Which enhanced the whole experience, obviously.  It made it particularly 

interesting.  I was glad to have such diverse experiences in the Bank.  McNamara created a large 

enough Bank so that you could go from being a project and sector economist, to being a country 

economist in a couple of stints.  Then take a corporate job. Then I did a few things that were 

even more unconventional.  Coordinating the Bank’s participation in the Monterey conference, 

which was fascinating because I interacted with Wolfensohn in that regard. 

 

HEATH:  Right. 

 

BIDERMAN:  I think there’s something to be said for working in an organization that’s large 

enough to allow you to do that. 

 

HEATH:  Were there any aspects of your Bank career that you didn’t like, when you felt 

uncomfortable or just not happy? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Well, I think that despite the emphasis on rotation, at times that process was not 

as smooth as one would think.  As a manager I became very aware of the need to be proactive in 

helping staff, because on your own you weren’t necessarily able to identify optimal rotation 

options for you.  At times it wasn’t necessarily smooth for me, from one job to the other.  I had 

to scramble a bit to figure out what should I do next, and how do I get there?   

 

Overall, I think the Bank that McNamara created, because I think in many respects it’s still, both 

in terms of its size, its focus, its atmosphere.  It’s got many of the features that were introduced 

during that period.  I think it was a great place to make a career, and I certainly don’t regret 

coming here. 

 

HEATH:  Are there any particularly funny incidents that you could remember in your career?  
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Anything that stands out as truly hilarious? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Well, I think I mentioned a few already, both missions at various times, and 

within the Bank.  Offhand I can’t think of any others. 

 

HEATH:  Did I hear you say you didn’t belong to societies or clubs, particularly.  What’s your 

recollection of the parties, the office parties?  Was that something that was rather a bit grim?  Or 

was it actually a source of -- 

 

BIDERMAN:  No, no.  I would say in that respect, the Bank atmosphere has always been very 

lively.  I mean, obviously it depends also on the manager and the atmosphere you create.  I have 

always felt that it was a very -- with maybe a few exceptions here and there in certain units.  For 

the most part a very positive atmosphere in the different units that I was a part of. 

 

One thing that I’m thinking about apropos of your question about any particularly humorous or 

curious incidents, I will tell you perhaps two anecdotes.  Perhaps I was attracted by challenges 

that were unconventional or whatever from my McNamara period in the Bank in the urban 

projects department, but I made it a point when I was a country economist to seek assignments in 

countries that were either new to the Bank or were just joining or what have you.  I was country 

economist and country officer for Angola and Mozambique, at one point.  Then for the Baltic 

States, the former Soviet Union in the early ’90s.  I had a number of very interesting experiences 

in those places. 

 

In the case of Angola and Mozambique, because I was a native Spanish speaker, Portuguese 

came easier to me.  I tried to improve it through classes here at the Bank.  So I eventually 

became fluent enough to conduct a pretty good dialogue.  I enjoyed that enormously, that 

particular assignment.  Particularly because, in the case of Mozambique, for example, I led the 

first public expenditure review that the Bank had ever done.  The government was very 

suspicious of why does the Bank want to know how we are spending our money?  It’s one thing 
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for you to know what your projects are supporting, but you want to know how we’re spending 

our money? 

 

The Fund, of course, was insistent that we do this, because that was our role in the division of 

labor between the Fund and the Bank.  I finally came up with an idea of making it collaborative.  

We would have teams of academics from Mozambique doing papers on various topics, in 

addition to the Bank team or whatever.  It became a very collaborative effort, and so that was 

interesting. 

 

The Angola case, where Angola was not a member of the Bank when I took over.  We had just 

initiated a UNDP [United Nations Development Programme] funded effort to do initial analytical 

work -- 

 

HEATH:  What year would this have been? 

 

BIDERMAN:  In Angola, ’87.  They joined eventually in ’90 or ’91.  I processed the first 

operation following membership before I left the scene and went on to my next assignment.  

That was fascinating because Angola, as you may recall, was a geopolitical hot potato, where the 

rebels, supported by one of our shareholders, were fighting the government, which was 

supported by another geopolitical actor, and so forth.  Meanwhile, we were just trying to ensure 

that if they wanted to be members of the international financial community and take part – and 

the UNDP and bilaterals were already active there -- that they could.  So we did what we could 

before membership and, without getting into details, it was quite lively.  It was almost surreal to 

be in a place where you had Cuban troops defending the American oil installations -- 

 

HEATH:  Gulf oil there, Cabinda. 

 

BIDERMAN:  -- that were providing the revenue for the government to oppose the rebels.  It 

was surreal at times, do you know what I mean, to be a part of this.  Eventually our major 
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shareholder did agree that it was a good thing for Angola to join the Bank, and they became 

members and so forth.  The process was fascinating to watch, again, as a kind of participant 

observer. 

 

HEATH:  I went to Angola in ’85 on an IFAD [International Fund for Agricultural 

Development] mission. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes. 

 

HEATH:  I remember driving around Luanda and how there were all these old, abandoned tanks 

in the middle of the crossroads.  It was a strange place. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Yes. That was even earlier than ’87.  We started with UNDP support, coming to 

do analytical work which eventually led to membership.  That was fascinating. 

 

Then the Baltics was very interesting.  Where some of them were more Soviet in their 

atmosphere than others.  Yet they progressed at a rate that was incredible.  I have never seen a 

member country -- in part because they were more hooked into some European countries.  In the 

case of Estonia, it was Finland.  In the case of Latvia, it was Sweden.  Lithuania was not as 

advanced at the time.  Although now it’s actually made great strides.  It was rewarding to see that 

kind of progress so rapidly in a new member country.  That was very interesting.  I found that 

very fascinating to watch. 

 

HEATH:  Were there any times in your Bank career when you were traveling abroad that you 

felt afraid for your life? 

 

BIDERMAN:  No.  I mean I was in a bit of a war zone in various places.  In Angola, Chad, et 

cetera, but I didn’t feel the Bank was sending me-- Now my wife may have felt that I shouldn’t 

be in Chad or Angola, but I never felt directly threatened.  I probably would have objected if the 
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Bank had insisted on putting me in harm’s way.  I was keen to do what I could to help these 

countries in post-conflict kind of situations. 

 

HEATH:  Well, Jaime, is there anything finally you’d like to add?  Anything we haven’t 

covered? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Thank you for your questions.  They have, I think, led me to cover the 

waterfront, in terms of both the McNamara period and broader reflections on the Bank from my 

career.  So I appreciate the opportunity.  I think along the way I have mentioned some of the 

things that I have learned that I feel are lessons that need to be heeded, even in today’s Bank. 

 

I still remind people in whatever advisory roles I have here in this regard.  They include to avoid 

spurious accuracy, to focus on the policy and institutional aspects and not just the physical 

aspects of projects. To learn from your predecessor’s efforts; and to elevate your sights and not 

get bogged down in the details, because the big picture is important.  Both in terms of sectors, 

municipalities, countries.  We can’t just focus on projects. 

 

I guess that’s one of the things, one of the main ways in which the Bank has evolved.  Because 

the old Bank was very much a projects Bank.  That dimension should not be neglected in my 

view, we still, I think, have a very strong comparative advantage, and we should not abandon 

that.  We need to have a broader prospective, as well. 

 

HEATH:  Just finally, you mentioned your interest in learning.  What do you think the Bank 

could do to become more of a learning institution? 

 

BIDERMAN:  Well, I think one of the things which I think you mentioned in your own 

evaluation, which I have always emphasized because earlier -- and I think I probably told you 

this in all your years -- when I was an Operations advisor, I interacted with OED on these issues. 

We had an evaluation dissemination taskforce, and plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose, to 
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some extent we focused on these issues.  One of the things at the time that I emphasized was the 

importance of managers asking the right questions at review meetings, either upstream at the 

concept stage, or at decision meetings or what have you.  Saying, okay, I don’t just want to know 

in a perfunctory way what lessons you have taken from previous projects in this country, or 

similar projects in other countries.  I want an in-depth assessment.  What have you adopted from 

the past and what have you rejected?  What are you not adopting, and why, in terms of the 

lessons from experience? 

 

If managers would ask those questions, I feel that the incentives would be much stronger than the 

current, fairly weak, incentives on the part of staff.  Because staff are very smart in the Bank.  

They listen, and they listen to the signals.  If the manager does not ask or insist on this question, 

they feel they can safely move on.  That’s not to say that they’re trying to intentionally neglect 

this, do you what I mean?  I don’t think Bank staff are intentionally malevolent, or whatever in 

any way.  Trying to pull the wool or ignore key elements deliberately.  It’s been very difficult, as 

you know, to create this learning culture.  I think it’s critical. 

 

The new president has emphasized it, but I’m not sure how much progress has been made, given 

the disruption of the change process in the institution. 

 

HEATH:  Okay, Jaime, thank you so much for coming in. 

 

BIDERMAN:  Thank you very much. 

 

  

*  *  *  *  * 


